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Abstract 
This paper describes the development of Net Neighbours, an online shopping scheme that 
widens Internet access to older people via volunteer telephone intermediaries. It outlines 
the processes of: problem identification, designing the telephone interaction, the financial 
model and the interface for the volunteer. It describes the application and adaptation of 
Human Computer Interaction (HCI) techniques to address the needs of the local charity 
that co-developed the scheme. The paper begins by reporting the ethnographic work that 
led to the scheme; it then describes the pilot study conducted with Age Concern, York. It 
maps the various possible configurations for the scheme in a series of financial models 
expressed in tree diagrams and goes on to describe the use of pastiche scenarios in 
developing designs. Pastiche scenarios draw on fiction as a resource to explore, in an 
engaging manner, the social issues raised by technological innovations; the paper 
presents extracts from three such scenarios that were used to reason about dependability 
issues with Age Concern staff. The scheme is ongoing and plans are currently being 
made to extend it by recruiting university staff and other office workers as volunteer 
intermediaries. It is hoped that the scheme will become widely available across the city 
and in other locations around the UK.  It is argued that volunteer telephone intermediaries 
can bridge digital divides and make Internet services accessible to those excluded either 
by age, disability or lack of resources.  The development of the scheme is a case study in 
the ways that HCI techniques can be adopted and adapted in order to design for civil 
society. 

1 Introduction 
There are currently 429 million people online but that accounts for just six percent of the 
global population. And of the world online population a staggering 41% are American. 
(Neilsen/Netratings 2004). Even in highly connected countries there are digital divides 
between its citizens, one of the most significant being age. Just 7% of UK households 
containing people over sixty five have access to the Internet (ONS, 2004).   Barriers to 
Internet access for older people have been identified as: lack of suitable equipment and 
software for those with arthritis related problems; lack of training and technical support; 
the price of access; cultural and linguistic barriers and lack of assistance (Sourbati 2004). 

There has been a great deal of work carried out in the HCI community on making 
computer interfaces more accessible for older people and people with disabilities. Recent 
examples of innovations featuring multi-modal auditory and haptic feedback for older 
users were featured at CHI 2003 in the papers session Accessibility Interfaces (Hwang et 
al., 2003; Jacko et al., 2003; Kurniawan, et al., 2003). However, improvements in 
interface design are not the only way of delivering online services to older people. The 
approach to be discussed here widens access to online services themselves, rather than 



the interfaces to them, by using volunteer telephone intermediaries.  

The UK’s Office for National Statistics recently recorded a massive slump in the 
numbers of people volunteering for charity work. In 1995 2.3 billion hours were spent 
volunteering in 2000 just 1.6 billion; this represents a decline of more that thirty percent 
(ONS 2004). Charities such as Age Concern, that provide services to some of the most 
vulnerable groups in society, are struggling to meet needs. The voluntary sector have 
speculated that the reasons for the decline may be increases in family break ups, rising 
house prices and debt, all forcing people to work longer hours at work (Thornton 2004). 
The Institute for Volunteering Research conducts surveys that include protests and 
political activity and these show a less gloomy picture. Nevertheless the Institute’s 
director notes that more traditional volunteer organisations have been hit hard and that 
younger people’s attitudes to volunteering have changed significantly:    
 
"They are not prepared to sign up to large chunks of time so charities need to be able to 
offer more flexible, bite-sized chunks of time." 
(Ibid) 
 
Universities employ a large number of computer literate staff with always-on, high-speed 
Internet access. Projects like SETI, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence use the 
power of networked computers to analyse radio telescope data when the machines would 
otherwise be idle. There is then a very large technological and human resource that the 
voluntary sector might draw on. This paper describes a project that aims to enable 
university staff to do voluntary work in just such “bite sized chunks of time” helping 
older people to do their grocery shopping without having to leave the office. Standard 
Human Computer Interaction (HCI) techniques were employed throughout the project 
and the paper notes how they were adopted and adapted in a project co-developed with a 
local charity. 

2 Internet intermediaries 
Work on this project was stimulated by an ethnographic case study of a Warden Call 
service. Here customers’ homes are fitted with an alarm system operated by telephone 
and pendants. When pressed, the button on the pendant puts an emergency call through to 
a central database operator who speaks to the customer through a speaker on a hands-free 
phone set which can be heard anywhere in the house. Depending on the situation the 
operator then sends out a primary carer or a warden at any time of the day or night. As a 
part of this study one mobile warden was interviewed in depth and accompanied on three 
visits to older clients and these clients were then interviewed in their homes.  

The first was 79 and had osteoporosis. She had recently injured her leg and the visit was 
to install the warden call alarm system. The only way up to the flat was via three flights 
of concrete steps. The warden had tried to persuade her to move home but she had 
refused, she had lived there for thirty-seven years. The next person visited was an 88-
year-old woman who was living in a bungalow on her own. She had been involved in 
organising a mini-bus to take her and her neighbours to the supermarket. The last person 
visited was a 79-year-old man living in two rooms in the ground floor of his home. 
During the course of the visit a neighbour called with some shopping for him. Each of 
these individuals had recourse to different solutions to the difficulties presented by 



grocery shopping. Two used an informal community network of support relying on 
neighbours and one had helped organise a more formal system.  

Being able to get out to the shops is a serious concern for frail older people. If a patient in 
a hospital were deemed unable to do their grocery shopping then they would not be 
discharged. An inability to shop then can lead to un-necessary time spent in hospital. This 
is known as “bed blocking” and is considered a serious problem by government and 
hospital administrators. Even a temporary inability to shop can have a serious impact on 
an older person’s ability to continue living at home independently. Frequently, paid 
carers are sent shopping for their clients. This is valuable time (in an economic as well as 
a social sense) and it could be better spent. Online shopping would function as a 
potentially liberating assistive technology for many older people. However, as noted 
above few older people own computers, and even if they were given them there are 
considerable barriers to using them for online shopping.  

