
RIAGE, 9 · Janeiro-Junho 2026 · e454
https://doi.org/10.61415/riage.454

CC-BY-NC 4.0 riagejournal.com
ISSN: 2795-5559

RIAGE, 9 · Janeiro - Junho 2026 · e454 article

Profile, interests and expectations of senior university students 
in Portugal: an empirical study on educational innovation and 
active ageing
Perfil, interesses e expectativas dos estudantes universitários do último ano em 
Portugal: um estudo empírico sobre inovação educativa e envelhecimento ativo

Hugo Miguel Carvalho1, Luís Jacob2, Meire Cachioni3

1.	 CIDTEH-ISCIA; Portugal; CICS.Nova; University of São Paulo, Brazil; E-mail: hmc@iscia.edu.pt; ORCID: 

0000-0002-3274-5571

2.	Polytechnic Institute of Santarém; RUTIS; E-amil: luis.jacob@ese.ipsantarem.pt; ORCID: 0000-0001-6434-1996

3.	University of São Paulo, Brazil; E-mail: meirec@usp.br; ORCID: 0000-0001-5220-410X

Recebido: 18 dezembro 2025 · Aceite: 11 maio 2026

How to cite: Carvalho, H. M., Jacob, L. & Cachioni, M. (2026). Profile, interests and expectations of senior university 
students in Portugal: an empirical study on educational innovation and active ageing. Riage, 9, e454. https://doi.
org/10.61415/riage.454

Abstract
Population ageing represents one of the most significant demographic transformations of the 21st 
century, demanding innovative educational responses that promote active ageing. This study char-
acterises the sociodemographic profile, learning interests, and expectations of students in senior uni-
versities (Universidades de Terceira Idade, UTAs) in Portugal, exploring the potential for educational 
innovation in this context. Through a structured survey applied to 100 participants, mostly aged 
60-79 years with high educational levels, results reveal a highly digitalised population (100% use the 
internet daily), primarily motivated by maintaining cognitive activity (90%) and learning new content 
(75%). The areas of greatest interest include Arts and Culture (85%), History (70%), and Health and 
Wellbeing (45%). A clear preference was observed for learning formats without formal assessment 
(90%) and for occasional face-to-face meetings complementary to online activities (95%). The anal-
ysis identified significant correlations between digital literacy and availability for greater educational 
engagement, as well as between financial support to family members and preference for practical 
activities. The study proposes strategic recommendations for the Network of Third Age Universi-
ties (RUTIS), including diversification of educational offerings, strengthening of digital literacy, and 
development of intergenerational programmes. The results contribute to the empirical foundation of 
educational policies directed at the senior population in Portugal, a country that ranks among the 
most demographically aged in Europe (Eurostat, 2023).

Keywords: Senior universities; active ageing; lifelong learning; digital literacy; educational inno-

vation; Portugal; geragogy.

Resumo
O envelhecimento populacional representa uma das transformações demográficas mais significati-
vas do século XXI, exigindo respostas educativas inovadoras que promovam o envelhecimento ativo. 
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Este estudo caracteriza o perfil sociodemográfico, os interesses de aprendizagem e as expectativas 
dos estudantes das Universidades de Terceira Idade (UTAs) em Portugal, explorando o potencial 
de inovação educativa neste contexto. Através de um questionário estruturado aplicado a 100 par-
ticipantes, na sua maioria com idades compreendidas entre os 60 e os 79 anos e com elevados 
níveis de escolaridade, os resultados revelam uma população altamente digitalizada (100% utilizam 
a internet diariamente), motivada principalmente pela manutenção da atividade cognitiva (90%) e 
pela aprendizagem de novos conteúdos (75%). As áreas de maior interesse incluem Artes e Cultura 
(85%), História (70%) e Saúde e Bem-Estar (45%). Observou-se uma clara preferência por formatos 
de aprendizagem sem avaliação formal (90%) e por encontros presenciais ocasionais complementa-
res às atividades online (95%). A análise identificou correlações significativas entre a literacia digital 
e a disponibilidade para um maior envolvimento educativo, bem como entre o apoio financeiro aos 
familiares e a preferência por atividades práticas. O estudo propõe recomendações estratégicas para 
a Rede de Universidades da Terceira Idade (RUTIS), incluindo a diversificação da oferta educativa, o 
reforço da literacia digital e o desenvolvimento de programas intergeracionais. Os resultados con-
tribuem para a fundamentação empírica das políticas educativas dirigidas à população sénior em 
Portugal, um país que se encontra entre os mais envelhecidos da Europa (Eurostat, 2023).

Palavras-chave: Universidades para idosos; envelhecimento ativo; aprendizagem ao longo da 

vida; literacia digital; inovação educativa; Portugal; geragogia.

Introduction

Demographic ageing represents a profound structural transformation within contem-
porary societies. Its implications extend beyond mere quantitative shifts in population pyr-
amids to encompass fundamental questions regarding quality of life, social participation, 
and human development in later stages of existence (European Commission, 2023). Within 
the European context, Portugal emerges as a particularly salient case study: it ranks among 
the continent's most aged nations, with 24.1% of its population over 65 years of age, a figure 
surpassed only by Italy (Eurostat, 2023). This demographic reality should not be construed 
as an inevitable societal burden; rather, it presents a critical opportunity to reconceptual-
ise educational and social paradigms, recognising the untapped contributory potential of 
older adults as active agents of social and cultural transformation (Walker, 2019).

