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Abstract

Co-design research involving older adults has explored various ef-
fective methods for their engagement, including challenging stereo-
types, building trust through meaningful interactions, fostering
social connections within communities, and promoting mutual
learning. However, existing research may not always take a holis-
tic approach to co-designing with older adults. In this position
paper, we present a Hierarchy of Care in HCI Design Research
framework, which structures co-design through a care-centered
perspective. This framework begins with research as care and pro-
gresses through individual well-being, relational well-being, and
learning experiences. By adopting the hierarchy of Care in HCI
Design Research, researchers can create more inclusive, meaningful,
and effective co-design practices that benefit older adults and the
research.
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1 Introduction

Co-design, a form of participatory design that actively involves
end-users in the research and design process [16, 32], is a well-
established approach in Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). Co-
design includes diverse design-thinking processes, where individ-
uals collaborate and reflect on shared practices and experiences
through “joint inquiry and imagination [34]” By engaging end-
users in the process, the research team benefits from their practical
experiences that could enhance idea generation, leading to more
effective decision-making in design. In particular, with increasing
interest in technology for older adults, there is an increase in the
involvement of older adults in co-design [11].
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Compared to designing with younger adult user groups, co-
designing with older adults presents distinct challenges. Researchers
often serve as advocates for older adults, yet understanding stake-
holder perspectives and lived experiences can be complex [36]. In
particular, designers who are young adults may find it challenging
to understand older adults’ experiences because they have not yet
personally encountered them [30].

Furthermore, older adults may experience physical and cognitive
limitations that make it challenging to apply common co-design
approaches, such as storyboarding and rapid iteration. For example,
age-related changes in hearing and eyesight, such as presbycusis
(age-related hearing loss) and reduced ability to focus on small ob-
jects [25], can make certain design tasks, like storyboarding, more
difficult. The natural aging process also affects cognitive function.
Structural changes in the brain, including the shrinking of the hip-
pocampus and medial temporal lobes, contribute to explicit memory
issues and increased distractibility [21, p.41, 59]. Decline in working
memory performance [20] and processing speed [9] make it more
challenging for older adults to generate ideas quickly or to respond
as rapidly as younger participants in brainstorming sessions. More-
over, new technologies, such as robots, can be difficult to grasp, as
older adults did not grow up with them.

Other challenges in working with older adults include relation-
ship and trust-building, which are essential components of the
co-design process but can take time to establish [36]. Trust can be
particularly difficult for older adults due to past traumatic experi-
ences and the perceived risk of vulnerability [33], which may be
further influenced by their longer life experiences.

Working with older adults who have additional complexities,
such as those living with dementia, introduces further challenges.
Individuals with dementia may experience behavioral and psy-
chological symptoms that can make participatory design difficult.
Cognitive stimulation therapy is often used to support individuals
with dementia, but their symptoms may complicate direct participa-
tion in co-design. Unconstrained brainstorming can be particularly
challenging, as individuals in the early or moderate stages of de-
mentia may struggle to conceptualize and navigate the design space
[10].

Furthermore, many older adults are unfamiliar with design method-
ologies and may struggle to know where to begin when given
open-ended prompts, especially if they do not have a background
in design [36]. Compared to younger adults, older adults often
face limitations that require more careful consideration and adap-
tation in co-design processes. Reflecting on the challenges faced by
older adults requires further refinement and careful consideration
when approaching research with awareness and accountability in
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co-design. Given the aforementioned challenges, we aim to dis-
cuss what are the necessary research practices to promote responsible
participation with older adults and to prioritize meaningful collabo-
ration?

2 Related Work

To understand the necessary research practice, we begin by describ-
ing the history of co-design in HCI as well as existing reflexive
approaches for co-design with older adults.

2.1 History of HCI and Co-Design

Co-design, or participatory design, is a fundamental process in HCI
that has evolved in step with the field’s history. After the first wave
of HCI centered around users interacting with desktop computers
while drawing from cognitive science and human factors [8, 29],
the role of co-design became more evident with the second wave’s
Scandinavian participatory design practices [29, p.12]. During this
time, the HCI community emphasized collaborative work, situated
activities, and participatory design workshops [29], which valued
including end-users in the design process. The concept of co-design
or participatory design was built in the third wave, as HCI moved
beyond work environments, incorporating computers and tech-
nologies into homes and everyday life across diverse contexts and
communities. The shift in the third wave encouraged a more re-
flexive approach to design, moving “from human factors to human
actors” [7], with co-design engaging the human actors as direct
participants in design. More specifically, the HCI design commu-
nity discussed how these human actors are not acting in isolation
but are interacting with the technology affected by the domestic,
cultural, and social settings around them [8].

Co-design has been widely employed to enhance responsiveness,
foster communication, and improve policy processes and outcomes
[6]. Co-design serves as a bridge between researchers and partici-
pants, enabling collaborative engagement in design activities [17].
Co-design can be viewed as a democratic approach [17]. Partic-
ipants negotiate roles and interests to drive meaningful change.
Participation in co-design should not only capture users’ perspec-
tives but also facilitate mutual learning between users and designers,
empowering individuals to shape their own experiences [16].

