What has design got to do with it?
The impact of image for an aging population By Glen Hougan

Question. Does the look and type of products and environments used by our seniors influence
our view of them as well as their view of themselves?

Answer. Yes!

Health care designer Gretchen Anderson says that if we view seniors
through the products that are available to them then they would be
seen as ‘cranky, stupid, and tacky’. ' The implications of this is numer-
ous. Many of the objects designed for our older population have that
‘smell of a hospital” about them? The problem is that this reinforces
societies ageist attitudes that our seniors are frail and sick. Becca Levy,
a psychologist who studies the effects of age, says that many people
start developing stereotypes about older people during childhood,
reinforce them throughout adulthood, and then enter old age with at-
titudes toward their own age group as negative as the younger people’s
attitudes about them.?

There is a need to change the design language of products to commu-
nicate a positive and healthier image of aging. This will help combat
society’s ageist attitudes and better help seniors negotiate the aging
process. As an industrial/product designer and educator, I believe that
designers have a significant role in the future of health care by design-
ing products and environments that promote a positive and healthy
model for our aging population.

Ageism

In a survey I undertook at the beginning of the course I taught at the
Nova Scotial College of Art and Design (NSCAD) called ‘Design for
An Aging Population’, I asked students to write down three words that
describe an elderly person. Almost three quarters of their responses
had negative associations revolving around words like weak, slow, and
feeble.’* An ongoing research effort at Harvard University, the Univer-
sity of Virginia, and University of Washington called Project Implicit
allows people to determine their own prejudices with online tests.*
With over 2.2 million tests tabulated, researchers found that the larg-
est prejudicial bias people had was not towards people of different race or sex but towards

1 Anderson, G. Frog design mind: product design for the elderly, online at http://gizmodo.com/gadgets/columns/
frog-design-mind-169097 .php accessed April 15,2007

2. Ageism In America (2006), The Anti-Ageism Task force at the International Longevity Center USA (ILC-
USA) The report can be accessed at http://www.ilcusa.org/prj/ageism.htm.

3. This is a third year required studio course at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design for those interested

in product design. The course has subsequently been renamed User-centered design but the focus is still on an
aging population.

4. The Project Implicit online test can be taken at https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/



the elderly.” One of the Harvard researchers suggested that this strong bias is because age is
associated with negative qualities, such as decreases in stature, power, physical agility, and
cognitive ability

The term ageism, stereotyping and discrimination based on age, was first coined in 1968 by
Dr.. Robert Butler. He referred to it as ‘the new bigotry’.® Unlike racism or sexism, ageism
represents a prejudice against a group most of us will inevitably join. Ageism is one of the
most widespread prejudices that cuts across age groups, genders, and
cultures. It is also the one prejudice that often goes unchallenged.’
Prejudice and stereotyping is manifested not only in our attitudes,
actions, and language used to describe elderly people (i.e., codger,

old biddy, doddering old dear, over the hill) but also in the look of the
bulky unattractive products we design for them (i.e., orthopedic shoes).
Ageism manifests itself through widespread mistreatment and denial
of medical care and services, workplace discrimination, physical (elder

abuse), financial abuse, stereotypical and degrading images in media Qg!ijhgl;l E En ,,D-;Etl;htug .,fam!:grgu!ly(“ a ge
and marketing.

