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Foreword

	by Prof. Dr. Peter Zec, Founder and CEO, Red Dot Design Award

	Throughout my career in design promotion, several influential figures have contributed to the conceptual and normative foundations of the field. Among them, Prof. Ron Nabarro occupies a distinctive position. His work has consistently emphasized design as a socially embedded and ethically informed practice, and his contributions have shaped scholarly and professional debates across multiple decades. Design with Heart reflects the culmination of this trajectory, offering not only a synthesis of his long-standing commitments but also a theoretically grounded account of what design ought to represent in the twenty-first century.

	This book does not conform to the conventions of a technical manual, nor does it function as a retrospective memoir. Instead, it advances a substantive argument about responsibility in design and the moral and emotional dimensions that accompany it. Ron contends that the central purpose of design is not the pursuit of novelty but the cultivation of empathy. He reframes aging not as a policy or technical challenge to be solved but as a universal human experience, thereby situating design within broader debates on inclusion, dignity, and intergenerational equity.

	Design with Heart further reconceptualizes age-friendly design as a comprehensive framework that prioritizes inclusivity and human well-being. The premise that design interventions benefiting older adults can simultaneously enhance outcomes for broader populations aligns with contemporary scholarship on universal design and social sustainability. In this perspective, care operates both as a guiding principle and as an ethical obligation, shaping decisions at all levels, from micro-design choices to systemic configurations, and underscoring how design practices can either reinforce or mitigate social exclusion.

	Reading this book evokes the clarity and modesty characteristic of Ron’s public scholarship. His reflections reaffirm the broader significance of design as a domain in which normative considerations and creative practices intersect. In highlighting the moral stakes inherent in everyday design decisions, he contributes to an ongoing discussion regarding the responsibilities of designers as societal actors.

	At a moment when technological innovation frequently outpaces critical reflection, Design with Heart offers a timely intervention. It calls for a more deliberative approach to design, one attentive to human needs, social consequences, and the ethical commitments that undergird collective life.

	Prof. Dr. Peter Zec

	Founder and CEO, Red Dot Design Award

	Former President, ICSID / WDO

	
Part I
The Foundation and Mindset (“The Why”)

	


Chapter 1
Design with Heart: An Introduction

	We are building a world that millions of older adults cannot fully use—and we call it innovation. Every day, they struggle with products, homes, public spaces, food packaging, healthcare portals, banking apps, ticket machines, and “smart” technologies never truly created with them in mind. What we dismiss as user error is often something far more uncomfortable: a quiet, systemic, and often unintentional ageist exclusion.

	To design with heart is to confront this reality. It means creating products, environments, and services that accompany people across the arc of life—preserving continuity, strengthening connection, and nurturing belonging between generations. Rooted in empathy and a recognition of our shared vulnerability, this approach frames design not merely as problem-solving with a refined look and feel, but as a profoundly human endeavor—one that carries ethical weight.

	This is Design with Heart—the foundation and focus of this book. It offers a broader, more inclusive understanding of what many call “age-friendly design,” grounded in a fundamental principle: solutions that accommodate older adults tend to improve usability for everyone, while designs focused primarily on younger people often exclude older adults entirely.

	Designing with heart means approaching human vulnerability and resilience with empathy. It calls on designers to move beyond efficiency and form, to recognize that every design choice affects human dignity, and to act with care for the consequences of our work.

	


Why This Book Needed to Be Written

	I felt compelled to write this book as a duty to my profession, which has shaped and rewarded my life, and to the older adults whose needs and voices deserve to be heard.

	As a design student in 1966, I learned that “form follows function.” Over a lifetime of designing and now redesigning my own life as an older adult, I have come to see that although form still follows function, the function itself evolves. It becomes about maintaining meaning, preserving health, connecting to the world, and nurturing curiosity and creativity, the forces that sustain happiness and peace of mind. Comfort extends far beyond cushions and armrests; it is about feeling that the world still fits you, and that you still fit in the world.

	For me, the line between observer and participant has blurred. I once watched my parents and others face decline through both good and challenging times; now I negotiate those same realities myself, confronting time, ability, and systems that are often unkind to those who move more slowly. The professional question I once asked as a designer— “How can we improve life’s conditions?”—has become a personal one: “How do we honor the entire arc of human life through design?”

	Aging is not solely biological; it is also cultural. The smallest design choices reflect our collective values: a hard-to-read label, a confusing app, an automated service without a human touch, or a bus stop without a bench. These are not minor inconveniences but daily tests of inclusion and dignity.

	


What this book is and isn’t

	This book invites you to notice what is often overlooked, to ask better questions, and to create work that respects the full complexity of later life. At 80 years old, with more than fifty years in design—half of them dedicated to age-friendly practice—I find myself in a singular position. I have helped shape systems, products, interfaces, and services. Taught generations of students across disciplines and continents and lived through design’s transformation from hand drafting to digital tools. As technology and society shifted, so did my perspective. I am now not only a creator, but also an older adult engaging daily with the very products I once designed. Facing design challenges and unintended exclusions in my own life, I wrote this book as both reflection and response.

