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G. W h itney, S. Ke ith , Active  age ing th rough  Universal D e sign. Ge rontech nology 2006; 
5(3):125-128. Th is  is s ue  of 'Ge ronte ch nology' addre s s e s  two socie tal ch ange s : th e  
first is  th e  age ing of th e  population and th e  s e cond is  th e  incre as ing ne e d for olde r 
pe ople  to inte ract w ith  ICT te ch nology to e nable  th e m  to participate  fully in socie ty 
both  as  re cipie nts  of care  and as  h olde rs  of w isdom .

K e yw ords : ICT, Unive rs al D e s ign, D e s ign for All, age ing

Th e  conce pt of Unive rsal D e s ign is  not 
ne w  and h as  be e n re fe rre d to m any 
tim e s  in pre vious  is s ue s  of 'Ge ronte ch no-
logy'. But w ith  th e  incre as e d re liance  of 
th e  Europe an e conom y on th e  us e  and 
application of inform ation and com m u-
nication te ch nologie s  (ICT) and th e  age -
ing of th e  Europe an population it is  
incre as ingly s e e n as  a ne ce s s ity for so-
cial inclus ion and coh e s ion.

Th e  us e  of ICT is  ch anging th e  way w e  
com m unicate  and s h are  inform ation. 
“For m any ye ars  e xpe rts  h ave  be e n talk -
ing about digital conve rge nce  of com m u-
nication ne twork s , m e dia conte nt and 
de vice s ” said Viviane  Re ding, th e  
Europe an Union Com m is s ione r re spons -
ible  for Inform ation Socie ty and Me dia. 
“Today, w e  s e e  digital conve rge nce  actu-
ally h appe ning. Voice  ove r IP, W e b TV, 
on-line  m us ic, m ovie s  on m obile  ph one s  
– all th is  is  now  re ality”1.

ICT for an inclus ive  socie ty is  curre ntly a 
priority for th e  Europe an Union, to e n-
sure  th at no-one  is  le ft be h ind and th at 
e ve ryone  can contribute  and participate  
in socie ty. Th e  Ministe rial D e claration is -
s ue d at th e  `ICT for an Inclus ive  Socie ty 
Confe re nce ’ in Riga, Latvia, in June  
20062 state d am ongst oth e r points  th at 

an inclus ive  ICT socie ty m ust be  im ple -
m e nte d in a way “to pay particular atte n-
tion to th e  ne e ds  of th e  e lde rly 
population, s e e k ing to re alis e  th e  pote n-
tial for be tte r q uality of life  and work ing 
e nvironm e nts……”. Th e  ne e ds  of th e  e ld-
e rly population w ith  re spe ct to ICT can 
be  be st m e t by th e  us e  of D e s ign for All 
or Unive rsal D e s ign paradigm s  to e n-
sure  th at th e  te ch nology m e e ts  th e  
us e rs ' ne e ds  w ith  re spe ct to usability, 
acce s s ib ility and fitne s s  to th e  us e r’s  
life style  and re q uire m e nts.

Th is  de claration cam e  m ore  th an 20 
ye ars  afte r th e  conce pt of Unive rsal 
D e s ign was  first applie d in 19 85 by Ron 
Mace 3 in th e  conte xt of th e  de s ign of 
products  and th e  built e nvironm e nt. H e  
state d th at: “th e  de s ign of products  and 
e nvironm e nts  to be  usable  by all 
pe ople , to th e  gre ate st e xte nt pos s ible , 
w ith out th e  ne e d for adaptation or spe -
cializ e d de s ign”. Th is  ph ras e  can be  
s e e n to de scribe  th e  bas is  of Unive rsal 
D e s ign, Inclus ive  D e s ign or D e s ign for 
All. Th e  te rm inology us e d to de scribe  
products , s e rvice s  and e nvironm e nts  
w h ich  are  acce s s ible  and us e able  by all 
varie s  both  de pe nding on th e  fie ld of 
work  and th e  country in w h ich  th e  work  
is  be ing unde rtak e n. 
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Th e  first principle  of Unive rsal D e s ign4 
is  ‘e q uitable  us e ’, providing th e  sam e  
m e ans  for all us e rs , avoiding stigm atisa-
tion of any us e rs  and m ak ing de s igns  
th at are  appe aling for all us e rs. Inclus ive  
D e s ign5 is  ofte n us e d inte rch ange ably 
w ith  Unive rsal D e s ign and tak e s  a pro-
ce s s  vie w  of th e  de s ign activity th at con-
s ide rs  th e  ne e ds  of th e  w ide st pos s ible  
range  of pe ople  righ t from  th e  start of 
th e  de s ign activity. Unive rsal D e s ign and 
Inclus ive  D e s ign offe r a m andate  for e x-
ploring active  age ing th rough  th e  prin-
ciple s  of e q uitable  us e  and inclus ion 
and provide  a fram e work  for addre s s ing 
th e  ch alle nge s  of th e  late st de s ign de ve l-
opm e nts  in ICT.