Most UK supermarkets are now offering online shopping services where orders are 
placed over the Internet and deliveries are made to the door. Some offer phone based 
delivery but such services are costly to run so they are not common. Informally, PC users 
sometimes place online orders for friends or relatives who do not have access to the 
Internet. The Net Neighbours scheme was conceived to extend this kind of appropriation, 
make it widely available and dependable. Volunteers would set up email addresses, 
usernames and online accounts on behalf of older clients. They would then take the older 
person’s shopping list over the phone, negotiate the site and place online orders for them. 
Retailers would then deliver goods such as groceries to the older person’s door in the 
usual way. In the last two years online shopping has become widely available and many 
similar schemes have been developed around the country independent of each other. A 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation report on these tele-shopping schemes describes them in 
terms of virtual social care (Barlow forthcoming). Age Concern in Stockport have been 
running a service called Easyshop since 2001. An easy shop employee phones the client 
at an agreed time and takes the order, they process the order through the supermarket 
website which delivers the shopping to the client. Clients value the regular phone calls 
because “it feels like someone cares”. (Bartlett 2004).  
 
The personal computer has achieved an incredibly high take up in the west in a very short 
period of time but it is far from every home that has one. In contrast, 95% of UK homes 
have landline telephones, further, mobile phone ownership has quadrupled in the last five 
years to 65% with take up amongst the over sixty fives doubling in the last year (ONS 
2004). Such schemes, then, utilise the technology that older people have and are familiar 
with in order to give them access to technologies that may be out of their reach. The 
telephone is used as a tool to cross the digital divide. Of course such schemes are not for 
everyone and “silver surfers” who have access to computers and the net would have no 
need of them. But for those that have neither access to a PC nor the ability to use one 
such schemes are useful. There are two main advantages: the older people gain access to 
online facilities without having to own a computer or even a credit card and retailers can 
provide for a vulnerable group without changing their current provision in any way. 

The scheme developed at York is called Net Neighbours. Initially tests were conducted 
on supermarket sites to find out if it was possible to set up multiple accounts from the 



same credit card or whether this would trigger some security alert. Dummy accounts were 
set up for friends and colleagues and small deliveries were made to their homes. It was 
found that all three major UK supermarket sites were adaptable. Of course, the sites were 
not designed with this kind of use in mind but it was no more difficult to set up a second 
account corresponding to another person’s address than it was to set up a personal 
account in the usual way. 

After these dummy runs a consultation process began with Age Concern, York. This 
local branch of the national charity had tried to set up a similar scheme a number of years 
ago. Because older people generally require relatively few groceries a week, the five-
pound delivery charge was seen as a problem. They approached one supermarket with a 
plan where a number of deliveries for older people would be dropped off at the Age 
Concern office and taken to the older people by volunteers. Although staff at the local 
branch of the supermarket were initially enthusiastic the plans did not come to fruition 
because of safety concerns over how long it would take volunteers to get frozen goods to 
the customer - something controlled by law. The challenge then was to make the scheme 
work both for the charity, the clients and the retailers. 

Although there are a number of similar schemes throughout the UK, at the time of 
writing, the authors are not aware of a scheme that works in exactly the same way as Net 
Neighbours. This scheme aims to draw on university staff as volunteers to access online 
services on behalf of older people supported by an Age Concern co-ordinator and an 
interface to a secure database of client details. 

A service of this kind can be thought of as a "critical system" in the sense that the 
consequences of it failing may be serious. The client may be left without food or become 
distressed through worry. There may be financial problems, for example the older person 
may be unable to repay the volunteer. It was then important to make a careful analysis of 
the things that could go wrong at all stages of the design to ensure the system would be 
dependable. The next sections describe how HCI techniques were used to do this. 

3 The Design Process 

3.1 Step 1 - enumerating stakeholders and their potential concerns 
Age Concern York (ACY) were keen to develop the idea. They are the local branch of a 
national charity, having a number of paid staff and numerous volunteer helpers. Two 
ACY staff met with researchers on two occasions to think about the top-level 
requirements for the system. Initial discussions followed Monk's Lightweight techniques 
(1998) for using a rich picture. This involved identifying the stakeholders and brain 
storming initial expectations of their concerns. Key stakeholders were identified as: the 
client, the volunteer, the charity and the retailer. In addition we identified informal carers 
and relatives, the York Primary Healthcare Trust (health services) and York Social 
Services. Having listed the people who could potentially be affected by the introduction 
of Net Neighbours the next step was to enumerate the concerns they might have that 
should be considered when designing the service. The concerns listed in Table 1 are 
based on ACY’s perspective on what these stakeholders would require of the service. The 
first concern for ACY, was access. That is to say the service should be available to any of 
their clients who needed it. If for example the design chosen required clients to write a 
cheque and some did not have a bank account, that design would be unacceptable. This is 



also reflected in the concern for flexibility. The other concerns were accounting and staff 
costs, appropriate training, making the client more dependent and the risks to client and 
volunteer identified elsewhere in Table 1. 

Table 1: Summary of Stakeholders and Concerns 

Client: Cost; security; feedback; isolation; fear of change; flexible payment 
methods. 
Volunteer: Ease of use (retail sites); accuracy of order; method and time of 
reimbursement. 
Charity Access, risk to client and volunteer; accounting; staffing costs; training; 
flexibility, avoiding making client dependent on service. 
Retailer: Cost; profit; liability; fraud; competition; publicity. 

For the client (the older person) the principle concerns were: cost (the delivery fee was an 
obstacle as many older people do small weekly shops), and potential isolation. For many 
older people shopping is a social as well as a functional activity. It is as much about 
having a chat with neighbours they meet as it is getting the groceries. Sometimes it is the 
only reason to leave the house, or the only reason a neighbour might visit. There was a 
danger, then, that the scheme could increase isolation - a grave problem for the elderly 
(Age Concern 2002).  

The principle concerns anticipated for volunteers unfamiliar with online shopping were 
learning to use the sites and being reimbursed when they had placed orders for clients. 
For the retailer a number of possible concerns were identified. The advantage of the Net 
Neighbours scheme however was that it did not change the supermarket’s current 
provision in any way, indeed the supermarkets did not know anything unusual was 
happening during the pilot study. Table 1 summarises the main concerns of each of the 
major stakeholders. 

3.2 Step 2 - Designing the Telephone Interaction 
The telephone interaction is at the heart of the service. The key people involved here are 
the client and the volunteer. One approach would have been to research the user needs of 
the volunteer and the client separately and then to design the system around these needs. 
This would have meant designing a prototype of the database to support the process 
before we had any experience of on-line shopping for older people. For this reason we 
drew on the expertise of Jenny Jarred, an ACY staff member who acted as a putative 
volunteer, in this way we came to understand what the possible problems were by 
actually doing it. 

