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The Empty Room: Africa’s Missing Senior
Digital Infrastructure

Executive Summary

This whitepaper documents a structural gap in Africa’s digital ecosystem: the complete absence
of continent-wide, senior-focused digital literacy infrastructure. While the Global North has built
mature ecosystems serving millions of older adults — Senior Planet (1.5M annual users),
Cyber-Seniors (national intergenerational model), GetSetUp (5,000+ classes), Age UK (national
charity with local delivery), and Barclays Digital Eagles (corporate-sponsored branch network) —
Africa has no comparable architecture.

"This is not a market failure. It is a category absence."

Kenya, despite being Africa’s digital success story with 40 million M-Pesa customers and 84.8%
financial inclusion, exhibits the same vacuum. The age digital divide averages 0.49 nationally,
with Nakuru at 0.53 and rural counties as low as 0.14. eCitizen usage among adults over 54 is
statistically lower and represents a distinct demographic divide. Adults over 54 account for a
disproportionately smaller share of active users compared to younger demographics. This is
primarily attributed to lower digital literacy, smartphone adoption barriers, and a heavier reliance
on assisted physical services, such as Huduma Centres. 45.2% of Kenyan seniors have no
formal education. The UN’s MISA survey explicitly notes “a lack of information directly relevant to
the situation and needs of older people.”

This whitepaper introduces the concept of “managed dependency” — the condition of being
statistically included in digital systems while practically dependent on younger relatives for
navigation. It argues that managed dependency is not a personal failing but an economic drain,
and that independent digital skills for seniors represent untapped economic infrastructure.

Senior Citizens Tech Haven (SCTH), founded in Kenya in 2024, is presented as Africa’s first
attempt to build this missing infrastructure. The paper concludes with a four-phase roadmap for
scaling from local content platform to continental digital public infrastructure.
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1. The Global Senior Digital Literacy
Ecosystem

1.1 The United States: A $100 Million+ Infrastructure

The American senior tech literacy ecosystem is the most mature in the world, anchored by three
major organizations with distinct models.

Older Adults Technology Services (OATS) / Senior Planet from AARP

Founded in 2004 and acquired by AARP in 2021, OATS operates Senior Planet, a platform
serving over 1.5 million users annually through a combination of in-person centers (New York,
Miami, Denver) and extensive virtual programming.

» 50+ free live classes per week on Zoom, covering financial security, social engagement,
creative expression, health and wellness, and civic participation

* Senior Planet Community: a secure, ad-free social platform exclusively for adults aged 60+
 Multilingual delivery: English, Spanish, and Mandarin

» Measurable outcomes: 88% of participants felt more connected to family and friends

* National reach with local presence: in-person centers in major cities plus virtual access
nationwide
The OATS model demonstrates that senior tech literacy is not merely about skills transfer. It is
about social infrastructure — creating spaces where older adults learn, connect, and participate

as citizens.

Cyber-Seniors

What began as a high school documentary project in 2015 has evolved into a national nonprofit
with a distinctive intergenerational model. Cyber-Seniors pairs older adults with trained youth
mentors for one-on-one and small-group tech support.

* Daily live webinars and recorded content libraries
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» Ongoing tech support beyond initial training
» Emphasis on confidence and connection, not just technical skills

» Goal-oriented: helping seniors achieve specific objectives (video-calling grandchildren,
online shopping, telemedicine)

The Cyber-Seniors model proves that intergenerational relationships can be structured into
service delivery, creating mutual benefit: seniors gain skills and social connection; youth gain
leadership experience and empathy.

GetSetUp

A venture-backed platform that has partnered with state governments (Michigan, New Jersey,
New York), health insurers, and employers to provide live interactive classes taught by older
adults (“Guides”) to their peers.

* 5,000+ classes across 40 categories

« 1.5 million class attendances in Michigan alone since 2020

* Peer-to-peer teaching model: instructors are older adults, creating relatability and trust
 Multi-stakeholder funding: government, insurance, employer partnerships

» Languages: English, Spanish, Hindi, Mandarin

GetSetUp demonstrates that senior tech literacy can be scalable and sustainable through
diversified revenue models and peer teaching.