UNIVERSAL D ESIGN AND  ACTIVE AGEING

Age ing ofte n cons ists  of acq uiring a m ul-
tiple  of sm all im pairm e nts  w h ilst re tain-
ing a life tim e  of k nowle dge  and 
e xpe rie nce  and th is  is  not th e  sam e  as  
acq uiring a s ingle  disability as  a young-
e r pe rson. Th is  com bination of m ultiple  
m inor im pairm e nts  can h ave  a com ple x 
e ffe ct on an olde r pe rson’s  ability to 
carry out daily tas k s . Unive rsal D e s ign 
h as  a h istory of addre s s ing th e  dive rs ity 
of th e  population and can th e re fore  be  
s e e n to active ly include  pe ople  of all 
age s  and culture s  and to addre s s  th e  
range  of solutions  ne e de d for diffe re nt 
tas k s . Sandh u6 draw s  on th e  Unite d Na-
tions  ‘Principle s  for O lde r Pe rsons ’, 
w h ich  w e re  adapte d and adopte d by th e  
Inte rnational Fe de ration of Age ing 
(IFA)’s  D e claration on th e  Righ ts  and re -
spons ib ilitie s  of O lde r Pe rsons. Th e s e  
five  righ ts  are : (i) th e  built e nvironm e nt 
s h ould m axim is e  inde pe nde nce , (ii) it 
s h ould e nable  full participation in soci-
e ty, (iii) it s h ould e nh ance  th e  provis ion 
and proce s s  of care , (iv) it s h ould 
provide  a platform  for s e lf-fulfilm e nt, 
and (v) it s h ould e nh ance  individual dig-
nity. 

Th is  e m ph as is  on full participation and 
s e lf-fulfilm e nt h e lps  to focus  atte ntion 

on th e  pos itive  aspe cts  of age ing and 
provide s  an im portant balance  to th e  
principle s  of care  and dignity. Tak ing ac-
count of age  is  not s im ply about tak ing 
account of disabilitie s  and functional 
lim itations. A de s ign m ay disable  be -
caus e  th e re  is  a m ism atch  be tw e e n th e  
de s ign and ne e ds  or abilitie s  of th e  
us e rs , or on th e  oth e r h and th e  de s ign 
can ‘e nable ’ by re sponding to th e  ne e ds  
of th e  us e r and th us  facilitating active  
age ing. Cole m an7 introduce d th e  
conce pt of ‘de s ign for our future  s e lve s ’ 
to e m ph as is e  th e  pos itive  opportunitie s  
of de s ign for th e  e xpanding num be rs  of 
olde r pe ople  and to ch alle nge  de s igne rs  
to work  clos e ly w ith  olde r pe ople  in 
orde r to ‘e nable  by de s ign’.

Unive rs al D e s ign and ICT
Incre as ingly th e  b igge st te ch nology 
ch ange  be ing face d by de s igne rs  and by 
olde r pe ople  is  th e  rapid de ve lopm e nt 
of ICTs. Th e  us e  of com pute rs , inte ract-
ive  TV, digital radios , m obile  te le ph one s  
and th e  Inte rne t offe r a pote ntial for im -
proving q uality of life  and inde pe nde nce  
(e nabling) but also carry a ris k  of e xclu-
s ion from  th e  inform ation, goods  and 
s e rvice s  on offe r (disabling). ICTs  are  
be ing prom ote d w ith in th e  Europe an 
Union as  an im portant drive r of e conom -
ic growth , s upporting com m unication 
be tw e e n citiz e ns  and gove rnm e nt s e r-
vice s  and de live ring social and h e alth  
care  to an incre as ingly de pe nde nt olde r 
population8. 

Age , ICT and Unive rs al D e s ign
Curre ntly, h ow e ve r, th is  future  vis ion 
doe s  not appe ar to be  s h are d by olde r 
pe ople  w h os e  us e  of ICTs , and particu-
larly com pute rs  and th e  Inte rne t, is  
m uch  low e r th an th at of th e  re st of th e  
population. For e xam ple , in th e  Unite d 
K ingdom  a surve y in 20069  inve stigat-
ing us e  of th e  Inte rne t in th e  pre ce ding 
th re e  m onth s  re ve ale d an ave rage  of 
63% of pe ople  of all age s  h ad us e d th e  
Inte rne t, h ow e ve r, only 20% of th os e  
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age d ove r 65 h ad us e d th e  Inte rne t. Fig-
ure s  for th e  Europe an Union re ve ale d 
th at in 2004 only 8% of th os e  age d 65-
74 re gularly us e d th e  Inte rne t. Th e s e  
Europe an data s h ow  th at age  as  w e ll as  
low  incom e  and lim ite d e ducation are  
corre late d w ith  low  tak e  up of th e  
Inte rne t10.

Unive rsal D e s ign provide s  an im portant 
fram e work  for inve stigating th is  low  
tak e  up of te ch nology by our olde r cit-
iz e ns , of e xploring m ism atch e s  be tw e e n 
th e  inte ntions  of th e  s e rvice  provide rs  
and th e  ne e ds  of th e  us e rs  and sugge st-
ing future  opportunitie s  for innovation.