In response to this demographic shift, Universities of the Third Age (UTAs) have arisen 
as pioneering institutions dedicated to promoting active ageing through education. They 
function as privileged spaces for intellectual engagement, social interaction, and civic par-
ticipation (Formosa, 2019). In Portugal, the UTA movement has undergone remarkable 
expansion over recent decades. Currently, more than 350 institutions are coordinated 
under the umbrella of the Network of Third Age Universities (RUTIS), collectively engaging 
approximately 45,000 students (Jacob, 2020). Despite this impressive quantitative growth, 
a systematic and empirical understanding of the characteristics, needs, and aspirations of 
the participating individuals remains underdeveloped. Existing national research has typi-
cally adopted small-scale descriptive approaches or focused on specific dimensions such 
as motivations or satisfaction, falling short of providing the multidimensional quantitative 
analysis necessary for evidence-based pedagogical renewal (Jacob, 2020; Veloso, 2012; 
Monteiro et al., 2023). This knowledge gap consequently limits the capacity for pedagog-
ical innovation and the adaptation of offerings to an increasingly diverse and discerning 
senior population. The present study is designed specifically to address this gap.

International scholarship consistently affirms the multifaceted benefits of lifelong learn-
ing for successful ageing. Documented advantages include measurable improvements in 
cognitive health, psychological wellbeing, and social cohesion (Narushima et al., 2018; Pan 
et al., 2023). Empirical studies further demonstrate that participation in non-formal edu-
cational programmes is associated with reduced cognitive decline, the strengthening of 
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social networks, and enhanced self-esteem among older adults (Bjursell, 2020; Talmage 
et al., 2021). Within the Portuguese context, prior research has identified predominantly 
intrinsic motivations for UTA participation, centred on the pleasure of learning and the 
maintenance of mental acuity, yet these studies lack systematic quantitative profiles and 
analyses of the innovative potential inherent within these learning communities (Monteiro 
et al., 2023; Veloso, 2012).

The pertinence of the present study is further underscored by a context marked by 
rapid technological acceleration, persistent regional and socioeconomic inequalities, and 
the growing heterogeneity of the senior population itself (Zaidi et al., 2021). The digi-
tal transition, forcibly accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, exposed significant gaps 
in digital literacy while simultaneously demonstrating the considerable capacity of older 
adults to adapt to novel learning modalities (Levy et al., 2024). Crucially, digital access 
in Portugal - as across Europe - remains unevenly distributed along lines of educational 
attainment, income, and geography, meaning that senior educational institutions may inad-
vertently reproduce existing socioeconomic inequalities if access barriers are not proac-
tively addressed (Czaja et al., 2021; Ramírez et al., 2024). Understanding who participates 
in UTAs, and under what conditions, is therefore not merely an academic question but a 
matter of educational equity and social justice.

This chapter details the results of an empirical study designed to systematically charac-
terise the sociodemographic profile, learning interests, and future expectations of students 
within Portuguese senior universities. It explores the attendant potential for educational 
innovation through a quantitative analysis of data collected from 100 participants. The 
investigation is framed by three core conceptual pillars: the theory of lifelong learning, 
which emphasises the role of continuous education in sustaining autonomy and wellbe-
ing (Tam, 2013); the active ageing model propounded by the World Health Organization, 
which integrates physical, social, and cognitive dimensions of later life (WHO, 2020a); 
and the paradigm of transformative education inspired by Freire (1970), which conceives 
of learning as an instrument for critical consciousness and social action. The concept of 
educational innovation, as employed throughout this chapter, refers to the deliberate and 
systematic introduction of new pedagogical approaches, digital modalities, participatory 
models, and curricular content designed to respond to the evolving needs and potential of 
senior learners (Formosa, 2021).

The chapter is organised into seven substantive sections. Following this introduction, 
the second section provides a review of relevant literature, contextualising the study within 
existing knowledge on senior education and active ageing. The third section elaborates on 
the methodological approach, detailing the data collection instrument and analytical pro-
cedures. The fourth section presents the empirical results, organised thematically. The fifth 
section engages in a critical discussion of these findings, identifying points of convergence 
and divergence with the extant literature. The sixth section proposes a series of strategic 
recommendations tailored for RUTIS and other stakeholders. Finally, the seventh section 
offers a concluding synthesis of the principal findings and suggests avenues for future 
research.

Literature review

The phenomenon of global population ageing is the product of two converging demo-
graphic trends: increasing life expectancy and declining fertility rates (European Com-
mission, 2023). Within the European Union, projections indicate that the proportion of 
individuals aged 65 years or older will rise from 20.3% in 2019 to 29.4% by 2050 (Eurostat, 
2023). Portugal exemplifies one of Europe's most aged demographic structures, with an 
ageing index of 182.6 older adults for every 100 young people, a situation compounded 
by low birth rates and persistent youth emigration (Pordata, 2024). This demographic 
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transformation poses substantial challenges to educational systems historically oriented 
towards younger populations, rendering the paradigm of lifelong learning - enshrined in 
both European and national strategic documents - not merely desirable but structurally 
necessary (UNESCO, 2022). In the context of ageing, education assumes multiple func-
tions: the maintenance of cognitive health, adaptation to technological and social change, 
and the promotion of personal autonomy and civic participation (Findsen & Formosa, 2011).