1.2 The United Kingdom: Institutional Integration

Age UK

The UK'’s largest charity for older people, Age UK embeds digital inclusion within broader
wellbeing services. Its power lies in the national brand, local delivery model — ensuring
consistent quality across hundreds of local centers while adapting to community needs.

* Digital skills training integrated with benefits advice, loneliness support, and health
navigation
* Holistic approach: technology is not taught in isolation but as part of aging well

* Free resources plus paid services tier, creating sustainability

Barclays Digital Eagles
A corporate-sponsored initiative operating in bank branches nationwide. Its innovation is the
trusted institutional anchor — seniors already bank with Barclays, so the digital literacy program
feels safe and familiar.

* In-person and online training flexibility

* Practical goals: email, online shopping, cybersecurity, video calling

* Brand trust as the primary acquisition channel

Senior Citizens Tech Haven - The Empty Room Whitepaper - May 2026 Page 4 of 15



1.3 Canada: Research-Driven Best Practices

HelpAge Canada / Dig-IT Program

The Dig-IT Program is notable for its research-to-practice pipeline. Based on interviews with
participants, delivery personnel, and researchers, it has published comprehensive best practices:

« Affordability and fear/anxiety are the top barriers to adoption
* Tablets preferred over laptops for older learners
* Peer teaching is essential for trust and relatability

* Cybersecurity must be embedded in all training, not treated as an afterthought

1.4 Academic Evidence Base

Research from UC Davis provides the most rigorous evaluation of senior digital literacy
programs. Their community-engaged learning program pairs undergraduates with low-income
older adults for 8 weeks of training, providing Chromebooks and 2 years of broadband.

Key findings: - Digital proficiency scores (MDPQ-16) rose from 33.72 to 54.89 (p<.001) -
Activities seniors had “never tried” dropped from 9.61 to 3.83 - 94% of seniors enjoyed working
with student trainers - 89% formed close relationships with their mentors - Students created
personalized “learner booklets” with step-by-step instructions and screenshots

The evidence is clear: structured, patient, human-centered technology training produces
measurable, significant, and lasting improvements in digital proficiency, confidence, and social
connection.

2. The African Vacuum: Evidence and
Analysis

2.1 The Systematic Search

A comprehensive scan of digital literacy initiatives across Africa reveals the following:

Nigeria: The National Digital Literacy Competition (NDLC) 2026 is open to pupils and students
aged 10-17 years. There is no senior equivalent.

South Africa: Vodacom released a senior-friendly phone (V155) with big buttons and SOS
features. The government's 2016 technology strategy focused on general diffusion, not
senior-specific training. Only 5.4% of internet users in South Africa are aged 60+. No dedicated
nonprofit or platform for senior digital literacy exists.
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Kenya: No organizations found specifically targeting senior digital literacy. KIPPRA has
documented the age digital divide but offers no intervention programs. Moi University conducted
academic research on how seniors in informal settlements access health information, but this
was research, not service delivery. HelpAge International operates in Kenya but focuses on
social pensions, elder abuse, and healthcare — not digital skills.

Ghana, Uganda, Malawi: No dedicated senior digital literacy platforms found. A sample grant
proposal template for “Digital Literacy for Seniors” exists on Funds for NGOs — but no actual
program. The UN MISA survey was piloted in these countries as a research tool, not a service
intervention.

2.2 The Data Gap

The UN’s Multiple Indicator Survey on Ageing (MISA), conducted in Kenya, Malawi, and Uganda,
explicitly noted that “there was a lack of information directly relevant to the situation and needs of
older people” in these countries. If governments are not collecting data on aging populations,
they are certainly not funding digital inclusion programs for them.

The MISA survey found that: - 40% of older persons self-rated their physical health as good, but
26% rated it as poor - 69.4% of older persons worked in agriculture, declining with age - 30% of
the household population had never attended school, with significant gender disparities - 60.5%
of older women in Kenya had no education compared to 28.0% of older men

These foundational literacy barriers are ignored by most global tech platforms, which assume at
least basic literacy and numeracy.