	Throughout this book, I use the term “designer” broadly to encompass anyone who shapes experiences or systems that affect people’s lives. This includes architects, product and UX designers, project managers, communication specialists, packaging designers, service planners, entrepreneurs, policymakers, and decision-makers. What unites us is not the medium, but the motive: the will to make life better through thoughtful change.

	This is not a “how-to” manual. Designing for aging is too complex, contextual, and human to be reduced to formulas. Every design challenge—whether a digital interface, a product, a service, or a space—exists within its own ecosystem. What works in one situation may fail in another. Aging is not a uniform experience, and designing for it demands more than surface-level solutions.

	That said, this book is not without guidance. Relevant chapters include practical DOs and DON’Ts, and the final chapter offers a structured, methodical approach to immersing yourself in an age-friendly design project. The intent is not to prescribe answers, but to support better questions, wiser decisions, and more humane outcomes.

	Rather than prescribing answers, I focus on the quiet struggles and emotional nuances that often go unnoticed: hesitation before clicking a button, fatigue from keeping up, or the unspoken grief of losing independence. By attending to these moments—too subtle for data alone—design can move beyond compliance toward care, dignity, and genuinely humane outcomes.

	By revealing these small yet significant experiences, I aim to offer a lens through which to view familiar design problems in a new light.

	This book is neither a dense academic text nor an exhaustive review of gerontology or universal design principles. Instead, it is a conversation—one I hope to have with designers and creative thinkers who care about older adults’ experiences but may not have the time or desire to read theory-heavy volumes. If you work under pressure with tight deadlines and limited resources but still want your designs to serve people with dignity, this book is for you.

	A design challenge we can’t ignore

	Age-friendliness often becomes a set of visible signs—wheelchair ramps, handrails, or larger fonts—treated as checkboxes rather than core design principles. The complexity of aging is frequently overlooked, not out of apathy but because it has not yet become central to our definitions of excellence. Nuanced needs such as cognitive changes, sensory shifts, motor limitations, and emotional factors are often oversimplified or ignored. This oversight does not arise from malice but from a focus on future users rather than the diverse needs of current ones.

	It’s not a lack of care. I’ve met countless designers who are curious, empathetic, and deeply invested in shaping meaningful experiences. But design rarely occurs in isolation. We face tight deadlines, pressure, and emphasis on innovation over reflection. Constraints such as budgets and demanding schedules push us to prioritize novelty, speed, and sleekness, often at the expense of asking essential questions about inclusion, adaptability, and long-term usability. The book was written to challenge that perspective and to propose constructive alternatives. Age-friendliness must become a mindset, not a marker.

	Perspective as data

	Perspective itself is a form of data, perhaps the most vital form. Not everything that matters can be measured. Lived experience, particularly that which comes with age, provides insights rarely captured by controlled studies or spreadsheets. It brings a depth of wisdom that cannot be easily quantified, yet it offers guidance of profound significance.

	When I taught design, I often sent students to visit senior centers. Those visits always left a mark. The most important lessons didn’t come from lectures, but from the stories they heard. One person explained, “When I scroll through an app and lose my place, it’s more than confusing—it exposes limits in my memory and shakes my confidence.” Another said, “It’s embarrassing to use a magnifying glass in public when I want to read the fine print on food packaging in the supermarket.” And another shared, “When I bend down to plug in a cable and struggle to keep my balance, it’s more than an inconvenience—it’s dangerous.”

	Why I had to write this book

	Research in gerontology, occupational therapy, UX, and universal design has made significant progress. However, much of its valuable knowledge remains in journals, inaccessible to the practitioners who shape daily life and need clear, ready-to-use information.

	This book bridges that gap, translating academic depth into accessible understanding. It distills decades of professional practice and personal reflection into stories, examples, and questions that can spark action in your next project.

	You will find no jargon here, but you will find clarity—the kind that helps you pause and notice older adult users. You will also find thoughts, examples, stories, and questions worth bringing to your next team meeting, along with reminders that the best designs are not always flashy; they often quietly include someone who might otherwise be left out.

	And one more thing …

	Some ideas and examples appear more than once throughout these pages. This repetition is intentional. The book can be read cover to cover or consulted selectively, depending on your needs. Each chapter stands on its own and includes the essential context and data required to understand its topic independently. Taken together, the chapters form a broader picture—a systemic view of what it means to design for an aging world. Read it in whatever order serves you best. What matters most is not the sequence of the pages, but the intention behind every design decision you make after reading them.

	What’s in this book

	Before delving deeper, this section provides a concise overview of the book’s flow and key ideas. Think of it as a compass rather than a summary—a way to navigate the themes, insights, and stories that follow. Each chapter highlights a different dimension of Design with Heart, inviting readers to explore how empathy, inclusion, and innovation intersect in shaping a more caring world.

	Chapter 2: My “Aha” Moment with Age-Friendly Design. A personal journey of discovery began with an EU project on “friendly restrooms” and grew into a lifelong philosophy. A conversation with an older woman named Rose transformed my perspective, shifting the focus from technical performance to human dignity. What started as a high-tech challenge became a profoundly human one, sparking a 25-year journey toward empathy, collaboration, and understanding the emotional heart of design for aging.