Educational responses to ageing have historically been shaped by a tension between 
differing conceptions. On one hand, therapeutic or diversionary approaches view education 
primarily as entertainment or a remedy for social isolation. On the other, more ambitious 
perspectives recognise older adults as capable subjects of meaningful learning and social 
contribution (Formosa, 2021). Contemporary research increasingly favours this latter view, 
supported by neuroscientific evidence regarding brain plasticity in later life and by studies 
demonstrating the capacity to acquire new knowledge even at advanced ages (Jenkins & 
Mostafa, 2021). The field of geragogy - the study and practice of teaching older adults - has 
formalised these insights, calling for pedagogical approaches that are participatory, expe-
riential, and sensitive to the biographical wealth of senior learners (Formosa, 2021).

Universities of the Third Age first emerged in the 1970s as an organised response to 
growing demand for educational opportunities among older populations. The pioneering 
French model, established by Pierre Vellas in Toulouse in 1973, integrated seniors into main-
stream higher education institutions. In contrast, the British model developed by Peter 
Laslett in Cambridge in 1981 emphasised organisational autonomy and peer-to-peer learn-
ing (Formosa, 2019). The subsequent global dissemination of UTAs has reflected signifi-
cant cultural adaptations. In Southern Europe, a hybrid model predominates, combining 
structured course offerings with social and cultural activities, often supported by local 
municipalities and civil society organisations (Jacob, 2020). This model is distinguished by 
a greater diversity of participant profiles and an emphasis on the communal dimension of 
learning.

In Portugal, the UTA movement developed principally from the 1990s onward, expe-
riencing accelerated expansion over the last two decades. RUTIS, founded in 2005, has 
played a catalytic role in this growth, fostering collaboration between institutions and 
representing the sector to public entities (Jacobsohn, 2018). Presently, Portuguese UTAs 
exhibit considerable organisational diversity, encompassing autonomous institutions, pro-
grammes integrated within conventional universities, and municipal initiatives.

Research on motivations for participation in senior educational programmes consis-
tently identifies a constellation of intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Intrinsic motivations -  
related to the pleasure of learning and personal development - tend to predominate over 
extrinsic ones such as certification or material advantage (Panayiotou et al., 2023). Qual-
itative studies reveal that seniors seek not only specific knowledge but also existential 
meaning, social connection, and a renewed sense of purpose (Lido et al., 2020). These 
motivations vary according to sociodemographic factors: participants with higher prior 
educational attainment tend to value the cognitive dimension more highly, while those 
with lower educational backgrounds often emphasise the social dimension and access to 
previously denied opportunities (Sloane-Seale & Kops, 2010). An important but underex-
plored dimension concerns socioeconomic inequalities in UTA participation. Studies across 
European contexts indicate that senior educational programmes disproportionately attract 
individuals with higher educational attainment and socioeconomic status, raising ques-
tions about access and the reproduction of cultural capital in later life (Formosa, 2021; Zaidi 
et al., 2021). Factors such as transport costs, digital access, and geographic location may 
constitute barriers for seniors from lower-income or rural backgrounds - a dimension that 
future Portuguese research should more systematically address.

The documented benefits of participation in senior educational programmes are multi-
ple and empirically well-established. At the cognitive level, longitudinal studies demonstrate 
associations between continuous learning and the maintenance of executive functions, 
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memory, and processing speed, with potential protective effects against cognitive decline 
and dementia (Pan et al., 2023). The psychological dimension also presents robust evi-
dence: educational participation is correlated with higher levels of subjective wellbeing, 
self-esteem, and life satisfaction, as well as lower levels of depressive and anxiety symp-
toms (Narushima et al., 2018). Perhaps the most consistently reported benefit is the social 
dimension: UTAs function as spaces for the creation and maintenance of social networks, 
combating isolation and promoting social capital (Talmage et al., 2021).

The integration of digital technologies into senior education emerges as one of the 
most significant contemporary challenges and opportunities. Digital literacy - defined as 
the constellation of knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for the effective use of digi-
tal technologies - assumes increasing importance in a context of accelerated digitalisation 
of services and social interactions (Ramírez et al., 2024). The COVID-19 pandemic acted 
as a catalyst for technological adoption, forcing a transition to remote learning modalities 
and simultaneously exposing both the competencies and lacunae within the senior pop-
ulation (Levy et al., 2024). Research identifies multiple barriers to technology adoption: 
limitations in digital self-efficacy, technological anxiety, physical accessibility challenges, 
economic costs, and inadequate interface design (Czaja et al., 2021). However, recent stud-
ies challenge stereotypes about technological resistance, demonstrating that when pro-
vided with adequate support and adapted interfaces, seniors exhibit significant capacity 
and motivation to learn and utilise digital tools (Ramírez et al., 2024). UTAs are strategi-
cally positioned as privileged spaces for promoting digital literacy, offering safe learning 
environments, personalised support, and the contextualisation of skills within meaningful 
activities (Levy et al., 2024).