2.3 The Demographic Urgency

According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s Africa Aging: 2020 report: - In Kenya (2014), 45.2% of
adults aged 60+ had no formal education — rising to 68.7% among those aged 80+ - Gender
disparities are severe: 60.5% of older women vs. 28.0% of older men - Rural-urban divides are
stark: rural older adults consistently have lower education levels - Wealth quintiles matter: 49.2%
of older adults live in households in the lowest two wealth quintiles

Africa is the world’s youngest continent, but it is aging. Kenya’s population aged 60+ is growing
rapidly. The first wave of digitally disconnected seniors is already here. The window to intervene
iS now.

3. The Kenyan Case Study

3.1 Internet Penetration: 40.5% — But Who Are the 59.5%?
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As of October 2025, Kenya had approximately 23.4 million internet users, representing 40.5%
internet penetration. This means 34.4 million Kenyans — 59.5% of the population — remain
offline.

The data does not disaggregate by age, but global patterns suggest older adults are
disproportionately represented among the offline population. In the European Union, only 24% of
adults aged 65-74 have basic digital skills, compared to 55% of those aged 45-54. If this gap
holds in Kenya — and there is no reason to believe it is smaller — then the majority of Kenyan
seniors are effectively digitally illiterate.

3.2 The Age Digital Divide: Quantified

KIPPRA's 2025 research on Kenya's digital divide found that the age digital divide averages 0.49
nationally. County-level variation is dramatic:

These numbers translate into real barriers: fewer M-Pesa agents trained for seniors, longer
queues at Huduma Centres because eCitizen is not accessible, and limited telemedicine reach in
counties where the divide is widest.

3.3 M-Pesa: Approximately 40Million Customers, But How Many
Are Independent?

M-Pesa reached 40 million customers in March 2026. The platform handles 100 million
transactions daily and has driven financial inclusion from 26% in 2006 to 84.8% by 2024.

But the critical question is: how many of those 40 million customers are over 60? And of those
who are, how many are merely recipients of money sent by children, versus active users who
can independently send, save, invest, and manage their finances?

The Moi University study on elderly health practices in Kenyan informal found that older adults
use “hybrid strategies” — combining digital tools with family intermediaries and community health
volunteers. This suggests that many “M-Pesa users” are not independent users at all. They are
dependent users, relying on children or grandchildren to navigate the interface.

3.4 eCitizen and Huduma Centres: Designed for the Young and
Literate

A 2026 Springer study on e-governance in Kenya surveyed 39 adults who had used Huduma or
eCitizen services. The age breakdown was:

2 percent above 55. The study acknowledged that online convenience sampling “inevitably
oversampled literate, internet-savvy citizens” — but this is precisely the point. The platforms are
designed for, marketed to, and used by the young. Older adults are not in these rooms when the
systems are being designed.
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Barriers identified include: - 74% experienced long waiting times - 31% encountered system
downtimes - Rural users disproportionately cited internet connectivity problems and Electricity
connectivity challenges - Unclear instructions and hidden fees were common complaints

For an older adult with limited digital literacy, these barriers are not inconveniences — they are
walls.

4. Managed Dependency: A Conceptual
Framework

4.1 Definition

Managed dependency is the condition of being statistically included in digital systems while
practically dependent on younger relatives or intermediaries for navigation. It is the gap between
statistical inclusion (being counted as an M-Pesa user, an internet user, a financially included
citizen) and functional independence (being able to perform digital tasks without assistance).

4.2 The Statistical lllusion

Managed dependency creates a dangerous illusion for policymakers. When Kenya reports
84.8% financial inclusion, the figure includes Grace in Nakuru, who receives money from her son
via M-Pesa but cannot independently send money, check her balance, or reverse a transaction.
She is counted. She is not empowered.

This illusion masks the true scale of digital exclusion. It suggests that the problem is solved
when, in fact, it has merely been outsourced to family networks — a private solution to a public
problem.

