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J. Goodm an, P.M. Langdon, P.J. Clark son, Equipping D e signe rs for Inclusive  

D e sign. Ge rontech nology 4(4): 229 -233. To foste r good de s ign for olde r and dis -

able d pe ople  and to e q uip de s igne rs  to addre s s  th e ir ne e ds , w e  m ust e ngage  w ith  

th e  de s ign proce s s  in re al s ituations. To do th is , w e  ne e d to k now  m ore  about 

w h at th e  de s ign industry actually doe s  and, in particular, h ow  it involve s  us e rs  

and us e r inform ation. Th is  pape r pre s e nts  initial re sults  on th is  from  an obs e rva-

tional study of de s igne rs  and a lite rature  re vie w  and discus s e s  th e ir im plications  

for th e  provis ion of guidance  and us e r inform ation to de s igne rs  e ngage d in inclus -

ive  de s ign.

K e yw ords : inclus ive  de s ign, indus try.

W ide spre ad population age ing1 h as  
prom pte d incre as ing ack nowle dge m e nt 
of th e  im portance  of inclus ive  de s ign 
(i.e . m ak ing products  us e able  by th e  
w ide r population including olde r and dis -
able d pe ople ), re sulting in, for e xam ple , 
th e  UK D isability D iscrim ination Act2. 
H ow e ve r, com panie s  and th e ir de s igne rs  
do not always  k now  h ow  to m e e t th e s e  
ne e ds. Th e y ofte n lack  clarity about 
targe t us e rs ’ ch aracte ristics  and lack  
k nowle dge  about h ow  to addre s s  th e s e  
in de s ign. If th e re  are  going to be  truly 
acce s s ible  and usable  products  in th e  
m ark e tplace , w e  m ust provide  de s igne rs  
w ith  m ore  inform ation and guidance  on 
inclus ive  de s ign and particularly on 
us e rs. H ow e ve r, for such  inform ation to 
be  e ffe ctive , it ne e ds  to be  tailore d to de -
s igne rs ’ ne e ds  and ways  of work ing. W e  
ne e d to k now  w h at m e th ods  de s igne rs  
curre ntly us e  to inform  and guide  
de s ign and h ow  th e y obtain and apply 
us e r inform ation.

In th is  pape r, w e  s e e k  to e xpand th is  
k nowle dge  by pre s e nting initial re sults  
from  a study of de s ign practice , in partic-
ular, from  an obs e rvation and inte rvie w  
study of de s igne rs , back e d up w ith  in-

form ation from  th e  re le vant lite rature . 
W e  focus  on product and com m unica-
tion de s igne rs  be caus e  th e ir re m its  in-
cre as ingly cove r com pute r syste m s  and 
s e rvice s. Com pute r syste m s  are  incre as -
ingly e m be dde d in daily life  as  com -
pute rs  m ove  off th e  de s k top and into 
e ve ryday de vice s  lik e  m obile  ph one s  
and m icrowave s , w h ich  s it w ith in th e  
re m it of th e  product de s igne r rath e r 
th an th e  inform ation te ch nology (IT) pro-
fe s s ional. In addition, com m unication 
de s igne rs  now  com m only de s ign inform -
ation in e le ctronic form ats. Th e re fore , if 
com pute r syste m s  as  a w h ole  are  to be  
de s igne d e ffe ctive ly for olde r pe ople , w e  
m ust influe nce  th e s e  de s igne rs  as  w e ll 
as  m ore  traditional IT profe s s ionals  and 
inte rface  de s igne rs.

M ETH O D O LO GY

A conve rge nt approach
W e  e m ploy a conve rge nt m e th odology, 
us ing m ultiple  m e th ods  th at are  capable  
of inde pe nde nt re sults. Th is  allow s  
cros s -ch e ck ing of findings  and produce s  
a rounde d picture  of de s ign practice , 
w ith out favouring any one  inte rpre ta-
tion. A lite rature  re vie w  h as  fe d into sur-
ve ys , obs e rvational studie s  and e xpe rt 
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inte rvie w s  (Figure  1). Th is  s e cond ph as e  
is  ongoing and w e  h e re  pre s e nt initial 
re sults  from  th e  obs e rvational studie s , 
s h ow ing h ow  th e y are  back e d up by in-
form ation from  th e  lite rature  re vie w . A 
fulle r de scription of th e  lite rature  re vie w  
h as  be e n publis h e d e ls e w h e re 3, as  h ave  
initial re sults  from  th e  s urve ys 4.