The roots of ageism are very complex, but much of it can be found in
the modernization associated with industrialized countries and the shift
from traditional agrarian societies to industrial societies. This shift
has resulted in a lower status of older people. For example, increased
literacy rates have diminished the older persons’ role as keepers of the
oral traditions. Technical skills are now being valued above experi-
ence and many of today’s technical advances are putting older people
who have not mastered those skills out of work. People today are also
more transient and are loosing their connection to older relatives. Life
expectancy has increased and institutionalized retirement is mandated,
which removes older people from positions of importance. Another
compelling suggestion for why ageism is so prevalent today is that it
is linked to our fear of death.” In the past; old age was not associated
with death because a large percentage of our society died before they
reached old age. Add to this our culture’s fixation on youth and beauty
and all of this adds up to the image of elderly people as dependent,
helpless, and unproductive.
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As Gretchen Anderson has said if we view the seniors through the products and environments
we design for them then it is a negative image we have of them. The problem with products
designed for seniors today can be broken down into three areas. The first one is related to the
products use, which tends to focus on function rather than aesthetics. The second one is the
product category, which mainly focus on assisting aides which focus on the dysfunction of the
user. The last one is perception of the user, which is influenced by ageism in our society.

A look at many products directed at the elderly, especially assisted aid products (i.e., walk-

ers), reveals a focus on function rather than aesthetics. For example,
aids such as walkers and bath safety equipment used in the home are
usually metal tubing that has a design language that speaks of a medi-
cal device in a hospital as opposed to a piece of furniture or assistance
aid for the home. A look at electronic products that require some
manipulation of controls (i.e., phones) tend to reveal products that are
overwhelmed by large buttons. The common design strategy seems

to be one of making controls as big as possible. This may be a reflec-
tion of ageist beliefs, which leads us to assume that the elderly are so
physically impaired and incapable that those large bulky controls and
products that smell like a hospital are what they need and want.

Looking at the products made for our seniors says much about ageist
beliefs that product designers and manufacturers hold. Designer An-
derson cites orthopedic shoes as an example of something that reflects
our attitudes about the elderly. The orthopedic shoe, big and bulky, has
a style and a color that has not changed in over 40 years. As she says,
“When we talk about needs of seniors there is a tendency to imagine
someone whose eyesight, dexterity, and hearing are so impaired that
they are incapable of having an experience; it is therefore assumed that
they will make do with, or perhaps even prefer, a mechanistic, bulky
product that smells like a hospital.”!°

One of my students fell into that ‘smell of the hospital” design aes-
thetic in her initial development of an ambulatory/lifting belt. These
types of products are assistance aids used by caregivers to lift and
move mainly elderly patients. She identified that current devices were
unsafe and often slipped. Her initial prototype was a belt with a num-
ber of innovations such as straps to go under the crotch section making
the act of lifting and moving elderly people safer. This bulky harness
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like device, not only screamed ‘look at me I’'m feeble’, but also neglected to address issues
of dignity. For example, the use of straps between the legs would be a problem for an elderly
woman wearing a dress. One wonders whether these issues would have been identified earlier

if the designer were developing it for another age group?

An assumption that elderly people will be happy to ‘make do with’ can be seen in the case of
tennis balls and walkers. Many walkers have been fitted with split tennis balls on the bottom

10. Anderson, G. Frog design mind: product design for the elderly, online at http://gizmodo.com/gadgets/col-

umns/frog-design-mind-169097 .php accessed April 15,2007.




of the walker legs to allow it to slide easier over surfaces such as rugs. This simple but crude
adaptation of the walker is a clear indication that the existing walker design is not meeting
the needs of the elderly users. There is even a case of students at Western Washington Uni-
versity in the United States initiating the Walk Easy Project where they collected used tennis
balls and went to local retirement homes and retrofitted walkers.!! Considering the serious-
ness and cost of elderly people falling and the importance of mobility to their independence
and well being, one wonders why walkers are not addressing this design issue? Current de-
sign attempts to address this need (i.e., mobility balls) are merely add-
on products that replace the existing green and yellow tennis balls with
precut tennis balls of different colors and patterns. The design aesthetic
is still a tennis ball attached to the legs of a walker.

A new language

One way of combating our negative ageist attitudes is to not only
redesign products our seniors use but also change the language we
use to describe about these products. Language permeates the life of
a product even before it is designed. Language use directs attention
and frames perception. For example, it is a problem when the names
of products our seniors use are associated with products our children
use (i.e. walkers). This frames the interaction with and perception of
our seniors as akin to infants. Interestingly we even speak to these age
groups the same way through baby talk and elderspeak. The problem
with elderspeak is that it triggers an older adult’ perceptions of them-
selves as cognitively impaired. '?