4.3 The Costs of Managed Dependency

Personal costs: - Loss of autonomy and dignity - Increased vulnerability to fraud (intermediaries
may misuse access) - Social isolation when intermediaries are unavailable - Health risks when
telemedicine or health information access requires assistance

Economic costs: - Lost productivity from manual processes (queuing, paper forms, physical
travel) - Healthcare system costs from missed appointments and delayed care - Government
inefficiency from processing manual applications - Intergenerational burden on working-age
adults who must assist parents

Systemic costs: - Perpetuation of inequality (those without children or intermediaries are fully
excluded) - Underutilization of digital infrastructure (eCitizen, telemedicine, e-commerce) -
Missed economic opportunity (seniors as consumers, producers, and digital entrepreneurs)
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4.4 From Managed Dependency to Digital Autonomy

The goal is not merely to increase statistical inclusion. It is to achieve digital autonomy — the
condition where older adults can independently navigate digital systems, make informed choices,
and patrticipate in the digital economy as active agents rather than passive recipients.

Digital autonomy requires: 1. Skills: The ability to perform specific digital tasks 2. Confidence:
The belief that one can learn and adapt 3. Access: Affordable devices, data, and services 4.
Safety: Protection from fraud, scams, and exploitation 5. Support: Patient, culturally appropriate,
ongoing assistance 6. Agency: The power to choose which digital services to use and when

5. Why Global Models Fail in Africa

Every senior tech platform in the Global North is built on assumptions that do not hold in Africa:

These are not minor adaptations. They are fundamental reconstructions. Africa needs platforms
built from the ground up for African realities — not Western platforms with Swabhili subtitles.

6. The Economic Case for Senior Digital
Inclusion

6.1 The Cost of Exclusion

When seniors cannot use digital systems, the costs are borne by individuals, families, and the
state:

Government inefficiency: A senior who cannot use eCitizen queues for hours at Huduma Centre.
Staff process paper applications manually. The system absorbs the cost of inefficiency.

Healthcare costs: A senior who cannot verify a health appointment online misses the slot. The
clinic loses capacity. The senior’s condition worsens, requiring more expensive emergency care.

Fraud losses: When seniors cannot identify scams, they lose money. The Global Anti-Scam
Alliance reports that 69% of scam victims experience severe stress, 17% lose self-confidence,
and 14% experience family tension. These are healthcare and social service costs.

Lost economic potential: 69.4% of Kenyan older persons work in agriculture, but physical
capacity declines with age. Digital skills open alternative income: selling via WhatsApp,
managing payments for small businesses, peer tech support.
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6.2 The Returns on Inclusion

Research from UC Davis demonstrates measurable returns: - Digital proficiency scores rose
from 33.72 to 54.89 - Previously untried activities dropped from 9.61 to 3.83 - 94% enjoyed
training; 89% formed close relationships with mentors

In Kenya, where 49.2% of older adults live in the lowest two wealth quintiles, digital inclusion is
not a luxury. It is an economic necessity — a pathway from dependency to productivity, from
isolation to connection, from vulnerability to security.

6.3 The Market Opportunity

Africa’s aging population represents an untapped market: - Kenya: 2.5 million adults aged 60+
today, 10.7 million by 2050 - Nigeria: largest population of older adults in Africa - South Africa:
most developed digital infrastructure, but 5.4% of internet users are 60+ - Ghana, Uganda,
Tanzania: growing aging populations with no dedicated digital services

The first organization to build senior digital inclusion infrastructure at scale will capture
first-mover advantage across a continent of 1.4 billion people.

7. Senior Citizens Tech Haven: A Ground-Up
Reconstruction

7.1 Founding and Evolution

Senior Citizens Tech Haven (SCTH) was founded in Kenya, in 2024 by Kevin Jonathan Otieno.
The platform began as a blog and podcast. In 2026, it was rebuilt as a professional Progressive
Web App (PWA) with SEO optimization, and an Al assistant named Elsah.

