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2.1 Introduction
The DBA Design Challenge is an annual competition run by the Small Business
Programme of the Helen Hamlyn Research Centre (HHRC) at the Royal College of
Art (RCA) in collaboration with the Design Business Association (DBA), the UK’s
official trade body for design consultancies. Leading design firms are challenged to
work with young disabled consumers to develop inclusive design prototypes in a
concentrated period of three months.

Now in its fourth year and with twenty projects undertaken to date, the event
builds on existing initiatives at the HHRC – the Design for our Future Selves
Awards and the Helen Hamlyn Research Associates Programme. These match
RCA design students and new graduates respectively with marginalised groups,
placing end-users at the centre of the design process from inception to end to
encourage more socially responsive design.

The DBA Design Challenge aims to capture the interest of the professional
design community in these objectives, not just the student or postgraduate
community at the RCA. This external focus meant that it was important for the
HHRC to form an alliance with a professional body with its own established
network of design firms to whom the Challenge could be addressed.

It turned again to the Design Business Association, reviving a partnership and
replicating a mechanism first used with great success in the early days of the
DesignAge action research programme at the RCA – a programme, which
subsequently evolved into the Helen Hamlyn Research Centre in 1999. The only
major difference was that where its DesignAge namesake focused on the design
needs of ageing populations, the new DBA Design Challenge and the Small
Business Programme, of which it is part, centre on partnerships with young
disabled users.

This chapter discusses the rationale behind this and some of the mechanisms
employed to achieve the objectives of both.
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2.2 Perceptions of Disabled and Older Users
The inauguration of the Small Business Programme in 2000 coincided with the
publication of three reports by the Audit Commission (Audit Commission, 2000),
Needs Must (Frazer and Glick, 2000) and the United Kingdom Department of
Trade and Industry (DTI 2000). The latter outlined the impact on older and
disabled people of the poor ergonomic design of such everyday consumer products
as kettles, refrigerators and generic packaging types and its relation to accidents in
the home.

By identifying the nature of problems in five areas (manipulation, grip, lifting,
reach and transport), it sought to determine the characteristics and capabilities that
should be measured to provide designers with information that would result in
safer products.

The Needs Must and Audit Commission reports described the financial impact
of inadequate provision in the UK’s social services programmes and National
Health Service (NHS) equipment respectively.

Absent from all three was any discussion of the psychological impact of
‘special needs’ design on disabled or older consumers – the emphasis was on
function, efficacy or the financial cost of failure. The Audit Commission Report,
for example, stated that the services were a ‘gateway to independence’ that could
‘make or break’ the quality of life of the 4 million disabled people and the 1.7
million informal carers who used them in the UK.

It further stated that ‘the right equipment can make the difference between an
enriched, independent life or a miserable, isolated existence’. The Audit
Commission Report acknowledged that much NHS issue equipment was of
‘dubious quality’ but provided no design guidelines even for such standard items of
equipment as crutches or hearing aids, nor did it single out existing examples of
good design.

Absent too was any comparison between the lifestyles, aspirations or consumer
patterns of older people with the multiple minor disabilities of age and younger
people with more severe congenital or acquired disabilities. They were seen as a
single homogeneous group, united in their desire for functional products and
accessible services but with no distinction made between their actual tastes or
consumer behaviour.

Their primary profile was a combined medical one of age and/or disability and
while both groups were seen as aspiring to good design, what each meant by that
expression was not explored aesthetically or otherwise. Their respective roles as
consumers whom mainstream market forces might target by virtue of their
significant market share was also ignored (Employers Forum on Disability, 2001).
Instead, they were viewed as passive NHS clients and not consumers in the usual
sense.

Another aspect absent from these reports was any discussion of their potential
role as advisors to the design process, one which went beyond their usual limited
status as test subjects who could highlight the ergonomic failure of products.
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2.3 Yo-Yo’s, WOOF’s and Rainbow Youth
Marketing agencies have traditionally focussed on the aspirations of young people
in the development of new products with 35 seen as the cut-off age of interest in
them as consumers (Compton et al., 2003).

With falling birth-rates, the impending pensions crisis and the ageing of the
‘Woodstock Generation’, there is, growing recognition that post-war baby boomers
– the so-called Yo-Yo (Young-Old) (Taylor, 2002), WOOF (Well Off Older Folks)
or ‘Rainbow Youth’ (Stevenson, 2003)– are a lucrative market of consumers who
cannot be defined by age alone in their buying patterns (Scales et al., 2000).