The study and meaning of signs and symbols and what they signify
and communicate is called semiotics. Product or design semiotics is
the study of the use of signs in the design of physical products and
how people attribute meanings to products and interact with them ac-
cordingly. Klaus Krippendorff a design researcher says that the fate of
all artifacts is decided in language and designers must pay attention to
the names that may be used to categorize a product, the adjectives that
may be attached to it, and to the narratives and stories and judgments
that may be told about it."* For example, I just recently a new prescrip-
tion for glasses. Where in the past I would have received ‘bifocals’
today I received ‘progressives’. Progressive lenses, today’s name for
bifocals are even designed differently with the bifocal lens line be-

ing invisible. The narratives and stories associated with bifocals for myself brings up images
of granfatherly Ben Franklin (its creator) with his glasses alwayspropped halfway down his
nose. The new adjective ‘progressive lenses’ conjures up a quite different set of images and
narratives that like its word are very positive.

What do people think of when they hear walking cane/stick verses Nordic walker? Both are
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aids to assist you in walking but where the walking cane is associated with the lack of mobil-
ity the Nordic walker is associated with increased mobility, activity and exercise. Our soci-
ety’s perception and image of our aging population using the Nordic walker product promotes
a positive and healthy image of that products user group. Even the branding of the product as
a ‘Nordic’ walker is associated with the healthy Scandinavian image.

The image of the walker with the tennis balls is also starting to change with new designs and
a new name — ‘Rollator’. Rollators are basically adjustable walkers with wheels attached to
the bottom of the legs. The advantage of the wheels is that you don’t
have to lift the walker to go forward or backward. You just have to

roll the walker along the ground to get from point A to point B. This
makes it much easier to get around as the wheels are designed to turn,
pivot and maneuver in a way that walkers can’t. Again, where walkers
have an established, mostly negative, narrative associated with them,
rollators with their associated accessories such as seats and baskets
have a more positive narrative attached to them. This is a narrative that
promotes mobility and adaptability.

Changing perception through design

When the NSCAD student, Margo Durling, took her lifting/ambulato-
ry belt design to the next design stage she changed her initial ‘smell of
a hospital’ prototype to that of a more positive body equipment design
language. In fact she looked at recreation and sports equipment for
inspiration. In the further development of her product, issues of dignity
and aesthetics were constantly discussed with users so that the even-
tual prototype was a dramatic departure from her previous one. The
bulky belt was replaced by a slim vest that was easier to put on, looked
better, worked better, and encouraged proper lifting techniques for the
caregiver. The product had moved from the category of medical equip-
ment to that of personal body equipment. The resulting design received
the Innovation Award at the 2006 JCI Outstanding Young Canadians
Awards. This student and her lifting vest ended up being profiled on
the cover of the Canadian Business magazine.

Over the last year design my design students at NSCAD University
(Nova Scotia College of Art and Design) have been involved in de-
signing and building a space that helps promote a more positive view
of our senior population. This new space, an intergenerational space, at
a seniors drop in center is to be used by both seniors and local school children as part of the
center’s Grandfriends program.

Research suggests that for our society to combat ageist beliefs and behaviors, reverse elderly
stereotypes, and restore a sense of esteem for older people we need more intergenerational
contact." The problem that the students found in interviewing both seniors and the children
14 Cuddy, A. J., Norton, M I, Fiske, S. T., (2005), This old stereotype:

The persuasiveness and persistence of the elderly stereotype. Journal of Social Issues,
61(2) 2005. pp. 267-285.




the space they had been using was not meeting their needs and in fact
was promoting a stereotypical view of seniors as the school children and
their teachers described the current space for the Grandfriends program
as smelly, cluttered and scary. So what should have been a positive ex-
perience was being undermined by the environment, which was creating
a negative narrative of where seniors hang out which was reflecting on
seniors themselves.

