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Inclusive Apparel Products and Retail 
Environments for Elderly Consumers:

A Chinese Perspective 
Hong Yu 
Ryerson University 

Shilei Pan 
Ryerson University 

Abstract 
The current study explores apparel shopping experiences of the elderly Chinese consumers, 
with an emphasis on assessing apparel products and retail environments from an inclusive 
design perspective. Critical Incident techniques were used for data collection at a community 
park in Beijing. A significant number of factors contributing to a satisfying and dissatisfying 
apparel shopping experience for the elderly Chinese informants were product-related, which 
included pricing, design/styling, comfortability, material, and fit. Meanwhile, retail environments 
play a more significant role in the elderly Chinese customers’ dissatisfaction. Implications were 
offered. 

Keywords
Inclusive design, apparel, elderly consumers, Chinese

Introduction
Aging is a world phenomenon and a challenge for many nations, including China. With rising life 
expectancies, and significant decline in total fertility rate, China is aging at an alarmingly fast 
rate [12, 26]. It is projected that Chinese elderly aged 65 and older will increase from 6.9% of 
the total population in 2000 to about 24.1-26.4% in 2050. This population aging transition is 
much faster than most countries in the world [22]. As the aging population represents a key 
trend in China, its impacts also pose serious concerns for its economy and society [8].  

Previous research on elderly Chinese consumers’ shopping behaviours has been narrowly 
focused and conflicting findings have been reported [25]. This may be partially due to the rapid 
changes of Chinese consumer profiles, spending patterns, and way of life, in addition to the 
significant economic and demographic differences across regions [1]. Nonetheless, the 
emergence and accelerated growth of a huge grey market in China is unarguable. Research 
suggests that China’s elderly segment (people aged 55 and older) will reinforce the sustained 
growth of the mainstream market [1]. As such, gaining more insights of the consumer group will 
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not only promote improved quality of life for the elderly but also benefit the business community 
pursuing the grey market.  

The current study explores apparel shopping experiences of the elderly Chinese consumers, 
with an emphasis on assessing apparel products and retail environments from an inclusive 
design perspective. It aims at identifying how inclusive product and retail designs contribute to 
the elderly Chinese consumers’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction with apparel shopping. 

Literature Review 
Traditional design processes for products and the retail environment focus primarily on the 
mainstream market, with little attention to the needs of aging community [7, 11].  As people are 
living longer [18] and more people are living with some type of disability [10], incorporating 
universal design principles into design practice has become increasingly necessary.  Inclusive 
Design (sometimes referred to as Universal or Accessible Design) is defined as “the design of 
all products and environments to be usable by people of all ages and abilities to the greatest 
extent possible” [15].  Inclusive design sends positive messages to people, messages which tell 
them “you are important,” “we want you here,” and “welcome” [16].Market accessibility is one of 
the key principles of Inclusive [17] and forms the core justification of this study.  

Environmental psychology theories recognize the retail environment’s impact on shoppers.  
Upon entering a given environment, a person first evaluates the external and internal cues in 
terms of his or her own experience and goals; such an appraisal then results in an emotion [14]. 
The cognition-emotion theory has received empirical support in retail atmospherics [2, 6] and 
serves as an overarching conceptual framework for the current study.  

The retail environment is an important factor in consumers’ evaluation of the products and 
services offered, because shoppers may assign aesthetic and instrumental values to the formal, 
expressive, and symbolic qualities of store environments [9]. Therefore, a retail environment 
may influence consumers’ inferences about merchandise, service quality, and store image [2].  
A number of studies suggest that ambient and social cues are significant atmospheric elements 
that influence consumers’ affective states in store environments and impact their shopping and 
purchasing behaviour [3, 4]. Ambient cues refer to physical and auditory aspects of store 
environments, such as lighting, music, colour, and display, whereas social cues correspond to 
factors such as the number and friendliness of employees. 

Wakefield and Blodgett (1999)’s study further concretized the factors of service delivery 
environment in two categories: Intangibles and tangibles [18]. Intangible factors include 
reliability, empathy, assurance, and responsiveness of the service personnel which can be 
considered as equivalent to the social cues discussed earlier. Tangible factors such as design, 
equipment, and ambience of the service environment closely resemble the ambient cues. The 
study found that while intangible factors were the primary determinant of customers’ 
postpurchase behavior, tangible factors played a critical role in influencing customers’ affect 
state, which led to repatronage behavior and positive recommendations.  
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Since the 1980s, there has been steady increase in research on senior adult’s apparel-related 
beliefs and behaviors [18], and most of them were conducted in Western culture context. These 
studies identified that elderly adults desire apparel products that have features such as quality, 
comfort, fit, athletics/style, value/good prices, and function. In addition, the studies also found 
that the apparel needs and wants of senior adults are closely linked to their self-concept. 
Specifically, as reported in Thomas and Peter’s (2009) study, the senior women wanted “the 
latest fashions, but slightly modified to fit the physique, style preferences, and care instructions 
(i.e. washable)” (p.1036). They wanted the apparel they wear to “symbolically communicate 
their age, generation, personality, relationships, and group memberships in a variety of contexts” 
(p.1037). 

Research on apparel consumption behavior of the Chines elderly has been very limited. This 
may be due to the traditional notion that older consumers have developed their consumption 
patterns and are not willing to change [13, 20]. Further, as the Chinese elderly segment (aged 
55+) constitutes a relatively larger portion of individuals with gross income below the median 
income [8], they have not been considered a favored target market for businesses.  

The elderly Chinese group aged 55+ are those individuals who have experienced the Cultural 
Revolution, state-controlled centralized economy, and the fast economic growth with market-
oriented reforms. Their life experiences represent the transitions and applications of traditional 
values and modern lifestyles. The stereotypical older consumers are often portrayed as having 
established “their traditional and familiar lifestyle and refused to move forward” [21]. They were 
perceived as being loyal to traditional brands, stores, and products, paying closer attention to 
quality and price, but not fashion and style, seeking convenience and practicality in shopping 
and products, and are heavily engaged in compensatory consumption. However, recent studies 
suggest that these stereotypes should be changed. Based on an empirical study conducted in 
Wuhan, Ying and Yao (2006) reported that older consumers have similar consumption need as 
young adults, they have more sophisticated consumption attitudes, weakened family roles, and 
raised desire for compensatory consumption. This study intends to explore the apparel 
consumption and shopping experiences among the elderly Chinese consumers. 

Research Method 
Critical Incident Techniques were used for data collection. Trained graduate students handled 
the field work. Intercept survey with a structured open-ended questionnaire was used for data 
collection at a community park in Beijing. The informants were asked to recall recent times 
(within the past 6-12 months) when they shopped for clothing and had a particularly satisfying 
experience and a dissatisfying experience. After the critical incidents were identified, they were 
asked to describe the incidents with further details and why they felt satisfied and dissatisfied.  

Content analysis of the critical incidents was performed in two steps. Firstly, the satisfying 
shopping experiences and dissatisfying shopping experiences were analyzed separately to 
identify emerging themes. Secondly, the themes that were identified in satisfying and 
dissatisfying shopping experiences were compared for further investigation. 
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Findings
A total of 162 critical incidents from 84 elderly Chinese informants were collected. Of all the 
incidents collected, 151 were considered usable and were included in the data analysis. Among 
the informants, 77 were female. The average age was 61.9 with a range of 55-81. Fifty-five is 
the normal retirement age for Chinese female workers and was used as a cut-off point for 
defining “elderly”. Twenty seven percent of the informants (20) had a High School Diploma, 
while 46% had completed postsecondary education. With regards to income, 30.1% (22) 
reported a monthly income of ¥2001-3000 (about US$322-$482), and another 28.8% (21) had a 
month income of ¥3001-4000 (about US$482-$643).  

Shopping experience was defined broadly from a “servicescape” perspective that considers the 
retail environment (physical and social) as a holistic element underpinning both the customers’ 
experience [5, 22]. Specifically, apparel product design, an essential aspect of retail 
merchandising, as well as store atmospherics are deemed integral components of the 
customers’ shopping experience. Further, consumer affective and cognitive responses were 
analyzed within the context of retail “servicescape”. 

Shopping venues 
In this study, retail venues were broadly categorized into 3 groups: Higher-end retail stores, 
such as department stores, specialty stores, and boutiques; mid-range stores, such as 
hypermarkets, and lower-end retail venues, such as warehouse sales, consumer shows, stalls 
at public markets, and street vendors. Of the total of 151 incidents, one hundred and one 
(66.9%) took place at higher end retail stores, such as Wanfujing Department Store and Aimer 
Lingerie store; about 9(6.0%) occurred at mid-range retailers, such as Carrefour, Ito Yokato; 
and 41(27.2%) happened at lower-end venues, such as Beijing Dahongmen Fashion Discount 
Market and Tianfengli Public Market. 

Themes in satisfying shopping experiences 
A significant number of factors contributing to a satisfying apparel shopping experience for the 
elderly Chinese informants were product-related. Of the total of 72 satisfying shopping 
experiences reported, store-related factors were mentioned 94 times, which accounted for 34.8% 
of the total occurrences (270 times), while product-related factors were cited 176 times (65.2%).  
Pricing (39 times, 22.2%), proper design and styling suitable to the aged body (38 times, 21.6%), 
comfort ability/fit (33 times, 18.8%), and material (18 times, 10.7%), were among the most 
frequently mentioned attributes. 

With regards to pricing, while a number of consumers were pleased with discounted prices, 
others were looking beyond just low prices. The following comments were typical: 

There was a special cart for discounted clothing. To my surprise I found a pair of pants that 
fitted me very well and the discount price was only one third of the original price. 

Design and styling were important to customers’ satisfaction, especially when they complement 
the aged body. The points were illustrated in the following comments: 
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…the unique design caught my attention immediately. As good designs were not common, I 
bought it right away even though the price was a little high. 
For a long time, the store has maintained the proper styles for its target (elderly) market. 
Their clothes have always had a loose-fitting style around the waist. In contrast, many other 
stores would cater to the young with low-rise pants. 
The clothing for elderly does not have to be traditional and conservative. I feel 3-5 years 
younger when I wear the clothes bought from this store. 

Comfortability, material, and fit were important to the elderly consumers for various reasons, as 
the respondents told us: 

Wearing comfortable clothes is a priority for me. When I’m comfortable, I feel beautiful and I 
would have good spirit. 
I chose clothing primarily based on fit. I don’t care about brands. 

As for shopping environment, sales associates’ service quality (intangibles) was repeatedly 
cited (25 times), accounting for 26.6% of the total (94 times). The rest of the recounts were 
about store atmospherics (tangibles), such as proper lighting, signage, fitting room, and 
merchandise display.  

In terms of service quality, the respondents were looking for sales associates with positive 
attitude, patience, knowledge, and not being pushy. The following comments summarized the 
main points: 

It is not necessary to have lots of sales representatives. The key is their service quality and 
attitude. Good sales representatives should understand customer psychology, and should 
not be too pushy. 
…she was knowledgeable about fashion. She also taught me how to coordinate different 
items. 
The sales associate served me with positive attitude. She was not inpatient which made me 
very happy. 

As far as store ambience is concerned, the respondents addressed various aspects: 
I liked the lighting in the store, which highlighted the texture and quality of the products. 
The entire store was well-lit with wide aisles and slow-tempo music. 
They had big, comfortable chairs for customers to sit. 
Price tag and promotion signs were very obvious. 
They had well-designed fitting room. It was well-lit with proper seating and hooks. 

The findings suggest that while most elderly Chinese informants were more goal-oriented who 
placed a higher weight on achieving utilitarian value of the shopping outcomes, such as the 
product itself, store ambient was also important in contributing to a pleasant shopping 
experiences. 
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Themes in dissatisfying shopping experiences  
Similar pattern was observed on the themes in dissatisfying shopping experiences. Product-
related factors were cited 152 times, which accounted for about 63.1% of the dissatisfying 
shopping experience incidences. Among them, design/styling (42 times) was most frequently 
mentioned, accounting for 27.6% of the total (152 times). Pricing (22 times, 14.5%), product 
assortment (18 times, 11.8%), materials (18 times, 12.7%), and comfortability/fit (16 times, 
10.5%) were most repeatedly mentioned. 