	Chapter 3: Age-Friendly Design Beyond Barriers. Age-friendly design is not a fix for decline; it is a creative awakening. This chapter exposes how everyday products and interfaces quietly exclude older adults—not through intent, but through indifference. From masking-tape empathy exercises to reflections on digital frustration, it shows how physical and emotional barriers reveal society’s design blind spots. The lesson is simple yet profound: empathy transforms limitation into insight, and design with heart into an act of respect, relevance, and care.

	Chapter 4: Age-Friendly design (Executive Summary Part A). This chapter defines age-friendly design as both an ethical responsibility and a strategic business opportunity. It provides a clear overview for managers and decision-makers, explaining how design that addresses the needs of aging populations can foster innovation, business value, and social well-being. By linking demographic changes to moral obligations, it encourages readers to view inclusivity not as a special accommodation but as a core principle of good design.

	Chapter 5: Walking a Mile in Someone Else’s Shoes. This chapter explores how the physical, cognitive, and emotional changes that accompany aging shape people’s interactions with their surroundings. Moving beyond accessibility checklists, it reframes decline as a design opportunity, emphasizing empathy, dignity, and continuity. Through real-life examples and design principles, it shows how thoughtful environments, interfaces, and products can transform aging from a struggle for adaptation into a shared, humane experience that benefits everyone.

	Chapter 6: What We Learned from Watching Our Parents Age, and Why Professionals Need to Know It. For the Baby Boomer generation, aging is not just a concept; it is a lived experience. Having witnessed their parents’ challenges with mobility, technology, and dependence, they possess valuable insights into what succeeds and what does not. This chapter transforms those observations into key lessons for designers and policymakers. It underscores that we design not simply for “them,” but for our future selves, emphasizing that empathy starts at home.

	Chapter 7: The Emotional Aspects of Aging: Lines of Experience. Design is never neutral; it shapes how we feel about ourselves. This chapter explores the emotional side of aging, where identity, confidence, and belonging depend on how well our environments support us. When design fails, it can evoke shame and helplessness; when it succeeds, it restores pride and peace. Drawing on lived experience, I portray aging as an ongoing act of redesigning life itself.

	Chapter 8: Minds at a Different Pace: Slower Thinking in a Fast-Moving World. Here, the focus shifts to the mind. As digital life accelerates, many older adults feel left behind—not because of a lack of ability, but due to designs that disregard their cognitive rhythms. This chapter demonstrates how slower processing in later life coexists with deeper insight, sound judgment, and contextual wisdom. It advocates for “cognitive inclusion,” urging systems that adapt to the needs of the aging mind and value reflection and understanding over mere speed and efficiency.

	Chapter 9: Self-Efficacy: From Bandura’s Concept to Age-Friendly Design. Building on Bandura’s concept of self-efficacy, this chapter explores how design can strengthen or weaken an individual’s belief in their own capability. It demonstrates how supportive environments encourage mastery, resilience, and trust, while poorly designed systems foster dependence and fear. Through real-life examples, it translates psychological theory into practical design principles, showing that confidence is not innate; it is shaped, reinforced, and often reclaimed through thoughtful design.

	Chapter 10: Beyond the Age Figure: Design for aging as a lived continuum Age is not a single number; it is layered—chronological, health, mental, digital, and lifestyle—shifting over time and intersecting in unique ways. This chapter challenges the myth of a monolithic “older adult,” replacing age brackets with continuums and context. Through real cases and design principles, it shows how to meet people where they are, anticipate transitions, and co-design adaptable products and services that preserve identity, agency, and dignity, benefiting everyone.

	Chapter 11: Designing for Dignity and Independence. A single number does not define aging; it encompasses many dimensions. Chronological, physical, cognitive, digital, and emotional “ages” interact in complex ways. This chapter challenges the tendency to group older adults solely by birthdate and instead advocates for more nuanced, person-centered design. By understanding aging as dynamic and diverse, designers can move beyond stereotypes to create experiences that adapt to change, individuality, and the shifting rhythms of life.

	Chapter 12: Beyond Efficiency: Designing for Aging Minds. This chapter examines how efficiency-driven UX design often overlooks the cognitive and emotional needs of aging users. Older adults are not slower versions of younger users, but individuals with different processing styles, strengths, and expectations. Speed-focused metrics frequently neglect confidence, clarity, and dignity—especially in high-stakes contexts such as healthcare and finance. The chapter introduces three pathways of digital engagement in later life and proposes Design with Heart as an alternative approach that values understanding.

	Chapter 13: The Digital Divide, From Barriers to Bridges. This chapter examines the evolution of the digital divide from simple access barriers to complex challenges shaped by design, emotion, and trust. As AI and automation redefine interaction, older adults face both new opportunities and risks. Bridging this “Digital Divide 2.0” demands a shift from digital literacy to digital confidence and the design of technologies that empower, respect, and include older adults as active participants in a human-centered digital world.