Jenny ran a hospital aftercare service and part of this involved grocery shopping for a 
limited period of time.  It was decided to link the pilot scheme to this so as not to raise 
expectations about a long-term service amongst clients if the scheme proved impractical 
in the long run. Previously, Jenny would visit older people at home, take their orders, 
drive to the shops, do their shopping and deliver it to their door. During the Net 
Neighbours pilot study Jenny placed orders on line and paid using her own credit card for 
clients who agreed to try the new service. Over a period of nine months around one 
hundred deliveries were made to eleven clients. Project funds covered the cost of each 
delivery so that the service was no more expensive to the clients than it would have been 
if Jenny were doing it in the usual way. ACY have now obtained sponsorship to extend 



the service and run it for one year. 

The first clients were the Andersons (all names have been changed to protect client 
confidentiality), a married couple who were in their eighties. Mrs Anderson had been 
discharged from hospital after a serious operation. The first online shop arrived promptly 
and the couple were impressed enough to want to continue with the arrangement. The 
situation was complicated when Mrs Anderson was taken back into hospital. Mr 
Anderson continued with the service but was not happy with the second experience as 
this email from Jenny indicates: 

Mrs Anderson is still in hospital with no immediate discharge date.  I have 
spoken with Mr Anderson who was less than happy with his last delivery. 
Although within the time slot of 12 - 2 it didn't arrived until 1.55pm and he 
was getting worried.  I think as the first delivery arrived 5 minutes into the 
time slot I believe he was expecting the same again.  There were several items 
wrong with this delivery […]  He didn't check any of it until later that 
afternoon. […]He didn't feel he wanted to continue an[y] more […] after he 
had spoken with his wife.   

When working with such vulnerable people error tolerance can be low. Some of the 
mistakes were the supermarket’s but most of them were made while ordering for 
example, a “4” was entered instead of a “6” and the Andersons received too few bananas. 
Often older people have very regular diets and if four bananas arrive instead of six that 
might upset their week’s meal plan. It was decided that from then on Jenny would phone 
the clients back after she had placed the order and read it to them before confirming it. 

The first regular customer was a Mr Edgewell. Three accounts were set up for him at 
Asda, Sainsbury’s and Tescos so he could have the pick of each. Another regular was a 
Mrs Gladstone, again in her eighties she found the service useful even though she 
actually owned a computer and was quite prepared to pay the five pounds delivery 
charge. The third customer was a Mrs Carter, she was an Age Concern volunteer and 
much younger than the rest, aged just seventy, however she had recently hurt her hand 
and so found it difficult to carry bags. She remained a client until her hand got better. 

It quickly became clear that this was indeed much more than just a shopping service. 
While talking to Mr Edgewell, Jenny, as a matter of course, asked him how his foot was 
after an operation. Upon hearing of his pain Jenny strongly encouraged him to report it to 
his doctor as older people are often extremely reluctant to report and problems may go 
undiagnosed for a long time (Age Concern 2002). Similarly another client mentioned that 
she had had a second banister rail put up and she wanted to employ someone to paint it. 
Jenny then told her about the Age Concern list of tradesmen checked with trading 
standards and the police. There were then other functional uses of the Net Neighbours 
scheme. But there were also the crucial social and conversational aspects. Here Mr 
Edgewell relates a conversation with a driver who had bumped into his car: 

Mr Edgewell: and he said … put a claim in. I said - just a minute, it’s only 
superficial damage we’ll sort that out, I’ll have it done at Honda - it costs 
quite a bit but it’s only a little bit of paint scratched off 

Jenny: You said you’d have it done at Honda? 



Mr Edgewell: Well if he was going to be funny about it 

Mr Edgewell told the story not seeking advice but simply sharing his day and the two of 
them ended up laughing about the incident.  

Although Jenny still occasionally made mistakes as did the supermarkets, the regulars 
found the service useful and Age Concern York were enthusiastic about taking the idea 
forward. Because the accounts were set up with the client’s name, address and phone 
number each was able to use the usual complaints procedure. On one occasion a driver 
left an entire bag on the van leaving Mr Edgewell’s order short. He simply rang the 
supermarket, told them what had happened and the driver was sent back to correct the 
mistake.  

As later sections will demonstrate, the procedural developments and refinements would 
all be helpful in the construction of the prototype interface for volunteers to use. Table 2 
summarises the problems encountered and mitigations built into the procedure. 

Table 2: Example Procedure Problems and Mitigations 

Problem Procedural Mitigation 
Intermediary makes incorrect order. Orders double-checked before being 

confirmed.  
Mistakes made with orders relating to 
weight. 

Metric and imperial Conversion table 
supplied. 

Mistakes made by supermarkets. Electronic receipts stored as record. 
Client usernames and email addresses 
forgotten. 

Client details stored.  

New clients confused about how the 
scheme works. 

Booklet designed telling them what to 
expect. 

3.3 Step 3 - Designing the financial model 
There was considerable interest in the scheme from “ActiveYork” an organisation within 
the University of York that encourages staff to take up voluntary work in the community. 
They offered possible support in the form of supplying volunteers and limited funding. 
Plans are currently being made then, to recruit and train university staff to volunteer as 
Net Neighbours. But for the scheme to work with a wider network of volunteers the 
financial procedure would have to be absolutely dependable.  

The next step then was to consider the numerous options for how payment and 
reimbursements were to be made. Funds have to be transferred from the client to the 
supermarket, but there are different routes it can take.  

There were difficult issues to reason about and it was important to involve the ACY staff 
in this part of the design, as they would be responsible if the system was not financially 
dependable. To make this possible two representations were developed. One was a set of 
financial models expressed in tree diagrams showing how monies could move around the 
system. The other was a set of Pastiche Scenarios that illustrated in a humorous and 
engaging way the possible problems inherent in the various configurations. 