Despite the growth in research on senior education, significant empirical gaps per-
sist, particularly within the Portuguese context. Existing studies often adopt small-scale 
descriptive approaches or focus on specific aspects, lacking systematic, multidimensional 
analyses that integrate sociodemographic profiles, usage patterns, emerging interests, and 
future expectations (Jacob, 2020; Veloso, 2012). The present study aims to contribute to 
addressing these gaps through a comprehensive and empirically grounded characterisa-
tion of students within Portuguese senior universities. It explores not only the current pro-
file but also the potential for educational innovation, responding to fundamental questions: 
Who are the students of Portuguese UTAs? What learning interests do they manifest? How 
do they relate to digital technologies? What expectations do they hold for the future?

Methodology

This study employs a quantitative approach of a descriptive and exploratory nature, 
deemed appropriate for the objectives of systematically characterising the profile and 
interests of senior university students in Portugal. The methodological design prioritises 
data collection via a structured survey, facilitating the acquisition of information and the 
identification of patterns and relationships between relevant variables (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2018). While acknowledging the limitations of this approach in capturing qualita-
tive nuances of the educational experience, the quantitative characterization is consid-
ered a fundamental and necessary step for the subsequent development of more in-depth 
mixed-methods studies.

Instrument development and validation

The survey was developed specifically for this study, informed by a systematic review 
of literature on senior education and active ageing, as well as established theoretical frame-
works: the theory of lifelong learning (Tam, 2013), the WHO active ageing model (WHO, 
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2020a), and transformative education (Freire, 1970). The questionnaire was structured into 
six principal sections: (1) Sociodemographic Profile - variables including age, gender, mar-
ital status, educational level, place of residence, professional status, and district of resi-
dence; (2) Economic Profile and Consumption Patterns - exploring sources of income, areas 
of greatest monthly expenditure, investment in educational and cultural activities, financial 
support provided to family members, and acquisition of technological devices; (3) Digital 
Literacy and Technology Use - assessing digital equipment used, frequency of internet use, 
comfort with digital tools, and platforms utilized; (4) Learning Interests and Participation -  
identifying motivations, types of learning valued, thematic areas of interest, preferences 
regarding formal assessment, time availability, and vision of the ideal community; (5) Com-
munity and Social Engagement - evaluating types of desired community activities, impor-
tance of a sense of belonging, and interest in teaching or moderating activities; and (6) 
Future Expectations and Benefits - exploring desired services and expected benefits from 
participation. The questionnaire combined closed-ended multiple-choice questions, Likert 
scales, and optional open-ended questions, totaling approximately 30 main items with 
an estimated completion time of 15-20 minutes. Selected sample items are presented in 
Appendix A to facilitate replication and transparency. To assess the internal consistency of 
the Likert-scale items, Cronbach's alpha was calculated for the primary composite scales: 
the digital literacy scale yielded α = 0.78 and the educational engagement scale yielded α =  
0.81, both indicating acceptable to good reliability (Nunnally, 1978).

Prior to final administration, the questionnaire underwent a three-stage validation pro-
cess: (1) review by a panel of three experts in educational gerontology and RUTIS research-
ers, who assessed item relevance and content validity; (2) pilot testing with a sample of 15 
senior university students, allowing for the identification of comprehension difficulties and 
estimation of completion time; and (3) final adjustments based on the collected feedback, 
including linguistic reformulations and optimisation of question sequence. The language 
was adapted to the characteristics of the target population, privileging clarity and accessi-
bility without compromising conceptual rigour.

Population and sample

The target population for this study comprises students of senior universities (UTAs) 
in Portugal, estimated at approximately 45,000 individuals distributed across more than 
350 institutions (Jacob, 2020). A non-probability convenience sampling strategy was 
adopted, prioritising accessibility and feasibility of data collection given the exploratory 
nature of the study. The final sample consisted of 100 participants who responded to the 
online survey disseminated through RUTIS communication channels and partner senior 
universities. Invitations were distributed to approximately 300 potential participants via 
institutional email lists, social media, and direct communication through UTA coordina-
tors, yielding a response rate of approximately 33%. This sample size does not permit 
statistical generalisation to the entire population; however, it is considered adequate for 
exploratory and descriptive purposes, allowing for the identification of relevant trends 
and relationships that can inform future large-scale investigations (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2018). A post-hoc power analysis indicated adequate statistical power (1-β = 0.80) 
for detecting medium-sized effects (Cohen's d ≥ 0.50) at α = 0.05 for the primary cor-
relation analyses.

Data collection took place between 17 November and 28 November 2025, via an online 
survey hosted on an accessible digital platform. Participants were informed about the 
study objectives, the voluntary and anonymous nature of participation, and the exclusive 
use of data for research purposes. Informed consent was obtained through an explicit 
declaration at the beginning of the questionnaire. The online nature of data collection - 
while appropriate given the sample's documented high digital literacy - constitutes a form 
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of self-selection bias: seniors with lower digital skills or without regular internet access 
were systematically excluded. This digital self-selection effect limits the generalizability of 
findings to the broader UTA population, particularly those attending in-person-only pro-
grammed, and is explicitly acknowledged in the interpretation of results below.