	Chapter 14: Designing Help, Digital Assistance Features and Safety Nets for Older Adults in the Digital Environment. Help is not a sign of weakness; it is an essential part of being human. For older adults, requesting help can be emotionally complex. This chapter demonstrates how sensitive design—such as contextual guidance, clear feedback, and conversational AI—can transform feelings of confusion into confidence. When assistance is always accessible but never patronizing, it becomes an invisible form of empowerment. Ultimately, the best kind of help preserves dignity and autonomy.

	Chapter 15: From Object to Relationship: The Invisible Role of Design in IoT for Older Adults. IoT shifts design from merely creating objects to shaping relationships among people, devices, and data. For older adults, this invisible network can feel both liberating and alienating. Through personal stories and design insights, this chapter explores how to make IoT transparent, trustworthy, and emotionally intelligible. When designed with heart, smart homes do not become surveillance systems, but supportive environments that preserve dignity and connection.

	Chapter 16: Social Robots and Robotic Pets for Older Adults: Design Considerations and Approaches. Social robots and robotic pets blur the distinction between tools and companions. This chapter explores how these technologies can reduce loneliness, support daily routines, and foster social connections. Their actual value, however, lies in how they help older adults feel respected, safe, and acknowledged. Designing such companions demands emotional sensitivity and ethical consideration. The aim is not to replace human relationships but to nurture trust and humanity.

	Chapter 17: Extended Reality (XR) and Older Adults: Designing Immersive, Age-Friendly Experiences. Virtual and mixed reality can transport, heal, and connect, but they can also overwhelm. This chapter explores the delicate balance needed to design immersive experiences for older adults. It shares early insights from real users, highlighting moments of both wonder and discomfort. By addressing ergonomics, safety, and emotional readiness, designers can transform XR from a novelty into a meaningful experience, inviting older adults to explore, learn, and imagine anew.

	Chapter 18: Designing with Heart: Building Our Empathy Muscle. Empathy is both a mindset and a method. This chapter defines its three dimensions—cognitive, emotional, and compassionate—and demonstrates how each can transform design for aging. Practical approaches such as simulation, observation, and storytelling bring user experiences to life. The chapter also warns of “empathy fatigue” and emphasizes the diversity within aging populations. Ultimately, empathy is not sentimentality but a skill—the foundation of truly people-centered innovation.

	Chapter 19: When Design Works for the Vulnerable, it Works for Everyone. The chapter makes a simple yet powerful claim: designing for aging enhances design for everyone. From lever handles to voice controls, many universal innovations originated as age-friendly solutions. This chapter celebrates those ripple effects, presenting age-inclusive design as a hallmark of design maturity. The goal is not merely accommodation but excellence. By designing for differences, we create profoundly human solutions.

	Chapter 20: proposes a framework for “Design with Heart” and introduces a design approach to help designers and researchers explore the complexities of age-friendly projects deeply and systematically. Instead of seeing aging as a set of separate challenges, the chapter views it as a complex, multi-layered interpretive process shaped by technological systems, cultural narratives, and lived experiences. This framework offers a structured and repeatable method—moving from observation to interpretation to design action—that uncovers hidden assumptions and reveals meaningful insights. By treating digital interactions and artifacts as “texts” to be read and understood, practitioners can look beyond surface issues to develop more context-aware solutions. This systemic approach leads to more coherent project development, a deeper understanding of older adults’ experiences, and ultimately, more responsible and human-centered design outcomes.

	



Chapter 2
My “Aha” Moment and How It All Began


	Back in 2001, I was approached by a startup company with a mind-blowing proposition: to help design what they called a “Friendly Restroom for Elderly People.” The concept was visionary and ahead of its time—a robotic, intelligent restroom environment preconfigured to meet the needs of individual users, with personal needs stored on a magnetic card. The goal was to create a restroom where assistive features remained hidden until needed, automatically activated based on the card’s data, and then quietly retracted from view. The space would look and feel completely standard.

	They asked whether I could contribute to such a project and whether I would be interested in participating. I did not hesitate. “Absolutely!” I said, feeling excited. The idea was electrifying. I immediately pictured a space worthy of a science-fiction movie: intelligent, elegant, and quietly responsive. A restroom that did not look like assistive equipment but knew precisely what you needed and when. The challenge was unlike anything I had faced before, igniting a creative fire within me. This project was infused with purpose, ambition, and imagination, all coming together.

	My enthusiasm grew even more when I learned that the project was part of the European Union’s Fifth Framework Program, specifically within Quality of Life and Management of Living Resources, Key Action: The Aging Population and Disabilities. It was a two-year program carried out by a consortium of universities, research centers, and private enterprises from across Europe. The program provided funding, legitimacy, significance, and an international perspective. This was not merely a speculative design exercise; it was a genuine, practical initiative grounded in collaboration and driven by a shared commitment to meaningful innovation and the creation of new knowledge.

	I was fifty-five at the time, a seasoned designer with an established reputation, primarily working with high-tech startups focused on innovative technologies. I was fluent in the language of innovation, speed, and sleek design. However, when it came to aging—real aging, not just a market segment or vague demographic, but a complex, everyday human experience—I knew very little. My parents lived in a retirement community, still active and independent, and their aging had not yet become a topic of discussion. Older adults had not entered my design field of view in any meaningful way.