Tree Diagrams 
The following diagram summarises the design space:  



 

 
Figure 1: Design Space for Internet Intermediary Payment and Reimbursement  

The diagram assumes that the volunteer pays the retailer directly. It is possible to imagine 
configurations where the older person or the organization would pay directly while the 
intermediary placed the order but this would be complex. The older person could for 
example, give the volunteer their own credit card details and the volunteer could enter 
them on her behalf, however the volunteer might become open to accusations of fraud. 
Alternatively, the organization might set up a general card that could be used by a 
number of individuals, the volunteer would then enter the general ACY card details. 
However, many organisations are wary of such cards and this was certainly not attractive 
to a small charity like ACY. For this reason the diagram assumes that the volunteer 
makes a direct payment and is then reimbursed. Reimbursement for the volunteer may be 
direct (from the client) or indirect (from Age Concern). There are five possible payment 
methods: cash, cheque, (standing or postal) order, direct debit or credit card; and two 
payment periods: before and after the delivery. Volunteers could receive payment either 
through the post or by having the volunteer or an Age Concern employee visit the client 
to collect the money. Obviously a visit would be more time consuming and for this 
reason might be less preferable for the volunteer and the organisation. If payment is made 
before the delivery then the client (the older person) must bear a risk (that goods will not 
arrive). If payment is made after the delivery then the volunteer or the organisation must 
bear a risk (that payment will not be made). The payment period is also important 
because there is often a discrepancy between the bill estimated at the point of placing the 



order online and the bill when the groceries are delivered. Certain items may not be 
available and substitutions may be made so the actual bill may be slightly higher or lower 
than the estimate. A number of tree diagrams were made to express the numerous 
possible reimbursement options. Figure two shows the relatively simple options with 
direct payment from the client to the volunteer:  

 
Figure 2: Client to Volunteer Reimbursement 

It would be possible for the volunteer to place an order without confirming it and take 
payment before delivery but this would be complicated. Perhaps because it was the 
course of least resistance during the pilot scheme the other path was taken: cheque or 
cash after delivery either sent through the post or collected in a visit. Figure Three shows 
the options for indirect repayment where the client pays the organisation, not the 
volunteer:  



 
Figure Three: Indirect Client to Organization Payment Options 

Again the client could pay the organization either before or after delivery by a number of 
methods. A similar diagram was made to show the organization repaying the volunteer. 
These diagrams show that there are a great many options for constructing the procedure 
but they are dry and analytical. They give no social context and do not reflect the 
concerns of any of the stakeholders.  In order to better understand not just the safety and 
security issues but also the emotional and experiential concerns a number of scenarios 
were constructed. 

Pastiche Scenarios 

At an early stage of the project a list of typical design scenarios were prepared for 
discussion with Age Concern representatives. Here is an example:  

3. Payment on completion of order, volunteer visits 

George phones Mrs Jones and takes her order. George makes the order 
online and pays with his credit card. The delivery arrives and George 
phones up to see that everything was OK. The next day George visits and 
asks Mrs Jones to write him a cheque and give him the receipt. George 
sends the receipt to Brenda, the administrator at Age Concern. He pays the 
cheque into his credit card account.  

There were some six of these scenarios but little discussion was generated perhaps 
because they were rather dull to read. This scenario is fairly typical of scenarios in HCI 
studies and it was not particularly effective as a means of communicating with ACY 
staff.  



A scenario, as the term is usually used in HCI, is a short narrative illustrating how a user 
might interact with some device or service providing sufficient detail to suggest design 
implications (Carroll 1997) They have been used to summarise the results of semi-formal 
user-centred requirements analysis (Monk 1998) and to summarise findings from field 
studies and other observations as the input to creating a design rationale (Carroll and 
Rosson 2003). However the characterisation of the user in standard HCI scenarios has 
been severely criticized in recent years. Lene Nielsen (2002) has argued that scenarios 
rarely present users as vivid characters and often present them as stereotypes, mere 
functionaries that illustrate the workings of the product being described.  

All of these criticisms certainly apply to the George and Mrs Jones figures in the previous 
scenario, we know absolutely nothing about them, not even their age or circumstance. 
Calling for more vivid characterisation Nielsen points out that it is not possible to predict 
the goals or actions of the user without knowing anything about them. Cooper (1999) has 
shown how the creation of personae can lead to design insight and Nielsen suggested how 
the techniques of film script writing could enrich scenarios. However creating a non-
stereotypical, vivid and compelling character each time a scenario becomes necessary in 
the design process is a very tall order.  

Pastiche scenarios draw on fiction as a resource to make this task easier. As the concept 
of usability is broadened to encompass enjoyment and the HCI community turns its 
attention to emotional affect and the experience of use (e.g. Norman, 2002; Shneiderman 
2002; Blythe, Monk, Overbeeke and Wright 2003, Wright and McCarthy 2004) literary 
approaches are becoming increasingly relevant to the field (Wright and Finlay 2003). 
Pastiche is a form of writing that imitates and borrows from other works and styles. 
Pastiche appropriates characters, situations, speeches and plot lines often to satirise the 
original but sometimes simply to place it in a new context. Pastiche scenarios then draw 
on existing narratives in order to create richer and more resonant descriptions of users 
and technologies. Pastiche scenarios are not intended as an alternative to traditional 
scenarios but as a complimentary method.  

A number of pastiche scenarios were prepared in order to work through and 
imaginatively reason about some of the possible configurations of the design space. 
These pastiche scenarios were used as discussion documents for Age Concern organizers 
and potential volunteers. They were also used to convey possible configurations of the 
scheme to Budi Arief, at the University of Newcastle, who collaborated on the project to 
produce a mysqul based prototype of an interface to help the volunteer. The following 
sections contain extracts from these pastiche scenarios with brief commentaries.  

A Christmas Shopping Carol  
Three pastiches of a Christmas Carol (Dickens 2003) were written to explore some of the 
dependability issue inherent in shopping as an intermediary. The following is an 
example:  

`Scrooge and Marley's, I believe,' said the portly gentlemen, referring to his list. `Have I the pleasure 
of addressing Mr. Scrooge, or Mr. Marley?' 

`Mr. Marley has been dead these seven years,' Scrooge replied. `He died seven years ago, this very 
night.' 

`I trust that the surviving partner is no less prompt in the settling of his accounts' said the gentleman, 



presenting his credentials. “At this festive season of the year, Mr. Scrooge,' said the fellow, taking 
up a pen, `it is more than usually desirable for those of us involved in charitable endeavours to settle 
our accounts so that we can continue our work. We would not usually call in person on a client but it 
has come to our attention that your account with us is some weeks overdue.” 