As product and technology literate as their children and grandchildren, they use
the same work or leisure-related consumer products yet require enhanced
functionality. They desire a form of inclusivity by stealth - one that takes into
consideration their declining physical, sensory even cognitive capabilities but lacks
the aesthetic stigma so common to special needs products that would single them
out as old or disabled, for they view themselves as neither.

2.4 Young Disabled Users as Crossover
Consumers
Recognition of this scenario has brought into focus the important role that young
disabled consumers can play in the product and service development process. They
simultaneously embody the aspirations and lifestyles of youth but the limitations
imposed by their disability demand a flexible, alternative and non-stigmatising
design response that is cross-market and mainstream in appeal.

This reasoning underpinned the decision to strategically position the DBA
Design Challenge around the aspirations of younger disabled consumers and frame
it as a creative response to their need for mainstream consumer design. It ensured
that emphasis was placed equally on aesthetics and function, thereby promoting the
idea that inclusive products and services of this kind had the ability to span
generations. Other considerations came into play as described in the following
sections.

2.5 Empathy between Contemporaries
Matching designers with their disabled contemporaries was seen as a means to
facilitate empathy and dialogue between two groups with broadly similar tastes and
lifestyles but radically different ways of achieving the same ends. Efforts have
been made to match the designers with disabled users from the creative industries
or professions directly related to the project in question.

For example, the lead (graphic) designer for Coley Porter Bell’s ‘c’ system,
which won the DBA Design Challenge Inclusive Design Award in 2002, consulted
extensively with Rebecca Harris, a congenitally blind artist and her exact
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contemporary in age. The proposed ‘c’ system consists of a labelling system for
clothing using a tactile language of shapes representing colour and size to be used
on the swing tag and silk label of the garment. The system enables visually
impaired users to identify over 60 colours by learning 16 core tactile shapes. A bar
code reader gives additional product information relating to style, material, pattern,
care instructions and the whole system has applications for other products where
colour selection or co-ordination is important (Cassim and Dong, 2003).

Figure 2.1. ‘c’ system bar code reader and tag itself

For this project, the lead designer and Harris went on shopping trips together,
developing an open-ended relationship that took place outside of the academic or
test framework common to user research involving severely disabled people.

Experiences such as these tend to concretely reinforce the practical
considerations and psychological reality of the context in which the final design
must exist. In the case of the ‘c’ system, this had been outlined anecdotally by the
other visually impaired participants in the user forum and formally in the
mentoring session held by the author at an initial stage of the project.

2.6 Innovation Triggers
Severely disabled young people were targeted in preference to older users with
minor disabilities for the user forums that are an integral element of the
competition. It was felt that the former could offer complex scenarios of everyday
situations informed by the lateral, creative coping strategies they adopted
individually in response to the deficiencies of design or service provision.

It was hoped that these would act as triggers for new concepts or for innovative
features in the final design. Secondly, it was a mechanism to ensure that those
design teams wishing to rethink such standard items as kettles, saucepans, milk
cartons etc would return to first principles in product and service concepts and not
merely re-style them cosmetically.
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A further rationale behind this decision to prefer youth over age and severe
disability over minor impairment was that the young users were likely to display
higher degrees of competence and understanding of mobile communications
technology and interfaces (Cassim and Dong, 2003).

Where the project involved their use, it was essential that those who advised the
designers were not ‘technophobes,’ had an understanding of the technology under
discussion and could discuss such issues on a basis of equality, shared expertise
and contextual relevance. Many such users were members of the British Computer
Association of the Blind (BCAB) or the Foundation for Assistive Technology
(FAST) and had volunteered their services in response to calls circulated through
their email networks by the author.

There was sufficient informal evidence from the first two Design Challenges to
indicate that these assumptions regarding the difference in response between older
users with minor disabilities to young users with severe disabilities (i.e. critical
users) were accurate. However, in order to test them, two older users from the
University of the Third Age were invited to participate in the forum held for Fitch:
London’s ‘i-connect’ project in 2002. This looked at ways to redesign such
complex transport interchanges as Waterloo Station through environmental design
measures that harnessed the service potential of Bluetooth technology (Cassim,
2003a).

