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THE SECURITY INDUSTRY’S

SENIOR MOMENTSENIOR MOMENT
“AGING IN PLACE” PRESENTS AN EXPLODING MARKET 
FOR HOME AUTOMATION PROVIDERS

By Bob Ogle

It’s relatively easy to provide a broad 
definition for home automation: 
technology that simplifies domestic 
activities and functions. The specifics, 
however, can be a bit more challenging.

Should the focus be on access control and 
detection? Or is it about fancy thermostats, 
smoke alarms, and other devices? What 
about control of household functions using 
mobile technology? Given the concept of a 
totally connected “smart home,” the options 
almost become overwhelming.

One facet of home automation that 
often gets overlooked resonates with 
virtually anyone who has an elderly 
family member or relative. As people 
grow older and become less able to 
function independently in a healthy and 
safe manner, loved ones and friends – or 
the seniors themselves – are increasingly 
responsible for ensuring their well-being 
and peace of mind.

A story line has been perpetuated over time. 
Older people eventually become unable to 
care for themselves and are whisked away 
to live out the remainder of their lives in 
assisted living  or other elder-care facilities.

There are two major problems with that 
stereotype. First, an overwhelming majority 
of senior citizens want to remain in their 
homes for as long as possible as they grow 
older, even when age or health-related 
challenges make it difficult to do so. This 
concept, called “Aging in Place,” emphasizes 
the notion that the elderly are more likely 
to remain healthy and independent by 
remaining in a familiar environment.

The second obstacle is driven by numbers. 
The ranks of senior citizens will grow by 
millions in the coming years, straining the 
capacity of care facilities – as well as the 
resources of seniors and their potential 
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caregivers – to provide adequate levels  
of care and supervision.

HERE COME THE BOOMERS
The generation of Baby Boomers – born 
between 1946 and 1964 – has had a 
profound effect on society over the years, 
and it’s not over yet:
• According to a study released by the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (www.aoa.gov), approximately 
40 million Americans – 13.1 percent 
of the U.S. population – were age 65 or 
older in 2010. As Baby Boomers begin 
crossing that age threshold, the number 
is projected to reach 50 million in 2020, 
and 72.5 million by 2050.

• The study also estimates that the 
number of Americans age 85 and older 
will rise from 5.5 million in 2010 to 6.6 
million in 2020, and skyrocket to 19 
million by 2050.

• An AARP survey of adults age 65 and 
older indicated that 9 in 10 Americans 
over the age of 65 would like to 
continue living in their homes for as 
long as possible.

• AARP also reports that the current 
ratio of potential caregivers (friends and 
family) to elders is approximately 7 to 1. 
That ratio is expected to fall to 3 to 1 by 
2050 as Boomers grow older.

The data supporting a major shift in needs 
and demographics has not been lost on 
service and technology providers, many 

of whom were on hand in January at 
the Consumer Electronics Show in Las 
Vegas. The “Silvers Summit” was one of 37 
conference tracks at the show, featuring 
many of the latest technologies and 
services focused on seniors. The market is 
steadily emerging, and will grow stronger 
over time as technology-savvy Boomers 
become potential customers.

Laurie Orlov, a 
technology industry 
analyst and founder 
of Aging in Place 
Technology Watch 
(www.ageinplacetech.
com), says that 
although the Aging 
in Place market 
is fragmented – 
including startups, 

established companies, different types 
of technology and services, competing 
industry sectors, and so on – it’s still 
possible to place the revenue potential at 
more than $30 billion by 2017.

“That target is reachable if marketers 
can appeal to the younger Boomers who 
have expressed interest in helping their 
parents,” she said. “The market will grow 
based on growing Boomer awareness 
and their own aging, and could radically 
change with the growing availability of 
home-care technology, mobile PERS 
(Personal Emergency Response Systems), 
wearable fitness and health devices, and 

smartphone apps.”

WILLINGNESS TO USE 
TECHNOLOGY
AARP’s survey speaks to the 
willingness of caregivers to use 
technology. More than 8 in 10 said 
that a major benefit of home safety 
technology would be “to make the 
person I help feel safe” and to “give 
me more peace of mind.” About 7 
in 10 said the technologies would 
be “something I can rely on,” while 
the same ratio said it would “make 
the person I help more comfortable.” 
More than half said it will “save me 
time” and “give me more freedom.”

Naturally, receptiveness to 
technology goes beyond the 
caregivers’ wants and needs. How 
do the potential recipients of the 
care feel about it?