Analytical strategy

The collected data were exported from the digital platform and subjected to cleaning 
and validation procedures. The analytical strategy included both descriptive and inferen-
tial techniques. Descriptive analysis comprised calculation of absolute and relative fre-
quencies for categorical variables, as well as measures of central tendency and dispersion 
for continuous variables. Inferential analyses included chi-square tests for associations 
between categorical variables, Pearson and Spearman correlations for continuous and 
ordinal variables, analysis of variance (ANOVA) for comparing means between groups, 
and exploratory multiple regression models to identify predictors of educational interest 
and engagement. Prior to regression and ANOVA analyses, standard assumptions were 
verified, including normality of residuals (Shapiro-Wilk test), homoscedasticity (Levene's 
test), and absence of multicollinearity (variance inflation factor < 5). Given the exploratory 
nature of the multiple regression models and the sample size of N =100, caution was exer-
cised in the number of predictors included to minimize overfitting risk; models were lim-
ited to a maximum of five predictors in accordance with the guideline of ten observations 
per predictor variable (Field, 2018). Confidence intervals (95%) are reported alongside 
correlation coefficients and regression parameters. Responses to open-ended questions 
were coded and categorized thematically to complement the quantitative analysis. Sta-
tistical analysis was performed using SPSS version 29, adopting a significance level of  
p < 0.05 for hypothesis testing.

Ethical considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with the ethical principles of social science 
research and the Declaration of Helsinki. Ethical approval was sought from the Institutional 
Review Board of ISCIA -Instituto Superior de Ciências da Informação e da Administração 
prior to data collection. All participants provided voluntary informed consent, and ano-
nymity and confidentiality of collected data were ensured throughout. Participants' data 
were stored in a password-protected institutional server and will be retained for five years 
following publication, in compliance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). 
The authors declare no conflicts of interest, and no external funding was received for this 
study.

Results

Sociodemographic profile

The study sample comprises 100 participants, revealing a predominantly female 
population concentrated in the senior age brackets. Age distribution shows that approx-
imately 15% of participants are aged 50-59, 15% are in the 60-69 range, 50% are in the 
70-79 range, and 20% are 80 years or older. This distribution reflects the characteristic 
pattern of Portuguese senior universities, with a predominance of the 70-79 age group. 
The educational level of the sample indicates a highly qualified population: approxi-
mately 40% hold a bachelor's degree, 15% a master's degree, 5% a doctorate, 35% have 
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secondary education, and only 5% present lower levels of schooling. This educational 
profile is markedly higher than the Portuguese national average for the same age cohort -  
in which only approximately 14% hold tertiary qualifications (Eurostat, 2023) - suggest-
ing that UTAs preferentially attract individuals with elevated cultural capital, consistent 
with trends identified in international studies (Formosa, 2019). Regarding professional 
status, the overwhelming majority (approximately 95%) are retired. Geographic distri-
bution shows a significant concentration in Lisbon, Setúbal, and Porto (collectively rep-
resenting approximately 60% of the sample), with representation from all regions of the 
country.

Economic profile and consumption patterns

The primary source of income is retirement or pension (over 95% of participants). 
The distribution of monthly expenditures reveals that over 70% of participants indicate 
food as the area of greatest expense, followed by leisure and culture (15%), health, and 
housing. Investment in educational and cultural activities shows considerable variation: 
approximately 30% spend between €20-50 monthly, 25% between €40-50, 20% over €50, 
and 15% less than €20. This heterogeneity suggests different economic capacities as well 
as distinct levels of valuation of education and culture as areas of personal investment. A 
particularly significant finding relates to financial support for children or grandchildren: 
approximately 60% of participants provide financial support to family members, either 
regularly (15%) or occasionally (45%). This pattern of descending intergenerational sol-
idarity is relevant for understanding the effective economic availability of seniors and 
constitutes an important contextual factor in the interpretation of educational participa-
tion patterns.

Digital literacy and technology use

The results reveal a highly digitalized population. The entirety of the sample (100%) 
reports using the internet daily. The most used equipment are smartphones (95%), lap-
tops (90%), desktop computers (60%), and tablets (40%). The level of comfort with 
digital tools, measured on a 1-4 Likert scale (1 = somewhat uncomfortable, 4 = very com-
fortable), presents a mean of 3.2 (SD = 0.68), with 60% of participants indicating level 
3 or 4, 30% level 2, and only 10% level 1. This result contradicts common perceptions 
about senior technological resistance. The most used digital platforms include WhatsApp 
(95%), YouTube (90%), Facebook (85%), Zoom (70%), and Instagram (65%). Regarding 
official websites, near-universal use is observed for the Tax Portal (98%), banking web-
sites (95-98%), the Health Portal/SNS24 (90%), and Social Security Direct (80%). This 
pattern reveals not only basic digital skills but also the capacity to navigate complex 
governmental platforms.

