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Abstract 
This research aims to explore how to engage with 

preschool children and older users in values-led 
participatory design processes. The project would result 
in a set of methodological recommendations and 
guidelines on how to design interactive media aimed at 

an intergenerational audience. 
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Introduction 
In response to demographic changes over recent 

decades, research and development of technology 

designed for elderly users has dramatically increased, 

drawing on existing theories and models of gerontology 

[1]. Both literature in gerontology and Human 

Computer Interaction (HCI) describes the ageing 

process as mainly characterized by risk of social 
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isolation, loss of independence and decline in physical 

and cognitive abilities. Older users are generally 

depicted as slow at performing with technology 

[26;14]. However, due to radical improvements in 

health and advances in ageing research, older adults 

are increasingly experiencing a better quality of life, 

enjoying active, participative and fulfilling lives into old 

age [3;8]. Indeed, many older adults report they do 

not consider themselves as ‘being old’ [28]. The risk of 

classifying this cohort of people based only around their 

‘declining’ capabilities is to reinforce the stereotype that 

the ageing population is a homogenous group, 

potentially instigating fear and denigration around the 

ageing process [26]. There is limited research about 

technology and the ageing population which addresses 

the potential of the social and mental capital that older 

generations hold and the special role that this group of 

people plays in the lives of their grandchildren [28]. In 

recent years, there is increasing interest in the 

potential of interactive media, such as digital games, as 

a means to foster intergenerational interaction. 

Researchers have recognized the potential of play as a 

way to promote connection and intergenerational 

learning [11;3]. In intergenerational interactions, the 

beneficial contribution on the wellbeing of both parties 

has been widely acknowledged [3;25]. For older adults, 

playful intergenerational interactions have beneficial 

impacts on their physical and mental health, reducing 

stress, promoting relaxation and facilitating positive 

changes in mood [23;28]. New technologies designed 

for intergenerational interaction may provide a playful 

experience in which users play different roles, offering 

new perspectives in the relationship between younger 

and older generations. However, there is little existing 

research which explores how technologies can be 

developed to support intergenerational play. This may 

be due in part to the challenge of conducting research 

and design for a dual audience such as younger and 

older users. The difficulty to engage with children in 

research, particularly very young children, also may 

have a role. Therefore, it is common for researchers 

and designers of new technologies to ask adult carers 

such as parents or teachers what they think their 

children or students may need, rather than ask children 

directly [5;6]. Druin [7] proposes a theoretical 

framework which defines the roles that children can 

play in the design process of new technology. They may 

become the users, testers, informants and design 

partners according to how adults relate to them, what 

stage in the design process they are involved in, and 

the goals of the research. The author also highlights 

the resourcefulness of engaging with children in the 

design process. They can help the researcher to think 

beyond the traditional needs, be a valuable resource of 

energy and creativity, and force the adults to keep 

questioning [7]. 

 

Aims and Objectives 
In this context, my research project has two main aims. 

First, it seeks to understand how interactive media may 

be designed to enable intergenerational playful 

interaction between preschool children and older adults, 

defined here as over 60 years old. The focus will be on 

the values of the playful intergenerational interaction 

and how those values can inform the design of an 

interactive media. The nature and type of the 

interactive media will be co-defined with the 

intergenerational cohort during the participatory 

sessions, according to their preferences, their desires, 

and their existing habits. We could hypothesize that the 

interactive media will be likely to entail direct simple 

manipulation suitable for the motor skills of young 



 

 

children and the elderly, adding a tactile dimension to 

the interaction. Previous research on playgrounds [23] 

highlights how children at this age prefer games which 

entail objects manipulation. Moreover, however modern 

technology offer a wide range of options when it comes 

to media consumption, videos appears to be the most 

common preschooler digital pastime [9]. Interactive 

artefacts such as digital storybooks could offer 

beneficial experience to young children and could 

enhance their imaginative play, their initiative to 

explore, and use abstract symbols [20]. Therefore 

interactive videos might be a suitable media to promote 

children’s engagement and facilitate the 

intergenerational interaction. Some level of design 

ambiguity, openness and flexibility could also be 

exploited as a design resource to spur imaginative play, 

intergenerational meanings negotiation, initiative to 

explore, and to allow the expression of different roles. 

We could anticipate that the interactive media will also 

offer full control over the interaction and assure an 

embodied experience in order to facilitate an enjoyable 

and natural play experience. 

Secondly, the research intends to gather understanding 

about how we might engage intergenerational 

participants in participatory design processes. 

Intergenerational participants are here meant as 

younger and older generations addressed as one group, 

rather than approached as two separate entities. 

Therefore, the emphasis will be on preschool children 

and their adult carers addressed as a ‘whole’. The 

research aspires to result in a set of methodological 

recommendations about how to engage with preschool 

children and older users together, in participatory 

design processes. Besides ways and methods in which 

to engage them in participatory design sessions, the 

recommendations will include guidelines on how to 

design interactive media tailored to the values, 

capabilities and preferences of the intergenerational 

cohort. The outcome guidelines to the design of the 

interactive media will respond to current understanding 

of preschool children and older users’ interaction with 

media and technology, using developmental psychology 

and cognitive theories on aging, and combined with a 

deeper understanding of the role that the artefact may 

assume in playful intergenerational interactions.  

