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Ge rontech nology 2006; 5(1):1-3. Th e re  is  a grow ing re cognition th at ge ronte ch nology 
m ust be  about m ore  th an usability and te ch nical re liability, it is  also about addre s s ing 
and fulfilling w is h e s  and de s ire s; fitting in to pe ople ’s  live s  and according, as  far as  
pos s ible , to th e ir e xpe ctations. To cre ate  appropriate  te ch nologie s  th at w ill be  
acce ptable  and appropriate  de m ands  a s h ift of e m ph as is  from  th e  te ch nology to th e  
pe ople , from  analys e s  of functional de cline  to m ore  h olistic vie w s  of age ing as  
pe rsonal and life  e xpe rie nce . Most im portantly, it de m ands  innovative  approach e s  to 
ge ronte ch nology: a pe rson-ce ntre d approach  in w h ich  re s e arch e rs  form  partne rs h ips  
w ith  olde r adults.

K e yw ords : pe rs on-ce ntre d de s ign; q ualitative  re s e arch ; daily life  s upport

Th e  ch alle nge  for ge ronte ch nology is  to 
de te rm ine  h ow  w e  can advance  te ch no-
logy syste m s  to support olde r pe ople  
th rough  te le care 1 and as s istive  te ch no-
logy as  w e ll as  m ak e  com pute r s e rvice s  
acce s s ible  for all2, not only in th e  nar-
rowly-de fine d te rm s  of conve ntional ‘ac-
ce s s ib ility’ but in th e  s e ns e  of ge nuine ly 
facilitating us e r e njoym e nt and acce s s 3. 
A re fle ction of th e  s ucce s s  of ge ronte ch -
nology is  th at te ch nology is  pe rm e ating 
th e  private  space s  of olde r pe ople , com -
ing into th e ir h om e s  and be com ing part 
of th e ir live s. Th is  occurs  in various  
sph e re s , s um m ariz e d in th e  Ge ronte ch -
nology m atrix4. In e arly is s ue s  of Ge ron-
te ch nology, Boum a5 and Foz ard6 both  
e m ph as is e d th at te ch nology s h ould be  
us e d to support and e nh ance  not only 
th e  ph ys ical ne e ds  of olde r adults , but 
th e ir am bitions , w is h e s  and re cre ational 
de s ire s . Boum a focus e d on inve stigating 
and starting from  th e  am bitions  of 
olde r pe ople  th e m s e lve s 5. Th e  are a can 
– and s h ould – be  e xte nde d to cove r 
m ore  th an w h at is  ne e de d by th e  olde r 

population, and to e xplore  w h at pe ople  
m ay want. 
To do th is , it was  argue d, stak e h olde rs , 
including re s e arch e rs  and olde r adults , 
h ad to be com e  partne rs  in “an e ffort to 
im prove  th e  te ch nological e nvironm e nt 
of aging socie ty”5. W e  argue  th at to cre -
ate  s uch  a partne rs h ip it is  ne ce s sary to 
de part from  w h at is  ofte n s e e n as  th e  
traditional, te ch noce ntric m ode l of ge -
ronte ch nology and to e xplore  m ore  pe r-
son-ce ntre d approach e s . Inde e d, to e x-
te nd th e  Ge ronte ch nology m atrix to 
include  a th ird dim e ns ion: us e r e m otion 
and re spons e  to te ch nology.

Conve ntionally, both  te ch nology-fo-
cus e d and ‘m e dical’ m ode ls  re pre s e nt 
olde r pe ople  as  re cipie nts  of te ch nolo-
gie s , and th e ir role  in te ch nology de ve l-
opm e nt is  prim arily as  re fle xive  indicat-
ors  (re fle cting w h e th e r th e  te ch nology 
is  s uitable  or work able ). ‘Pe rson-
ce ntre d’ de s ign, by contrast, be gins  
from  th e  pe rson and s e e k s  to find te ch -
nological solutions  th at fit th e ir life  e x-
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pe rie nce , e xpe ctations , de s ire s  and activ-
ity patte rns. Such  an approach  is  a ce nt-
ral tool in cre ating e ffe ctive  work ing part-
ne rs h ips  be tw e e n re s e arch e rs  and olde r 
pe ople . By starting w ith  olde r pe ople  as  
th e  focus  of th e  de s ign and de s igning 
for a sm all num be r of actual pe ople  it is  
pos s ible  to avoid gros s  ste re otype s  and 
produce  de s igns  th at ge nuine ly re fle ct 
th e  aspirations  of th e  olde r pe ople . 

Such  an approach  also allow s  a bal-
ance d approach  to th e  ph e nom e na as so-
ciate d w ith  age ing, s upporting de s ign 
th at focus e s  on th e  state  of age ing 
rath e r th an conce ntrating m ainly on th e  
proble m s  as sociate d w ith  it. A m ore  h ol-
istic approach  lik e  th is  is  m ore  lik e ly to 
le ad to acce ptable  and appropriate  te ch -
nologie s  for olde r pe ople .