With regards to design/styling, the following issues were outstanding: 
The styles were not good. They either included too many design details which were more 
appropriate for young people, or too boring and looked like they were designed for those 70- 
and 80- years old. I’m not that old yet so I don’t like the style. 
Most of the shoes with good style and color were with high heels. Flat heel shoes were ugly. 
It’s really difficult for us to find any suitable clothing. The style should be a little bit 
conservative, not too revealing. 
We also like to wear skirts, but we cannot wear those short skirts like the young people. 
Many of them were tiered, and too garish. 

In terms of pricing, a few areas were identified: 
It’s too expensive, not worth it at all. When it comes to discounted items, I cannot find 
anything suitable. 
It’s not cheap, but the quality is very low. 
The markup at this store is outrageous; it’s multiple or even more than 10 times of the asking 
price at other stores. 

The product assortment was clearly indicated: 
The key issue is there were not many designs specifically suitable for the elderly people. 
…Whenever I went to the area labelled as “clothing for the middle-aged and elderly”, I could 
see they were slow-movers because the design and colour were boring. I did not have the 
urge to buy at all. 

Issues with materials included: 
The material was uncomfortable when touching the skin-it’s irritating. 
Some clothes designed for us use materials that are too loose and they do not flatter to our 
body at all. 
(I experienced) serious pilling when wearing the garment and serious static problem when 
taking it off. 

As far as comfortability/fit is concerned, the informants shared the following: 
Designers should pay more attention to our changed physique, most of the clothing in the 
market places are not designed for us.  
They should include more larger sizes. 
The crotch was too short, very uncomfortable. 
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With regards to “servicescape”, sales associates’ attitude, behaviour, and work ethics were 
repeatedly reported (34 times, 38.2%). In addition, slightly less than 2/3 of the critical incidents 
involved aspects of retail atmospherics. Poorly designed store layout, fitting room, store lighting, 
signage, flooring, and washroom accessibility were significant factors that contributed to 
dissatisfying shopping experiences.  

Due to the fact that most sales people are commission-based, they are very transaction-driven, 
which results in shopper discomfort. 

Customers do not like too much sales service when they just browse the stores. They may 
need appropriate service and recommendations when they have some purchase intentions. 
In this store, the sales representatives were too pushy which made me feel very 
uncomfortable. We lost the mood for shopping and did not buy anything. 

On the other hand, customers do not like to be ignored, either. 
The sales representatives at the high-end store are always result-oriented. They only provide 
services for those who look like potential buyers. 
The sales representative judged customers by appearance. They discriminated against 
senior customers. 

Work ethics of the sales associate can also be an issue: 
The sales representative said that the product can be returned within one week. However, 
when I went to ask for a refund, the sales representative refused and said I was not eligible 
for a refund. I was so angry and argued with her loudly. Finally, she refunded the product for 
me although she was very reluctant to do so. 
I asked the sales representative whether the down will ran out of the jacket and she said no. 
So I bought it at an acceptable price. However, after three days, the down was everywhere 
outside the jacket. Such behavior was a fraud. 

Store atmospherics played an important role in elderly customers’ dissatisfying shopping 
experiences. Among store-related factors, store layout/signage (13 times) and fitting room (10 
times) were cited most frequently, which accounts for 23.6% and 18.1% of the total (55 times) 
respectively. In addition, price tags (8 times, 14.5%) and floors (7 times, 12.7%) were also often 
mentioned. 

The following comments described some typical problems: 
The store was very unorganized and the layout was very confusing. We felt like we were in a 
maze and got disoriented very easily. 
The layout was okay but the signage was not clear. It took us a lot of time to find where we 
wanted to go. 
Some stores have signs in English. Because I don’t know English, it was very hard for me to 
understand and remember the information on the signs. 

The challenges with fitting rooms are multifaceted: 
There was no place to try on the clothes. 
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The fitting room was enclosed and very small. I was sweaty after putting the garment on. 
When I walked out of the fitting room and tried to look at myself in the mirror, there were too 
many people in front of the mirror and there were always some people jumping the queue. All 
these had caused me to feel very annoyed and I lost my mood to buy anything. 
When I got into the fitting room, I found that the chair was too small and unstable. I almost fell 
and sat on the floor. 

Issues with prices tags included the following: 
The price tag was not very apparent. For those garments with price tags, they were not sold 
according to the exact prices on the tags. 
No Price tag. The store owner asked for price very randomly, which was often higher 
considering the quality. 
The department store never put the exact prices on the tags. They only put the discount 
percentages on the tags. I think they try intentionally to confuse the customers. 
I would prefer the characters on the price tags to be bigger. At least, the numbers should be 
more clearly. 

Slippery floors appear to be a noticeable problem for the elderly: 
The floors were slippery-it’s not safe for older people and children. 

These findings suggest that while product attributes are still important, retail environments play 
a more significant role in elderly Chinese customers’ dissatisfaction. In particular, it appears that 
if the store ambient had negative impacts on a customer’s affect states, the customer will likely 
feel dissatisfied with the shopping experience and likely left the store empty-handed. 

Comparing the satisfying and dissatisfying shopping experiences  
The comparisons show that the elderly informants were both goal-oriented and process-oriented 
when evaluating their shopping outcomes. At first glance, the findings suggest that product-
related attributes (such as price, design/style, comfortability/fit, and material) are of paramount 
importance in making a shopping experience satisfying (goal-oriented). However, when 
analyzing the dissatisfying shopping experiences, the recounts on process-oriented factors 
(store ambient and service quality) became more detailed and pronounced. This indicates that 
the needs for inclusive shopping experience among the Chinese elderly customers are multi-
faceted, and should be met with a holistic strategy. Further, in both satisfying and dissatisfying 
incidents, sales associates’ intangible qualities were highly emphasized. On the one hand, the 
informants expect the sales people to be knowledgeable, courteous, and responsive to their 
needs; They were dissatisfied when they felt ignored, disrespected, and in some occasions 
discriminated due to their age, appearance, and stereotypical perceptions about senior citizens. 
On the other hand, the customers do not want to be followed and pressured into buying 
anything. The customers felt somewhat venerable when facing aggressive salespeople and 
became on-guard for any potential deception that might take place. With regards to tangible 
store features, factors related to lighting, flooring, store layout, signage, and fitting room were 
frequently commented. This confirms that the elderly Chinese customers’ needs for well-
designed and implemented retail sericescape where positive personal interactions with the store 
environment and service personnel are critical. 
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Implications
The findings provide valuable insights into Chinese elderly apparel consumers’ shopping 
experiences and allow a deeper understanding of their needs on inclusive apparel product and 
retail environment designs. The findings also offer some unique implications for apparel 
manufacturers, designers, and retailers. 

Firstly, despite of the rapid growth of this market segment, concerted efforts and strategies 
catering to this huge grey market are still yet to be developed. As discussed earlier, due to the 
traditional stereotypical perceptions of the older consumers in China, for a long time marketers 
have ignored this important segment. As a result, senior Chinese consumers are experiencing 
significant challenges finding apparel products that satisfy their needs and wants. As China’s 
aging population increases at a rapid rate, the grey market potential is enormous. The timing is 
great for those marketers with serious intention and dedication to tap into this market segment. 

Secondly, our study confirms that senior consumers are still interested in fashion, and are 
looking for design and styles that allow them to express their identity and cognitive age. 
Designer and manufacturers should explore strategies of developing apparel and accessories 
that flatter the older consumers’ changed physiques and incorporate the latest fashion with 
proper interpretations for their generations. 

Thirdly, as functionality are among the top priorities for senior consumers, manufactures and 
designers should strive to provide maximized value through comfortability, proper fit and 
materials, as well as good workmanship. 

Fourthly, our study confirmed that tangible store ambient plays a critical role in influencing older 
consumers’ affective states while shopping in a store, which may impact their purchase 
behaviors. The study highlights the importance of easy-to-follow store layout, non-slippery 
flooring, well-designed and accessible fitting room, and straight forward price tags in creating a 
favorable shopping experience for seniors. Retailers could promote shopper conversions 
through improving the tangible features in the stores. 

Finally, store associates must be available and willing to assist elderly customers.  Staff must be 
knowledgeable about store merchandise and receive training on the unique needs of this 
consumer segment and on how to provide appropriate assistance in a sensible way.  They are 
the frontline people who interact with shoppers directly and the symbolic message they send 
plays a critical role in shopping satisfaction among senior customers. 

Limitations and Future Research 
Study findings are based on an intercept survey conducted with a small sample size of senior 
citizens in Beijing.  While these initial data provide valuable insights, inclusion of a diverse 
population would provide a richer understanding.  For future studies, systematic sampling is 
recommended for a more complete understanding of perceptions and preferences of the senior 
community in China.  Additionally, exploring how the retail shopping experience influences 
senior shoppers’ quality of life and self-perception merits further in-depth investigation.  
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lives to design and business 
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Abstract 
Research teams face continual pressure to design research engagements that are both 
affordable and meaningful to act upon – to multiple business needs across different 
teams. Project specific studies were beginning to duplicate outcomes and analysis from 
different areas could be seen to contradict in some instances. This raised difficult 
questions about the best method to unify projects, methods, data captured and 
consumer types. 
The challenge this paper describes was to shift away from project focused studies to a 
method of gathering a ‘global kit’ of user observations and analysis resources which 
could benefit any project, in the context of varying design and business planning 
requirements (assumed to be on strategy). This was seen as an opportunity study users 
a broad range of ages and abilities to in order to improve universal human factors, rather 
than resort to typifying consumers according attitude and lifestyle. 
 
Keywords 
Design research, User, Activities, Usage, User centred, Engineering, Design, Business, 
Global, Regional, UX, Experience, Video, Observing, Ethnography, Contextual Inquiry.  
 

Introduction 
Background 
Global technology manufacturers race to deliver consumers market leading devices, and 
brands seek to deepen relationships with consumers though more ‘emotional’ and 
lifestyle connections. How do companies keep track of how technology assists people in 
their everyday activities, regardless of region, life-stage or age? Initiatives in inclusive 
design at Nokia have successfully engaged teams in the past with issues associated 
with aging and ability. Although analysing aspects of life-stage, age and attitude has 
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always been a large part of Nokia’s consumer understanding and data gathering for 
planning and analysis, the pressures of the marketplace prevented specific initiatives 
identifying enough sales potential through the inclusive design initiatives. 
 
This paper describes an embedded approach to inclusion, rather than the journey of an 
exemplar product, software and service or application. It describes user-centred 
observation research was used to inform opportunity and proposition identification and 
include the needs of a wider global audience during design and development. 
 
This is not a story about making the interface on a device so accessible that it can do 
everything, the paper describes the user research, design and business engagement 
process that makes visible the clear user needs for access to content, experiences and 
social inclusion through specific features. The focus of this approach is not on large 
scale global solutions, rather on opportunities for technology solutions that enable 
specific human needs regardless of region or lifestyle, and independent of the model of 
development for target markets or targeted consumer psychographics. 
 
The landscape of global observational research  
Large-scale global observational research is expensive. Being able to immerse in a 
regional culture, social experiences and most importantly observing how technology and 
communication is used in peoples lives for a global company is a huge undertaking, and 
it is one in which Nokia invests a great deal and values greatly. However, with global 
recession and a competitive marketplace, there was a business need to complete 
research more efficiently, in an agile way, while providing deeper and more meaningful 
observations directly related to specific projects and lines of inquiry. 
 
In the market research industry, ways in which research scope and costs have been 
reduced in the past have included adhering observations and research scope tightly to a 
planned main target market or consumer for a specific concept or product. This in turn 
enables research to use more tightly defined business planning parameters to conduct 
research with specific ages, attitudes, regions and life-stages.  
 
With the Design Research team in Consumer Insights and Nokia Design collaborating 
regularly to carry out design research for design team needs in the past, we were aware 
of the benefits and also the constraints. Design research typically could be requested to 
cover up to 6 influential regions around the world in South East Asia, Europe and the 
Americas on a project-by-project basis. Designers, engineers and planners from around 
the business participated in fieldwork and were immersed in the everyday environments 
of people, their workplaces, homes and communities using ethnographic techniques with 
a research specialist. This process produced varied and interesting observations from 
the field and gave business observers strong observations to recount in their work. 
 
