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The International Society for Gerontechnology 
(ISG) organizes master classes in which young 
academics are taught by masters who, by age, 
could be their grandparents1-7. Having been pre-
sent at almost all ISG master classes, it has struck 
me that in the discussions a strong transgenera-
tional flow of knowledge developed with mas-
ters being approached by students as grandpar-
ents are by adult grandchildren. Knowledge ex-
change typically continued at collective lunches 
and coffee breaks, and intensified during the two 
days of the master class.

When viewing chatting between adult grandchild 
and grandparent in general, their outlook may dif-

fer but trans-generational communication can be 
intense (Figure 1). Grandparents reported that the 
most common type of support they provided is 
advice, although grandchildren do not view their 
grandparents as advisors8. Academically speak-
ing this might be an example of a happy marriage 
between a lifelong growth in skills, knowledge 
and experience (crystallized intelligence) and the 
well-developed health-related ability to analyze 
novel problems (fluid intelligence)9,10.

The questions arise; “Why a gerontechnology 
master class? How does it work?”

Master classes
Knowledge and skill transfer from old and expe-
rienced to young and coming is obvious in the 
musical domain, when master classes are given. 
Wikipedia defines a master class as follows: “The 
difference between a normal class and a master 
class is typically the setup. In a master class, all 
the students (and often spectators) watch and 
listen as the master takes one student at a time. 
The student (….) usually performs a single piece 
which they have prepared,…..”11. The student is 
expected to have complete control of the basic 
elements, but has not yet command over the full 
complexity of required skills for perfection. In-
ventor of this way of teaching is considered to be 
the composer, pianist, conductor, teacher and 
Third Order Franciscan, Franz Liszt (1811-1886, 
Figure 2), who gave these classes for free11.

Why an IsG Master class?
Just as in case of the musical domain, with its 
complexity of description (notation, dynamics 
and expression) and of execution (mastery of the 
instrument, projection of meaning), complexity 
is the driving force for ISG master classes, as was 
loosely defined earlier1. 
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Figure 1. Clothing differs but communication goes 
deep! Photo from the Nationale Beeldbank, Neth-
erlands
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Being able to succeed 
in good gerontech-
nology research or 
designing successful 
products for an ag-
ing society asks for 
managing a multitude 
of complexities. To 
start with, the ‘In-
come & Health’ and 
‘Gerontechnology ef-
ficacy’ situation in 
the home countries 
of the researchers 
differ greatly, as was 
recently shown on 
a global scale in the 
‘Global Age-Watch 
Index’ project of Hel-
page International13,14. 

European, Asian and American countries may be 
found in both the best half and the poorer half of 
the quartiles (Table 1).

More influential is striving towards a human cen-
tered basis for technology development, with 
knowledge of aging as related to calendar age 
as well as birth cohort (gerontology), and with 
straight technology knowledge. Aging well is 
strongly connected to lifestyle and culture, ham-
pering generalisation of results. But that is not all, 
with age, the diversity among cohort members 
increases, depending on differences in genet-
ics, environmental exposures, life events, gender, 
technology exposure, technology generation, 
life phase, aging speed, and differences in aging 
among the organs of an individual. This diversity 
interacts with a multitude of changing natural, 
built and social environments15,16. 

These complexities are not covered in regular uni-
versity education of the first cycle (BSc/BA level) 
or second cycle (MSc/MA level) that both focus on 
one discipline1,17. Of course, neither one student 
nor any one teacher will have all knowledge and 
skills to tackle the complexities mentioned above. 
Therefore, gerontechnology master class teaching 

Figure 2. Franz Liszt (1811-
1886), inventor of the Mas-
ter Class on an engraving 
from 1908 by an unknown 
artist12

Table 1. Distribution of 91 countries over the four quartiles of gerontechnology efficacy (geometric mean of the 
normalized values for two domains: ‘Employment & education’ and ‘Enabling environment’) and of the Income & 
health situation (geometric mean of  the normalized values from ‘Income security’ and ‘Health status’) as taken 
from the Global Age-Watch Index14; calculated after Zaidi13; the poorest quarter is grey 
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focusses on knowledge and skills needed for the 
specific project of the participating student, and 
masters from different origins perform the teaching. 

structurInG and lIMItInG
Matrices became commonly used tools in ISG 
master classes (Figures 3)18 to guide students in (i) 
structuring, limiting and focussing their project, 
and (ii) embedding it in gerontechnology’s state-
of-the-art. A student may choose only one cell in 
each matrix. By using sticky notes students can 
change their mind at any moment as long as they 
explain the reasons for changing. Let’s take a hy-
pothetical gerontechnology project to explain 
the use of the tools: the development of ‘An app 
for travel in the Netherlands’ (An app).  

In the engineering matrix of showing the possible 
impact of the product on the application domain 
(Figure 3a) ‘An app’ fits in the cell combining mo-
bility (domain) & enrichment (goal), meaning that 
the project should be based on the state-of-the 
art of this combination.

In the outlook matrix of user perspective (Figure 
3b) ‘An app’ fits in the cell of active retirement 
(3rd age) of older adults who in their young age 
became acquainted with electrical tools without 
menus (electro-mechanical generation). The fo-
cus group in the development of ‘An app’ should 
be filled with these older adults.