	And yet, there I was, at the threshold of a highly ambitious EU-funded project focused on dignity, care, and aging, boldly taking on the role of design manager. Looking back, it was a daring move, perhaps even naive. But I said yes—not because I had all the answers, but because something inside me was deeply curious, passionate, and eager to stretch, learn, and grow.

	A key factor that gave me the confidence to pursue this project was my role as a board member of the International Council of Societies of Industrial Designers (ICSID), now called WDO. This position provided valuable exposure to the latest design methods and current industry practices. Through ICSID’s international congresses and specialized “interdesign” workshops, I connected with top design professionals from around the world, observed emerging trends in industrial design, and gained firsthand knowledge of advanced strategies across different markets and cultures. This experience deepened my understanding of best practices and equipped me to address complex design challenges with confidence.

	One of the first things I did was visit a care home and talk with the older adults living there, each facing different cognitive and mobility challenges, some with caregivers. What started as a compelling design brief quickly became something significant—a tipping point, a quiet, powerful invitation to rethink everything I believed in about design and to ask who it is truly meant to serve.

	One interview that has stayed with me forever was with Rose, an 85-year-old woman, accompanied by her caregiver. We sat together for a long, honest conversation, one of those rare talks where layers start to peel away. She openly discussed the realities of old age, including daily frustrations, the quiet sorrow of losing independence, and the subtle yet relentless erosion of dignity. She described how people often spoke to her loudly and used oversimplified language, assuming she had hearing loss or cognitive decline. “They all think they know what’s best for me,” she said with a weary smile.

	Then, after a thoughtful pause, she looked me in the eyes and asked, “Tell me, young man, with this toilet of yours, would I be able to go by myself again? Would I finally be able to go without my caregiver… and feel independent again?”

	For a long, silent moment, I sat there as if struck by lightning. Her question cut through every assumption I had brought into the room. I mumbled, ashamed by the honesty of it, “I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

	That moment of raw honesty hung in the air between us like a bridge I was unsure how to cross. Her question was not about technology, features, or even the restroom itself. It exposed a deeper tension in design: the difference between designing for our achievements and designing for the realities of lived human experience.

	The distinction—designing for versus designing with—became the pivotal turning point that separated well-intentioned design from design that genuinely changes people’s lives. I realized all my previous work had been based on appearances and assumptions rather than a fundamental understanding of older adults’ lived experiences. Rose’s presence demanded humility, the willingness to explore unknown territory, and the openness to let someone else’s experience reshape everything I thought I knew about creating solutions that truly matter.

	I could hear the echo of every design brief I had ever written. Her lived experience was not something to analyze or categorize; it was something to observe, respect, and learn from. I left that care home deeply shaken—not discouraged but awakened. Rose’s question revealed the vast gap between my designer ego’s enthusiasm and my human understanding. I realized aging was not a market to conquer or a problem to solve; it was a universal human experience that most of us avoid thinking about until unprepared confronted by it.

	The following weeks were a period of deep reflection and research. I immersed myself in gerontology literature, visited additional care facilities, and began reaching out to gerontologists, psychologists, physical-therapists, nurses, and other professionals who work closely with older adults. Each conversation enriched my understanding and added layers of complexity to the challenge ahead.

	Reframing the problem

	The more I learned, the more I realized that our initial project brief—creating a “Friendly Restroom for Elderly People”—was fundamentally flawed. The language itself revealed our assumptions. We were designing “for” rather than “with.” We addressed problems we had identified, rather than those that older adults prioritized. We were developing technology first and fit solutions to human-centered challenges second.

	I shared my insights with the project team during an early consortium meeting. In the room were project managers, engineers, software experts, academic researchers, and technologists from across Europe, all passionate about sensors, robotics, and intelligent systems.

	“We need to rethink this project fundamentally,” I said. “We are not just designing an age-friendly restroom. We are creating a space that upholds dignity, autonomy, and self-worth. The technology should be invisible, intuitive, and subtly integrated into the human experience.”

	The room fell silent. Some nodded thoughtfully, while others looked skeptical. One engineer asked, “But isn’t that just another way of saying we need better user interfaces?” I paused and said “No, it is about understanding that our users are not just older adults with physical decline—they are individuals who desire independence. They are aware of their limitations and preferences and are experts in their own lived experience. They are not problems to be fixed.”

	To illustrate this gap, I showed a photograph of my mother struggling to open a cardboard juice container with pliers. She did not have arthritis; this was not a medical issue but a design that ignored physical realities. The pliers became a quiet symbol of adaptation—of independence and dignity preserved through improvisation. I had taken the photograph years earlier for one of my lectures on “incomplete design,” long before this project began. Only now did it take on deeper meaning, revealing the unseen struggles of everyday life that rarely surface in design discussions.

	Dignity-centered design

	That conversation marked the beginning of an entirely new approach to the project. Instead of starting with technology and working toward users, we chose to begin with users and develop technology from there. Rather than designing for older adults, we committed to creating with them.

	We coined the term “dignity-centered design” to describe an approach that prioritizes protecting and valuing human dignity in every design choice. This was not merely about accessibility or ease of use; it was about understanding the emotional, mental, and social dimensions of aging.