However, in reviewing the process during early 2011 we identified some constraints, 
which had longer-term effects on efficiency, analysis and recommendations to design 
and business needs. 
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Observations from past design research process 
Research to different design and business needs could inadvertently duplicate similar 
observations with users and consumers during different projects. Requirements in the 
analysis and specific recommendations to certain business groups might not be relevant 
to another. This might occur through differences in methodology, recruitment criteria or 
analysis process. Research projects, which covered global markets so frequently, 
produced a lot of data to analyse. Making the data surface-able and applicable to people 
who would need it again required engaging a wider team in an agency for further 
analysis of large data sets to specific business contexts. 
 
Research projects to observe users and consumers, their lives and technology usage 
was often closely linked to specific annual project cycles, with 2 or 3 iterations of 
research during development. Having reviewed our work over previous project cycles, 
we identified that users did not change radically or regularly as 6 or 12 monthly project 
cycles would suggest, so frequent renewal of observational data across multiple regions 
was not necessary. We asked ourselves if it was necessary to apply business 
parameters before research? Could we apply them afterwards during analysis, given the 
right methodology? 
 
Large scale, quantitative data provides Nokia with weighty global statistical analysis 
across multiple key consumer touch points, including features and User experience (UX) 
amongst other categories. These metrics assist in analysis for shaping and sizing the 
market and sales opportunities, using information gathered in demographic, attitudinal 
and psychographic form across the world. Numbers alone are not enough however, 
qualitative research, or stories, are equally important. A large consumer and business 
technology company needs both, that is beyond discussion. The discussion is about how 
to connect numbers and stories in valuable ways. The biggest value occurs when 
numbers and stories fill in each others weaknesses. Stories should not be used to 
duplicate what is understood through numbers, nor should numbers replace certain 
stories. They should not compete with each other. When used to the greatest benefit, 
numbers are capable of going beyond the understanding that stories can give, and vice 
versa. What is most valuable depends on the particular need a designer, marketer or 
business strategist has at a given moment. A marketer might need the numbers of a 
segmentation to determine a certain market share to target, but then needs the right 
stories to convince people that constitute that market share of the benefits of an offering.  
 
The goal 
To develop user research engagements that are cheaper and engage with users more 
deeply and create more meaningful insights and recommendations, was identified as the 
goal to ameliorate global business needs and qualitative research constraints. 
Shifting away from project focussed research, to a method of gathering user 
observations and analysis resources which would be beneficial across many projects, 
many design and business team requirements, and empower an audience to use the 
insight themselves to communicate to others. 
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Observing Usage 
Usage rather than testimony 
A precept of empathic study in design research is that people – or users – are inaccurate 
reporters of their own behaviors, and values. [1]. Survey methods, focus tests, and audio 
interviews can be recorded, interpreted, and presented in ways that shed their context or 
distorts what is sought about them by the business client. For these reasons it became 
necessary to capture evidence as a ‘thick description’ [ibid.] rather than distill it into 
writing or bullet points, frequently used in decision-making. 
  
The presentation of insight to business managers, planners, and executives, should be 
brief as well as actionable.  And it should frequently be prepared on short notice. For this 
reason the ‘thick description’ captured in the field needs to be evident, actionable and 
‘conveyed’ within a matter of minutes, to get digested within the acceptable flow of a 
planning workshop. 
  
Collaboration began with a trusted agency, STBY. Thick descriptions we collected were 
in the form of short edited video films, design documentaries [5], that will not lose their 
context, nor lose their significance to the industry. Regardless of how often they ‘change 
hands’, for a period which can be measured in years. In research planning and fieldwork 
and then the process to distill hours of video ethnography into meaningful units of 
knowledge that can never be separated from their context of the user’s daily life. The 
researchers worked together with the participant to articulate from their experience a 
recent activity through empathic re-enactment on camera. The researchers bring their 
understanding of an activity, its next larger context, and the participant’s identity into the 
short story. Making the usage of a technology, as well as the human purpose, accessible 
for others to witness for themselves. [2] The short films of about 3 minutes each, always 
contained one story of usage, of one participant in a particular situation. This became 
our unit of analysis.  
 
What activities do people do – in the company of a product everyday? 
When we gather evidence of daily activities, we are ready to interpret ‘the surprising’ as 
well as ‘the familiar-yet-important’ practices of a user, without discriminating against the 
user based on their age their ability or their attitude toward technology – that may be 
commonly used in market research methods. Workarounds, frustrations and successes 
offer clear indications of about the ways that an industry consensus (which include 
bloggers, journalists and industry experts) will differ in their thinking from any user’s 
experience of the state of the art.  Such moments of clarity indicate ‘new knowledge’ to 
make sense of. Although we are not yet prepared to explain why nor to present it as 
insight that can be acted upon, we can model patterns of experience and journeys that 
will need deeper interpretation, and ostensibly will need product innovation. 
 
Capture frameworks such as AEIOU (activities, environments, interactions, objects and 
users, the creation of which is attributed to Rick Robinson of eLab) [3] provide a 
structure for analyzing a vague pattern into complete set of clear findings with precise 
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detail. In essence, researchers and analysts take a thick description of events and break 
them down into five layers that elevate meaning. We used five human factors to probe 
for impediments to pleasurable experiences. Physical, Cognitive, Emotional, Social and 
Cultural lenses help researchers in partnership with designers and managers to explain 
such impediments precisely enough for the various disciplines and departments to act 
upon. 
  
Understanding how an activity was enabled or disabled by infrastructure or through 
influence of the context of use, and importantly was crucial to observing workarounds 
with existing technology – not just to identify hygiene factors for team to improve 
incrementally in the experience, but also to identify opportunities for new technology to 
solve genuine user-centred problems. 
Through the structure and description involved in the short video films, these needs 
could become more visible and tangible. By enabling an audience to observe first hand 
the user’s experience and demonstrate how the environment, context of use, or interface 
could disable an activity  
 

Global affordable design research 
Research and video capture  
By taking control over the research questions from teams around the company, we were 
able to maintain open-ness to a participant’s most meaningful activities and also capture 
information that would work across multiple parts of the organisation. 
Once in the field, we needed to collect data in the format and using the methods we 
designed. This can be a challenge as in the field an observation doesn’t always present 
itself as anticipated. That is however part of the joy of the work: everyday life is not 
predictable. It is a combination of routines and surprises. The skill to develop here is to 
embrace the surprises encountered in the field without breaking the designed research 
structure - but you may need to bend or stretch it. We did need to come away from the 
field with data that would put us in a good position to create the unit of analysis that was 
designed earlier. The design of the unit of analysis, a short film of 2-3 minutes with one 
story of one participant, was however flexible because it did not prescribe what stories 
would be eligible, allowing us to respond on the spot to the stories presented to us by 
participants. This also determined our structure of the participant visits, of 2-3 hours 
each. First we explored with the participants which stories they would be able to tell, 
roughly within the lines of enquiry we had chosen previously. From that collection, we 
then selected together with the participant three stories to make each a film of. This also 
allowed us to create a collection that nicely covered all the topics we were interested in 
across all participants, since we kept a list of the topics covered in the visits done, 
showing which lines of enquiry were well covered already early on and which needed 
further stories. 
 
Finally, this systematic set up allowed us to conduct the fieldwork in several regions in 
the world simultaneously, by different teams. In this example, we worked with parallel 
teams in India and China, after the initial pilot in the UK. These teams were all part of the 
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Reach network of global design research, founded by STBY who did the initial UK 
research and coordinated the global fieldwork and later analysis too. Without the 
systematic yet flexible approach chosen, scaling up to a global level would not have 
been possible. After all, ethnographic research needs to be culturally sensitive not only 
in analysis but also in execution to get to the desired thick description films we aimed for. 
In India it is for instance considered rude to stay only two hours for a participant visit and 
they do not really mind if there is not a clear ending time agreed, whereas in the UK 
visits from over two hours are seen as rather long and tedious, and you are not 
supposed to run over.  
 

Analysis and communication 
Pre-analysis with video evidence  
Even though we had already conceived in the field which films we would make, these 
films still had to be edited from the raw footage we shot. Data needs to be structured to 
make it accessible to others, and analysed to a certain extend to result in a collection of 
units of analysis, like the 2-3 minute films we aimed for. Each edited film had to tell one 
story of a particular participant practice (usage) and the motives for that behaviour as 
expressed by her or himself. The film editing process is at the same time used to add the 
understanding of the design researchers in the field, which may further add to the 
participant motives. Still the stories should remain open to further interpretation, as more 
analysis was to follow. That is why we came to see the film editing as a pre-analysis. 
 
Indeed we can make the case that the films are each a thick description of a certain 
usage. The researchers were able to bring their understanding of the 
context/environment and person into the film story, to make the usage accessible and 
understandable for others without such prior knowledge. Nor indeed can the participant 
articulate this her/himself. The researcher needs to articulate together with the 
participant through an ‘empathic conversation’ [3]  
 
Communicating to different team needs 
Creating video evidence situated the observations at a level that met the different 
business interests across teams. The same video may be used to observe how 
someone uses a User Interface (UI) flow to inform UX development, analyse the need or 
motivation for an activity to inform a product proposition, or analyse the parameters by 
which a user experiences a service to inform engineering planning for specifications. 
Captured and edited video films were analysed according to different ‘human factors’ - 
social, physical, cognitive, environmental and cultural. 
 
For example, a video illustrating the user journey that a Chinese student took using 
social networking applications on her device did not simply signify that social networking 
or Wi-Fi technology should be enabled for a certain demographic. Social factors identify 
that her engagement with the service brings her social standing with her friends for 
posting unique content. Physical and cognitive factors identify that editing the 
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photographs she takes helps her to communicate in a way that is more meaningful to 
her and her friends, quickly, the moment that it happens. 
Pattern spotting across the evidence draw us to the activities of a retiree in India who 
when asked if he ever used the camera on his smartphone, initially stated that he didn’t 
really think he would use it since it wasn’t good quality. However, when demonstrating 
his phone he described his act of taking a photograph on the phone of a local spectacle 
as something humorous befell a local builder transporting materials, describing the value 
of that photograph helped to understand the same need in social standing through 
content he considers interesting and worthwhile. 
 
Both activities demonstrate a similar motivation in sharing unique content and ultimately 
can contribute to a design brief, which can meet both users needs and interests. 
 
Inclusion in the research process  
Use of technology is universal and, we are motivated to use technology to assist or 
delight us. That benefit can be heightened for those of us with different abilities, ages or 
income. By ensuring that respondents are recruited more widely across age, life-stage 
and lifestyle, as well as including the users and consumers that the business wishes to 
target, we were able to identify needs that were present across spectrums of different 
ages and abilities, as well as regions and incomes. 
Understanding how technology is being used, and the moments when people blame 
themselves, engage more deeply because of a pain point, or are able to see how their 
life can be made easier or more delightful occur across those spectrums with similar 
needs and motivations for technology. 
 
A respondent in San Francisco, who was recruited for their daily use of voice commands 
in the car, had begun to use them to his advantage following a stroke. Not recruited on 
an ability basis, his feature usage had included him in the study, providing vital 
understanding of needs and motivations.  
 
The retiree in India who through cycling to help his health, had been tracking his 
journeys using GPS. While demonstrating how he records his cycling trips on his 
smartphone, travelling in unfamiliar villages, he struggled to recall a previous trip to the 
screen. He said “Although I have two efficient thumbs for typing, I have ten thumbs for 
navigating”. 
 
Users do not self-segregate themselves away from involvement with research on 
technology and with open recruitment criteria, the inclusion of respondents with 
impairment occurs naturally. It became possible to include any participant across age or 
device usage that considers themselves to be engaged with technology.  
 
Creating a library of assets 
Building a library with the video evidence gave design research and consumer teams 
more activities and thick descriptions to work with. The library has grown in the 2 years 
since the 2011 pilot, and projects generated as gaps in knowledge with feature usage or 
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regions emerged, or as a new device is launched to market. It continues to grow as the 
Observing usage methodology is applied with different research team analysis projects 
and as other researchers recognise the value to capturing video in the 3 minute thick 
description. 
 