7.2 Design Principles

SCTH is not a copy of Senior Planet or Cyber-Seniors. It is a ground-up reconstruction of what
senior tech literacy looks like in an African context:

Mobile-first: All content designed for Samsung, Techno, Oppo and equivalent budget
smartphones. Every step photographed in natural light with finger placement visible.

M-Pesa and eCitizen as core curriculum: Teaching what seniors actually need — not abstract
“online banking” but specific, life-relevant skills.

Kiswahili-infused plain language: English content like Kiswahili conversation — short sentences,
repetition, cultural references.
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Elsah Al — Al for African seniors: A warm, patient Al companion available 24/7, handling
questions at scale that human trainers cannot.

Audio-first learning: Podcast format for the listening generation — consumable while farming,
cooking, or resting.

Civic Corner: Technology as a tool for citizenship, dignity, and participation — not an end in
itself. https://sauti-sahihi-civic-edu-app.vercel.app/

7.3 Current Metrics

* 35+ articles published
* 7 podcast episodes

1 Al assistant (Elsah)
« 0 institutional funding

These are modest numbers by global standards. But they are unprecedented in Africa.

8. Strategic Roadmap: 2026-2035

Phase 1: Content Authority (2024-2026) [

Build content library, establish voice, prove demand. Complete.

Phase 2: Community and Scale

 Launch “Digital Champions” — peer trainers (seniors teaching seniors)

* Partner with Safaricom shops, Equity Bank branches, Huduma Centres for “Senior Tech
Hour”

 Develop downloadable PDF learner booklets with large fonts and screenshots

e Launch WhatsApp Live sessions — monthly group calls for real-time Q&A,;

Phase 3: Institutional Partnership

* Register as official NGO
* Partner with HelpAge International, UN agencies, county governments

* Pilot “SCTH Playbook” in Ghana or Nigeria

Phase 4: Continental Replication

« License SCTH model to local organizations across Africa
» Advocate for African Union policy on senior digital inclusion

» Become the digital public infrastructure layer for Africa’s aging population
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9. Policy Recommendations

For the Kenyan Government:

« Disaggregate digital inclusion data by age in CAK and KNBS reports
» Mandate senior accessibility standards for eCitizen and government digital services

» Fund county-level senior digital literacy programs through the Digital Master Plan
2022-2032

« Partner with community organizations (churches, chamas, welfare associations) for
last-mile delivery

For Telecoms (Safaricom, Airtel, Telkom):

* Develop senior-specific data bundles at subsidized rates
* Train M-Pesa agents in senior customer service
 Create USSD-based senior support lines (no smartphone required)

» Partner with SCTH for content co-creation and distribution

For International Funders (AARP, UN, Gates Foundation):

» Recognize senior digital inclusion as a distinct funding category in Africa
 Support research on aging and technology in low-income countries
 Fund pilot programs that can be replicated across the continent

« Invest in African-led organizations rather than importing Global North models

For County Governments:
» Establish senior digital literacy centers in Huduma Centres and libraries
* Integrate digital skills into existing senior welfare programs
* Train community health volunteers in basic digital literacy for seniors

« Collect county-level data on senior digital access and barriers

10. Conclusion

There is no Senior Planet in Lagos. There is no Cyber-Seniors in Nairobi. There is no GetSetUp
in Accra. There is no Age UK in Kampala. There is no Barclays Digital Eagles in Harare.
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The room is empty.

But the room should not be empty. Africa has 1.4 billion people. Kenya has Approximately 3.5
million adults aged 60+ — a number that will grow to 10.7 million by 2050. These are not
statistics. They are mothers, fathers, grandparents, farmers, teachers, veterans, elders. They are
the generation that built the nations we inherited. And they are being left behind — not because
they are unwilling, not because they are incapable, but because no one has built the door for
them to walk through.

Senior Citizens Tech Haven is building that door. In Nakuru. In Kenya. For Africa.

The global platforms have proven that senior digital literacy works. The research is clear. The
models are validated. The only question is whether Africa will wait for someone else to adapt
them — or whether we will build our own.

We are building our own.

The room is empty. But not for long.
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