In the science matrix (Figure 3c), showing the 
cross-fertilization19 of the relevant technology 
and gerontology disciplines, ‘An app’ falls in the 
cell communication science & psychology. This 
is important for the choice of methods to test or 
develop the product. Although with the matrices 
mentioned above, focussing may succeed the 
problem of generalization of results remains. To 
support the embedding in existing knowledge, 
theories, concepts or paradigms are available to 
support generalization (Figure 3d). For ‘An app’ 
this could be the gerontology theory of ‘Situ-
ated learning’19 (from psychology, relevant from 
architecture to design as shown in a horizontal 
baton), and the technology concept of ‘Plug & 
Play’20 (from ICT, relevant from medicine to nu-
trition as shown in a vertical baton)21.

IsG Master classes
In 2006 the ‘master class model’ was applied for 
the first time to gerontechnology. Seven 3rd cycle 
students (PhD candidates) from France, Italy and 
the Netherlands were accepted by the masters. 
James L. Fozard (USA, 1930), Herman Bouma 
(Netherlands, 1934), Alain A. Franco (France, 
1944) and Jan A.M. Graafmans (Netherlands, 
1951) taught for free and took the students along 
the complexity of goals, domains and disciplines, 

method selection and interpretation of results, 
while the author governed program and discus-
sion. Students and masters joined in applying 
the acquired knowledge to the specific research 
project of the individual student3. It became the 
start of a series of gerontechnology master class-
es and special classes in Canada, France, and 
Taiwan, as well as the Netherlands4-7. Some stu-
dents followed more than one master class, and 
a number of them are currently proud bearers of 
the academic degree ‘PhD’. 

Although with feedback from students6 and 
teachers the master class concept developed, 
the original set-up remained3,7. Typically, in an 
informal setting and spread over two full days, 
four 20min lectures (that unfortunately common-
ly took longer..) are given on methodology, the-
ory and interdisciplinarity, intermingled with 4x4 
hours of discussion with posters serving as focal 
points. At the end students and masters indepen-
dently judge the student projects and select the 
best one for innovation, clarity (focussed, terms 
well defined), theoretical embedding, applica-
bility (including user involvement), and poster 
organization, readability and legibility at 2-3 m 
distance. Afterwards, as a last assignment and 
wrap-up, the three best of both juries are com-
pared and discussed. Usually students and mas-
ters partly agree. The winning student receives a 
prize, lately from the Herman Bouma Founda-
tion7,22, and each student is given a certificate 
signed by all masters. 

In some master classes slightly different set-ups 
were tried and evaluated. The final aim of apply-
ing the complexity of gerontechnology to indi-
vidual projects was not fully reached in master 
classes with the following characteristics: (i) a 
duration of less than two full days, (ii) devoted to 
a sub-section of gerontechnology, (iii) with stu-
dents still in their 2nd academic cycle, (iv) with 
more than four students/master or spread over 
more class rooms, or (v) when translation to and 
from English was needed. Apparently there ex-
ists an additional need for more general classes 
for 2nd cycle teaching17, which could be an effec-
tive initiative of ISG’s cultural chapters. 

requIreMents
Master class students typically are 3rd cycle stu-
dents (PhD candidates), but other researchers or 
designers with less than 10 years of experience 
are also welcome. Requirements to participate 
include: (i) being independent users of English 
in listening, reading, writing and speech, (ii) hav-
ing prepared a poster of his/her project, and (iii) 
having provided an abstract of their project2,Table 1 
and a short biography as a basis for admission by 
the masters (Table 2). 
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Experienced, interdisciplinary, bilingual or mul-
tilingual teachers served in the master classes. 
Since teaching is done in English, the official 
language of the ISG, teachers were all proficient 
English users and had command of at least one 
other language to experience multiculturalism.

In 2010 the ISG decided to bestow the honor-
ary title ‘ISG-Grandmaster’ on those effective 
master class teachers known to have authored 
a long list of publications touching both tech-
nology and gerontology. The first grandmas-
ters originated from psychology (Jim L. Fozard), 

Table 2. Master class requirements for students and 
masters 
Item Student Master 
Academic 
skills 

≥MSc / MA level  
(2nd  cycle)9 

Doctor degree level  
(3rd cycle)9 

Interdisciplinary 
publications 
At least bilingual 
Effective teacher 

Experience <10 years >15 years 
Language 
  Passport23  

English ≥B1 
(independent user) 

English C1/C2  
(proficient user) 

Acceptance By the masters By the ISG 

 

Figure 3. Four matrices17-19,21 as a tool to limit, focus and place a student project as to aspects of engineering 
(a), of outlook to the user (b) of science (c), and  of embedding in existing knowledge (d); It has been com-
pleted for one hypothetical project “An app for travel support in the Netherlands” (=An App)
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physics (Herman Bouma) and medicine (Vappu 
T. Taipale). It became a habit to appoint a new 
grandmaster at each of the biannual world con-
ferences.

to conclude
The ISG master class (already mentioned as spe-
cific training and educational program in the 
original articles of association24) became the 4th 

pillar under the gerontechnology mission of the 
ISG, next to biannual conferences, journal and 
cultural chapters. The class is needed to teach 
the complexity of gerontechnology to young 
academics. Currently its general set-up and re-
quirements have stabilized. A system of quality 
control may be needed in the future to ascertain 
further development.
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