Analysis Workshops with wider design and business teams  
Working sessions and workshops to design and business needs or behavioural areas 
developed collaborative analysis, not just at ideation stage, but also throughout UX 
development. 
Once a particular selection of films is curated for a specific team or purpose, follows 
analysing and interpreting the films. The teams generally need a deep understanding of 
the practices and motives of the fieldwork participants, often focused on a particular 
topic such as: How do people keep themselves entertained while on the move? The 
edited films presented to these teams as the units to analyse, provide a clear starting 
point for the deeper analysis. Since the films are very accessible and can be viewed by 
themselves, without further explanation, team members who come new to this material 
feel that they can engage with it directly. This levels the playing field between 
researchers and team members, an important first step to help the teams create insights 
that they can truly own and defend. Collaborative sense making gives the best results as 
the insights created are owned by teams that helped to create them. To build a user-
centred case to answer a business question quickly and with consensus around video 
evidence.   
 

Conclusions 
Identifying user needs common across region, age and life-
stage 
By understanding what activities people are doing with technology in their lives, and 
analysing the needs and motivations for those actions, it is possible to make technology 
specifications meaningful and understand what user needs will be excluded from an 
experience. Developing the ‘Observing usage’ practice grew from piloting new ways of 
capturing data and demonstrating the analytical capabilities, which aided adoption 
across business groups and regional teams. 
 
Observing usage gave us scope to understand current users and consumers practices, 
workarounds, frustrations and successes on Nokia and competitor devices. Identifying 
robust observations of everyday usage to bring patterns of needs and motivations 
through analysis. 
 
By ensuring that ability, age, income and other aspects, which can be at the risk of 
exclusion in mainstream product development processes, were not a barrier to 
participation in the research, we sought to be inclusive of a wide spectrum of behaviours 
observed. Through STBY and Nokia moderation, teams recognising the value in needs 
and motivations edited into video evidence we maintained video assets that illustrated 
barriers and failures in everyday activities. Furthermore, with a research team that 
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ensured that all analysis and workshops maintained the inclusion of all valuable and 
illumining aspects of usage, rather than only examining one demographic. We were able 
to treat the evidence gathered as normative, not specialised or labelled “Inclusive” to the 
audience.  
 
Resonating with the design and business audience 
Providing rich evidence and thick description through short 3-minute videos engaged 
teams viscerally with the experiences of the user. By enabling an audience to observe 
the user’s experience first hand through video, and demonstrate how the environment, 
context of use, or interface could disable an activity, an audience in business and design 
were able to identify strongly with the problem. Recognising issues associated with one 
user, led to empathy for similar activities they themselves or other users did, and 
ultimately generated a sense of ownership and championship for the user in decision 
making. 
 
The video evidence also enabled the audience to link user needs regardless of 
demographic, ability, life-stage or attitude, gave the work created greater momentum for 
concept development, and means that wider population needs can be included within 
targeted products. 
 
De-mystifying user observations 
Video assets are carefully edited to communicate much of the context in the activity and 
behaviour. Providing consistent frameworks for the activities and thick description in 
each video gives robustness and makes for interesting viewing. Situating the benefits 
and frustrations for people during their activities contributed to a benefit led discussion 
within teams, rather than only a feature led discussion. 
 
The creation of video assets and longer compilation films pulled down the barriers of 
user understanding. Reassuring a design and business audience through the nature of a 
method that doesn’t try to mystify research methods or ability to observe everyday life. 
Without needing to understand how an observation and rich evidence was captured, the 
audience watch and became engaged with user behaviour, becoming strong advocates 
in sharing the knowledge of user needs. 
 
Longevity of the evidence 
Through the collections of video stories that contain user activities with thick descriptions 
of their context edited inherently within them, the data lives longer than the life of the 
teams in the fieldwork. Empowering an audience to watch a video alone or as part of an 
analysis set much of the knowledge encapsulated in one file, democratises the data and 
invites other teams to contribute to the library of assets, or conduct their own analysis 
without supervision. 
 
The case for further inclusion 
Prioritising accessibility within the video assets also allows particular user activities to 
remain prominent over several years. We estimate the data to be relevant for at least 5 
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years. Furthermore, within that, after two and a half years it is possible to see that 
particular user needs and user activities remain prominent to Nokia and the needs and 
motivations that inform future opportunity identification. As we have discussed, evidence 
captured with older users or those with different abilities have provided some of the 
strongest observations that are comparable with younger people’s needs and 
motivations. The continued wide spectrum of ages, abilities, regions and incomes is well 
demonstrated across the current set, with new areas for investigation focussing on 
knowledge gaps or new technology available. Regardless, strong evidence remains in 
the data set for a long time to inform future work. 
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Abstract 
Although the value of inclusive design is high, especially in ageing societies, inclusive 
design principles and methods have not been broadly used in industrial context. This 
paper analyses the findings of an empirical research conducted with industrial designers 
and clients – who commission the design to designers. The outcomes indicate some of 
the barriers to the adoption of inclusive design, such as the current way the market is 
considered and targeted, and; the way the designers are driven by the project’s brief and 
budget to orient their research strategy and activities. The paper proposes that by 
strategically supplying clients, designers or both together with information about 
inclusivity the current industrial mode would be improved. 
  
Keywords 
Design practice, new product development, industry, universal design, client and 
designer 
  

Introduction 
Many countries have faced the challenges related to the growing proportion of the 
elderly population. One of the challenges is the need to address problems that naturally 
results from the ageing process, such as the loss of physical, sensorial and cognitive 
capabilities. In this case, the best practice in new product development would be to 
consider a wide range of user capabilities while creating new design features to promote 
independent living among the elderly population. This is exactly the design principle 
advocated by inclusive design theory and practice. Consequently, in the current scenario 
the adoption of inclusive design in new product development seems to be appropriate.  
However, differently of what could be expected, inclusive design approaches have not 
been widely used [1; 2; 3]. In fact, the available tools and methods created along the last 
years to evaluate accessibility of new design concepts have been scarcely used. This 
may be a result of incompatibility issues of the available techniques with the design 
practice [4]; or the deficit of incentive to companies to adopt inclusive design [5]; or both.  
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The compatibility of inclusive design tools 
Past studies that reviewed current inclusive design tools indicated that one of the major 
issues is the stages in the process where the tools are intended to be used. They are 
either too earlier or too late to change the design under development [4; 6; 7]. 
To better integrate the techniques to the design practice it is necessary to understand 
the design process and the differences among design domains [8]. Additionally, it is 
important to understand the motivations behind the companies to adopt user-centred 
process. 
 
Companies’ motivation 
According to past studies the company that requests new designs are highly responsible 
for the adoption or non-adoption of inclusive design in the process [9; 2]. The studies 
highlight the need of providing information about inclusive design to clients, as well as 
improving current ways to inform designers. 
The need of recognizing clients and designers drivers in order to enhance the practice 
was one of the reasons of the study briefly presented in this paper. The methods and 
findings are summarised in the following sections. 
 

Methods 
The sample of 18 industrial designers was formed through five design agencies 
(Companies A, B, C, D and E on Table 1) based in the United Kingdom and one 
multinational company (Company G). The 7 stakeholders that participated in the study 
were from two large multinational companies and one small enterprise (Companies G, H 
and K respectively on Table 1). The stakeholders interviewed are familiarised with the 
process of representing the interests of the company commissioning the design to 
external design agencies. In this paper they are named clients. 
The aim was to understand how the design requirements are normally delivered at the 
beginning of the project and how the process evolves.  The data was transcribed and 
added to the notes from observations carried out with eight designers and notes from 
observations of design meetings. All the data were coded and then analysed.  
The findings were presented to the designers and the stakeholders in order to receive 
their feedback regarding the following: 
- the design process; 
- the way in which user requirements are dealt alongside the process; 
- the requirements considered by clients and designers while making decisions related to 
new product development. 
The outcomes of the feedback sessions corrected misunderstandings, confirmed some 
of the results and brought new insights to the research. In order to triangulate, it was 
used multiple data sources; different research methods; a careful coding process and 
the continued presentation of the outcomes to designers and clients. As a result, robust 
findings were built up. 
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Table 1: the participants and their position in the company 

Company No. of participants Participant Specialization 
Company A 2 Product Design Managers 

 2 Senior Product Designers  
 1 Interface Designer 

Company B 1 Product Designer Manager 
 1 Packaging Designer Manager 
 2 Senior Product Designers 
 2 Senior Packaging Designers 

 1 Graphic Designer 
Company C 1 Product Designer Manager 
Company D 2 Senior Product Designers 
Company E 1 Product Designer Manager 
Company G 2 Web Designers 

 1 Product Manager 
Company H 1 New Concept Manager 

 1 I&D Senior Researcher 
 1 Usability Manager 
 1 Usability Consultant 
 1 Product Manager 

Company K 1 Company’s Founder & Product Manager 
Total 8 

Companies 
18 
7 

Industrial Designers 
Stakeholders 

 
Findings 
Challenges faced by designers: the brief and project’s resources 
The brief is the initial source of information about the new product’s functionality, 
components, manufacturing, disposal and also the potential user’s information. The 
participants mentioned a similar process that happens at the initial stages of the design 
process: usually designers are guided by the ‘design brief’.  
Regarding the user’s information, it was highlighted that user’s data are restricted to 
market views, which means target market; normally general demographic information 
like age or social class. Regarding accessibility and usability in the brief, it was 
mentioned that it “is not something that always got designated time within the process” 
(Designer 1).  
In fact, according to the designers, sometimes the brief is focused on a main issue or a 
key requirement that drives the design activity compromising other requirements. For 
instance, some designers mentioned ‘design for manufacturing’ or ‘emotional design’. 
Nevertheless, according to the designers if it is part of the project requirement to 
consider accessibility, then they usually seek for data on books, tables, internet, or they 
would look for specifications in guidelines. 
All the designers interviewed stressed that user observation or user trials only take place 
if the research allowance considers that, which rarely happen. As a result, the users are 
hardly ever involved in the process. 
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Challenges faced by clients: the company requirements 
The clients mentioned that “there is a kind of trade off” within the company’s 
requirements before they make decisions. A common comment among the interviewees 
is that they make decisions based on the top priorities of the company.  
The number one priority according to the majority (6 of 7 clients) is the volume of sale 
and the delivery of profit to the business. One participant highlighted that they prioritize 
the projects based on “the volume value that the product lands into the business”. As a 
result, changes on design features, including changes towards improving accessibility or 
usability would happen if they make a difference on sales or bring advantages over 
competitors, which would increase the market share. 
 
The clients’ views of end-users 
During the interviews the clients described how they understand the end-users. The 
following extract from an interview explains how the company conducted a research with 
end-users. The research was conducted very early in the process with the conceptual 
design proposals: “[The design agency] did design 3 or 4 different products and we test 
very heavily in research.” 
When asked about the way the research was carried out, whether they used rapid 
prototypes, the client explained the following: 
“We do with images actually, because lot of brand is bought online or catalogues. So, 
actually, it is quite a good way to test them, to test them online, because it quite 
simulates the buying experience. So, if you convey the aspects into an image in that 
environment, then you are likely to be able to do it in a catalogue, which gives us an 
opportunity to get quite a number of people, which you wouldn’t do if you have 
prototypes. If you have prototypes, then you might go, do 50 people. Going to 8000 
gives you a rich and robust quantitative data.” (19:30 – Client 2) 
The quote above exemplifies what the clients normally talked when describing the 
companies’ attention to the end-users. The user requirements are consumer 
requirements based on market research. Market research normally covers the market 
needs, market share and consumer expectations. It does not cover user requirements 
related to accessibility and usability. 
Among all the clients interviewed implementing inclusive design in the design process 
would mean delaying and adding extra costs to the process. For some of them inclusive 
design seems to be associated to technology or concepts that are specific targeted at 
elderly or disabled people. The clients seem to be satisfied with the way new products 
are developed. They assume the designers will cope with accessibility and usability 
issues, as underlined in the comment below: 
“Good designs always take into account people’s needs anyway. There will always be 
extremes of uses that you might decide that you can’t afford, because it would make the 
product too expensive to deal with. [] So, you might decide that it makes more sense to 
design products in a first place to meet the mass market.” (02:09 – Client 4) 
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Design Decisions 
According to the study design decisions are made by designers and clients, both have 
power to change new design concepts. However, for each of them the reasoning 
process is based on different requirements and drivers. 
 