O b s e rvational s tudy
Th e  obs e rvation and inte rvie w  study e x-
am ine d th e  2005 D e s ign Bus ine s s  As soci-
ation (D BA) Inclus ive  D e s ign Ch alle nge 5, 
an annual inclus ive  de s ign com pe tition, 
organis e d by th e  H e le n H am lyn Re -
s e arch  Ce ntre  at th e  Royal Colle ge  of 
Art in collaboration w ith  th e  D BA. Inform -
ation was  colle cte d from  all s ix com pan-
ie s  involve d in th e  ch alle nge  but w e  fo-
cus e d e spe cially on th re e  of th e m , 
track ing th e ir proce s s e s  in m ore  de tail.

W e  track e d th e  te am s ’ proce s s  in form al 
m e e tings  and inte ractions  w ith  us e rs , 
colle cting audio and visual data and 
structure d obs e rvations. Th e s e  w e re  
augm e nte d w ith  s e m i-structure d inte r-
vie w s , de ve lope d bas e d on findings  
from  th e  lite rature  re vie w  and e arlie r 
proje cts. Th e s e  inte rvie w s  inve stigate d 
w h at h appe ne d outs ide  m e e tings  and 
e xam ine d th e  com panie s ’ ge ne ral 
de s ign proce s s . 

Th is  pape r pre s e nts  pre lim inary re sults  
from  th e  inve stigation, e xam ining 
de s ign m e th ods  and inform ation us e  in 
e arly and m iddle  stage s  of th e  de s ign 
proce s s . Analys is  tak e s  into account th e  
diffe re nce s  caus e d by th e  nature  of th e  
de s ign ch alle nge , in particular, th e  us e  
of critical us e r forum s  (i.e ., dire cte d in-
te raction be tw e e n de s igne rs  and a 
m ixe d group of disable d us e rs 6).

Figure  1. O vervie w  of m eth odology

Stage

Early stage s  

(ide a ge ne ration, 

conce pt de s ign)

Late r stage s  

(de s ign de ve lopm e nt)

Table  1. D e sign Meth ods

M e th od

Brainstorm ing / ide a ge ne ration by discus s ion; m ay be  guide d, e .g. 

us ing functional or tas k  analys is

Existing and paralle l product s e arch

Sk e tch ing; bas ic m ock ups

D e s ign conce pt e xploration, de ve loping s e ve ral conce pts  at a bas ic 

le ve l

Narrow  down conce pts , us ing inform al, te am -bas e d e valuation

Sk e tch ing; m ore  de taile d and soph isticate d m ock ups

3D  com pute r m ode ls  and anim ations

Inve stigation of te ch nical de tails
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R ESULTS AND  D ISCUSSIO N

D e s ign m e th ods
Table  1 s h ow s  som e  of th e  m ore  
com m on ge ne ral de s ign m e th ods  us e d 
by th e  com panie s , both  on th e  ch al-
le nge  and in ge ne ral (us e r involve m e nt 
m e th ods  are  de scribe d be low). Th e re  
was , h ow e ve r, a de gre e  of varie ty, w ith  
individual com panie s  and de s igne rs  ad-
opting and adapting th e ir own m e th ods. 

Th e re  was  a te nde ncy, e spe cially in e arly 
stage s , to us e  inform al, e xploratory, 
ligh t-w e igh t m e th ods. In late r stage s , 
de s ign pos s ib ilitie s  w e re  narrow e d 
down, ofte n still us ing inform al te ch -
niq ue s , and de tails  of de s igns  w e re  con-
s ide re d, us ing m ore  de taile d m ock ups  
and com pute r-aide d de s ign.

Sim ilarly, th e  lite rature  s ugge sts  th at 
com m only us e d m e th ods  te nd to be  
th os e  th at can be  adapte d and 'us e d in 
an intuitive  and ite rative  m anne r'7. Visual-
isation m e th ods , s uch  as  s k e tch ing and 
m ode lling, are  also popular8 and it is  con-
s ide re d im portant th at m e th ods  provide  
an appropriate  le ve l of de tail for th e  cur-
re nt de s ign ph as e 9 .

Th e s e  findings  indicate  th at m e th ods  
provide d to de s igne rs , e .g., to support in-
clus ive  de s ign, s h ould be  fle xible , indic-
ate  w h e re  in th e  de s ign proce s s  th e y are  
s uitable , and not be  pre scriptive  or 
ove rly form al. 