In talking to both groups students developed a number of concepts for
an intergenerational space that would help promote a healthy interac-
tion between the different age groups and create a new positive nar-
rative. The final design, subsequently built by the students, opened in
June this year. The space employed universal design principles, move-
able furniture and storage, easy adaptability of space, and a focal point
of an aquarium which had positive benefits for both groups. The objec-
tive of the new design is that the children’s formerly negative reaction
to the senior center space will be replaced with a more positive narra-
tive and better intergenerational experience.

Boomers driving the change

The business magazine cover story that was done on one of my stu-
dents (“The Next Wave: The Boomer Effect” ) had the ad line ‘In a
few short years, hordes of retired, ageing baby boomers will reshape
society one more time’ The article states that just as designers and
manufacturers are realizing that older consumers want better func-
tionality for the products they use, they now have to get used to the
fact that boomers (born from 1947-1967) also want products that look
good. “Previous generations of older consumers may have been satis-
fied with plain products. The Boomers are not”."> This demographic
change is already driving the redesigns of existing products as even
orthopedic shoes are now starting to be developed to be more hip and
stylish for the boomers.'® Many products are now being rethought

in terms of the context of the aging population. Boeing is looking at
redesigning their plane interiors to address the needs of a huge growth
in boomer retirees flying."”

Not only do we have business developing products for this upcoming
large and influential demographic but we also have designers interest-
ed in getting involved in designing for this demographic. For designers the interest is in the
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rier, February 28, 2003.

17. Gayle E. Fly the grayer skies: As baby boomers reach senior citizen hood, Boeing looks for ways to meet
their changing needs”, Mechanical Engineering Design, March 2005, online at www.memagazine.org/supparch/
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challenge of providing products that connect on a functional, emotional and aesthetic level. A
lot of the new design of the traditional senior product categories is based on universal design
principles. Universal design strives to be a broad-spectrum solution that produces buildings,
products and environments that are usable and effective for everyone. These design principles
involve: equitable use, flexibility in use, simple and intuitive, perceptible information, toler-
ance for error, low physical effort and size and space for approach and use. '®

One example of a very successful product that uses universal design
principles is the Oxo Good Grip kitchen utensils. These larger handled A
utensils, originally inspired and designed for someone with arthritis, ELNAM e
are now used in kitchens around the world. The design incorporates
plump, resilient handles for twist and push-pull tools like knives and
peelers, while squeeze tools like can openers had hard handles. All
handles were oval in cross section, to better distribute forces on the
hand and enhance grip, even for wet hands. The measuring cups and
spoons featured large, high-contrast markings for visibility. Oxo does
not market these at geriatric products for people with limitations but as
useful products for people of all ages and levels of dexterity."”
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As our population ages traditional products are being redesigned to
make them better to use by older adults. Designers are finding that
when employing universal design principles not only are they be easier
to use by seniors but also therefore easier to use by everyone. This . s e
results in innovative better designed products. ie's Got -‘Tﬂar Brilé
Designer Deborah Alder redesigned the standard pharmacy pill bottle ( P
after her grandmother accidentally swallowed pills meant for her
grandfather. * The ClearRx pill bottles, now available through Target
stores in the United States, involved not only change in the shape of
the bottle and also in the information presented on the bottle label. All
of these changes made it easier for seniors to use. Target brands the
ClearRx pill bottle as an innovative prescription distribution and com-
munication system that offers improvements in medication packaging
and design, prescription and health information and patient communi-
cation.?!

Targets website describes the features of the ClearRx system to in-
clude:
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1. Redesigned Bottle—The new shape, which can easily be gripped and opened.