The designers decisions 
The designers described the design process as a trade-off activity that has to consider 
the functionality, aesthetics, manufacturing process, materials, components, usability, 
disposal and other requirements. According to them, the requirements are prioritized 
normally based on the brief, which often contains the key purpose of the project and the 
desirable characteristics of the design. Nevertheless, the decisions made by the 
designers consider not only the brief, but also the results of research, tests, evaluations 
and their own knowledge and experience. Figure 1 – left side frames the design decision 
process based on design requirements and drivers. 
 
The clients decisions 
The influence that clients exert in the design activity is indeed a fact that has to be 
considered before proposing improvements to the practice. In design processes where 
the designers are commissioned to create new products or interfaces, the design activity 
starts only after receiving a brief from the client (even if it is an informal brief). From the 
client perspective, however, there are several milestones before delivering the project. 
To make decisions, the clients take into account the company’s requirements such as: 
target market; market share; volume of sale; time to market; final price; market 
response; impact on brand; sustainability; social responsibility. Although company’s 
requirements may vary from one to another, the above aspects were indicated as those 
normally considered when decisions have to be made. The client reflects on these 
requirements, independently if the decision is to define the brief or to select design 
proposals later on in the process.  
According to the study, the client is influenced by the legislation, company strategy and 
company’s resource before making design decisions. Figure 1 outlines the driving forces 
that influence the client’s requirement prioritization process to make decisions alongside 
the design process.  
 

Inclusive design in industrial contexts 
The brief, the research and the evaluations carried out by the designers seem to be 
sturdily dependent on clients’ views, procedures and funding for the project. As 
mentioned by Gill [10], small to medium-sized design consultancies tend to face the 
pressure of costs and tight deadlines from the client, which constrain the designer’s 
decisions. Moreover, the clients’ knowledge of end-user influences the emphasis given 
to research and the way it is conducted.  
The study found out that in cases where clients’ awareness of their market includes the 
understanding of end-users needs related to accessibility and usability (only 1 in 7 
clients interviewed), they influence the design process towards more user-centre design. 
However, in industrial contexts, the design process commonly ignores the need of taking 
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into account different individuals capabilities to promote equity of use of everyday 
products. On the one hand it is a consequence of the way companies runs their 
business and how they view the market. On the other hand it is a result of the way 
designers conduct their work, which reflects the way design is taught in the university. 
Design higher-education has neglected their role in changing the designers’ attitudes 
towards user-centered design or co-design.  
The responses of the designers in this study confirmed that direct involvement with 
users rarely happens in commercial projects; a problem already underlined in past 
literature [11; 3]. Users are consumers and their profiles are brought to designers in the 
form of target markets, which generally consist of a demographic view of potential 
buyers. User’s requirements, such as those related to the diverse range of physical, 
sensorial and cognitive capabilities, are not part of the market information normally 
provided by the client. Clients’ views of the market seem to be limited to mass market, 
where the elderly and disabled people are not included. 
In the current scenario it seems to us that clients assume that designers will consider 
usability and accessibility while designing, whilst designers assume the client will 
request user-centered process or allow more resources (time and budget) to conduct 
user trials. As a result of their assumptions the inclusivity of the final product is normally 
very disappointing. 
This paper suggests strategic places in the process where clients and designers could 
be supplied with information about inclusivity in order to increase the inclusivity of new 
designs.  
 

Strategic occasions for inclusive design adoption 
According to the findings, clients and designers, make decisions related to the design. 
This may happen separately while clients are defining the project, even before briefing 
the designers; or when designers are creating new concepts, before presenting new 
ideas to the client; or design decisions are made by both together, when clients and 
designers meet to discuss the project. Therefore, there are three ways to promote 
greater inclusivity into the design practice: 1) by informing clients while elaborating the 
brief; 2) by informing designers while generating new concepts, and; 3) by informing 
designers and clients in design meetings. Figure 1 highlights the occasions (1 and 2) 
where clients and designers could benefit from inclusivity information. 
 
Before commissioning the project: informing clients 
If information about accessibility and inclusion were considered by clients when they 
select a project to commission to designers or while they elaborate the brief, they would 
understand the gap between market data and user’s needs. This could encourage them 
to build a brief focused on user, which would influence the entire process in adopting 
user-centered approaches. 
The priorities established in the brief are powerful influences alongside the project. 
Therefore, inclusivity should be part of the brief as a key requirement if user needs are 
expected to be considered in the design process.
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Figure 1: A conceptual client-designer framework: defining strategic occasions to inform both about inclusivity 
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During ideas generation: informing designers 
Tools and methods could support design decision towards more inclusive design. During 
the time that designers are making decisions they can be influenced by research, test 
and evaluation results that promote inclusivity. 
 
During design meetings: informing clients and designers at the 
same time 
Design projects are pretty much driven by the decisions made by clients and designers. 
Strategic occasions where these decisions happen are the meetings or ‘checkpoints’ 
established by designers and clients. The meetings are used to specify and discuss the 
project (number 1 on Figure 1 refers to this occasion) and to present and discuss the 
ideas generated (number 2 on Figure 1 refers to these occasions).  
Therefore, to support the development of more inclusive designs, one way is to inform 
both - designers and clients - about inclusivity while design decisions are made. 
 

Conclusion 
The paper supports a better understanding of challenges faced by product developers, 
which hinder the adoption of inclusive design. The framework presented in the study 
elucidates places in the process where information about inclusivity could be supplied. It 
is advantageous to inform clients at the very beginning, when selecting a project or when 
elaborating the brief. In particular, this would enable them to improve their practice 
notably by: a) recognising the gap between market data and user’s needs; b) the 
information could encourage them to build a brief focused on the user; c) it could 
influence the allocation of the budget to benefit user-centred evaluations; and d) it could 
support the designer along the entire process to adopt user-centred approaches. 
The paper emphasises the importance of design meetings. According to the findings the 
client continuously influences the direction of the project since the first meeting with the 
designers, and then each round of ideas presentations or project discussion. The 
designers, on the other hand, have the opportunity through the meetings to persuade 
clients towards their understanding of the new concept design. In other words, the client-
designer meeting is a crucial formative stage where inclusivity could be fully integrated. 
The paper establishes a need for proposal for inclusive design intervention to be used in 
design meetings, which considers company’s requirements and design requirements to 
support more inclusive design decisions. 
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Abstract: The review demonstrates an international interest in the area of this study, from 
a diverse range of professional backgrounds, government policies and charitable 
organisations. This paper details the aim of the literature review, the review methodology 
and key findings grouped around eight emerging themes. It concludes that homeliness is a 
complex concept, which is highly individual; however there are common elements which will 
be of greater or lesser importance to an individual depending on their previous experience, 
present situation, and future aspirations. 

Keywords: Homeliness, residential care, environment, design, older people, domesticity. 

Introduction: Despite homeliness being studied across many disciplines, there is a 
lack of clarity in the guidance and literature as to what makes a care home ‘homely’, and 
how the designer should best approach the task. The default position appears to be that a 
place is ‘homely’ if it is not institutional and small in scale (Lundgren, [17], Calkins, [3]).  
The need to revisit existing literature surrounding ‘homeliness’ is suggested by Moore 
([21]:207) who argued for: ‘a move from psychological studies of personal and experiential 
aspects of a home to a sociological context sensitive focus on the experience and use              
of home’.  Mallet [18] acknowledged that homeliness is a ‘multiconceptual’ issue, and is 
critical of many studies for being uni-disciplinary in nature, and focusing only on one issue.  
While Mallet refers to the ‘dream home’, ‘actual home’, ‘ideal home’ and ‘haven’,  this author 
found that concepts from the literature included home as space, home as place, design 
features,  homeliness, home and identity and specific rooms. 

Aim of the Study: This review seeks to critically appraise the existing literature 
with regarding the design of ‘homely’ care homes, and to identify any conflicts and/or gaps in 
the existing body of knowledge.	   
Review Method: Systematic literature reviews endeavour to objectively identify, 
appraise and summarise all relevant published evidence pertaining to the subject or 
research question. It differs from a traditional review in that objectives, search terms and 
appraisal criteria are all made explicit, in order that the review can be replicated by others. 
Hawker, Payne, Kerr et al (2002) discuss the difficulties in using this methodology where the 
source material originates from a number of disciplinary backgrounds,  as different 
disciplines did not use the same terminology consistently.  This meant that the search 
process was iterative in nature, being constantly refined with each search.   Garcia-Mira, et 
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al [7] reiterates these difficulties in examining the problems of integrating social sciences 
research into housing with architecture.   

“[Second] there may be a conflict between the knowledge generation goals of science 
and the objective of application required by design professions; science defines the 
problem narrowly in order to secure knowledge generation such that this makes the 
knowledge so context specific that it may not be generalisable for practical application.” 

They particularly highlight the varying assumptions each discipline brings regarding the 
relationship between people and environment.  In addition, they introduced the problems of 
integrating knowledge gained from the user perspective into professional practice.  

Search Strategy and methodology:  This review involved a search of the 
electronic databases Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), 
PsycInfo, SocIndex, Medline, www.architecture.com and www.artandarchitecture.complete 
via EBSCOhost.  Key words used were home*, residential care, design, environment* with 
domestic* being substituted for home* in the latter two databases to better reflect the 
language used in the architectural literature.  The wildcard * was used to capture all terms 
associated with the root, for example home* captured terms such as homely, homelike or 
homeliness. These terms were identified from key words in the early relevant studies, as 
most likely to identify relevant literature. The search was restricted to literature between 
January 1997 to January 2011, in order to capture the literature that had been produced 
following the development of the national care standards in the UK; and by age groups to 
exclude children, as whilst childhood has a strong influence on feelings of ‘being at home’, 
children have less autonomy in creating/choosing their physical environment (Garcia-Mira, et 
al [7]; Haddad, [8]).    
A rapid, but reliable means of filtering the searches had to be developed, before a more in-
depth assessment of the articles could take place. This took the form of identifying where the 
search terms appeared in the text, with the greater number of terms occurring and those 
recurring throughout the piece being considered worthy of further examination.   The 
potential for recognising emerging themes was also considered a positive indicator.  These 
two considerations overcame the diversity issues arising from the disparate source material.  
Those articles that were positively assessed were then synthesised to provide a narrative 
literature review. Assessment of the quality of a source considered peer review, 
methodology, and contribution to the evolving themes.  Duplicate records were eliminated 
and, where the search object could not be sourced either electronically or physically, it was 
excluded.  Several articles were not of sufficient quality as described by the Reviewers 
Manual (Joanna Briggs Institute, [13]); however these news items and opinion articles 
demonstrated a high awareness of the topic at ground level.  A summary of results (Table 1: 
Breakdown of Results.) demonstrates an international interest in the subject. The findings 
are discussed under the themes that emerged from the literature. 

Table 1: Breakdown of Results.  

Source	  
Design	  Based	  
Arts	  and	  Humanities	  
Health	  and	  Social	  Sciences	  

Number	  
24	  
6	  
61	  

Area	  of	  Origin	  
Europe	  
North	  America	  
Australasia	  	  
Asia	  

Number	  
31	  
46	  
11	  
1	  

 

Findings: 
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1   Domesticity:	  	  Januarius [12] studies photographs of miners houses in the 1950’s in 
Belgium, to explore how the house became transformed into a home.  The area was 
selected as it was a new development.  Each cottage had a garden, for vegetable 
cultivation, promoting a green and healthy environment. Januarius [12] notes the rise in the 
purchase of consumer good coming from increased economic prosperity, and questions the 
meaning of these goods, both in terms of how they added to the domestic nature of the 
house, and to feelings of identity.  This is relevant to residential care settings where 
residents are encouraged to bring personal items with them, and standards require a homely 
environment.  The photographs focus on the family unit in the living/dining rooms and 
kitchens of the house – the public areas of the private space.  Comment is made on the 
decoration, floor covering, ornaments and furniture, as clues to the status of the families as 
read by the photographer. Araujo [1], explores pattern and its relationship to the home.  She 
asserts that the discovery of pattern is inherent in the human experience of making.  This 
applies to the making of home as much as to the production of a piece of needlework, or 
knitting.  As the concept of home developed and spaces became more defined as private 
and public, comfort began to be introduced.  This was in the form of cushions, carpets and 
other embellishments, which also added texture and colour to the home, and as an output of 
personal creativity. As pattern in decoration and furnishings can be used to stimulate or to 
soothe, so can the patterns of domestic activity.  Repetitive tasks can be used to soothe, or 
to allow the mind to wander.   Rice [26] describes the architectural features used in Bear 
Cottage, Australia to provide a domestic appearance appealing to children, while still 
providing the facilities required for hospice care.  He details how the site is used to reduce 
the visible mass of the building, and how the entrance is scaled to domestic proportions.  
This is a distinct move away from much of the inclusive design guidance for public buildings, 
for example  British Standards Institute (2009) , which generally recommends prominent 
entrances that are clearly recognisable and afford shelter during access and egress.  This 
level of detail concerning room adjacencies, colour palette and environmental control has not 
been found in the care home literature, only more general building shape and configuration.  
This perhaps reflects a devaluation of older people, or that children’s hospice design is of 
more interest and prompts more innovative thinking. 