	We established a user advisory panel comprising older adults from diverse age groups and backgrounds, with varying levels of mobility and cognitive ability. They were more than test subjects; they became active partners in the design process. We met with them not only to gather feedback on prototypes but also to learn about their daily experiences, frustrations, hopes, and fears.

	One advisory panel member—a 78-year-old retired teacher—proved particularly influential in shaping our approach. During an early session, she said something that fundamentally changed our perspective: “You keep talking about making things easier for us, but what we really want is to feel normal. We want to feel like we’re still ourselves, not like we’re broken people who need special accommodations.”

	Her comment reinforced the core concept of the “invisibility principle”: the most effective assistive technology is barely noticeable. Our restroom wouldn’t single itself out as being for people with disabilities or older adults. Instead, it would resemble any standard restroom, with intelligent systems unobtrusively assisting users only when needed.

	The learning curve

	Implementing this philosophy proved particularly challenging. Every design choice required balancing conflicting priorities: functionality versus aesthetics, assistance versus autonomy, safety versus dignity. We continually questioned ourselves about problems with no simple answers. How can one offer support without making someone feel helpless? How can safety be promoted without creating an environment that feels institutional? How can design address the vast diversity of aging experiences without resorting to a one-size-fits-all solution?

	These questions led us into the psychology of aging, the sociology of independence, and the philosophy of human dignity. We were no longer designing a restroom; we were confronting fundamental questions about what it means to age well in a society that too often sidelines older adults.

	We began conducting journey mapping sessions with our advisory panel. Rather than concentrating on individual tasks or interactions, we explored the entire restroom experience through the perspective of someone navigating the challenges of aging. Our discussions extended beyond physical actions to the emotional dimensions of those experiences, revealing the profound connection between design, empathy, and self-worth.

	The broader implications

	As the project progressed, I began to recognize connections between what we were learning and larger questions of design responsibility. The restroom project taught us not only about aging but also about inclusion, the assumptions we carry as designers, and the power of technology to either marginalize or empower.

	I began presenting our findings at design conferences, exploring the distinction between designing for and designing with. I shared stories from our advisory panel and encouraged other designers to reflect more deeply on whom their work serves—and whom it might unintentionally exclude.

	The response was mixed. Some designers were intrigued and began integrating similar approaches into their practice, while others dismissed aging as a niche concern. Yet the conversations themselves proved valuable. We were beginning to expand the definition of good design to encompass not only functionality and aesthetics but also dignity and inclusion.

	Personal transformation

	The project had the most profound impact on me. Working closely with older adults changed not only my approach to design but also my understanding of aging. I began to see it not as a process of decline but also as one of continual growth and adaptation. I came to appreciate the wisdom that arises from lived experience and the resilience required to navigate an increasingly complex world.

	My relationship with my own aging also began to change. Instead of fearing the future, I started to view it as another design challenge—one to approach with intention, creativity, and hope. The older adults I worked with were not merely research subjects or end users; they became mentors who showed what it means to age with grace, humor, and resolve while meeting the demands of daily life.

	The ripple effect and design takeaway

	The restroom project never reached full development. The technology available at the time was neither mature nor commercially accessible, and early cost estimates made clear that any final product would be prohibitively expensive. Yet in retrospect, its true legacy had little to do with hardware. What mattered most was the rigorous process we developed, the conversations it sparked, and the body of knowledge we were able to share with others.

	Several members of our consortium went on to initiate research projects focused on aging and design. The dignity-centered approach we had explored quietly became part of other initiatives, influencing design thinking in ways we had not anticipated. Most importantly, we helped shift a perception: older adults were not merely a passive market to be served but an active, insightful source of design knowledge and creativity.

	For me, it marked the beginning of a 25-year journey into age-friendly design. That simple, heartfelt question from an 85-year-old woman— “Would I be able to go by myself again without my caregiver?”—left a mark I couldn’t ignore. It opened something far more profound than a design brief. It revealed that our most meaningful challenges as designers are neither technological nor aesthetic; they’re human. They’re about dignity, independence, and being seen.

	Looking back, I realize that the actual “aha” moment was not about discovering a new design method but about embracing a new kind of responsibility—a new lens for design that prioritizes empathy, inclusion, and the quiet power of thoughtful choices. Great design, I have learned, does not merely improve functionality; it enhances the lives of the people who depend on our work.

	



Chapter 3
Age-Friendly Design Beyond Barriers


	Older adults grow older when they stop accepting the changes that are happening and stop expecting new ones to come along.

	Much of our built and digital world was created without considering older adults—not simply because of poor design, but because of ageist design, often unintentional. Every new product, app, environment or service silently determines who belongs and who is left out, shaped in boardrooms and studios by people who rarely imagine themselves aging or living with changing bodies, senses, and rhythms.

	Small details make modern technology difficult for aging hands and minds—details that may seem minor but are not. When the body no longer responds as it once did, when sight, hearing, or memory begin to shift, when a touchscreen tap is missed, or a stiff joint turns a simple gesture into a moment of struggle—that is aging. It is not a failure of will or intellect, but the natural course of human life. And design that ignores this doesn’t just inconvenience people; it sends a message about who is seen, who is valued, and who is expected to participate.

