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The digitalization of elderly
care in Sweden and Europe

Titti Mattsson(Professor at Department of Law, Lund University)

Digital developments in elderly care have accelerated
in recent years in Sweden and Europe. There is a great
need for new working methods, in view of the increasing
ageing population but also based on the focus on
improving the quality of life of older people.

The government’s goals of digitalising older persons
care are that sensors, digital aids and other welfare
technologies can enhance their health, provide greater
security, make them more socially involved and give
cognitive stimulation and lifelong learning. These new
technologies, often using Al, require older people’s
involvement and ability to work with them. In 2021,
a study on older patients suffering from neurological
diseases was published at Lund University to show
whether using apps can improve their selfmanagement
of daily life. It has been shown that even patients who
have such a handicap are able to use new technologies
daily and have the possibility to be more involved in their
own care.'

Another goal is to reduce staff’s routine tasks and
allow more time for human care for the elderly. Even
if not explicitly stated, there is also an incentive of
the government to produce good care and support at
low costs. For this reason, Sweden and Denmark are
developing a joint project using Al to improve the quality
of healthcare for older patients suffering from several
different diseases, the so-called multi-disease patients.
The aim is to reduce the number of return visits and
readmissions to emergency care. Al will determine which
risk zone for new readmissions are the older patients
with multiple illnesses. Then, when these patients are
discharged from inpatient hospital care, they should
receive individualised medical care.”

The digitalisation is having large impact concerning
digitalisation of health records, eHealth applications
for online encounters with healthcare professionals,
smart technologies in the home, and social platforms for
social interaction. One question is to what extent should
technology adoption be the main driver of change, when
research shows that there is a lack of influence from
older people in this development. This raises concerns
for several reasons: i) whether new technologies are
accessible to older people, ii) whether older people have
enough experience and skills to use these technologies
and iii) whether they are interested in using them. On
the one hand, up to 85% of Sweden’s pensioners (over
65) use the Internet, with the highest demand for online
healthcare, which can support the premise about their
accessibility.® On the other hand, only 38% of persons
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over 65 use mobile health apps, which may indicate their
lack of interest or awareness and ability to use them.*
At the same time, research shows that older people are
underestimated in terms of their lack of skills with new
technologies® and do not use them because they are not
specifically designed for their needs.*

Another question is if the technology is developing in
accordance with the legal and ethical framework. Is it in
harmony with the conditions and quality of care that are
setup in national and EU regulations, and is it in harmony
with legal and ethical standards for societal obligations
towards older people today and in the future?

The truth is that we do not know yet. This is due to
both the complexity of the regulatory framework and to
the fact that we do not know all the facets of the future
development in healthcare strongly influenced by AI
implementation. Although the European Union has
already clearly started working on this challenge by
adopting the world’s first complex Al regulation in 2024
-the AT Act,” we are still only at the beginning. In the
coming years, Sweden will have to apply also another
regulation — the European Health Data Space Act,® which
requires digitalisation in the area of patient health
data. The coming years, when both regulations come
into force, will test the ability of Sweden and the other
Member States to include older people in the irreversible
digitalisation process of healthcare.
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