2    Homeliness:	  Robertson and Fitzgerald [27] describe the creation of ambience within 
the care home as a complex interplay between the physical and social environments.  Not 
only does this article highlight the interplay between the physical building and the 
management approach, it also highlights the ‘environmental press’ as described by Lawton 
(1994).  Here the combined features of the buildings and management approaches led to 
very clear expectations of how both staff and residents would behave.  Similarly, Hauge and 
Heggen [9] asked what characterised a homelike care home, and if the move to smaller units 
and private rooms made a difference to the daily routine of the residents. They define home 
as a private space, over which one has control, which is the predominant space for personal 
relationships and has a strong symbolic meaning for each individual.  Like Hiedegger (1962), 
they describe the doorway as the boundary between home and the outside.  Rather than 
seeing the home as a source of identity, they see its symbolism as an expression of 
independence.   

Leith ([15]:319) introduces the popular opinion that “To some degree, the multiplicity in 
meaning of the concept of home appears to be related to societal differences between the 
genders, be they real or perceived.” 

This opinion stems from women fulfilling approved societal roles within the home, such as 
housewife, homemaker and mother.  These roles may have given women a degree of 
control over the home, and for some a strong identity; but were devalued by men, whose 
status derived from position and income.  This may be true for the some generations of 
women.  Mowl et al (2000) and Varley (2008) both explored men’s attitudes in relation to the 
home as a dwelling place or family unit, but there appears to be a lack of studies focusing 
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specifically on male residents in care homes.  It is possible that older men, having 
traditionally spent more time out of the domestic home, have a stronger need to feel 
connected to the outdoors (De Witt, Ploeg and Black, [5]) than women.   This reinforces the 
stance that the grounds of the care home should be considered as both essential and 
integral components of the residential environment. 

3   Home and Identity:	  Lipsedge [16], Lees-Maffei [14], Januarius [12], Olesen [23] and 
Araujo [1] all concur that the roles, routines, decoration and personal possessions used in 
the home contribute to a sense of identity and are used to express that sense of self to 
visitors to the public spaces of the home.  Cipriani, Kreider, Sapaluk et al (2009) thought that 
familiar objects embodied a sense of identity, and were important in imbuing a sense of 
continuity and connectedness with the wider community.  This was seen as particularly 
important at times of transition as their familiarity provided a sense of comfort while the 
residents settled into their new home, served as a means of preserving the person’s identity 
and preserved a sense of control. One of the recommendations of the study was that staff 
should be taught to recognise the importance of these objects and use them in order to get 
to know the resident more quickly and in greater depth. 

4   Home as Space:	  Garcia-Mira et al [7] describe the residential environment as critical 
to human well-being; as much of mankind’s time is spent in buildings, the spaces they 
provide for different functions and the spaces between these buildings are important in 
imbuing a mental construct of belonging, security and well-being.  When examining the 
physical environment in a residential setting for people with Alzheimer’s disease, Danes 
(2002) suggests that in order for social functioning to be sustained, the layout of the physical 
space and room adjacencies must be carefully designed.  While recommending that spaces 
for programmed activities should have visibility, variety and familiarity, it is the spaces for 
non-programmed activity that are considered most important.  

De Witt, Ploeg and Black [5] carried out a qualitative study into the meaning of living alone 
for older women with dementia, using Heidegger’s [11] philosophy to inform their 
interpretation of their findings. Heidegger proposes that space is a fundamental 
characteristic of the human existence which is felt and/or created through interaction with 
individuals and their surroundings.  Although De Witt, Ploeg and Black [5] studied women 
living alone, their study is relevant to the care home environment, as it provides greater 
understanding of older people’s conflicts between their fears surrounding remaining at home 
and their fears of having to move into care. A lack of connection with other residents can be 
considered as a lack of interaction with their surroundings which in turn influences their 
creation of space. Heidegger [11] used the metaphor of the threshold to describe the 
experience of living alone.  It is the middle space between ‘being here’ and ‘being there’.  De 
Witt, Ploeg and Black [5] continue to explain how their findings related to four sub-themes of 
living on the threshold (see Figure1: Summary of Living on the Threshold).	  

Theme	   Issues	  and	  Conflicts	  

Living	  on	  the	  Threshold	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Being	  here	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Closed	  in	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  Opened	  up	  

	   Being	  there	  

	   Being	  out	  

	  	   Keeping	  out	  	  

Constant	  balancing	  of	  conflicts	  

Comfort	  v.	  Anxiety	  

Isolation	  v.	  security	  

Connection	  without	  contact	  

Failure	  v.	  Security	  

Connection	  v.	  isolation	  

Threat	  avoidance	  

Figure 1: Summary of Living on the Threshold 
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6   Home as Place:	  	  Rowles [28] states that the spaces in our life are given meaning 
as they become the places of our life, and, at the same time meaning becomes embedded 
in place.  He asserts that where each person is currently is understood in terms of where 
each person has been and is going.  There are several component parts involved in this 
understanding:  

• The way in which each person uses their environment.  

• Awareness of the environment.   

• Emotion.  	  

The difficulty of defining home is discussed by Fitzgerald and Robertson [6] when exploring the 
places and non-places of residential homes in New Zealand.  Home was found to be an 
ambiguous term by the participants as they needed clarification as to whether questions were 
related to the care home or ‘my home’.    For some, home was related to location for example 
rural versus urban, while for others home was more concerned with the people and objects that 
had constituted home wherever the location.  The two care homes involved in the study were of 
different design and ambience, one viewed as homelike (older, eclectic mix of buildings, highly 
personalised) and the other as hotel-like (new-build, corporate furnishings). Each provoked 
different behaviours, but also the residents expressed satisfaction with each.  This was 
especially true with regard to privacy; those living in the hotel-style home discussed staying 
behind closed doors much of the time, while those in the homelike home seemed to recognise 
that there were more nuanced differences in privacy between ‘home’ and an institution. 

Fitzgerald and Robertson ([6]:56) describe the criteria for a non-place as being solitude, a lack 
of history which causes loss of identity, a place to which there are admission criteria and a 
place in which the range and form of interactions used differ from the norm. “Solitude was 
certainly one aspect of life which the interviewees mentioned frequently with the comment that 
relationships with other residents were no longer so important and were even problematic in 
various ways. “The potential for a care home to become a non-place is therefore evident.  In 
accepting a potential non-place as a residence it is suggested there has to be some emotional 
compensation.  In this study of New Zealanders, this took the form of a feeling of safety and 
perceived family approval.  The strategies that were employed in the homelike home to prevent 
it becoming a non-place included an eclectic mix of furnishings and decor, use of personal 
possessions; an informal relationship between staff and residents and a mutually supportive 
attitude between residents. 

7   Specific Rooms:	  Olin and Jansson [24] suggest that the private domains of group living 
have been considered so important in recent years that the value of common areas has 
become both undervalued and largely ignored.  The authors remark that home life provides an 
arena for social activities as well as for privacy, and therefore these common areas must have 
impact on people’s feelings of connectedness and sense of security.  They classify space into 
four categories: public, half-public, half private and private.  These are defined by the control of 
access to, and freedom of movement within, these spaces.  This article demonstrates how 
three aspects of the environment combine to create very different experiences for the resident; 
there is no suggestion of one being better than the other.  It also demonstrates the power 
imbalance in the relationship between the staff and residents. 

Nagy [22] summarises design approaches and post-occupancy evaluations of kitchens in 
residential homes for people with Alzheimer’s disease but which also promote inclusive living. 
The kitchens are designed to support the seven goals, the first two of which are given here: 

1. Provide familiar and domestic features to promote comfortable home-like feelings and 
interactions between residents, staff, families, and visitors.  
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2. Provide areas and features for individual use and personalisation to enable residents to 
control, occupy, and be at home in their own spaces.  

Post-occupancy evaluations revealed that kitchens had to be large enough to allow staff to 
be doing paperwork alongside residents, and had to have immediate access to living/dining 
areas.  This facilitated spontaneous interactions to take place, however lack of staff offices 
meant that a staff rest room had to be provided for breaks.  Direct access to a porch/garden 
was also desirable.  Nagy [22] claims that these post-occupancy evaluations demonstrated a 
slowing in the progression of the disease, but no further information was provided as to how 
this claim was calculated. 

In an earlier study McDaniel, Hunt, Hackes et al [20] carried out a case study investigation 
into the design of the dining room for residents with Alzheimer’s disease. They compared 
two dining rooms in the same facility with particular regard to the effects of light and noise on 
nutritional intake.  Although the noise levels were higher, and the lighting levels lower, 
nutritional intake was higher in the smaller unit.  Recommendations were made to improve 
the lighting and noise levels in both areas; however it appears that the size of the 
environment had the most impact. 

8   Design Features in the Care Home:	  Parker, Barnes, McKee et al, (2004) 
reiterate the importance of good design for care home environments and discuss the core 
difficulties for designers researching design considerations in their Design in Caring 
Environments Study.  These include: 

• Lack of inclusion on the needs of frail older people in the academic curricula of 
architects and designers, 

• Lack of input to the research from building users, 

• Lack of post-occupancy evaluation of buildings, resulting in a lack of feedback to 
architects, planners and designers, and 

• Constraints on research methodology. 

Calkins [3] in a review of the literature concerning long-term care design since 2002, 
supports the findings of Parker, Barnes, McKee et al, (2004), regarding size of care homes 
from the viewpoint of activities of daily living (ADL) and quality of life (QoL) outcomes.  She 
also attempts to address one of the constraints in research methodology by suggesting 
common definitions of the terminology used to describe different design models: unit, pod, 
cluster, household and neighbourhood.  Although agreeing these smaller units have better 
outcomes for friendship, mobility and a lower incidence of anxiety and depression, she also 
reports that there is a higher incidence of aggression but lower use of restraint in these units.  
Van Haitsma, Curyto, Calkins et al [31] used building configuration to examine well-being 
and activity, as opposed to social density.  Calkins [3], suggests their classification of 
hallway-based, open-plan or mixed design, particularly when considered alongside size, 
better facilitates comparison of similar sized facilities.  

As Rowles [28] highlighted, way finding is an important feature in reducing stress and 
distress.  Calkins [3], reviewed three studies, most of which focused on signage.  There is 
agreement that signage or landmarks are the most useful way finding features providing that 
they are suitably positioned, however there is a lack of agreement over the use of pattern 
and other ‘homely’ décor.  While this is seen as helpful in differentiating areas, there is 
evidence that some patterns can be viewed as barriers, and therefore must be used with 
caution.   
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The review of studies of lighting and its effect on sleep, agitation and engagement in activity 
again revealed a lack of consensus.  This again may be due to differences in study 
objectives and design.  Where agreement has been reached is in the benefits of having 
higher lighting levels to prevent falls.   

Two studies were found relating to carpet as a floor covering. Carpets are often recorded as 
a source of falls, although this frequently appears to be due to maintenance issues, and 
while they can contribute to the homelike quality of a care space, add to noise reduction, and 
provide a softer surface for falling on, they can also cause drag resistance for those 
residents using mobility equipment.   Another potential benefit of carpeting is the low 
reflectivity value, thereby preventing pools of light or glare on the floor surface that may be 
misinterpreted as wet or slip hazards.  Dickinson, Shroyer, Elias et al (2001) found that 
balance in healthy older adults was not significantly affected by the use of carpet and pad.  
Perrit, McCune and McCune [25] examined the effect of texture and pattern on walking 
speed and incidents in people with Alzheimer’s disease.  Carpets having least detrimental 
effects had small motifs with low colour contrast, and loop-level texture.  No literature was 
found reporting the preferences of care home residents with regard to floor coverings. 