According to AARP, a large number of 
seniors are open to the use of technology. 
For example, while only 9 percent of the 
study respondents said they currently 
use a PERS device, 84 percent said they 
were aware such devices exist, and 54 
percent said they would use PERS if it was 
available at a reasonable price.

Approximately 65 percent said they have 
heard about alarm sensors for doors and 
windows, and 57 percent said they would 
use the technology. More than half of the 
seniors said they also would consider:
• Sensors in the home that would 

automatically detect if someone falls, 
then call for help.

• Small electronic devices that can turn 
off appliances and regulate environment.

• An electronic system that would keep 
family updated on their well-being.

Orlov agreed that functionality plays a 
critical role in acceptance.

“The most important thing in how (seniors) 
cooperate and participate is whether they 
get something out of it,” she said. “Sensors 
in the home sound good, but the person in 
the home needs a benefit.”

A QUESTION OF BALANCE
The notion that seniors will resist anything 
that invades their privacy isn’t necessarily 
the case, Orlov said. First, there has to be a 
balance between privacy and functionality.

“Nobody wants their privacy invaded,” she 
said. “Anybody who puts sensors in the 
home, or a camera in a private area, is going 
to run into that issue. But there are a lot 
of things you can do to detect the possible 
mismanagement of homes or environments 
without necessarily spying on anybody.”

The AARP survey notes that there is also 
a need for a balance between privacy and 
independence, which speaks to the core 
of the Aging in Place concept. According 
to the survey, 81 percent of seniors 
would be likely to give up some degree of 
privacy if it would allow them to stay in 
their own home. 

“We would be willing to put up with less 
privacy because we want to keep our 
autonomy,” said one senior who also acts 
as a caregiver for his wife in their home. 
“We’ve gotten comfortable with the way we 
do things. We want the freedom to be able 
to watch TV when we want, to eat what we 
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want whenever we want to eat, and to keep 
to our routine as much as possible.”

And, he added, the loss of privacy has 
already begun. “We have people coming 
to the house constantly to check on my 
wife’s condition, to help her bathe, and to 
monitor her medication,” he said. “We’ve 
already given up a lot of our privacy, and 
that’s not easy. But we’ll do whatever we 
have to do for her to stay in our house, 
and to help me take care of her.”

Not everyone is fortunate enough to have 
a caregiver in the home. The AOA study 
notes that while roughly 80 percent of 
older people currently live in their own 
homes, one-third of those age 65 and older 
live alone, as do 46 percent of those age 75 
and older. In all, an estimated 11 million 
older adults live alone.

“That’s a lot of people living by themselves,” 
Orlov said. “As they get into their 80s, they 
start to think about the possibilities. They 
don’t want to be in a house where they can 
trip over an end table, or even the dog, and 
no one would know.”

THE FUTURE OF TECHNOLOGY
Orlov was one of the judges for the CES 
Innovations Awards for 2014. Overall, she 
doesn’t sound terribly impressed by the 
current state of aging-in-place technology, 
but there were some highlights:
• Wearable devices that will track 

movement, location and motion;
• Advancements in PERS technologies, 

including mobile wrist devices;

• Well-being monitors that use web-based 
subscription or mobile apps to provide 
real-time monitoring and alerts; and

• Improved fall-detection technology 
that automatically sends notifications 
along with a text message. There also is 
a pre-set countdown timer to eliminate 
false alarms, and sensitivity modes 
depending on the wearer.

She is hoping for bigger things in the 
future. For example, she said, a video 
camera shouldn’t have to be on all the 
time. Instead, it needs the ability to be 
able to detect when something is wrong, 
and transmit the appropriate data to 
whoever is monitoring, and she believes 
that day is coming.

 “A camera that sits there all day 
with no basic intelligence that 
doesn’t know what it’s looking for 
is inadequate technology,” she said. 
“We need to determine the baseline 
for normal, what the variation for 
normal is, and be able to configure 
the technology to detect what’s 
beyond the baseline.”

“If you’re lying on the floor and you 
can’t move, that’s an example of a 
condition that is a variation from 
normal,” she added. “That’s when 
it’s good to have some brains in the 
technology in your home.”

If the past is any indication, Orlov 
said, the technology will catch up 
soon enough.
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AWARENESS OF AND WILLINGNESS 
TO USE HOME SAFETY DEVICES
Question: Have you heard or read about the following home safety items?
Question 2: If this was available, would you be willing to use it?

