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Foreword

When I taught an undergraduate Human–Computer Interaction class at Dundee
University, a key part of the curriculum focused on human diversity, including a
section on ageing and how it impacts interaction design. I’d start the section by
showing the class what might appear to have been a randomly selected picture of a
neatly dressed older man, expecting they would assume it was someone with low
digital literacy. I’d ask if they knew who it was, and I don’t recall anyone ever
giving the right answer. I’d then tell them that the person in the photo—Doug
Engelbart—was responsible for the computer mouse and hypertext, two of their
most familiar day-to-day technologies.

As part of their group project on user-centred design, students were encouraged
to work with older adults as participants in exploratory research and evaluation. In
this activity, they might also have the opportunity to meet Bill, who was a navigator
with the British Royal Air Force during World War II. Using the analogue tech-
nology of the 1940s, he safely guided his crew to and from Japan in terrifying
wartime conditions. But when it came to using software to create a slide presen-
tation to share his passion for aviation, technology defeated him.

These are two examples of the many stories that illustrate the nuanced rela-
tionships we have with technology and the expectations we might have of older
people’s ability to use it. They are stories to remind us that successful use of
technology by older people is a complex mix of design, psychological and phys-
iological factors that are highly dynamic in nature. Lazy stereotypes and ques-
tionable assumptions of what older people can and can’t do, what they want and
what they should be given, can threaten a future where technology has the potential
to enhance quality of later life.

In my work first in academia and latterly as a digital accessibility consultant, my
experience is that awareness and interest in designing for diverse populations has
never been higher. Yet, this is also a time where technology, inclusion and diversity
have become politically charged topics at an unprecedented level of intensity. The
gains we thought we’d made in recent years to establish the rights of diverse groups
not to encounter discrimination are being threatened by movements capitalising on
disenfranchisement—political and ideological shifts in and beyond the tech
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industry. The consequences of technology-mediated events such as the 2016 United
States presidential elections, Brexit, the emergence of the alt-right, and stories
questioning the ethics of Silicon Valley companies, create concerns of declining
respect for people and diversity. We also have the seemingly constant economic
pressure to create and ship technology that does more, and in new ways, making it
harder to focus on providing a quality user experience for new and existing users.

These events put the progress we’ve made in universal design at risk. But we
have an opportunity to embed knowledge of human diversity in a way that reduces
ingrained bias in design decisions. When designing for diversity “just happens”
because designers do it as a core professional skill, the argument—driven by
expectations of expensive remediation and constrained functionality—that inclusive
design is an unjustifiable economic burden is substantially weakened. Normalising
diversity as far as possible helps ensure that digital content creators, policymakers,
tool builders and the many other stakeholders who influence how technology
shapes our lives do so in a way that is as innately inclusive as possible. And a
design team that focuses on people with disabilities, people from ethnic minorities,
people in stressful situations and older people is a team that is likely to find insights
and innovations that benefit a wide audience.

That’s why this collection of knowledge on ageing and technology is so wel-
come, not only to inform and encourage researchers working in this fascinating and
important field to continue discovering and sharing, but to support technology
design decisions that are informed and influenced by the characteristics and cir-
cumstances of a significant but under-represented demographic. I warmly applaud
Sergio Sayago’s dedication and commitment to assembling these perspectives on
understanding and designing for the needs of older technology users in different
situations. I hope this book can challenge assumptions, provide valuable evidence
to guide design strategy and ultimately shine a light on opportunities to use tech-
nology to enhance the lives of older adults. And, I hope that we can look forward to
a future where design teams are not surprised by Doug’s technological expertise,
and where Bill can share his passion and expertise through presentation software
that works for him.

Fife, Scotland David Sloan, Ph.D.
User Experience Research Lead with The Paciello Group
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