Calkins [3], includes a review of studies concerning both dining rooms and bedrooms, 
however many of these measured interventions which were concerned with social density, 
lighting levels and the use of colour and contrast rather than room specific features.  She 
also raises the point that it is inadequate to describe somewhere as ‘homely’ by virtue of 
describing it as non-institutional.   

It could be argued that many of the outcomes of the above studies place more emphasis on 
safety, rather than homeliness: few domestic properties use signage, or concern themselves 
consciously with carpet and lighting levels other than on a personally pleasing aesthetic 
basis. 

8   The Outdoors as Part of the Home:	  Bengtsson and Carlsson [2] support Cross 
[4] in her assertion that it is a designer’s duty to make places beautiful and attractive as this 
encourages both the use of, and attachment to, these places.  They used focus groups with 
staff to explore the use of the outdoors by the residents of three nursing homes in Sweden. 
Staff were selected for their knowledge of residents with a diverse range of abilities, as much 
of the current design guidance centres on facilities for those residents with dementia.  Two 
main themes and ten sub-themes were found relating to the design and content of the 
outdoor environment. As the climate in the south of Sweden is not dissimilar to Scotland, the 
same issues arose surrounding the need for shelter from both wind and rain, as well as an 
expression of enjoyment at just being able to sit with one’s eyes shut and enjoy the sun.  
Familiarity was a theme in its own right, but also contributed to the theme of security: the 
grounds or patios of two of the homes were both familiar to the residents but also were 
situated in close proximity to the access/egress points of the units.  Staff commented that 
residents did not need to be far from the home to feel ‘away’: perhaps suggesting these 
residents did feel at home here as they were happier remaining close to the threshold as 
proposed by Hiedegger (1962).  Access to surrounding life was the second theme to 
emerge, which maps well to the ‘being out’ and ‘opened –up’ components of the study by De 
Witt, Ploeg and Black [5]  Apart from enjoying the sensory aspects of being outdoors, staff 
found residents enjoyed being able to see the wider activity in the neighbourhood and that 
the changing flora stimulated both interaction and reminiscence. Staff also perceived that 
visitors felt more at ease in the grounds, a more private place than the communal living 
areas. Aware of the importance of the outdoors, Stigsdotter and Grahn [30] explore the 
concept of healing gardens from the theoretical perspective of different disciplines, and from 
the user perspective. Similar to the studies of home, these researchers begin by exploring 
the concept of a garden.  The garden, they report, can be conceptualised as a room or 
rooms, surrounded by a perimeter, with walls floor and ceiling.  As with the indoor 
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environment these aspects can be clearly defined, of different materials and add to a feeling 
of safety and security.   What is deemed important is that the garden is made from living 
materials which change from season to season, as opposed to hard landscaping.  This is 
thought to foster an appreciation of life, and of hope.   

Conclusion  
This literature review has demonstrated the complexity of defining home, and the 
subsequent difficulty of creating a homely environment in care homes.  There is a vast 
diversity in both the literature found and the disciplinary backgrounds of the researchers.  
Unfortunately much of the research is not of sufficient quality, as defined by the Joanna 
Briggs Institute [13].  Several of the studies were inconclusive; however there does appear to 
be some consensus across the different disciplines as to some important features shared by 
both design for dementia and inclusive thinking.   These include size, with smaller being 
better; it is recommended therefore that large facilities should be sub-divided into smaller 
units of not more than 12 beds.  Similarly, the provision of a garden is highly valued, 
however this should be incorporated into the design of the building, and include seating and 
shelter. The provision of natural light, and a view of activity from windows, is also a well-
regarded feature. Also highlighted was the difficulty of involving residents in the research, 
even though much of the research found was interview or survey based.  Quality of life 
studies and environmental screening tools also featured strongly.  A future study needs to be 
carried out to investigate these screening tools further; the number of these alone suggests 
dissatisfaction in the research community with what is available. 

Over and above the physical environment the literature supports the need to have clear 
selection criteria for people choosing to move into a care home, and suggests that this 
transition is more likely to be successful if the older person is actively involved in both 
decision-making and selection.   Similarly emotion is highly influential in whether or not an 
older person feels at home in a residential home and more positive emotions towards the 
residential home can be supported by this involvement, the preservation of personal routines 
and social networks, and the personalisation of their surroundings. 

Rybczynski (1986) proposed an onion theory of domesticity, revealing layer on layer of 
meaning, and which, when dissected lost its overall form.  An alternative is a kaleidoscope 
model, as used by Mausner [19] who carried out a content analysis of fourteen interviews 
when developing a defining model of the concept of the natural environment.  As she found 
people made individualised links between her emergent themes, and attributed different 
meanings to the same element, it is likely that the kaleidoscope model can be used 
successfully in this study.  The three reflective mirrors of the kaleidoscope being the past 
experience of home, the ideal of home and the actual lived experience of home. The key 
features of the environment identified by the participants will act as the pattern pieces, 
varying in placement and size to represent the complexity and individuality of people’s 
perceptions of home. The study will potentially inform the design of the physical 
environment, as well as standards and practice.    
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Abstract 
‘Active aging’, as a future direction of the current aging society, in principle encourages 
elderly people to contribute the development of the society by using their skills and 
experiences. Activating the elderly people as co-designers, however, is not always easy, 
especially in a local setting with conservative culture, where people are more familiar to 
social change given by the government than initiating the change. In this paper, we 
present a design case for active aging in a Chinese rural area called Fengxi and discuss 
what kind of local challenges we encountered when co-designing with the retirees and 
how the co-design process was shaped accordingly. Besides the resulting design 
concept of a multi-generational service, Honglo community, discussions in this paper 
include a finding that gradual participation in the co-design process itself enabled the 
Chinese rural retirees to recognize value of their skills and to activate their mindset.   
 
Keywords 
Aging population; active aging; China; co-creation; co-design; ceramic culture; service 
design  
  

Introduction  
A design community has been recently very active in applying design thinking and 
practices to deal with societal challenges, such as aging population or marginalized 
communities (e.g. [4], [10], [15]). These studies aim to involve local people from the early 
phase of the project so as to identify what is relevant to the local people and their 
context, to bring their indigenous knowledge in the design decision making process. 
Activating local people as co-designers who can bring a change in their own 
environment, however, is not always an easy task. It is especially challenging when a 
project for social change takes place in an area with conservative culture, where the idea 
of co-design and participatory social innovation is foreign.   
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In this paper, we present a design case for active aging in a Chinese rural area called 
Fengxi. This small town in Southern part of China has a long history of ceramic culture, 
and there are many retirees from ceramic factories. The project aimed to activate 
everyday life of the rural ceramic retirees by encouraging them to utilize their ceramic 
skills for new purposes. By doing so, the project also aimed at conserving the ceramic 
culture in Fengxi. We planned a project so that we could design a senior service through 
creative collaboration with the retirees and other stakeholders such as senior community 
organizers, local ceramic factories, ceramic teachers and young students. When the 
project was introduced to the ceramic retirees in Fengxi, we however noticed that the 
retirees were sceptical and insecure about their participation in the project. In the 
Chinese rural area like Fengxi, social changes are usually delivered by the government 
and the local people are more familiar to such a ‘top-down’ practice. For the retirees, It 
was challenging to see that they could actually initiate and contribute the societal 
development.    

We present in this paper what kind of local challenges we encountered when co-
designing with retirees in the Chinese rural area and how we shaped the co-design 
process accordingly. The resulting process was built on three main principles: firstly, 
step-by-step engagement; secondly, human-scale and empathic approach to the retirees 
as well as other stakeholders; lastly, engaging and empowering through hands-on 
activities. Besides the resulting design concept of a multi-generational service, called 
Honglo ceramic community, discussions in this paper include a finding that the retirees 
in Fengxi became able to recognize value of their experiences and skills for the service 
development and to have a more active attitude through gradual engagement in the co-
design process.  
 

Active Aging as a Global solution, But How to 
Activate Local Seniors?  
By 2050, over 30 percent of Chinese population will be over 60 years old. Growing aging 
population in rural areas in China is even more problematic because 85 percent of 
elderly people are suffering from mental problems due to social isolation and unhealthy 
life styles. ‘Active aging’, which was initiated from Europe, too emerges as a new 
direction for the aging society of China [7]. ‘Active aging’ in principle encourages elderly 
people to contribute the development of the society by using their skills and experiences 
[4]. However, most of current programs are given by the government, rather than 
engaging everyday practices, real interests and capabilities of local elderly people in the 
decision making process.   

In a rural Chinese area like Fengxi, the co-design mindset and practices for social 
changes is foreign to many people. When we met a group of the ceramic retirees for the 
first time, they showed passive and sceptical attitudes towards our approach. The 
retirees felt that the design aim was too big for them and did not believe that ‘ordinary 
people’ could influence the societal situation. They were willing to help, but it was to help 
us get our design work done, rather than to contribute the actual service development. 
For example, some of them responded: “Just tell me what you want to know, and I can 
write it for you. You can rewrite it if you want.” In addition, they did not even feel 
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confident that they could make good contributions to our design project, because they 
were ‘too ordinary and uninteresting’. Given this situation, it was imperative for the 
design team to consider how to encourage the local participants to see value of their 
local knowledge and skills. Consequently our co-design process was built based on 
following three main ideas:  
· Firstly, we designed a series of activities for step-by-step engagement from opening 

personal dialogues with the retirees through empathic probes [17], building motivation 
and emotional commitment through ceramic making workshop and cooking together; 
to collecting stories and generating ideas through customer journey development and 
to experiencing a solution space through service prototyping [2] [6]. This approach of 
step-by-step engagement was applied not only for the retirees but also for other 
stakeholders. Relevant stakeholders were gradually identified as the solution space 
was framed and re-framed through collaboration with the retirees.  

· Secondly, our tools and practices aim to allow a human-sized and empathic 
perspective [12] [18] towards the retirees and other stakeholders in a large service 
network [20]. With such perspective, we aimed to bring not only the retirees’ personal 
experiences and needs but also those of other stakeholders. At the same time, we 
developed a stakeholder map in a service network, which evolves as the solution 
space is framed and re-framed, so that we could still have a holistic and systemic 
view on a large service network, maintaining human-perspective. These parallel 
techniques help us zoom-in and zoom-out in service design.  

· Lastly, we applied visual and tangible tools for the local participants to reflect on and 
project their experiences, as well as to envision design ideas together. These tools 
include probes materials, ceramic making activities, customer-journey mapping and 
service prototyping. These visual, hands-on techniques provided a grip for the 
retirees to participate in the design activity and served as a share language for 
different stakeholders to collaborate in the design process.  

 

Step-by-step engagement through co-design 
Empathic Probes for Reflection and Dialogues   
As the first step to engage the ceramic retirees in Fengxi, we applied empathic probes 
[16]. Besides the goal of understanding their personal experiences, we also aimed at two 
things with the empathic probes: first, we hoped that the retirees could have an 
opportunity to reflect on their past, current and future lives by going through the probe 
task; second, we hoped our probes design can communicate the meaning of the project 
to the retirees as a way of building personal dialogues with them [8].   

We carefully designed the probes not only on the tasks but also on visual and tangible 
elements. The probes consisted of a workbook that contains various tasks, including 
asking the retirees to browse their old photo albums and pick three unforgettable 
memories and to think of what has changed after retirement; inspiration cards containing 
visual images that can remind them of the time when they were more active in the 
society; and a set of small reminder cards that they can carry with. As the seniors were 
worried about their writing skills, we tried to assure them that they could just focus on 
expressing their real thoughts rather than writing good sentences.  
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Depression from role-change and a passive attitude  
After collecting the probe returns, we visited the retirees’ homes again and had an in-
depth interview with each participant on our first interpretation. The findings revealed 
that the retirees seemed to have strong frustration due to the role change after 
retirement. In the probes, one of the participants took a photo of TV soap opera as the 
most boring activity. Later we learned that he used to be a very important person for 
supporting his family. He values productive activities, but was feeling frustrated that 
there are not many productive activities he could do nowadays. Another participant took 
a photo of herself staying alone at home to express her boredom. This participant 
actually wanted to learn how to dance at a dancing club nearby. However, she did not do 
there because she could not find a company to go together. Similarly one female retiree 
wanted to organize some activities, but she was afraid to bother others. Some retirees 
expressed that they feel too old to try new things and create dreams. In their opinion, 
daily lives of elderly people should not be crazy and they should learn to be satisfied with 
staying calm and sit back.  
 