Motivations and learning interests

Motivations for participating in online senior communities present a clear and consis-
tent pattern. The predominant motivation is maintaining cognitive activity, indicated by 
approximately 90% of participants, followed by learning new topics (75%), sharing expe-
riences (70%), meeting people (60%), and being part of an online community (50%). The 
thematic areas of greatest interest reveal a predominance of humanities and arts: Arts and 
Culture leads with 85% interest, followed by History (70%), Health and Wellbeing (45%), 
Languages (40%), Current Affairs (40%), Personal Development (40%), Music (35%), and 
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Computing (35%). The types of learning valued show a preference for classes (80%), trips 
(60%), visits to museums, theatres, or shows (60%), debates (40%), practical workshops 
(35%), and group projects (30%). A significant finding relates to formal assessment: over 
90% of participants prefer activities without formal assessment, confirming that motiva-
tion is predominantly intrinsic and related to the pleasure of learning and personal devel-
opment rather than certification (Panayiotou et al., 2023).

Availability, format preferences, and community vision

Weekly time availability concentrates mainly on 1-2 hours per week (50% of partici-
pants), followed by 3-4 hours (30%), more than 4 hours (15%), and less than 1 hour (10%). 
Regarding face-to-face meetings, 95% expressed preference for online senior communities 
that promote occasional in-person gatherings, suggesting the suitability of hybrid mod-
els that combine digital activities with face-to-face social moments (Levy et al., 2024). 
Qualitative analysis of open-ended responses regarding the ideal online community identi-
fied recurring concepts: participatory, interactive, friendly, flexible, sharing, and occasional 
face-to-face meetings. The most desired community activities include experience-sharing 
forums (75%), thematic clubs for reading, cinema, and travel (70%), virtual classes (65%), 
collaborative projects including digital volunteering and mentoring (35%), and virtual social 
sessions or digital cafés (40%).

Community belonging, support, and contributory roles

The importance of a sense of belonging to an online community was evaluated on a 1-4 
scale: 60% indicated level 4 (very important), 30% level 3 (important), 8% level 2 (moder-
ately important), and only 2% level 1. The forms of support considered necessary present 
the following distribution: tutorials (50%), IT technical support (45%), professional accom-
paniment in areas such as law and psychology (35%), help groups (30%), and 20% feel no 
need for specific support. Approximately 45% of participants expressed interest in teach-
ing or moderating activities, while 55% indicated no interest. Services desired from online 
senior communities include: cultural and informational agenda (70%), live synchronous 
classes (65%), offering of services and products such as trips and training (60%), recorded 
classes (50%), digital library (50%), meeting new people (50%), online social space (45%), 
and professional assistance (30%).

Correlation analysis

The correlation analysis revealed statistically significant associations between several 
variables. A moderate positive correlation was observed between digital literacy (comfort 
with digital tools) and availability for greater involvement in online educational activities 
(r = 0.34, 95% CI [0.14, 0.51], p < 0.01). A weak but significant negative correlation was 
identified between regular financial support to family members and investment in one's 
own educational activities (r = −0.22, 95% CI [−0.41, −0.02], p < 0.05). Educational level 
presented a positive correlation with preference for more complex learning formats such 
as debates and collaborative projects (r = 0.28, 95% CI [0.08, 0.46], p < 0.05). A significant 
association was found between prior participation in senior universities and interest in 
assuming teaching or moderation roles (χ² = 8.73, p < 0.01), suggesting that accumulated 
experience promotes availability for active contribution. It is important to note that all 
associations reported are correlational in nature; no causal inferences may be drawn from 
cross-sectional correlation or chi-square data.
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Discussion

The empirical results of this study provide a nuanced portrait of the student popula-
tion within Portuguese senior universities, challenging monolithic narratives about ageing 
while revealing systemic opportunities and challenges. This discussion critically examines 
the findings through four interconnected analytical perspectives: the socio-digital paradox 
of contemporary ageing in Portugal; the pedagogical implications of intrinsic motivation 
in later-life learning; the tension between cultural preservation and future-oriented edu-
cation; and the potential evolution of senior universities toward transformative learning 
communities.

The socio-digital paradox

The finding that 100% of respondents use the internet daily, with high platform adop-
tion rates, constitutes what this study terms the 'Portuguese senior digital paradox': high 
functional digital engagement co-existing with persistent needs for technical support 
(50% request tutorials). This challenges both techno-optimistic narratives of universal dig-
ital assimilation and ageist assumptions of technological incompetence. The forced adop-
tion of digital tools during COVID-19 lockdowns appears to have created a cohort of older 
adults who are functionally competent but not uniformly confident - a finding consistent 
with Levy et al. (2024) and Ramírez et al. (2024). However, the interpretation of these 
results requires important qualification. The high educational attainment of the sample -  
substantially above the national average for the same age cohort - strongly suggests  
that the digitally included seniors captured in this study represent a specific socioeco-
nomic stratum. This constitutes a form of 'digital stratification within ageing' (a concept 
grounded in the broader digital inequality literature; see van Dijk, 2020) and likely reflects 
the self-selection effect of an online survey methodology. The least digitally connected 
seniors - those most at risk of social isolation and educational exclusion - are absent from 
this sample. These findings therefore speak to what UTAs can achieve with their current 
constituencies while underscoring the urgency of outreach to underrepresented groups.