“What account?!” Asked Scrooge 

“The shopping account Sir. One of our volunteers has sent several deliveries to your door, and all 
have been accepted with thanks, but we have received no payment from you. Now we understand 
that at this time of year it is easy to fall behind so we have come to collect whatever you can afford. 
What shall I put you down for?” 

“Nothing!” replied Scrooge. 

“Times must be hard indeed if you cannot afford to pay anything at all.” 

“The times are of the very best, Sir, but I choose not to pay. If some young fool wants to patronise 
his elders and betters by sending gifts to their door then that is their affair and not mine.” 

“But consider” begged the fellow “We are a charity and cannot afford to pursue debts through the 
courts. If we cannot trust our clients to pay their bills then the scheme must fail and many poor older 
folk will go without.” 

“It is not my business” Scrooge returned “It’s enough for a man to understand his own business and 
not interfere with other people’s. Mine occupies me constantly, good afternoon Sir!” 

Political Correctness might demand a positive portrait of an older person but the scenario 
illustrates very well the unpleasant, though undeniable fact, that not all older people are 
trustworthy. As Jenny put it, “this only works if the volunteer is nice and the older person 
is nice”. Because the character of Scrooge is so well known, having been played by 
numerous actors in stage and film productions he is immediately more three dimensional 
than “George” and the possibility of fraud on the part of the older person is starkly 
illustrated. The possibility of having clients put a deposit down to join the scheme 
suggested itself after this first Scrooge scenario was written. This then led to a second 
scenario where Bob Cratchit endeavours to enrol an elderly relative on the scheme but 
cannot, because he does not have enough money to pay for a deposit as well as a week’s 
shopping. The third scenario was set after Scrooge had reformed. He approaches the fat 
gentleman in the street, hoping to make amends. Just as Scrooge is about to hand over a 
generous donation a policeman intervenes: “Sorry to interfere in your business Sir but 
we’ve been looking for this Gentleman for quite some time. Poses as a charitable fellow 
running a shopping service for old folks and pockets what he calls the “deposit” all for 
himself. This way Mr Claypole”. The other side of the risk problem then, is that of an 
untrustworthy volunteer. Although the notion of Internet shopping is, of course, 
completely anachronistic in Victorian England, the Christmas Carol characters are vivid 
enough to illustrate the issues of trust and possible abuses of the system.  

The Scrooge pastiche scenarios then raised in a vivid manner the dangers of: the client 
defrauding the volunteer and the volunteer defrauding the client. The first scenario 
suggested the possible solution of a deposit but the second highlighted possible problems 
with that relating to social exclusion. 

Net Neighbours At Poppleton 
The sociologist Laurie Taylor writes a popular satirical column in the Times Higher 
Education Supplement on the antics of academic staff at the fictional university of 
Poppleton. Three Poppleton pastiches were made to consider some of the organizational 



issues that might arise if large numbers of university staff were volunteering on a regular 
basis as planned.  These scenarios explored: volunteers visiting clients for payment by 
cash, client’s sending volunteers a cheque in the post and the client paying Age Concern 
who would then reimburse the volunteer. The following extract takes place in the Vice 
Chancellor’s office:  

Ah Lapping old chap. Good to see you. I take it you know the University solicitor? 

Yes Indeed. 

Look here Lapping, I asked you to pop in today because of some disparaging references to this 
university which have appeared in the Poppleton Evening Press. 

Disparaging? 

On the 7th of January a Mrs Edith Punting wrote to complain about a certain scheme the University 
is piloting called Net Neighbours.  

Oh yes? 

Yes, members of staff volunteer to place online shopping orders for older people who can’t get out 
and about very easily. The volunteer sets up an account for them, places the order and then visits the 
older person to collect the cash. 

A very worthy scheme.  

Quite. Mrs Punting does not object to the scheme, she objects to the manner in which the particular 
volunteer she was dealing with set about collecting the money she owed him. 

Really? 

Yes, apparently Mrs Punting had not been able to get to the post office for her pension one week and 
when the volunteer, a Mr X, turned up to collect her cash she was, as it were, financially 
embarrassed. 

I see, this made the volunteer suspicious did it? 

Yes, Professor Lapping, overly suspicious in Mrs Punting’s, and I confess, my own opinion. Mr X 
said “he knew all about her sort” and proceeded to take objects of value from Mrs Punting as 
“insurance”. She was left without a television until she got the cash to Mr X and she ended up 
missing “a very important story line in Coronation Street”. She did not name the volunteer because 
she “feared for her safety”. 

Well she should have thought of that shouldn’t she? 

Professor Lapping I believe you are Mr X. 

I deny all charges.  

In that case the university solicitor and I will have to refer your case to the University Complaints 
Committee. 

Of Course. 

And I’m now pleased to be able to tell you that the University Complaints Committee has concluded 
its discussions and found you guilty.  You are accordingly fined £1,000. 

I wonder if the committee, in its wisdom, might allow me some time to pay? 
Here Taylor’s (1994) characters, dialogue and jokes are cut and pasted as a spoonful of 
sugar in the medicine of a scenario that illustrates a number of potential problems. In this 
scenario the volunteer collects the money in a heavy handed and threatening way, this is 
comic exaggeration but it does suggest that volunteers may not be the best people to 
collect money if a visit is the only option. The volunteers might feel like debt collectors 



and may not have the training to handle problems in a sensitive manner. For this reason 
Age Concern employees might be better placed to visit. The scenario also reflects some 
of the university’s organizational concerns such as the institution’s public image. Of 
course, it is likely that good publicity would arise from the university encouraging it’s 
staff to get involved in voluntary work but only so long as the scheme worked smoothly.  

The second Poppleton scenario featured Professor Dingbat encroaching on the long 
suffering departmental secretary to go into town and cash a cheque for him. Cheques 
have to be either posted or sent to the bank and in an age of electronic banking volunteers 
might find this inconvenient. Indirect payment from Age Concern might then be more 
attractive to volunteers.  

The third Poppleton scenario featured an academic meeting where the scheme is 
discussed and non-volunteers start accusing volunteers of having far too much free time 
on their hands. This illustrated the concern that academics and support staff are, of 
course, very busy, but also must be seen to be very busy. 