Retirees do not value their ceramic knowledge 

From the probe returns, it was surprising to us that the ceramic retirees actually do not 
value their work much. In the dairy, one retiree described her ceramic career:  

“I am just an ordinary worker. I worked hard by following the order. What I wanted to 
achieve was meet the requirement of the factory. When I started working in the 
factory, I only received 17 Yuan per month. One year later, the salary only raised 2 
Yuan. And it was until, 1978 or 79, the salary was raised to 38 Yuan….”  
In her mind, her knowledge for making ceramics was only a tool for making a living but 

not as culture or art. Rather than focusing on the creativity of the product, she needed to 
focus on productivity and efficiency. When we introduced the idea of inheriting her 
ceramic knowledge to other people, she felt surprised. In her opinion, as normal ceramic 
retirees, her skills are not special or valuable to share with other people.  

 
Three-step co-creation workshops: Sensitizing, Reflecting and 
Envisioning  
The findings from the probes led us to explore whether encouraging them to participate 
in productive activities and to experience knowledge sharing could help them see 
potentials and motivate them. We especially wanted to test if our initial design space, a 
service that the retirees could utilize their ceramic skills for more productive activities 
and for passing on the knowledge to other people, can change their view on the ceramic 
work from tiring and dirty job to fun and culturally meaningful work. To achieve this aim, 
we organized three-step co-creation workshops. Here we follow the concepts of co-
design and co-creation by Mattelmäki and Sleeswijk Visser [19] in a sense that co-
creation refers to the activity wherein people with different interests create outcomes 
through hands-on activities as part of the overarching co-design process.  
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Step 1: Sensitizing to ceramic creation 
The sensitization workshop was organized to provide a first-hand experience to both 
retirees and young students for making ceramics together and sharing the ceramic skills 
in a relaxing and casual environment. It aimed to encourage the participants to make 
sense of future possibilities of such activity based on the first-hand experiences. The 
retirees who had done the probes participated in this workshop. We invited a group of 
young students through a Chinese online social media. The participants were somewhat 
unclear about what to do in the beginning. As they started to paint the ceramics together, 
however, they became engaged in the hands-on activity and started to show their work 
and help each other. We also had a cooking session together, which provided a relaxing 
setting for the participants to open their mind and to share their personal stories.  
This kind of setting unfolded a good setting for us to gain good contextual knowledge 
about the participants’ experiences. We observed that the retirees felt proud that they 
could still remember the ceramic skills. Seeing the young students who were willing to 
learn the Fengxi ceramic skills and teaching them also encouraged the retirees to rethink 
value of their skills and meaning of passing on such knowledge. In addition, the learning 
experience was not one-directional but dialogical: the retirees also learned new ways of 
painting the ceramics by watching how the students experimented with different ways. 
This workshop also provided a meaningful opportunity for the retirees to gather and 
socialize. They together recalled past memories and share current interests.  
 
Step 2: Reflecting and sharing experiences 
A week later, the participants from the first workshop gathered again and reflected on 
and articulated their experiences related to ceramic-making with given visual and 
tangible props. Before the actual session, we sent the pre-question cards to both the 
retirees and the young students so that they could individually think through “what they 
like about making ceramic together and teaching the skills to others”, “what they do not 
like or worry about it,” and “how they want it to be next time”. In the workshop session, 
each participant shared their thoughts and experiences related to those questions and 
together generated what new activities could be possible in such service and how they 
would like to improve it.  
 
Step 3: Envisioning what could be possible 
The third co-creation workshop was organized a week later. In this setting, we provided 
a big paper on which a journey path was drawn and illustration cards with different types 
of possible service touch points, including a telephone, words-of-mouth, posters and 
brochures, a online social media and so on. The participants created a ‘dream service’ 
by discussing how retirees and young students could know about the service and join it  
and what they would like to do in the service. This last workshop especially enabled the 
retirees and young students to realize that they have different motivations to join the 
service in the beginning: for example, the retirees would be the most interested in 
meeting and socializing with other retirees based on the shared interest whereas 
students would be interested in learning some special ceramic techniques. The 
participants and the design team together created different levels of activities and 
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access points that could be provided by the service concept. We also identified future 
stakeholders who could support and benefit from the new service idea.  

 

 
Figure 1: Three-step co-creation gatherings: (left) Sensitizing (middle) Reflecting (right) 
Envisioning 
 

Engaging stakeholders and envisioning the future 
through the design proposal  
The Honglo ceramic community as a service platform 
The co-creation process with the retirees and the young students led us to suggest a 
new service platform, Honglo ceramic community. The Honglo ceramic community 
provides a service platform both in offline and online where ceramic retirees and young 
students meet each other, make ceramics together, and exchange knowledge and skills 
on ceramics. We aimed that this multi-generational ceramic activity could activate the 
ceramic retires in three aspects: firstly, the retirees can value their skills and knowledge 
by participating in and organizing productive activities; secondly, they can gain 
confidence and pride for transmitting the local ceramic culture to younger generation in 
Fengxi: thirdly, they can socialize with other retirees as well as younger generation. With 
the proposal of the Honglo community, we aim to design an ‘action platform’ [16] that 
enables various kinds of services to be further developed and grow by local communities 
[21].  

During the co-creation workshop, we discussed issues to consider for the service 
implementation and identified future stakeholders. Three local organizations were 
identified: a local senior community, a local ceramic school, and local ceramic factories. 
We contacted each organization and introduced the concept of the Honglo community. 
The Honglo community as a design concept with visualization helped the organizations 
understand a future direction of this design proposal as well as current and future 
challenges [11]. First of all, the local senior community has a long history in Fengxi, 
responsible for local seniors’ daily entertainment, but only few people visit there 
nowadays because the activities there are out of date and not healthy. We aimed that 
the senior community could be a facilitator of the Honglo community. At the same time, 
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ceramic-making activities from the Honglo community could provide a healthy and 
constructive program for the senior community. Secondly, in the local ceramic school in 
Fengxi, the number of students was decreasing rapidly in the recent years, because the 
school could not provide an active learning environment. The Honglo community could 
provide the program for young students and also promote the Fengxi ceramic culture to 
them. We also aimed that the school could play a key role to bring in future funding for 
the Honglo community, for example from the public sectors in the long run. Lastly, there 
are many small private factories manufacturing low add-value ceramics in Fengxi. These 
factories could provide the leftover materials for the Honglo community and the Honglo 
community can promote the ceramic factories and provide new designs for them. After 
individual meetings with each organization, one ceramic factory showed high interest 
and the factory owner was willing to provide the studio and materials for the Honglo 
community.  
 

 
Figure 2: A stakeholder map of th Honglo ceramic community  

 
The Honglo community consists of two action platforms: a website and a physical 

studio. The physical studio provides a forum for people to meet and make ceramics 
together and organize other activities. The pieces of their ceramic work are uploaded to 
the website. The website and online activities play a crucial role especially in motivating 
and engaging the young students and other visitors, such as tourists. When ceramic 
pieces of different styles and techniques are uploaded to the website, the students and 
other visitors can browse and decide what kind of skills they want to learn and what 
ceramic pieces they want to create. Then the Honglo community staff, who can be a 
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student volunteer, helps them contact the retirees who created the piece so that they 
can schedule and organize their own co-creation sessions in the ceramic studio. By 
doing so, retirees and the young students can organize various interest groups for 
themselves.  
 
Envisioning the future through service prototyping 
To explore how the service concept of the Honglo community can be actualized in real 
life, the design team and the collaborators including the retirees, students, and the 
ceramic factory owner together built a prototype of a service based on experience 
prototyping [6] and service prototyping techniques [2] [3]. The service prototyping 
focused to explore three crucial questions: first, how different actors involved in the 
service would organize interactions and create meaningful dynamics in the service 
platform; second, how the service users, mainly the retirees and young students actually 
experience and get engaged in the service; third, how Honglo community can be self-
standing and evolve in the long run after the design project ends.   

A ceramic painting studio was built in the ceramic factory, which also provided tools 
and materials for ceramic painting (Figure 3). This prototype of the Honglo community 
was advertised through posters and brochures in the ceramic school and the local senior 
community and a website. The participants in the co-creation sessions also invited other 
people. On the very first day, it took time for the retirees and the students to understand 
each other’s interests and to decide what to make. As they had more and more 
examples of ceramic work after several days, however, it helped the students find out 
what skills they wanted to learn.  
 

 
Figure 3: A service prototyping of the Honglo ceramic community  

 
Facilitating creativity seems to be an important driving factor for their work. The 

retirees felt very happy that they could create their own design. One participant 
explained that although she worked in the ceramic industry for long time, she never had 
a chance to make something she actually prefers. The students also helped the retirees 
search reference resources from the Internet. When the retiree saw the ceramic jewelry 
made by the students, she felt inspired because she never thought that her skills could 
be applied for that kind of design.  

Due to limitation o time and resources, we unfortunately could not explore how the 
Honglo community could get advertised to a bigger community and to bring a bigger 
audience. Nevertheless, by prototyping the service and rehearsing the future 
experience, the ceramic school teacher showed high commitment that she will continue 
to organize further activities of the Honglo community with the school and the factory. It 
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was a very positive outcome that the project enabled to commit local people as essential 
and active local agent.  

The service prototyping sparked among the participants lots of discussions on future 
scenarios of the Honglo community. As a platform that is also open for new stakeholders 
and new service actions, the Honglo community can be also extended as a cultural 
service for tourists in Fengxi. With this future scenario, we contacted a local cultural 
organization and the city office. They also found this scenario as a constructive direction, 
but showed a reserved attitude to participate in the Honglo community now as they 
wanted to prove feasibility and credibility of the proposal first. In addition, a possibility to 
promote and sell ceramic pieces with high-quality design created from the Honglo 
community was discussed. The online shop platform where anybody can open a shop 
and sell their craft work, such as etsy.com (http://www.etsy.com/), can be a good 
collaborative platform. These kind of scenarios for further development and active 
discussion with local people are very important to make the new service to self-sustain 
and to be long-lasting in the community.  
 

Discussions and Conclusion  
As Brown and Wyatt [5] emphasize, design thinking for social innovation not only 
focuses on creating products and services that are human-centered, but the process 
itself is also deeply human. To engage everyday people in the co-designing process, the 
designer should ensure that participants have common understanding of values and 
goals of the design. In our project, we realized that the Chinese retirees did not share 
the same motivation and the values as we did. Through the step-by-step co-design 
process with hands-on activities, we learned how to build dialogues with the participants 
and at the same time the participants also learned how to express themselves and what 
this project would mean for their life.  

For applying the co-design mindset and tools for certain local areas where such 
approach is foreign, it is essential that designers have a reflective mindset and sensitivity 
that help them become engaged in the local context and build contextual knowledge 
through gradually building dialogues with the local people [13]. The actions of re-
designing the co-design approach and tools also nurture designer’s local sensitivity [14].  

In this project, we found that the co-design process itself can activate and empower 
the retirees who participate in the process, not just outcomes of the co-design. The co-
design activities that we invited the retirees to join provided an opportunity for them to 
reflect on their past and current experiences and think of their future wishes. 
Participation in the hands-on and creative activities such as ceramic co-creation or the 
service journey development also motivated them to envision a better future and 
empowered them to be an active creator, rather than a passive receiver.   

Besides the retirees, it was challenging to engage the public sectors, such as the 
cultural organization or the city office of Fengxi. The challenges of introducing co-design 
thinking and transformation into public sectors have been also discussed in [1] [9]. As 
such challenges are local, sharing the insights and lessons for the situated approach will 
be very important to co-develop local solutions to deal with social challenges nowadays.  
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