2. Easy-to-Read Label —Designed for readability and ease of use, this label sits flat across
the front panel of the bottle so the bottle does not have to be turned to read the pertinent
information. Easy-to-read fonts and type make information clearer to identify. In addition,
prescription information is reorganized with the most important information—including drug
name and prescribing instructions—at the top of the label accompanied by doctor name and
prescription number.

3. Removable Information Card—Tucked securely on the back of
the bottle in a permanent sleeve, this newly created information card
summarizes the most common uses and side effects associated with
the medication. This innovative card is ideal for quick reference and
includes reader-friendly fonts and more comprehensive text.

4. Color-Coded Rings—For multi-member households, color-coded

rings on the neck of the bottle help clearly identify each person’s medi-

cation at a glance.

5. Redesigned Warning Icons—Newly located on the flat, back surface
of the ClearRx bottle, these redesigned icons make important medical
warnings clearer and easier to understand.

Not only are business and young designers interested in designing for
an aging population but one is now getting established older designers
focusing on designing for their age group. Iconic architect and design-

er Michael Graves started to address ageing and disability issues after

a 2003 sinus infection left him paralyzed from the waste down. He
turned his whimsical style to designing bath safety equipment, mobil-
ity equipment, and aids to daily living. His use of lighter and brighter
colors both functioned as important signifiers for product use for
seniors with failing eyesight and as a way to move the products away a
stereotypical hospital design aesthetic to that of home furniture that is
meant to assist you.*

Alder and Graves are examples of designers developing products that

meet the needs of the older adults and that don’t reflect that, ‘mecha-

nistic, bulky, smells like a hospital look’. The problem is most products today are still fo-
cused on the function of the product at the expense of aesthetics and on the dysfunction of
the user as opposed to the health of the user. The silver lining is the the ageing of the baby
boomer demographic is starting to influence the design of products and it would be difficult
to imagine them accepting the tennis ball solution that the pre—World War II generations have
accepted. To what degree designs will change in the coming years is difficult to determine.

It may involve some categories of products more than others. It may be determined by the

22.Perman, S. Michael Graves’ new target: Medical devices. Business Week online, August 15, 2006. online at
http://www.businessweek.com.



senior’s health, age, income or even issues associated with who purchases the products. For example, is the
senior purchasing them, is it family members, is it caregivers, or is it institutions? If other people are making
those design and purchasing decisions for the elderly, and their decisions are reflecting ageist beliefs, then the
products could keep reflecting society’s negative prejudices.

The value of design
Responding to the needs of an aging population, whose growth and numbers will be unprecedented in human
history, is one of the most important and continuing issues for our
world. The designers voice needs to be heard in discussions about how
best our society can respond to this demographic change.

If the objects and environments we use shape our perceptions of self
and others perceptions and interactions with us, then design has the
power to change that image and interaction. Design’s value is in com-
bating ageism by developing products that do not perpetuate society’s
prejudices and negative stereotypes. It is time to move away from that
‘hospital smell” and ‘cranky stupid and tacky’ look of products to one
that is healthier and positive.*

The value of design is not just in what we design but in how design-
ers go about designing. So whether it is talking to seniors and school
children to find out what they would like to see in an intergenerational
space or talking to seniors on what would be a better way to be lifted
out of a chair, the voice of the person using the product is part of the
design process and solution. Today, designers don’t design products
they design better human experiences. Design with its human centered
empathetic approach and its focus on problem solving and innovation
has a significant role to play in the future of health care for our aging
population.

Further information.

To hear Glen Hougan talk about design for an aging population listen
to the CBC radio program Spark (http://www.cbc.ca/spark/2009/02/
full-interview-glen-hougan-on-designing-for-seniors/)

To hear more about Glen Hougan and Margot Durlings work with the
Lifting belt download episode 4 of the Life Changers (http://www.
atlanticuniversities.ca/AbsPage.aspx?lang=1&siteid=1&id=1179)

23. ibid (Anderson, G. Frog design mind: product design for the elderly).
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