The final set of scenarios considered some of the organisational concerns of the charity 
operating indirect reimbursements for a set of volunteers.   

Jeeves and the Online Shopping Scheme 
Three pastiches of the Jeeves and Wooster stories (Wodehouse 1957) were written to 
consider concerns about the complexity of the accounting system and the uses of a 
password protected webserver allowing differing levels of access to volunteers or 
accounts managers to a database of the client’s notes, online account details and 
electronic receipts. Bertie’s Aunt Agatha makes him do some voluntary work at Age 
Concern and he is placed in charge of the Net Neighbours scheme with disastrous results: 

And so began what, I think I can confidently say, was the scaliest time I have experienced in all my 
puff. What with the agony of having to get up before eleven o’ clock every blasted morning, having 
to beaver away learning all about emails, webservers and what not, and the constant discomfort of 
meeting Aunt Agatha when I got home, it was not long before Bertram was up against it to an 
extent, hitherto undreamed of. During that first week I made a small number of perfectly 
understandable errors (losing cheques, deleting emails and spilling tea into computers) and Mrs 
Filmer decided to simplify the system.  

“Pay attention Bertie” she eyed me severely “It is now so simple that even an imbecile like you - 

“Oh I say!” naturally the Wooster pride was stung but she did not even seem to get the gist of my 
manly objection. 

“Yes Bertie, even an imbecile as great as you, should be able to keep it ticking over. Do try not to 
gape so. Now, I have persuaded our clients to set up standing orders to the shopping account. They 
pay a small sum each week. The volunteer pays the online shopping bill and then claims their 
expenses back from us. Each volunteer only has one client and they never place orders which exceed 
the weekly or monthly standing order payment so it couldn’t be easier.  Now if the volunteer has to 
go on holiday you can assign their older person to someone else. We’ve set up a webserver that 
anyone can access from any PC and it stores all of the clients’ account names and passwords. Only 
you have access to all of the usernames and accounts so never write down the username or password 
you choose. Do you understand?” 
”Oh rather!” We Woosters are a proud and noble breed and I did not want to confess that I had not 
followed a single solitary.  

“Blast it Jeeves if this wretched scheme works out Aunt Agatha will keep me being useful forever.” 

“I very much fear Sir that the scheme is doomed to failure” 



“Jeeves?” 

“Indeed Sir, in fact I have taken the liberty of packing our bags with a view to leaving tonight” 

“But Aunt Agatha, Jeeves?” 

“I believe Mrs Grayson will be as anxious as you to bring the visit to a close when she receives the 
call that I anticipate Mrs Filmer to be making at this very moment” 

“A call, Jeeves?”  

“Yes Sir, you see I took the liberty of logging onto the Scheme’s webserver using your username 
and password this afternoon”  

“How on earth did you know what they were Jeeves? I never wrote them down as per.” 

“It was not difficult to guess “Bertie” as a username or “Wooster” as a password, Sir.” 

“Astonishing Jeeves, but why did you want to log onto the beastly thing in the first place. Server 
Tchah! Yes, Jeeves Tchah!” Strong words but I meant them “Server!” I added “It never serves me!” 
I thought this one rather good and said it again. 

“It was necessary for me to log on Sir, so that I could transfer all of the standing orders to your bank 
account.” 

“My bank account, Jeeves?” 
”Yes Sir, I explained to Mrs Grayson this morning that you had been somewhat short of cash lately 
following your discovery of online gambling. I also took the liberty of suggesting that perhaps, you 
should not be placed before such a very great temptation in the future” 

“Dash it Jeeves! We must fly!” 
”Bertie!” Aunt Agatha was already on the stairs.  

“I noticed earlier that there is a perfectly serviceable drain pipe just outside the window, Sir, I could 
meet you in the two seater, outside in shall we say, ten minutes?” 
”You’re a wonder Jeeves!” 

“I endeavour to give satisfaction Sir.” 
While the intention here was not to imply that Age Concern administrators might find a 
complex system as difficult to manage as Bertie it does underscore the requirement that 
the system must be easy to use, easy to learn and easy to track. Although Bertie’s 
stupidity is a comic exaggeration Budi Arief, the programmer working on the volunteer 
interface prototype noted that because we are required to have and remember so many 
passwords this kind of behaviour is not unheard of. Similarly Jeeves’ claim to have 
transferred standing orders is a comic device and would actually be very difficult to do 
but it flags data protection concerns.  

Although the pastiche scenario document was over ten pages long the Age Concern 
representatives read them in their lunch break because they found them amusing. Pastiche 
scenarios are open to multiple interpretations because the source material is rich and 
resonant. As with any fiction, different readers may see different issues illustrated, they 
are then good ways of generating discussion around key concerns. The pastiche scenarios 
were of practical use in generating design implications for the process and also for 
communicating scenarios to stakeholders and end users. The rather dry subject of secure 
financial systems was enlivened by pastiche and a range of issues around privacy, trust, 
honesty, complexity, reliability and dependability were raised. In creating the scenarios a 
number of possible abuses and solutions occurred that had not previously been 
considered, most notably the possible use of a deposit. Deposits were not used during the 



pilot project because Jenny knew and trusted all of the older people she was shopping for. 

The construction of a pastiche compels the writer to engage imaginatively with vivid 
characters, new problem and insights emerge more easily because much more is known 
about the character than just their name and age, as with the “George” or “Mrs Jones” 
scenario. This adaptation of the standard scenario technique was particularly resonant 
with Age Concern staff as they are deeply concerned as an organisation with challenging 
stereotypical representations of older people. Although Scrooge could perhaps be called a 
caricature, he is too three dimensional a figure to be a stereotype. The intent, with these 
scenarios was not to represent typical users, but to explore design possibilities and 
potential abuses of the system by extremely atypical users. Writing the scenarios, then led 
to new design possibilities. It was not, as previously noted, until after writing the Scrooge 
scenario that the possibility of having clients pay a deposit occurred as a mitigation of 
risk to the organisation. The next scenario featuring Bob Cratchit being excluded from 
the scheme raised the issue of inclusivity, a very important principle for the Age Concern 
charity. Similarly the Scrooge scenario in which the volunteer defrauds clients led to the 
conclusion that volunteers should be registered with the charity.  