	Beyond the physical lies an emotional current we rarely acknowledge. A simple example: when I scroll through the years to enter my birthdate in an online form, I pass through decades before finally reaching my year, buried near the bottom. The quiet message is clear: You are no longer central. It’s a small moment, yet it reveals something larger—that the world is being designed without people like me in mind.

	Moments like this, repeated in countless ways, symbolize what it means to age in a youth-centric culture. Older adults are literally and figuratively pushed to the bottom of lists, treated as edge cases rather than essential users. Interfaces assume that most people were born recently, “digital natives” rather than “digital immigrants.” This isn’t merely an oversight—it shapes how people feel, how they participate, and how confidently they navigate a world increasingly mediated by technology.

	And this is precisely why age-friendly design is not a niche specialization but a profound creative frontier. Age-friendly design isn’t a correction; it is a creative opening. By embracing aging as a universal human experience rather than a marginal one, designers can unlock new forms of clarity, usability, and dignity. Designing with aging in mind doesn’t narrow the field; it broadens it. It deepens the practice of design itself, reminding us that good design is not just about what works for the many, but what endures for all.

	Learning Through Limitation

	One of the first exercises I introduced in my courses and workshops was deceptively simple. I handed out rolls of masking tape and asked participants to wrap their fingers to prevent them from bending. With their fingers now tied up like mummies, they attempted everyday tasks such as signing their name, tying shoelaces, opening a water bottle, locking a bathroom door, and buying coffee.

	The outcome was always a mix of laughter, frustration, and revelations. Simple actions turned into awkward performances, buttons became obstacles, bottle caps resisted, and smartphones—usually second nature—suddenly felt like uncooperative devices. Even confident designers fumbled, dropping things as their grip failed.

	Within minutes, these efficient, tech-savvy students and professionals became awkward beginners. They improvised: pressing elevator buttons with elbows, pinching objects between palms, asking for help with familiar tasks. When the laughter faded, reflection began. For them, the tape came off after an hour; for older adults with arthritis or trigger-finger pain, it never does. A playful simulation had become embodied empathy, and that empathy endured.

	Months later, participants reported that the exercise had changed their design approach. They redesigned the packaging with larger grips and bigger touch targets and reconsidered the physical effort their products required. A temporary limitation created lasting awareness.

	Another exercise, called “I Can’t Go On,” has participants squat against a wall without a chair, relying solely on their muscles for support. At first, they laugh, but soon their legs start to shake, their breathing becomes harder, and one by one, they sink to the floor. The goal isn’t endurance but insight, offering a glimpse into what daily life is like for those living with chronic fatigue or limited strength. For many older adults, activities like climbing stairs or standing for long periods involve unseen effort and quiet pain.

	This exercise revealed something more profound than we expected about the assumptions built into everyday spaces. We often move through the world without noticing how many environments rely on strength, balance, and endurance. Rooms are arranged with the expectation that everyone can stand steadily, reach easily, and stay attentive without strain. But when these abilities shift—even slightly—the world feels heavier, taller, and less forgiving. When the participants finally slid down the wall, shaking and out of breath, they didn’t need explanations. They felt, in their own bodies, what it means to navigate a world that no longer meets you where you are.

	For young designers and entrepreneurs, these moments hit unexpectedly hard. Suddenly, things they had never questioned—an extra step, the lack of a resting spot, a seemingly harmless slope, a missing handrail—became impossible to ignore. Empathy stopped being just a word in workshops and became something tangible and immediate. Handrails were no longer symbols of disability; they were supports that anyone, at any age, might reach for in a moment of imbalance. What they once considered “special features” became clearly understood as simple, human-centered decisions—designs that make a place easier, safer, and more welcoming for a broader range of people without drawing attention to itself.

	The Age-Unfriendly World

	Over many years of practice, I’ve noticed that older adults struggle with once-familiar things: healthcare portals that ask for passwords with special characters they can’t remember, banking apps that hide basic functions behind confusing icons, and payment systems that time out before the screen is fully read. Even medication packaging and public signs assume sharp vision or digital skills that many no longer have. These aren’t minor inconveniences; they serve as daily reminders that design has quietly shifted from being intuitive to confusing, from welcoming to indifferent, and from human-centered to human-forgetting.

	The cumulative weight of this kind of friction cannot be overstated. Each failed interaction chips away some confidence; each confusing interface reinforces a feeling of obsolescence. Every error message carries the same quiet implication: this world is no longer designed for you. I have seen accomplished, self-reliant people pushed into self-doubt by poorly designed apps. This is meta-fatigue—not merely the effort of learning yet another tool, but the deeper exhaustion of having to prove one’s competence repeatedly.

	Consider something as ordinary as paying for street parking. It once meant inserting coins into a parking meter or placing a ticket on the dashboard. Now, it demands downloading apps, creating accounts, entering license plate numbers and credit card information, and navigating drop-down menus and graphic UI. What was once easy for any user has become complex, particularly for those least equipped to handle digital bureaucracy.