 

Methodology 
The research is still on its initial stage. Methodology will 

be formatively refined through each stage, informing 

the next. First, an iterative approach to the design 

process will be adopted, following the design thinking 

methodology [17]. The design thinking approach entails 

five main stages: empathize, define, ideate, prototype 

and test. Starting with the empathize phase, a deep 

understanding of the intergenerational cohort has been 

gathered, through the design of a set of personas. The 

personas led to the definition of the design challenge, 

emerged as follows: ”How might we design 

intergenerational interactive media to enable playful 

interaction?”. In the ideation phase, values and 

meanings behind the playful intergenerational 

interaction will be elicited, through participatory design 

sessions. Concept ideas for intergenerational play will 

also emerged. The data gathered in the previous stage 

will inform the creation of low-tech prototype/s of an 

interactive media. In the last stage, the low-tech 

prototype/s will be tested with the same 

intergenerational sample of participants and refined 

through an iterative approach to the design cycle.  

A representative sample of participants, selected in 

pairs of preschool children (2 to 6 years old) and their 

‘older adult carer’ (over 60 years old) (e.g. grandfather, 



 

 

babysitter, family friend) will be recruited.  

1. Empathize: Persona Design 

First, a set of personas has been designed to configure 

the intended users of the interactive media. 

Experiences gathered in previous projects and literature 

about preschool children’s interaction with existing 

media informed the design of the personas (e.g. 

[22;19]). The engaging perspective to the creation of 

personas has been adopted. This approach emphasizes 

how the story can engage the reader, produce 

involvement and insights through the understanding of 

characters, and create a vivid and realistic description 

of fictitious people [21]. Considering the very young 

age of the children, ‘paired personas’ were created. In 

this sense, the story of the preschool children was 

intertwined with his/her relationship with an adult 

carer. For each persona, a use scenario was created to 

support the elicitation and prioritization of the design 

requirements. Besides the narration of how the media 

is currently used, stories of how it may be used in the 

future were also imagined to inspire possible alternative 

scenarios.  

2. Define: Design Challenge 

The personas so designed has been exploited as an 

ideation tool. The media emerged as possible promoter 

of the intergenerational interaction. This guided the 

research toward playful intergenerational interaction 

mediated by new media and technologies, and led to 

the definition of the design challenge. 

3. Ideate: Intergenerational Participatory Design 

The next stage will see the engagement of preschool 

children and older users in participatory design (PD) 

sessions. The children and their older adult carer will be 

addressed as a single entity and the emphasis will be 

on the experience emergent from the playful 

interaction. Specifically, the values led-PD approach 

[13;10] will be adopted to explore how to generate 

spaces for co-creation and co-exploration, and 

understand deep motivations behind participants’ needs 

and observed behavior. Values are here meant as 

dimensions of meanings which people use to organize 

their psychological experience and make sense of it 

[18]. This perspective differs from how others view 

values in HCI. Values are not seen as ‘worth’ [2] nor as 

concepts universally shared [7]. Instead they are 

emergent from the personal experience of the 

individual and used to predict life circumstances, 

present and future, channeling the behavior in 

particular directions [12].  

The sessions will embrace open-ended techniques 

specifically tailored to meet the intergenerational 

sample’s needs and capabilities. A playful participatory 

environment for young children and their adult partners 

will be developed with content and activities suitable for 

this age group. Different levels and types of facilitation 

to support the co-creation process will be implemented 

during the sessions. Such young children perceive the 

world by playing and singing [16;27], therefore the 

activities organized will be mainly art-based. For 

example, the use of music, although often neglected in 

the co-design process with children, may function as a 

trigger in the creative process, promoting their 

engagement, eliciting attention and arousing sensations 

[24]. The PD sessions will result in the co-creation of 

concept ideas for intergenerational playful interactions. 

4. Prototype/s creation 

Based on the concept ideas emerged at the ideation 

stage, low-tech prototype/s will be defined.  

5. Test: Evaluation of playful intergenerational 

interaction mediated by the low-tech prototype/s 

The prototype/s so generated will be refined and tested 

through an iterative approach with the same 



 

 

intergenerational sample of users. This stage will result 

with the definition of one final low-tech prototype of an 

interactive media aimed to enable playful 

intergenerational interaction.  

 

Contributions 

The project will result in a set of recommendations on 

how to engage preschool children and older users in 

participatory design processes and how to design 

interactive media for an intergenerational audience. A 

set of guidelines about methods and approaches to 

elicit and embed values in the design process will be 

produced. The outcomes may contribute to promoting 

ethical design in respect to people’ values, connecting 

generations, and ultimately having possible beneficial 

impacts on the wellbeing of both younger and older 

users.  
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