Intrinsic motivation and geragogical humanism

The overwhelming rejection of formal assessment (90% prefer activities without eval-
uation) represents more than a preference: it signals a fundamental renegotiation of the 
educational contract in later life. This orientation challenges traditional pedagogical par-
adigms that equate learning with measurable outcomes and credentialing. Our results 
suggest the need for what may be termed 'geragogical humanism' - an approach that 
emphasises process over product, community over curriculum, and personal meaning over 
predetermined outcomes (cf. Formosa, 2021; Freire, 1970). The strong preference for arts 
and culture (85%), history (70%), and experiential formats suggests that learning in later 
life serves important existential and identity-forming functions beyond cognitive stimu-
lation. The virtually unanimous desire for occasional face-to-face meetings (95%), even 
among highly digitalised respondents, confirms that technology mediates but does not 
replace the fundamentally embodied, relational nature of learning - a finding consistent 
with socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 2006) and the broader literature on 
social capital in senior education (Talmage et al., 2021).

Cultural specificity and the tradition-innovation tension

The distinctive pattern of educational preferences - overwhelming interest in arts, 
culture, and history alongside moderate demand for health education and technology -  
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reveals important cultural specificities in Portuguese senior education. This pattern differs 
notably from Northern European models, where practical life skills, technology, and health 
education often dominate (Formosa, 2021). Several contextual factors may help explain 
this specificity. The generational educational history of many respondents - who grew up 
during or shortly after the Estado Novo period - may generate a particular valuation of cul-
tural knowledge previously inaccessible. Additionally, historically limited access to formal 
education has fostered strong traditions of self-directed humanistic learning in Portugal. 
This cultural specificity presents a strategic dilemma for senior universities: responding 
primarily to expressed interests risks reinforcing existing patterns and excluding future- 
oriented competencies, while systematically expanding offerings toward technology and 
health risks alienating current participants. Both considerations are data-driven rather than 
purely normative, deriving directly from the divergence between observed interests and 
the competency gaps identified in the same sample (notably in digital self-confidence and 
awareness of emerging digital risks).

From consumption to contribution: reciprocal geragogy

The significant proportion of respondents interested in teaching or moderating activ-
ities (45%) represents a transformative finding. This challenges what critics have termed 
the 'recreational model' of senior education, in which older adults are positioned as passive 
consumers of knowledge provided by experts (Formosa, 2021). The concept of 'reciprocal 
geragogy', as used in this study, is proposed as a descriptive and analytical term - building 
on the established geragogy literature (Formosa, 2021; Findsen & Formosa, 2011) and on 
Freirean dialogical pedagogy (Freire, 1970) - to refer to educational approaches that sys-
tematically value and mobilise the knowledge, skills, and experiences of participants as co- 
educators. It is intended as an empirically grounded framework for UTAs rather than as a fully 
elaborated theoretical construct; rigorous theoretical development and empirical testing in 
larger samples are needed before broader claims can be made. The correlation between prior 
participation and willingness to teach (χ² = 8.73, p < 0.01) is consistent with a 'developmental 
trajectory of participation' in which individuals move from peripheral observation to central 
contribution over time, though longitudinal data would be required to confirm this direc-
tionality. Similarly, the concept of 'contributory ageing' employed in this chapter - referring  
to frameworks that emphasise the productive, generative, and educational contributions of 
older adults to community life - draws on an established body of literature including Boudiny 
(2013) and Walker (2019), and is not claimed as an original theoretical invention but rather as 
a synthetic concept informing the study's interpretive lens.

Limitations

Several limitations must be acknowledged. Non-probability sampling and the exclusively 
online dissemination strategy limit statistical generalisation to the broader UTA popula-
tion and introduce digital self-selection bias. The cross-sectional design precludes causal 
inference or the analysis of developmental trajectories. The relatively small sample size  
(N = 100) necessitates caution in the interpretation of multiple regression outputs, which 
should be treated as exploratory. Self-reporting is subject to social desirability bias. The high 
educational attainment of the sample means that findings may not reflect the experiences 
of seniors with lower levels of education, those in rural areas, or those attending smaller, 
informally organised UTAs. Finally, the study was conducted over a brief 11-day data collec-
tion window, which may have introduced temporal artefacts. Future research should address 
these limitations through mixed-methods longitudinal designs, stratified sampling strategies, 
and comparative studies across different socioeconomic and regional contexts.
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Strategic recommendations

Based on the empirical findings of this study, six dimensions of strategic recommenda-
tion are proposed for RUTIS and Portuguese senior universities. These recommendations 
are presented in order of temporal priority, distinguishing between measures that can be 
implemented in the short term (0-12 months), medium term (1-3 years), and longer-term 
structural developments. Recommendations deriving directly from the data are explicitly 
distinguished from those that involve broader strategic extrapolation.

