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J.L. Fozard, W.D. Kearns. Roots, trunk and branches. Gerontechnology 2015;14(1):1-3;
doi:10.4017/gt.2015.14.1.002.00 Gerontechnology, unlike the goddess Venus, did not arrive in
the world fully formed. Rather, its origins over the past 50 years may be traced to small
beginnings in disparate locations that collectively gave rise to the vibrant organization
whose mission falls squarely in the ongoing health policy debates of nations struggling
to meet the demands of their aging citizenries. In this editorial we describe the growth of
gerontechnology from its humble beginnings to a significant force for changing our con-
ceptualizations of aging and aged persons.
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Gerontechnology as a formal field of applied re-
search and development began at the Technical
University of Eindhoven (TU/e) about 1989, with
roots in human factors, ergonomics, industrial
design of consumer products and environments,
and the study of physiological and psychological
changes related to aging.

Roors

In 1985, Dr. Arnold Small, cofounder of the Hu-
man Factors and Ergonomics Society (HFES) of
America created the Technical Group on Aging
(TGA) the first to focus on a class of people rather
than systems issues. Subsequent interest groups
focused on persons with disabilities, and on in-
dividual personality differences. Another HFES
founder, Dr. Alphonse Chapanis, published a
seminal paper on engineering for the elderly'
and Human Factors published the first of two
special issues on aging in 19812, The Geronto-
logical Society of America created its own tech-
nology interest group convened by Geri Lesnoff-
Caravaglia, who was the first and only editor of
the ‘Journal of Technology and Aging’.

Industrial designers and architects were the
second root of gerontechnology. Robert Blaich
pronounced, ‘design as a connector between
technology and aging’ at the First International
Conference on Gerontechnology®. Architects
Victor Rengier’ and Paul Grayson® were pio-
neers in a continuing stream of gerontechnology
contributors in housing for the elderly. The union
of human factors and design reflects human fac-
tors’ historical focus on military applications, as-
signing system functions to human and machine
components, and designers’ focus on usefulness
and aesthetic appeal of consumer products. The
shared ground was a dynamic system view of
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person-environment interactions changing as a
person aged in an ever-changing technical and
built environment.

The third root united aging’s functional changes
with effects of lifestyle differences, ‘normal’ ag-
ing, disease, and environmental factors. These
led to articulation of gerontechnology’s major
goals -prevention, compensation and care-par-
alleling public health’s primary, secondary, and
tertiary prevention®.

TrRUNK

Over the 1990s gerontechnology’s trunk grew
strong at TU/e and other mostly European settings.
TU/e’s Center of Biomedical and Health Care
Technology and the newly created Center for Ger-
ontechnology, were both managed by Jan Graaf-
mans under the direction of Prof. Bouma, director
of the Institute for Perception Research. James
Fozard in his year as a visiting professor of geron-
technology at TU/e worked with an enthusiastic
and diverse group of engineers and scientists to
develop the theoretical core and developmental
programs of gerontechnology. To facilitate growth,
all written reports and conference speeches were
deemed community property and used without
reservation. The decade’s major events included
(i) the second and third international conferences
in Helsinki” and Munich?; (ii) the creation of the
International Society for Gerontechnology (ISG)
under Jan Graafmans; (iii) planning and initiation
of two international educational activities by Drs.
Jan Rietsema and Andrew Sixsmith; (iv) an EU
focus on gerontechnology by its research fund-
ing organization, ‘Cost A-5" headed by Dr. Vappu
Taipale and Jan Graafmans; (v) the publication
of an edited work ‘Gerontechnology: How and
Why'?; and (vi) the creation of a demonstration
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house to showcase technology in homes of el-
derly persons, as headed up by Dr. Ad van Berlo.

With the retirement of Dr. Bouma TU/e closed
the Institute for Gerontechnology, but activities
continued in TU/e’s Departments of Technol-
ogy Management (Dr. Bouwhuis) and Building
Technology (Dr. van Bronswijk). Delft University
of Technology (NL) founded an active applied
research program'®. Roger Coleman, a British in-
dustrial designer at London’s Royal College of Art
authored his influential work, ‘Designing for our
future selves’" echoing strong British traditions
continued by designers Newell and Lim. In Ger-
many, Hans-Werner Wahl, and Heidrun Mollen-
kopf'?, amassed knowledge on household tech-
nology, housing, transportation and mobility to
support aging in place. Dr. R. Sackmann and col-
leagues began research defining birth cohorts by
the types of technology used when they matured,
‘technology generations’”, which was later ex-
tended to the millennial generation'* (See related
work by Docampo et al.”). In the US, CREATE'®
initiated a research program on aging and tech-
nology that continues to churn out books, young
scientists, and a steady flow of research reports.
Perusing the second” and third® international con-
ference abstracts and chapter titles gives a clear
overview of the broadening scope of activities.

BRANCHES

The first 15 years of the 21°" century have seen
the proliferation and interconnection of geron-
technology activities. Six more 1SG World Con-
ferences have occurred7?2, with the 10™ sched-
uled for Nice, France in 2016 and the 11" sched-
uled for 2018 in St. Petersburg, FL, USA. The
single most important initiative is the Society’s
peer-reviewed journal, Gerontechnology; under
founding editor-in-chief, Dr. van Bronswijk, the
journal aggregates a wide range of research and
reviews by international scholars. The proceed-
ings document international conferences, the
minutes and reports of its working committees,
and special issues are devoted to areas of par-
ticular concern to older people - transportation
by automobile, vision, and leisure activities.

As gerontechnology has grown, its topics in
education and training have diversified. Annual
master-classes in gerontechnology originated in
2006 in TU/e with a format duplicating a mu-
sician’s masterclass; instead of playing for the
virtuoso, doctoral students from multiple disci-
plines present their research project in a poster
format and are queried and advised by masters
and fellow students. The presentations are inter-
spersed with lectures by masters, and the master
with peer students’ consensus gives an award
for best project. Master-classes provide no aca-
demic credits but demonstrate the importance
of interdisciplinary approaches to design and im-
plement technologies to benefit older adults. A
number of master-class teaching aids have been
published in Gerontechnology.

The Nan Kai University of Technology in Taiwan
has created full graduate and undergraduate
curricula in gerontechnology and service man-
agement with the assistance of Professors Don
G. Bouwhuis and James L. Fozard. Several other
universities have initiated educational and re-
search programs based on gerontechnology con-
cepts - the most recent example being the Uni-
versity of South Carolina in the USA. A textbook,
Gerontechnology, was published in 2007%.

Regional chapters of the ISG have proliferated
in Europe, Asia and North America. A summary
of the diverse activities in the North American
chapter was published in the [SG2014 confer-
ence proceedings*. Perhaps most important is
the society’s partnering with the International As-
sociation of Gerontology and Geriatrics (IAGG);
IAGG past-President Gloria Gutman and former
IAGG Secretary-General Alain Franco (ISG’s 3"
president) facilitated the arrangement. The union
provides an important platform for tele-health
and technology services information in geriatrics.

CONCLUDING

Gerontechnology’s trunk and roots have nour-
ished its flourishing branches. We happily nur-
ture gerontechnology’s continuing growth and
evolution.
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