As  one  e xam ple  of th e s e  m ism atch e s , 
olde r pe ople  h ave  a w e alth  of e xpe ri-
e nce  and us e ful strate gie s  for finding in-
form ation and inte racting w ith  official 
bodie s  – in pe rson, by ph one  or by le t-
te r. A s e rie s  of cas e -studie s  to e xplore  
th e  strate gie s  adopte d by olde r pe ople  
to s e arch  for inform ation11 re ve ale d th e  
im portance  of th e s e  pe rsonal contacts  
w h ich  are  not re plicate d in th e  alte rnat-
ive  w e b bas e d s e rvice s. Th e  study con-
clude s  th at h um an com m unication is  a 
m uch  rich e r social e xpe rie nce  th an a 
one -way inform ation source , and as -
pe cts  of th is  ne e d to be  include d in in-
form ation syste m s. 

Th is  social inte raction was  an im portant 
e le m e nt of re m aining socially conne cte d 
and de aling w ith  uniq ue  and com ple x e n-
q uirie s . Qualitative  studie s  of curre nt e x-
pe rie nce s  and strate gie s  can h e lp to 
re ve al th e  gaps  in unde rstanding 
be tw e e n th os e  com m is s ioning and 
de s igning inform ation w e bs ite s  and 
olde r pe ople . 

Th is  one  and s im ilar studie s  (s uch  as  
th e  one s  include d in th is  spe cial is s ue ) 
m ak e  an im portant contribution to th e  
de ve lopm e nt of ne w  te ch nologie s , 
w h ich  addre s s  th e  ne e ds  of th e  olde r 
us e r, and inform  th e  de s ign proce s s , 

le ading to im prove d product and sys -
te m  de s ign. Th e y also de m onstrate  th e  
oth e r be ne fit of Unive rsal D e s ign, th e  in-
volve m e nt of th e  us e rs  in th e  de s ign 
proce s s  to e nsure  th at th e  re s ults  m e e t 
th e  ne e ds  of th e  e nd us e rs  and th e re -
fore  can be  s e e n to `be long’ to th e  e nd 
us e rs.

D ESIGN ED UCATIO N

O ne  of th e  re m aining ch alle nge s  to th e  
Unive rsal D e s ign proce s s  is  th e  e duca-
tion and training of de s igne rs  and de -
ve lope rs  work ing in ICT to e ngage  w ith  
us e r dive rs ity. Th e  Europe an D e s ign for 
All e -Acce s s ib ility Ne twork  – (ED e AN) is  
work ing towards  th e  de ve lopm e nt of an 
inte rdisciplinary curriculum  on D e s ign 
for All th rough  th e  activitie s  of its  m e m -
be rs  s uch  as  th e  Royal Socie ty for th e  
e ncourage m e nt of Arts , Manufacture s  
and Com m e rce  (RSA).

CO NCLUSIO N

ICT products  and s e rvice s  alre ady play 
an im portant role  in e ve ryday living. As  
th e  population age s  th e  ne e d for acce s s -
ible , us e able  and us e ful ICT for olde r 
pe ople  w ill incre as e  ove r tim e . D e s ign 
for All e q uate s  w ith  good de s ign. Good 
de s ign practice s  w ill e nable  olde r 
pe ople  to be ne fit from  th e  s e rvice s  
provide d and furth e rm ore , for socie ty to 
be ne fit from  th e ir active  participation, 
k nowle dge  and w isdom .

SELECTED  PAPERS

Th e  Unive rsal D e s ign proce s s  is  w ide ly 
k nown but is  not ye t unive rsally acce p-
te d in a world w h ich  re m ains  re solute ly 
te ch nology drive n. Th e  two surve ys  re -
porte d in our first two pape rs  provide  
som e  indication th at Unive rsal D e s ign is  
be ginning to pe ne trate  industry and 
provide s  e xam ple s  of succe s sful cas e  
studie s  of de s ign im prove m e nts  in 
Japan and th e  Unite d K ingdom . Two pa-
pe rs  addre s s  conce pts  th at h ave  particu-
lar value  for im proving inte ractions  w ith  
ICTs  th rough  opportunitie s  for pe rsonal-
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iz ation and th rough  inve stigating con-
ce pts  of fam iliarity. Th e  fifth  pape r 
look s  at h ow  Unive rsal D e s ign can be  
us e d to as s ist olde r pe ople  to continue  
to live  in th e ir own h om e s  w ith  th e  
be ne fit of q uality de s ign and h um an 
and te ch nological as s istance . O ur final 
pape r tak e s  up anoth e r im portant as -
pe ct of th e  Unive rsal D e s ign proce s s , 
w h ich  is  th e  training and e ducation of 
young de s igne rs  to com pre h e nd us e r di-
ve rs ity and spe cifically age ing and to e n-
gage  w ith  com pe titive  proje cts  w h ich  
s e t h igh  standards  in th e  q uality of 
de s ign for olde r pe ople .
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