	Even setting up a printer becomes a frustrating ordeal, with wireless configuration, blinking LEDs, QR codes, and cryptic error messages. The instructions, when available, are written in technical jargon that assumes a deep familiarity with network protocols and wireless standards. Error messages give puzzling codes rather than clear guidance on what to do next. Tasks that used to be simple, like plugging in the cable and pressing print, now require patience, confidence, and often, outside help that can feel quietly humiliating.

	These aren’t isolated glitches; they reveal a deeper problem. When technology was once analog and straightforward, designs that ignored inclusion tended to do less harm.

	An Analog Childhood, a Digital Adulthood

	I often share a brief transcript of an anonymous video clip I received on WhatsApp and then pass it along informally. Though unpolished, like many such clips, it captures a real sense of authenticity. These everyday glimpses often reveal more about real life than research papers or surveys ever could. They offer an unfiltered view of how people speak, think, and see the world. I included it here because it reminds me that design doesn’t start in the studio; it begins in moments like this:

	“They call us the elderly. We were born in the 40s, 50s, and 60s. We grew up in the 50s. 60s 70s. We studied in the 60s, 70s, and 80s. We were dating in the 70s. 80s 90s. We got married and discovered the world in the 70s. 80s and 90s. We venture into the 80s and 90s. We stabilized in the 2000s. We got wiser in the 20s, and we are going firmly through and beyond 2020. It turns out we’ve lived through eight different decades, two different centuries, and two different millennia. We have gone from the telephone with an operator for long-distance calls to video calls to anywhere in the world. We have gone from slides to YouTube, from vinyl records to online music, from handwritten letters to email and WhatsApp, from live matches on the radio to black-and-white TV, color TV, and then to 3D TV. We went to the video store, and now we watch Netflix. We got to know the first computers, punch cards, and floppy disks; now we have gigabytes and megabytes on our smartphones. We wore shorts throughout our childhood, then long trousers, oxfords, flares, shell suits, and blue jeans. We dodged infantile paralysis, meningitis, polio, tuberculosis, and swine flu. We rode skates, tricycles, bicycles, mopeds, petrol or diesel cars. And now we drive hybrids or electric. Yes, we’ve been through a lot, but what a great life we’ve had. They could describe us as people who were born in that world of the 50s, who had an analog childhood and a digital adulthood. We’ve kind of seen it all. Our generation has literally lived through and witnessed more than any other in every dimension of life. It is our generation that has literally adapted to change.”

	In 2026, the first Baby Boomers turned 80—a generation that fought for civil rights, launched the environmental movement, and sparked cultural revolutions in music, art, and technology now often feels pushed aside by the very digital world they helped create. The irony runs deep: those who pioneered personal computing, were early adopters of email and the internet, and built the technological infrastructure that younger generations now inherit are treated as digital immigrants in their own land.

	Boomers laid the foundation for modern life: the Web, personal computers, mobile phones, and even the mouse. They faced significant social changes and adapted each time. They programmed in FORTRAN and COBOL, navigated command lines, mastered DOS before Windows, and understood directories because they built them.

	Despite this history, I now must struggle with tools I once helped introduce. Installing a new app shouldn’t be so hard. Menus hide options, instructions are vague, and even setting up a Bluetooth speaker can feel like solving a puzzle made for someone else. This isn’t just an inconvenience; it’s a quiet message: You’re not the user we had in mind.

	The Myth of the Technophobic Boomer

	One of the most persistent and harmful myths in tech is that Baby Boomers are afraid of technology. This stereotype isn’t just false; it’s overly simple and misleading. Many Boomers led teams that built the very digital foundations younger generations now take for granted. They didn’t fear technology; they created it. The idea that the technophobic Boomer is a standard narrative makes things easier for designers. When older adults are viewed as inherently afraid of technology, their struggles with modern interfaces are dismissed as unavoidable rather than preventable. This myth also distracts designers from more difficult questions: Why are systems becoming more complex instead of more user-friendly? Why do updates disrupt familiar workflows? Why do we prioritize style over clarity and function?

	The COVID-19 pandemic challenged many assumptions about older adults and technology. Faced with isolation and health concerns, many Baby Boomers adopted Zoom for family calls, used telehealth for medical visits, and navigated QR-coded restaurant menus out of necessity. Others struggled or opted out entirely. Where adaptation did occur, it was driven more by necessity than enthusiasm, revealing both the resilience and learning capacity of older adults—and the persistent barriers faced by those for whom these systems remained inaccessible.

	Yet, this adaptation came at a cost. Many people spent hours mastering systems that should have been simple. They dealt with screens disappearing, menus shifting, and endless updates that changed familiar pathways. The worst part was the impatience of younger helpers sighing, “But I told you yesterday.” The struggle wasn’t due to unwillingness; it was caused by unnecessary complexity.

	The issue lies not in reluctance but in design: systems have become unnecessarily complex and uninviting. Simple tasks, such as booking appointments, buying tickets, or filling out forms, are now hidden behind logins with two-factor authentication and nested menus that assume digital literacy. What was once optional has silently turned into the only option.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
DESIGN

WITH

HEART

Age-Friendly Design
in Practice

Ron Nabarro






