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Human–centred design is a creative approach to solving problems and creating 
products.It’s about understanding and empathising deeply with the people you are 
designing for; generating tons of ideas; building prototypes; seeking feedback; and 
if possible collaborating and co-creating throughout the process. It’s a 
methodology that can be used across industries and sectors to approach any 
number of challenges – from product and service design, to space and systems 
design.  

As part of IDEO and +Acumen’s  9–week course for human–centred design,  
I co-led a diverse team of six to tackle the real–life design challenge: How might 
we reduce the stigma towards and increase employment opportunities for 
people approaching, or past retirement age?  This design challenge was 
inspired by a team members experience engaging with elderly people at a local 
swim centre.

• Project work was split into seven stages; with 2–3hr workshops held each 
week. Workshop facilitation was a shared responsibility, and provided all team 
members with an opportunity for skills building and personal growth. 

• My responsibilities included session planning, setting up project management 
tools (Trello boards) and processes, digitally capturing findings, monitoring 
project milestones, and overseeing the final assignment submission. 

• During the Inspiration Phase we explored assumptions, reviewed our 
knowledge of the issue, identified existing barriers, constraints and unknowns, 
assessed the potential for impact, and feasibility. We spent considerable time 
brainstorming.

The Inspiration phase of the design process gave us an appreciation of the 
enormity of the problem and a better understanding or peoples perceptions 
towards the elderly, and why previous attempts at finding solutions have failed. 
It also tested our own assumptions and biases and gave us more insight into 
the divergent and convergent processes that are characteristic of design 
thinking.

• During the Research Phase we used contextual inquiry to learning from 
experts, learning from people, in-context immersion, and analogous 
inspiration. We developed concrete research plans, and created customised 
interview guides.

• We conducted in-depth interviews with experts: recruiters, social workers; and 
job seekers, volunteers, and workers (65 –75 yr) over a two-week period. 
Collected stories, experiences, and evidence. We researched government 
and private initiatives aimed at tackling challenges around elderly 
employment.

• We collated & synthesised findings, reviewed interviews, and shared 
observations and stories. Our finding clustered into a number of themes, 
which subsequently informed later stages of design process.

“The reality of longevity is not 
simply an economic or welfare 
issue. It’s a deeply human issue. 

We must see people for who 
they are and defy outdated 

perceptions of age and ageing” 

 Inge van der Poel, 
Co-founder of Elderberry & 

AGL Design & Innovation Lead 

Global populations are ageing 
and people are living longer 
and working past traditional 

retirement ages. The potential 
for impact is high with increased 

health and well being; less 
burden on the social and health 
care system; greater diversity in 
the workforce; and the building 

of intergenerational 
communities.
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• Clusters were further refined into five core themes: Skills & Experiences, 
New Vocation, Life Circumstances, Intergenerational Fit, Professional 
Networks. This step required significant iteration. From these we 
identified three key insights. From these we created “How Might We?” 
statements. 

By breaking things down, we turn the problem into smaller and more 
manageable opportunities for design. The process provides us with generative 
and actionable brainstorming questions that respond directly to our insights. 

• During Ideation we focussed on brainstorming potential solutions for each 
“How Might We?” statements. Initially the team envisioned training 
sessions, networking events, mentoring schemes. The most promising 
ideas lead to the creation of  journey maps and storyboards.

• Rapid prototyping was conducted for each stage the journey map –
 focussing on the most critical loopholes. This was achieved through role 
play, designing mock-ups, and building lego models to demonstrated 
interactions.

• While it became clear that there is no one-fit solution, the team came up 
with two solutions that would address older workers approaching 
retirement, and post-retirees seeking to re-enter the workforce, whether 
that be as an employee of a company or self-employed.

Unfortunately due to the 9–week time constraint, we could not test our 
prototype in the field. Seeking user feedback is an invaluable step in the 
design process, and the only measure of an effective and appropriate 
solution. More importantly it enable you to engage directly with the people you 
are designing for and facilitates co-creation. In future date we hope to revisit 
this design challenge and test whether our ideas have legs.

I had the privilege of working with a very talented group of individuals.  
This design project unequivocally benefitted from the diversity of thought and 
experience, and a shared passion to improve the lives of others.

Project Team: 

Arna Karick  |  Data Scientist & Researcher
Aarti Nagpal  |  Business Analyst, Family Safety Victoria
Jon Searle  |  Cloud Architecture & Performance Analyst, nbn Australia 
Anna Paris   |  Operations Manager, Sacred Heart Mission
Kate Edwards–Davis  | Product Manager, Karista
Vincent Lieu  |  Product Owner, QSR International
Tony Puah |  Business Manager, Department of Health & Human Services

 
Many people assume that it’s 
not possible, nor worthwhile 
for old people to learn new 

or complex skills.  

How might we  
demonstrate that old dogs 

can learn new tricks and add 
value to the workforce? 

 
Older people  often feel that younger people see 

them as cultural misfits in the workplace. 

How might we  
get people to understand and value the 
perspectives and experiences of other 

generations to create a more inclusive and 
inviting workplace?

 
As former colleagues, mentors 

and managers leave the 
workforce, older people may find 
they lack strong connections to 

people who understand and 
value their achievements. 

How might we  
create a multi-generational 

network with people who value 
and understand achievements 

such that it leads to new 
opportunities? workforce?
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TEST &  
IMPLEMENT

User testing & feedback 
Implementation plan

Reflections & 
learnings 

Craft Pitch 

Final submission

PROTOTYPING

Story boarding 

Brainstorming 

Prototyping: Paper & lego prototypes

SYNTHESIS

Synthesising findings 

Identifying key themes 

Crafting Insight statements

RESEARCH Knowledge &  
Assumptions

Research Planning 

Interview Guide 

Analogous Inspiration

Interviews with experts & users: 
65yr + employed persons, HR specialists etc. 

Contextual Immersion:  
Aged care homes, places of employment 

DESIGN BRIEF
Understanding 
Design Concepts

Framing the design  
challenge

Design/ 
Gut check 

 

PROJECT TIMELINE Week I Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Week 7 Week 8 Week 9

How might we reduce the stigma towards, and increase employment opportunities,  
for people approaching or past retirement age?