Us e r data
D e s igne rs  re fe r to various  source s  of in-
form ation to inform  th e ir de s igns. In 
th e ir usual de s ign proce s s , de s igne rs  in 
our study place d a h igh  e m ph as is  on in-
form ation provide d by th e  clie nt in th e  
de s ign brie f (as  also indicate d in th e  lite r-
ature 8) Th is  m ay or m ay not include  in-
form ation about targe t us e rs , alth ough  
som e  com panie s  did ins ist to clie nts  
th at brie fs  s h ould contain som e  spe -
cifie d us e r inform ation. O th e r inform a-

tion was  provide d by th e  com pany’s  m ar-
k e ting or re s e arch  de partm e nt10.

Th is  us e r inform ation was  com m only 
back e d up by introspe ction, ane cdotal 
e vide nce , re fe re nce  to de s igne rs ’ own 
e xpe rie nce s  and im agining th e m s e lve s  
in th e  us e r’s  role 10. Som e  publis h e d m a-
te rial was  also re fe rre d to, e spe cially re g-
ulations , standards , statistics  and public 
inform ation. Expe rts  w e re  som e tim e s  
consulte d, particularly w h e n th e s e  w e re  
re adily available , as  on th e  D BA Inclus -
ive  D e s ign Ch alle nge . Som e  us e r re -
s e arch  was  carrie d out as  de scribe d in 
th e  s e ction on Us e r Involve m e nt, be low.

Th e s e  practice s  are  us e ful but lim ite d. 
Com m only us e d publis h e d m ate rial 
ofte n fails  to give  in-de pth  ins igh t into 
us e rs  and m any of th e  m e th ods  us e d 
are  ve ry inform al, w ith  de s igne rs  e ve n 
re fe rring to introspe ction and th e ir own 
e xpe rie nce s  to asce rtain us e rs ’ ne e ds. 
Such  m e th ods , w h ile  h e lpful, are  lim -
ite d, e spe cially w h e n th e  targe t us e rs  
are  olde r or disable d. D e s igne rs  are  usu-
ally young and able  and th e re  is  an 
e norm ous  gap be tw e e n th e ir e xpe ri-
e nce s  and ne e ds  and th os e  of th e  targe t 
us e rs. Th e y can find it h ard to im agine  
w h at it is  lik e  to be  in th e  pos ition of 
som e one  so diffe re nt from  th e m s e lve s , 
particularly w ith out de taile d, in-de pth  in-
form ation about th e  us e rs ’ live s 11. 

Th e  re asons  w h y de s igne rs  do not 
probe  furth e r are  uncle ar. H ow e ve r, in 
som e  com panie s  th e re  was  a pe rce ption 
th at th e  brie f contains  all th e  us e r in-
form ation ne e de d. Alth ough  th is  m ay be  
true  in som e  cas e s , it s e e m s  doubtful in 
ge ne ral, particularly w h e n de aling w ith  
th e  com ple xitie s  of olde r pe ople ’s  ch ar-
acte ristics , give n th at brie fs  vary w ide ly 
and ofte n only pre s e nt sum m aris e d in-
form ation, spe cific to th e  clie nt’s  de -
s ire s  for th e  product. In fact, som e  of 
th e  de s igne rs  in our study com plaine d 
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th at “th e  clie nts  just don’t h ave  th at 
le ve l of de tail – th e  inform ation is  ve ry 
brie f”. O th e r barrie rs  w e re  th e  lack  of 
tim e  and m one y ne ce s sary to s e arch  out 
furth e r inform ation or to do us e r re -
s e arch .

W e  ne e d to rais e  aware ne s s  of th e  im -
portance  of de taile d us e r inform ation, 
both  on th e  part of th e  clie nt, w h o 
provide s  inform ation and allocate s  tim e  
and m one y for re s e arch  during de s ign, 
and of th e  de s igne r, w h o ne e ds  to be  m o-
tivate d to s e arch  for m ore  inform ation. 
Us e r inform ation m ust also be  m ade  
m ore  e as ily acce s s ible , pe rh aps  by e du-
cating de s igne rs  on us e ful data source s. 
More  inform ation is  ne e de d for h e lping 
de s igne rs  to e m path iz e  w ith  olde r and 
disable d pe ople , to im prove  th e  re alism  
and e fficacy of popular m e th ods  s uch  as  
introspe ction and re fe re nce  to own e x-
pe rie nce . Th is  inform ation ne e ds  to go 
be yond statistics  and de m ograph ics  to 
give  ins igh t into us e rs ’ live s  and ne e ds  
to be  pre s e nte d in e as ily acce s s ible  
form ats  th at e ncourage  e m path y, s uch  
as  storie s  about us e rs ’ live s , pe rsonas 12, 
capability s im ulators 13 and card and 
m agaz ine  form ats.