All Age Concern volunteers must be vetted by the organization and must take a half-day 
training course on the principles of the charity. This registration process would mitigate 
the risk to clients of being defrauded by volunteers. Indirect payments where the clients 
paid the organisation rather than the volunteer were also preferable with regard to 
mitigating risk to the client. It is a principle at Age Concern that volunteers do not lose 
money by volunteering and also that volunteers do not take money from clients. The tree 
diagrams and the pastiche scenarios then helped us to arrive at the following financial 
procedure.  

It was decided that for the next stage of the project volunteers would pay the retailer 
using their own debit or credit card and ask the older person to send Age Concern a 
cheque for the supermarket bill when the shop arrived. If the older person could not do 
this then an Age Concern employee (not the volunteer) would visit them to collect the 
money. The volunteer would then claim their expenses back from Age Concern. 
Depending on the level of administrative support possible a part time Age Concern 
administrator would administer this either electronically or by cheque. It was decided that 
the procedure would have to be flexible because inclusivity is such an important principle 
for Age Concern. If for instance, the clients could only pay by cheque this excludes those 
without bank accounts and for Age Concern this would be a form of discriminatory 
practice.  

3.4 Step 4 - Designing the Interface for the Volunteer 
It was important then to provide a reliable tracking system to mitigate risk to the client 
and the volunteer and to allow the organisation to monitor the system in overview mode 
while allowing volunteers secure access to their client details from any computer. The 
first stage of the pilot project gave us an understanding of the job that the volunteer is to 
carry out. The exploration of the financial models allowed us to specify what was to be 
recorded in the process. It was thus relatively easy to construct top-level design 
requirements for the interface that will support the volunteer.  

A secure database will store clients' details such as account names and ordering details 



but also notes on clients’ hobbies, interests, children’s names and so on to facilitate 
conversation. The interface will guide the volunteer through each stage of the process, 
first presenting the clients phone numbers and details but then showing notes about what 
they had last discussed (the volunteer would enter for example, that the client wanted to 
have their banister painted) stressing the importance of conversation. It will incorporate a 
table for filling in lists (with metric and imperial measures converted automatically) and 
it will link to the various retail sites. 

The database will be accessed from a web server and volunteers and account managers at 
Age Concern will have differing levels of access it. The volunteers for instance, will only 
be able to access the details of their particular clients. Co-ordinators at Age Concern will 
be able to view all details for all clients and all volunteers.  

A series of PowerPoint slides mocking up the interface were designed with ACY staff. 
This then was user-centred design from initial discussions to the very first sketch. The 
notion was that the conversation period would be built into the interface; much as a 
software wizard directs the user through a complex computing procedure so the interface 
would offer prompts for the social interaction though in a far less directive way. Table 3 
summarises some of the requirements elicited during the initial participatory design 
sessions.  

Table 3: Interface Requirement and Design Implications 

Requirement Design Iteration 
System must encourage social 
interaction. 

Chat notes are stored reminding the 
volunteer what was spoken about last 

System must be available to volunteers 
and also ACY administrators. 

Password protection for different levels of 
access to the database 

System must help user make an accurate 
list. 

System logs new shopping list items with 
prompts for type and description.  

System should help user with measure 
conversions. 

System automatically converts measures.  

The PowerPoint prototype was sent to Budi Arief as a starting point for an mysql 
prototype which is currently being developed with Age Concern and University 
volunteers. The prototype was tested with Jenny using think aloud protocols and 
cooperative evaluations (Dix, Finaly and Abowd 1998). Refinements of the design are 
ongoing, what is of greater interest here is perhaps the general aptness of HCI techniques 
to working with voluntary organisations for civic rather than private profit. These very 
traditional HCI procedures - ethnographic identification of unmet needs; sketch based 
prototypes; scenario development; think aloud walk through and co-operative evaluation 
- proved quite adaptable to developing both the procedures and the interface for the 
project. Scenarios featuring flat characters, as users were not helpful, however the use of 
pastiche was a useful trigger to the designer’s imagination and also in generating 
discussion. 

4 Discussion 
4.1 Access to Online Services Rather than Access to an Interface 

By 2050 there will be more people in the world over sixty than there will be people under 



age fifteen. This is a historic reversal of proportions and it is unprecedented in human 
history (United Nations 1999). Declining fertility rates and increased longevity will have 
far reaching and profound consequences, year on year, for the rest of our lives. In 
particular, current levels of professional care for older people are unlikely to be 
maintained in their current form. We believe it is important to focus work in HCI towards 
meeting the challenges of the ageing population. Net Neighbours is an unusual example 
of an assistive technology. Rather than the technology assisting the client, it makes it 
possible for a volunteer to assist the client, taking the role currently filled by paid staff. It 
makes the work enjoyable by focussing on socialising and leaves the labour of collecting 
and delivering the goods to the technology and the supermarket. Net Neighbours may not 
be needed in the future. As the population ages it is to be hoped that the technology will 
improve and future generation will easily be able to do their own online shopping. Of 
course, if this becomes the case other interventions, technological or non-technological, 
will be needed to replace the social aspect of shopping. 

Although Net Neighbours is a very simple idea it serves as an example of Norman's 
"invisible computing" (Norman 1998) as it stresses access to a service rather than access 
to a computer or access to a particular interface. It also keys into a vision that Alan Dix 
had some years ago of the electronic village shop:  

“When Postman Pat next goes to pick up the post, Mrs Groggins, the friendly village 
postmistress, will have become Mrs Groggins, the information scientist, guiding her 
customers through the maze of electronically available goods. Greendale will never 
be the same again.” (Dix: 2000) 

The information scientist might be anyone from a volunteer at Age Concern to a friendly 
neighbour with a home computer, to an office worker with high bandwidth Internet 
access and a little time to spare. The scheme is also in keeping with Ben Shneiderman’s 
vision of the new computing:  

 “The old computing was about what computers could do; the new computing is 
about what users can do. Successful technologies are those that are in harmony with 
users’ needs. They must support relationships that enrich the users’ experience”   

Shneiderman(2002:2). 

