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Abstract. Designers need to have an empathic understanding of their intended 
users if they are to design products that fit. This holds especially strong for 
elderly and children as user groups, because they are very different from the 
designer. However, it might be harder to obtain this information from children 
and elderly. This paper describes a research project that explored new 
approaches to involve children and elderly as a combined user group in the 
context of user involvement in product development. The research took place 
in a design setting; the development of an intergenerational movement park. 
We describe the role these two user groups played in the design process in 
order to develop new products that help them to be physically and socially 
active together. The process is examined on two aspects: the combination of 
the two user groups and the influence of the users on the project. We will 
discuss the methods used, the outcomes and give recommendations.  
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1   Introduction 

Over the past decades, methods to involve users as informants in design have gained 
acceptence. But, how can we use them when designing for a combination of two 
different user groups? And even more challenging, vulnerable user groups like 
children and elderly? In this paper we describe methodological aspects of a project in 
which these challenges arose. 
 
1.1 Incorporating the Users’ Perspective 
 
In participatory forms of User Centered Design, designers incorporate the users’ 
perspective and needs as a basis for innovation. Throughout the process they 
cooperate with users to evaluate designs, but also to get inspired and informed in the 
fuzzy-front end of the design process. Contextual User Research is conducted early 
in the design process to support designers with creative understanding [1] and to find 
requirements for design. Techniques used in this field include on-site interviews as in 
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Contextual Inquiry [2], homework and diary exercises as in Cultural Probes [3], and 
generative techniques, as in the Contextmapping method [4].  
1.2 Intergenerational Interaction 
 
In society at large there is a tendency to recognise children and elderly as vulnerable 
user groups. An example of this is the special protection of children and elderly as 
participants in medical research [5]. Municipalities in the Netherlands are focusing 
on empowering its citizens and giving them control instead of nurturing them. 
However, most municipalities recognize that children and elderly are vulnerable 
groups and should receive increased attention for their special needs.  
The municipality of Delft wants to explore intergenerational contact in the public 
space to see if it can be beneficial for both age-groups in terms of staying active and 
having social contact. Next to that, the municipality of Delft does not have enough 
space to give every segment of the population their own recreational area, so having 
a combined space for children and elderly could serve this practical goal as well. The 
creation of a shared recreational experience for children and elderly forms the design 
context of the research presented hereafter.  
 
1.3 Understanding Children and Elderly 
 
Incorporating the users perspective is of importance with every user group, however, 
since children and elderly are user groups whose lifes differ greatly from the average 
designer, it is more difficult to create empathy and understanding for these user 
groups than for user groups that the designer has more in common with. When 
working with elderly and children it might be hard to obtain contextual information, 
since they often depend on their guardians, who may form an obstacle to reach them 
directly. Experience from design projects of colleages in our studiolab, showed that it 
is difficult for children to provide in-depth knowledge about their context, and for 
elderly, motivation to join contextual design research is sometimes low. Therefore, 
special attention for the incorporation of their needs in the design process is needed. 
Inclusive Design and Design for Aging have special attention for the needs of elderly 
[6]. Not only by listening to elderly but also by mimicking and experiencing their 
abilities they try to develop empathy and get insight in their needs [7,8]. In the Child 
Computer Interaction (CCI) community, design methods have been developed to 
support more active roles for children in the design process to incorporate their needs 
[9, 10, 11]. 
 
The goal of this research is to explore the enablers and barriers of involving children 
and elderly in the design process when designing for the combination of these user 
groups.  
 
2   Methods 
 
In this paper we focus on two specific moment in the design process of an 
intergenerational movement park. First, on the contextual design research at the start 
of a design project that aims to find requirements for design. And second, on 
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development of FieldLabs (www.fieldlabs.eu). A FieldLab for sport and play 
innovation is a research and development location in a real-life setting. Companies 
can install new product prototypes in the FieldLab where the end-users can use and 
test them as part of regular sports and play activity. Knowledge institutes use the 
FieldLab to collect data on the end-user interaction with the products. The FieldLab 
is supposed to become dynamic in the sense that new innovative products and 
services are being used and tested regularly.  

The new FieldLab in Delft is located in-between an elderly home and family 
houses and has two primary schools located nearby.  Since there is not enough space 
to facilitate outdoor recreation for children and elderly separately and because of the 
expected benefits from them interacting with each other, the municipality decided to 
focus the new FieldLab on these two user groups together and turn it into an 
intergenerational movement park. The park is targeted at children between 8-12 and 
elderly from around their seventies. 

In order to explore the wishes and needs of children and elderly for the 
intergenerational park and to investigate their current interaction and possible future 
interactions, several contextmapping studies were performed as part of this research 
(further described in section 3.3).  

To ensure that the Fieldlab is seeded with working prototypes, a competition is 
organised to motivate commercial parties to develop a prototype. User needs from 
the contextmapping studies are presented to the competing companies. Five 
companies that design playground equipment or want to expand their market in this 
direction, developed a design concept for social interaction and physical exercise in 
the intergenerational movement park (see section 3.4).  

Users evaluated these concepts together with peers by conducting co-research. 
Insights from the co-research with children and elderly were presented to a jury to 
support them in picking a winning concept (see section 3.5). The winning company 
was assisted in producing a prototype and placing it in the intergenerational park, to 
be tested by citizens (see section 3.6).  

This process enabled us to explore the involvement of children and elderly in the 
design process when designing for the combination of these user groups. Both the 
user needs research in the form of contextmapping sessions and the evaluative co-
research study will be described as part of the case study below.  

3.2 Procedure of the Case Study 
 
This case study followed the procedure of figure 2. Each step will be described in the 
upcoming sections. The user needs research and the evaluative study of the design 
concepts were the moments in which the user groups were most involved. Key words 
from the initial user needs research were used in the evaluative sessions to check if 
the original values are still recognisable in the submitted concepts. The reactions of 
the user groups were summarised in an overview that helped a jury to decide on the 
winning concept.  
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Fig. 2. Steps of the case study 

 
3.3 User Needs Research 
 
Several contexmapping studies are conducted to find out the wishes and needs of 
children and elderly, with the focus on them being active together. The research 
questions leading these studies are:  
- What role does “movement” play in the daily life of children and elderly?  
- How do they interact with each other?  
- What are their wishes and needs for being socially and physically active in the 
intergenerational movement park?  
Three different kinds of studies are conducted: contextmapping studies with elderly, 
with children and with a mixed group of children and elderly together to find out how 
to deal with the combination of user groups. These studies are described below. 
 
Contextmapping with elderly. The contextmapping process with elderly included 
sensitizing assignments and group sessions. It started with recruting elderly via a 
gymnastics group, a flower arranging group and calling door to door. After asking 
forty elderly, nine of them were found willing to participate. They received a 
sensitizing package (Fig. 3) which included a workbook with several assignments 
about moving and being active.  
 

 
         
 Fig. 3. Sensitizing packages for elderly               Fig. 4. Session with elderly 
 
By filling in the small assignments over the course of a week, the participants 
documented and reflected on their own lives in relation to the topic to raise their 
awareness and prepare them for the group session.  
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