Th e  tre m e ndous  dive rs ity of pe ople  
ove r 60 pre s e nts  a ch alle nge  to re s e arch -
e rs : olde r pe ople  com e  from  a w ide  vari-
e ty of back grounds , h istorie s  and e xpe ri-
e nce s  and th e ir de m ands  and de s ire s  
for te ch nology are  lik e ly to re fle ct di-
ve rs e  pe rsonalitie s , e ducations  and out-
look s. Th is  cre ate s  difficultie s  for te ch no-
logy de s ign inte nde d to appe al to a 
m as s  m ark e t. Ye t conve ntional ap-
proach e s  to te ch nology de s ign h ave , in 
ge ne ral, faile d to appe al to th is  de m o-
graph ic.

An indication th at m any curre nt te ch no-
logie s  are  not acce ptable  is  th e ir low  
rate  of us e . Conce rn about th e  ‘digital di-
vide ’7 (s e e , for e xam ple , th e  Scottis h  Ex-
e cutive ’s  policy “Bridging th e  D igital D i-
vide ”, work  by th e  Britis h  Educational 
and Com m unications  Te ch nology 
Age ncy (BECTA)8 and th e  ‘Falling 
th rough  th e  Ne t’ re ports  in th e  USA 9 ) re -
fle cts  th e  low  uptak e  of standard te ch no-
logie s  by olde r us e rs : inte rne t us e  in 
th e  UK, for e xam ple , h as  be e n cons ist-
e ntly around 20 pe r ce nt for pe ople  
ove r 65 s ince  April 200310. Pe rh aps  of 

e ve n gre ate r conce rn is  th e  low  le ve l of 
us e  of te ch nologie s  spe cifically de -
s igne d for olde r pe ople . O lde r pe ople  
te nd to h ave  re je cte d te ch nologie s  th at 
are  too difficult to us e , look  bad, m ak e  
th e m  appe ar olde r, or th at do not ap-
pe ar to h ave  a ne t gain e ffe ct for th e  
us e r11,12. Te ch nology be com e s  part of 
th e  pe rson’s  s e lf-conce pt and is  only 
tak e n up w h e n it e nh ance s  th is 13. 

A pe rson-ce ntre d focus  rath e r th an a 
te ch nology focus  de m ands  th e  us e  of 
ne w  m e th odologie s  for cre ating dia-
logue s  w ith  olde r pe ople  to facilitate  dis -
cus s ion about te ch nologie s . A vital as -
pe ct of acce ptability th at can be  difficult 
to m e asure  form ally and q uantitative ly 
is  th e  us e r’s  e m otional re spons e s  to 
te ch nology in th e  h om e . Innovative  
strate gie s  for e nabling dialogue  include  
th e  us e  of dram a (s e e  McKe nna e t al.14) 
and inte ns ive  q ualitative  dialogue  w ith  
sm all groups  of us e rs  (H awth orn15; Bag-
nall e t al.16). A ch alle nge  th at is  face d in 
pe rson-focus e d work  is  h ow  w e  can sup-
port th e  pe rson, w h o m ay not h ave  any 
te ch nical back ground, to com m e nt on 
te ch nologie s  th at m ay not e xist ye t. 
McKe nna e t al. de scribe  th e  us e  of 
th e atre  to addre s s  s uch  is s ue s 14.

W e  argue  th at q ualitative , pe rson-
ce ntre d approach e s  both  com ple m e nt 
e xisting approach e s  to ge ronte ch nology 
and re duce  th e  lik e lih ood of unsucce s s -
ful te ch nology be ing de ve lope d. It is  im -
portant to avoid tre ating age ing in 
te rm s  of functionality de cline  and inca-
pacity: th is  is  a ste re otype  th at fails  to 
re fle ct our pe rsonal k nowle dge  of olde r 
pe ople  in our live s  and w h ich  is  unlik e ly 
to be  re cognis e d as  a fair or accurate  
re pre s e ntation of th e ir life  e xpe rie nce  
by m ost adults  ove r 65. Inde e d, w h e re  
s uch  ne gative  re pre s e ntations  of age ing 
are  acce pte d by olde r adults , th is  can 
h ave  ve ry ne gative  e ffe cts  on h e alth  and 
w e llbe ing17.



D e s i g n i n g  co m p u te r te ch n o lo g i e s

3  

M
a

y
 

2
0

0
6

,
 

V
o

l
 

5
,

 
N

o
 

1
w

w
w

.
g

e
r

o
n

t
e

c
h

j
o

u
r

n
a

l
.

n
e

t

W e  are  aware  th at th is  is  a controve rs ial 
approach  to th e  fie ld of ge ronte ch no-
logy but w e  be lie ve  it is  im portant to e x-
te nd th e  m e th odologie s  in us e  in orde r 
to provide  a m ore  inclus ive  and pe rson-
ce ntre d future  for ge ronte ch nology. W e  
are  k e e n to find ways  of bridging th e  ap-
pare nt divide  be tw e e n q uantitative , te ch -
nology-focus e d de ve lopm e nt and m ore  
q ualitative  pe rson-ce ntre d de s ign. If con-
ve ntional ge ronte ch nology ne e ds  to re -
cons ide r its  approach  and re pre s e nta-
tion of pe ople , th e n pe rson-ce ntre d 
de s ign also ne e ds  to find ways  to com -
m unicate  its  re sults  and discove rie s  to 
th e  w ide r com m unity. W e  h ope  th at th is  
spe cial is s ue  w ill be gin a proce s s  of dia-
logue .
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