An alarm that could tell you when
a door or window has been opened
or closed when not expected

Sensors that can be placed in a 
home to detect if someone falls

Small electronic devices that can 
turn off appliances

An electronic system that lets
family know you are ok

A device that tracks steps in 
food preparation
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DESIRE FOR INDEPENDENCE AND WILLINGNESS TO
MAKE COMPROMISES TO ACHIEVE INDEPENDENCE
Question: Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.

What I’d really like to do is
continue living on  my own 
for as long as possible.

I would pay for services that
could help me stay in my own
home if I needed help.

If I needed help to stay in my 
own home, I’d be willing to give
up some of my privacy to do that. 
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It’s easy to understand the magnitude of 
the “Aging in Place” movement as millions 
of Baby Boomers enter their golden years. 
So how can electronic security dealers and 
integrators position themselves to claim 
their share of the market?

Industry analyst and elder-care advocate 
Laurie Orlov says a good place to start 
is in the community. Reach out to 
potential customers through “lunch 
and learn” events or free-of-charge 
educational sessions at senior centers 
and similar facilities.

A sales pitch won’t be useful, she said, 
but information will go a long way.

“Put together a seminar that explains 
– not sells, but explains – what’s 
available to help people feel safer at 
home,” she said. “That’s a simple thing 
that companies can do now, and it 
could potentially be very valuable 
over time.”

Knowledge and training about dealing 
with older people is also essential, 
since they tend to react positively to 
face-to-face contact. It can be as simple as 
learning from people who are associated 
with seniors in the community.

 “Home security and home automation is 
a very local business,” she said. “There’s no 
implementation without getting into the 
house. Your representatives will need to be 
trained in dealing with older people, and 
be interested in talking to older people.”

For example, salespeople will have to be 
prepared for what they might discover. 
“They might be going into a situation 
where a person is lonely, or is self-

neglecting, or even has dementia,” Orlov 
said. “You don’t know what you’re going 
to find. That’s where training, skill, and 
interest have to go beyond just knowing 
about home automation technology.”

Any approach to senior citizens should 
emphasize safety instead of fear, Orlov 
said, adding that the time for “I’ve fallen 
and I can’t get up!” passed long ago.

“That’s a very important distinction for 
people in the security industry,” Orlov 
said. “You need to stress the idea of being 
safe and secure in your own home. If you 
try to sell the idea that once they step 
inside their home and close the door 
they’re in danger, that’s a bad thing.”

In a report released in January, 
“Technology for Aging in Place,” Orlov 
notes that home safety and security is one 
of four technology categories. It includes 
everything from conventional technology 
like security systems, video and PERS, to 

fall detection sensors, activity monitors 
and household devices. While much of 
the industry focuses on stationary devices, 
Orlov said, there’s a great deal of potential 
in wearable and mobile devices, such as 
movement trackers and mobile PERS.

Among other suggestions included in 
Orlov’s report: 
• Promote technologies that are intuitive 

and well-supported. While seniors are 
becoming increasingly technology-
savvy – particularly as Baby Boomers 
grow older – they also can become 
easily frustrated if devices are difficult 
to use.

• Different stages of life will likely require 
an evolution in technology use. For 
example, she said, independent, healthy 
seniors might find great value in home 
security, and as they grow frailer, the 
situation might call for PERS, fall 
detection, safety monitors and even 
medication reminders and dispensers.

• Begin cultivating relationships with 
members of other markets. For 
example, seek out potential partners 
such as health care organizations, 
home renovation companies, geriatric 
care managers and home-based care 
providers. 

• Don’t be a niche provider of devices 
and services, staffed by technology 
experts; be part of a broader solution 
that helps enable Aging in Place.

• Promote affordable solutions. While 
some seniors and caregivers might 
have adequate financial resources, 
others might be working with tight 
budgets. As technology becomes more 
useful and usable, consumers will 
increasingly look for ways to acquire it.

Integrators Can Take Steps Now to Prepare for the Future
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“Twenty years ago, nobody would have 
been able to envision Skype,” she said. 
“We’re watching movies on 5-inch 
phones, so who knows what we’ll be 
doing 20 years from now?”

In some cases, she said, the technology 
is already there to be able to analyze 
images, detect patterns and see 
deviations. “The question is, will that be 
in a system in your home? I think it will, 

once it’s able to be cheaply distributed, 
easily configured and linked to some 
other device.”

Exactly how the technology will evolve 
is something that is difficult to envision 
now, Orlov said, but one thing is clear: 
“As long as there’s a business use for 
technology, someone will think of how to 
do it.”