The Net Neighbours scheme addresses barriers to Internet access not by assisting with the 
technology but by appropriating and circumventing the technology. The transaction is 
mediated by the volunteer and the only technology that the older person need come into 
contact with is the telephone. In the Net Neighbours scheme the volunteer is an 
intermediary rather than a helper, enabler or teacher and in this sense some might argue 
that the scheme is dis-empowering: it does not encourage older people to get to know and 
use the technology directly. However, this would be to make a fetish of technology as a 
good in and of itself. Mr Edgewell although very happy to continue with the Net 
Neighbours scheme had no interest in computers or using the Internet for anything else.  
And as previously noted, one of our clients owned a computer but had no interest or 
desire in using it. The UK government aim to achieve universal internet access by 2005 
through a range of platforms including PCs, street kiosks and digital interactive TV 
(Sourbati 2004). Net Neighbours do not have to visit an older person’s home with a 
laptop in order to widen access to online services. Sitting in their office and using only a 



telephone and a PC they can reach out into the community, reach out into the world, and 
change it.  

4.2 Making Net Neighbours a Dependable Service 

Some of the methods described here, enumerating stakeholders and concerns and iterative 
participative design, come from a standard arsenal of techniques widely used in HCI for 
the design of business systems. They were easy to adapt to this rather different domestic 
context. The effects of the context mainly showed up in the issues that were identified by 
the techniques. The emphasis on dependability, access, socialising and enjoyment are 
much less evident in work contexts. The new method suggested here, pastiche scenarios, 
may be particularly suited to the domestic context as a powerful way of communicating 
these issues. 

It is hoped that Net Neighbours will go citywide in the next year. However the real 
challenge for implementing such schemes will be making them dependable, not just from 
a security perspective, but also from a social perspective. Socially dependable technology 
means systems that are available to all who need them and cater for social needs, not just 
individual safety. Net Neighbours is a good example of such a use of technology. But 
there are challenges to making net neighbours dependable in a more conventional sense. 
The first is security: however the scheme is configured there is a certain amount of risk 
involved either for the client, the volunteer or the organisation. It is hoped that these risks 
can be mitigated by the use of deposits from clients, volunteer registration at Age 
Concern and indirect reimbursements for volunteer expenses via the organisation, 
however the procedure will have to be flexible to ensure that the scheme is inclusive. The 
second is reliability: new volunteers unfamiliar with the procedure will be likely to make 
mistakes with orders, they will improve (as Jenny did) but for vulnerable people there 
may be little error tolerance. Developing the training for volunteers then will be very 
important. The third is trust, volunteers will have to be able to trust in the procedure and 
so too must the clients. Fourth privacy, the planned database may store personal 
information not only about their hobbies but also about what they buy; when clients’ 
supermarket loyalty cards are used volunteers are presented with some quite personal 
information in that the card enables the site to list everything the client has ever bought at 
the supermarket. Finally, fitness of purpose, at the moment delivery fees are prohibitive, 
for this reason most regular online supermarket shoppers make large orders. Many older 
people do small weekly shops.  As supermarkets begin to compete on delivery prices this 
problem may fade but the service, like online shopping itself, will not be for everyone. 
We aim to offer a two-stream service, one for clients of the hospital after care scheme in 
which the delivery fee is waived, another where the clients opt into the system and pay 
the fee themselves.  

4.3 Future developments 

An important aspect of this paper has been to record the insights gained while designing 
Net Neighbours so that they may be used in the design of similar services. For example, 
Tables 1 to 3 contain a number of dependability issues, some of them quite critical, that 
may be relevant to a variety of other services for older people. Future papers will report 
our progress encapsulating our understanding of how a service of this general kind can be 
designed as an information pack that may be used by a voluntary agency to set up other 



dependable services that involve volunteer telephone intermediaries.  

Net Neighbours need not provide access solely to online retail. There is a range of 
information-based services that could also be accessed by telephone intermediaries (e.g. 
train and bus timetables, tourist information, finding local resources, health based 
information sites like NHS direct). It will be necessary then to consult older people to 
find out what services they might want. Interviews with Net Neighbours clients have 
already begun and a range of other possible applications are developing. Future work on 
Net Neighbours will involve a major expansion of the scheme: we expect that the scheme 
will be go citywide this year, ultimately we hope it will be taken up by other universities 
and other large employers of office staff as well.  

If the scheme is to be attractive to volunteers the interface must do more than support the 
work to be done. The slump in the voluntary sector indicates that care must be taken to 
make the work as enjoyable and satisfying as possible. The work must not feel like yet 
another task among many, it should feel like a break in the day, a hiatus. Of course part 
of the satisfaction will come from the interaction with the older person over the phone but 
the look and feel of the interface will be important too. For this reason the next stage of 
the project will draw on Wright and McCarthy’s notion of technology as experience 
(2004) to inform the next stage of design. 

5 Conclusion: Designing For Civil Society 
As the Net Neighbours scheme progressed it became apparent that it involved two 
separate activities. One was research into general solutions and dependable services 
funded as a research project. The other was simply getting the scheme off the ground and 
making something happen, this we did, and will continue to do, in our spare time in a 
voluntary capacity. This has involved applying to various sources for funds to pay for an 
administer at Age Concern and to help defray delivery charge costs. Other efforts have 
been directed at gaining the attention of social services and city councillors. 

It is interesting to note how the two parts of Net Neighbours, the research and the scheme 
itself, are mutually supporting. Unsurprisingly, the research benefits from the scheme by 
providing data from a real application of technology. More surprisingly, the scheme 
benefits from the research. Partly this is a matter of resources, but there is also a 
contribution in terms of seeking funding from the local council and from ActiveYork 
funds. The project then was of mutual benefit. The university profited from the expertise 
of the voluntary sector as they deepened our understanding of the needs of some of the 
most vulnerable people in our society and it also directly helped the charity to meet them.  

We believe that information and communication technologies can be harnessed to help 
people support people. Mediated computer interactions may be particularly well suited to 
addressing the problems of older people. When a volunteer negotiates a site on behalf of 
an older person, in a sense, they not only mediate the interface, they become the 
interface. The volunteer’s voice is the focus of the interaction. The machine is imbued not 
with artificial intelligence, but human intelligence, human engagement and human 
compassion. Although many of the methods and techniques of HCI were developed to 
help design for industry and commerce they may be of equal value in designing for 
charitable organisations and civil society. 
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