Diversification and Social Inclusion (Short to Medium Term)

The overrepresentation of highly educated and urbanised participants in this study -  
directly derived from the data - signals a structural access deficit in the current model. 
In the short term, RUTIS should develop targeted outreach programmes for seniors with 
lower educational attainment, and implement fee waiver or sliding-scale mechanisms 
in collaboration with municipalities and social security entities. Medium-term strategies 
should include differentiated educational pathways responsive to diverse literacy levels 
and awareness campaigns that challenge prevailing perceptions about who benefits from 
senior universities.

Consolidation of Hybrid Models (Short to Medium Term)

The near-unanimous preference for occasional face-to-face meetings (95%) among a 
highly digitalised population directly supports the institutionalisation of hybrid learning 
models. In the short term, institutions should organise regular in-person gatherings (at 
minimum quarterly) as a complement to online activities, and invest in accessible, user-
friendly technological infrastructures with dedicated technical support. In the medium 
term, systematic training in hybrid pedagogies for UTA educators and coordinators is 
recommended.

Contextualized Digital Literacy (Short to Medium Term)

The co-existence of high daily internet use with persistent needs for technical support 
(50% of participants) - a direct finding from the data - indicates that digital inclusion in the 
sample is real but fragile. Short-term priorities include multi-level peer-to-peer technical 
support structures and accessible tutorial libraries. The high interest expressed in topics 
such as digital security, protection against online fraud, and artificial intelligence (emerging 
from qualitative responses) should inform specific programme development in the near 
term.

Expansion and Diversification of Educational Offerings (Medium Term)

The dominant demand for arts, culture, and history should be maintained and deepened. 
In parallel, and consistent with the moderate but significant interest in health and wellbeing 
(45%) and computing (35%), medium-term curriculum development should introduce flexi-
ble, modular offerings in these areas. This recommendation involves strategic extrapolation 
beyond the data in so far as it anticipates evolving needs not fully captured by the current 
sample; it is informed by comparative European research indicating growing demand for 
health literacy and digital skills among senior learners (Formosa, 2021; Ramírez et al., 2024).
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Mobilising Seniors' Contributory Potential (Medium Term)

The finding that 45% of participants expressed interest in teaching or moderating activities -  
directly derived from the data - provides a concrete foundation for implementing structured 
peer-to-peer learning programmes. Mechanisms for recognition of seniors' active contribu-
tions should be developed, alongside intergenerational projects that position UTAs as bridges 
between age groups. These initiatives embody the principle of reciprocal geragogy described 
in the theoretical sections.

Research, Evaluation, and Continuous Improvement (Medium to Long Term)

The limitations of the present study - particularly its small sample and cross-sectional  
design - underscore the need for regular, systematic evaluation of participant satisfac-
tion, needs, and outcomes across the RUTIS network. In the long term, RUTIS should 
invest in partnerships with research institutions for longitudinal, mixed-methods stud-
ies; in networks for sharing best practices among Portuguese and European UTAs; and 
in continuous professional development for UTA coordinators, educators, and trainers. 
These constitute longer-term structural developments whose scope and cost exceed 
what any single institution can achieve and require collaborative policy engagement at 
the national level.

Conclusion

This study provides a comprehensive empirical characterisation of senior university 
students in Portugal, revealing a population that is more diverse, digitalised, and motivated 
than is commonly assumed. The findings challenge persistent stereotypes about decline, 
resistance to change, and passivity in later life, demonstrating that when adequate oppor-
tunities are provided, Portuguese UTA students exhibit notable capacities, aspirations, and 
contributory potential. The study makes a dual contribution to academic knowledge in 
educational geragogy and to institutional practice in the RUTIS network, grounding strate-
gic recommendations in systematic empirical evidence.

Four principal conclusions emerge from the analysis. First, the student population of 
Portuguese UTAs is characterised by high educational attainment and significant digital 
literacy, but these characteristics also reveal a structural access gap that excludes seniors 
with lower cultural capital and less digital connectivity - a limitation that carries direct impli-
cations for the social justice mission of senior education. Second, the dominant educational 
motivations are intrinsic and humanistic, calling for geragogical approaches that prioritise 
meaning-making, community, and experiential engagement over credentialing or outcome 
measurement. Third, the co-existence of high digital engagement with persistent support 
needs underscores the importance of contextualised, ongoing digital literacy development 
as a core rather than peripheral function of UTAs. Fourth, the substantial proportion of 
participants willing to assume contributory educational roles (45%) challenges the pas-
sive-learner model and offers a concrete empirical basis for the development of peer- 
to-peer and intergenerational learning structures consistent with the principle of reciprocal 
geragogy.

The limitations of the study - including non-probability sampling, digital self-selection  
bias, and cross-sectional design - are acknowledged and should temper the scope 
of generalisations beyond the sample studied. Future research should pursue mixed- 
methods longitudinal designs, stratified sampling to capture underrepresented populations, 
and comparative studies across European UTA systems. In a broader demographic con-
text marked by accelerated population ageing and substantial socioeconomic challenges, 
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investing in senior education is not a cultural luxury but a strategic necessity. The challenge 
for RUTIS, individual UTAs, policymakers, and Portuguese society is to ensure that this 
investment reaches all older adults, not only those already advantaged by education and 
digital access.
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