 
Figure 2.2. i-connect wearable device and storyboard for the project

Frequent users of public transport with physical and sensory disabilities
participated in the user forum, which took the form of a complex question and
answer session. Each stage of their individual journey was mapped and analysed.
The disabled users described in detail their coping strategies and offered logistical
and technological solutions to the kind of impasse in which they routinely found
themselves.

In contrast, the two able-bodied older users, one in her late sixties, the other in
his early eighties could describe such general issues as the tiring nature of stairs or
the difficulty of reading signage but offered few coping strategies beyond the
commonplace. Neither possessed mobile phones nor were they familiar with the
principles and possibilities of Bluetooth which was central to the design team’s
proposals.
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2.7 Creation of the End-User Network
Each DBA Design Challenge depends upon a network of ‘critical users’ of the type
described above. Appeals are made through email networks and online discussion
forums to members of such organisations as the Computer Association of the Blind
and the Foundation for Assistive Technology (FAST). Many are computer
engineers or software developers who can introduce designers to relevant
developments and new technologies that would assist them in realising their ‘blue-
sky’ product concepts. Not all projects are ‘blue-sky’ concepts or involve the use
of complex technology.

To ensure that issues relating to motor, visual and cognitive skills are
comprehensively covered in user forums which relate to the design of such well-
established products as kettles –KettleSense by Alloy in 2001 (Cassim, 2002),
drinks containers – Milkman by Factory Design in 2000 (Cassim, 2000) and
packaging – SiebertHead in 2001 & 2002 (Cassim, 2002) similar appeals are made
to members of such charities as Arthritis Care, Different Strokes and the
Parkinson’s Disease and Multiple Sclerosis Societies. As a result, a significant
network of individual expert end-users has been created with new volunteers being
added each year.

Figure 2.3. User Forums for the DBA Design Challenge

2.8 New Areas of Innovation
An overriding aim of the DBA Design Challenge is to convince design firms and
small businesses, that the inclusive design process and partnerships with their
young disabled contemporaries in particular can be a fertile source of ideas for new
product and service innovation in areas that they may not have considered. This
being so, great emphasis is placed on the business and creative case for
engagement with disabled people, in the briefs and initial presentations held to
encourage DBA members to participate. In 2002 and 2003, the new area of ‘smart
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wearables’ (Cassim, 2003b) was delineated resulting in Pearlfisher’s project of the
same name in 2002 and a rise in entries centred on wearable or embedded forms of
technology (Cassim, 2002). Pearlfisher a branding and futures company worked
with a fashion designer to develop a range of clothing using Outlast™ a
temperature regulating fabric developed by NASA. It has since gone on to market a
clothing range for young children as a result of their experience of participating in
the DBA Design Challenge in 2002 and the new product ideas that the process
generated.

Figure 2.4. Part of Pearlfisher’s clothing range for DBA Design Challenge 2002

The participating design teams range in age from their early twenties to early
forties providing a typical cross section of the design community. There is
evidence to suggest that firms submitting entries are using the opportunity for
various reasons. Some cite its importance as a means of building teamwork in-
house and a way of challenging and stimulating them creatively with projects that
they would normally encounter.
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There is recognition, too, of its role as a training exercise to enable staff to gain
new skills in an area of increasing importance to their clients in light of the
ratification of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) in October 2004 in the UK.
The final presentation, be it in PowerPoint or movie formats, is restricted to six
minutes with the latter medium encouraged. The rationale offered to firms by the
HHRC is that it can serve as a portrait of best practice and their own company
culture and processes – caring, creative, responsive and so on – which can be used
by them when pitching to new clients or for more general public relations
purposes. Many commercial projects they undertake are bound by client
confidentiality and cannot be described in detail for these reasons. No such
restrictions apply to their Design Challenge projects, hence its value as a
promotional tool.

Interestingly, although the Challenge was first structured as a simple invitation
to designers to participate in the inclusive design process, it was changed to a
competition in the second year at the request of the DBA. This strong competitive
element has meant that it is not viewed as an altruistic training exercise alone but
as an event on par with other professional design competitions. Accordingly, the
quality and quantity of entries has grown each year along with its profile as one of
the major events of the design calendar.

Figure 2.5. The audience at the DBA Design Challenge 2002

Importantly, it has yielded a varied cross-section of concrete exemplars of
mainstream inclusive design practice of relevance to the constituencies it seeks to
serve – the business, academic, healthcare, design and disabled communities – the
five key players vital to the improvement of industry standards in the healthcare
sector.
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