Us e r involve m e nt
Th e  de s ign ch alle nge  proje cts  w e re  atyp-
ical in th e  e ncourage m e nt give n to in-
volve  us e rs , particularly th rough  us e r 
forum s. Th e re fore  th is  pape r doe s  not 
discus s  us e r involve m e nt on th e  ob-
s e rve d proje cts  but rath e r com panie s ’ de -
scriptions  of it in th e ir ge ne ral pro-
ce s s e s .

Alth ough  contact w ith  olde r and dis -
able d pe ople  h as  be e n s h own to be  im -
portant for e nsuring inclus ive  de s igns 14, 
w e  found th at, in practice , us e r data 
was  som e tim e s , but not always , back e d 
up by us e r contact. In h alf of th e  com pan-
ie s  e xam ine d, de s igne rs  usually h ad 
little  us e r contact. Som e  com panie s  
re lie d on inform ation in th e  brie f, w h ile  

oth e rs  h ad spe cialist de partm e nts  carry-
ing out us e r re s e arch  and fe lt th at th is  
was  th e n outs ide  th e  de s igne rs ’ role . 

W h e n us e rs  w e re  involve d, e m ploye d 
m e th ods  w e re  ofte n inform al, e spe cially 
e arly in th e  de s ign proce s s . D e s igne rs  
ofte n talk e d to us e rs  th rough  unstruc-
ture d inte rvie w s  (or just conve rsation) 
and focus  groups. It was  also com m on 
to do inform al obs e rvation, watch ing 
us e rs  in re al-life  s ituations  (e .g., in th e  
s upe rm ark e t), but w ith out particularly 
going out of th e ir way to do so. W h e n 
us e rs  w e re  brough t in, th e y w e re  ofte n 
frie nds  and fam ily. Th e  us e  of such  in-
form al m e th ods  is  also atte ste d to in 
th e  lite rature 15. Re asons  for th is  lim ite d 
us e r involve m e nt w e re  s im ilar to th os e  
above : lack  of tim e , m one y and aware -
ne s s  of ne e d. 

As  w e ll as  incre as e d aware ne s s  of th e  
im portance  of us e r contact, de s igne rs  
ne e d both  m ore  ligh t-w e igh t, ch e ap 
m e th ods  th at give  re liable  re sults  and 
guidance  on h ow  to be tte r us e  e xisting 
m e th ods. Critical us e r forum s , for in-
stance , h ave  prove d to be  ve ry e ffe ctive  
but can be  e xpe ns ive  in te rm s  of pre par-
ation, tim e  and m one y. Inform al obs e rva-
tion is  ligh t-w e igh t and can provide  
good re sults  but can be  unre liable  and 
ope n to bias e s , particularly w h e n cons id-
e ring olde r and disable d pe ople . W ork  
on h ow  to im prove  such  m e th ods  
w ith out los ing th e ir curre nt advantage s , 
pe rh aps  by com bining dive rs e  m e th ods  
into a unifie d strate gy, would be  particu-
larly valuable  for e nsuring inclus ive  
de s ign.

Se le cting us e rs  is  also an is s ue . Fam ily 
m e m be rs  and frie nds  m ay be  fairly re p-
re s e ntative  of th e  ge ne ral population 
but are  unlik e ly to contain th e  range  of 
age s  and disabilitie s  ne e de d for inclus -
ive  de s ign. W e  ne e d to m ak e  it e as ie r 
for de s igne rs  to acce s s  and involve  
olde r and disable d pe ople .
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CO NCLUSIO NS AND  FURTH ER  W O RK

Th e s e  re s ults  h igh ligh t de s igne rs ’ inform -
al ways  of work ing and th e ir re stricte d 
us e  of us e r inform ation and involve -
m e nt. Im plications  for e q uipping de s ign-
e rs  in inclus ive  de s ign include  th e  ne e d 
for m e th ods , particularly us e r re s e arch  
m e th ods , th at are  inform al and ligh t-
w e igh t, ye t give  m ore  re liable  data and 
de e pe r ins igh t into us e rs ’ ne e ds. More  
acce s s ible  us e r inform ation is  ne e de d, 
particularly inform ation th at builds  e m -
path y w ith  and in-de pth  unde rstanding 
of us e rs.

W e  plan to continue  th is  study, com bin-
ing th e  re s ults  w ith  data from  a surve y 
and forth com ing e xpe rt inte rvie w s  to 
ge t a broade r picture  of de s igne rs ’ work  
practice s  and th e  s ubs e q ue nt im plica-
tions  for supporting th e m  in inclus ive  
de s ign, and putting th e s e  into practice  
in th e  de ve lopm e nt of inform ation and 
guidance  for de s igne rs.
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