Scholars have explored ways to further integrate discussions of
values in design and the future while maintaining a strong com-
mitment to democratic principles [15], such as from the feminist
perspective. In HCI, feminist perspectives helped increase the dis-
cussion of co-design. Feminist principles have influenced product
and industrial design, shaping methodologies that help interaction
designers and researchers incorporate feminist approaches into user
research across different contexts and situations [3]. The feminist
perspective calls for a reflexive approach to emphasize awareness,
accountability, and objectivity regarding the diverse stakeholders
involved in technology design [3] throughout the research and
design process [5, 38]. The diversity also includes the marginal-
ized voice, but also the inclusivity and ethical design practices [4].
Guided by a feminist perspective, co-design in HCI values inclusiv-
ity and reflexivity. however, there is no single answer to how one
should be inclusive in the co-design process, as inclusivity is highly
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dependent on the situated context, which can vary depending on
different populations, such as older adults.

2.2 Existing Approaches for Co-design with
Older Adults

Facing the challenges of older adults in co-design, along with the
trend of feminist utopianism in the participatory design approach
[4], a growing body of research explores methods for conducting
co-design with older adults with being more inclusive and reflexive.

Reflecting on inclusivity and reflexivity, recent research calls for
challenging stereotypical views of aging [23], shifting away from
the perception that aging is inherently linked to loneliness or that
older adults have limited capabilities. Rather than viewing older
adults as incapable, they are recognized as active participants in
their own lives, using technology to address the challenges of aging
and engaging in co-design that extends beyond physical and cogni-
tive limitations. This perspective aligns with the concept of active
aging introduced by the World Health Organization at the Second
United Nations World Assembly on Aging in Madrid, Spain, in
2002, titled Active Aging: A Policy Framework [26]. This framework
emphasizes participation in society, viewing older adults as indepen-
dent and healthy individuals who can volunteer, care for children
and grandchildren, and maintain social connectedness [14, 40]. It
explores how older adults interact with technology to address their
needs and constraints. Similarly, prior design research challenges
the notion that older adults using powered wheelchairs are inher-
ently limited. Instead, older adults may view their wheelchairs as
integral to their identity, providing them with independence and
opportunities for social engagement [31].

Having a more open mindset can help address challenges re-
lated to physical and cognitive limitations. Rather than focusing on
these limitations, researchers can identify older adults with exper-
tise in specific fields, allowing them to contribute meaningfully to
the co-design process. For example, older adults who are creative
writing hobbyists can actively participate in workshop design [1].
Some studies have involved student designers in co-design, lever-
aging their expertise to help elaborate on ideas [30] and support
older adults in overcoming certain limitations. Similarly, in another
study, facilitators created live maps instead of having participants
work independently to support engagement [2]. Other research
has introduced flexibility into the design process, such as allowing
participants to complete homework tasks, like taking photos, at
their own pace.

As building trust can be a challenge, researchers and design-
ers emphasize prioritizing relationship- and trust-building while
maintaining rapport [11] and ensuring they understand the lived ex-
periences and daily realities of participants [23]. This foundational
understanding helps shape the flow and meaning of everyday life.
To build relationships, researchers have emphasized community en-
gagement for older adults. For example, studies have explored ways
to increase digital literacy among older adults through participatory
observation, fostering social interaction, facilitating group learn-
ing activities, and incorporating community contexts and group
dynamics. Co-design workshops, along with detailed observations
and staff interviews, have been used to investigate strategies for en-
hancing community life for older adults [39]. This process involves
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reworking design elements, refining practices, and fostering trust
and connection to support meaningful participation [23]. Similarly,
Kitwood’s values in empathic design highlight the importance of
fostering relationships between designers and users to enhance
awareness of user needs [22]. In building trust, researchers have to
adjust to older adults’ physical and cognitive abilities.

Researchers have also highlighted the importance of mutual
learning, as it enables older adults to better understand new tech-
nologies and design processes, particularly when they have limited
prior knowledge or face physical and cognitive challenges. Mutual
learning involves an exchange between facilitators and co-designers.
It sometimes requires facilitators to build technological literacy and
provide support [2], while participants contribute their lived expe-
riences. Researchers could allocate time for support and training,
whether in an online digital setting, [11]. Alternatively, researchers
can adopt a long-term approach by incorporating multiple design
activities [27] or employing situated participatory design [35], en-
gaging with in-situ robot interaction. All of these can help older
adults gain literacy.

Overall, previous research has emphasized the importance of

adopting a non-judgmental perspective on aging, prioritizing relationship-

building, and fostering reflection and positionality in participatory
design. However, no single element alone is sufficient to achieve
full reflexivity and comfort in design research. For example, engag-
ing with the community may not be enough if participants do not
feel comfortable in the research process or lack literacy with the
co-design technology, preventing mutual learning or meaningful
participation. Researchers often need to piece together insights
from multiple articles, it can be challenging for young researchers
to determine what is needed. Providing guidance could help young
researchers entering the field learn how to effectively co-design
with older adults.

3 Position

Here, we propose a research framework grounded in a perspective
of care, following a hierarchy of care in design research, as a conver-
gence of the previously mentioned methods. This begins with the
fundamental principle of viewing research as care, fostering a mind-
set that shapes how researchers perceive participants—both from
the researcher’s and participants’ perspectives. Once one is more
open-minded to view research as care, researchers can take action
by looking at participants’ well-being, particularly when working
with diverse groups of older adults. The next level focuses on re-
lational well-being, considering group dynamics and interactions
during the co-design. Finally, the framework emphasizes learning
experiences, ensuring that older adults gain meaningful insights
from their participation (see Fig. 1). By applying these principles,
young researchers can more easily grasp essential research practices
that foster responsible participation and meaningful collaboration
with older adults in co-design. Below, I outline the details of each ele-
ment, drawing from my previously published and work-in-progress
research.

3.1 Developing Research as Care Mindset

Co-design requires a more reflexive approach to truly understand
older adults, including attentiveness to the voices within research
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Figure 1: Hierarchy of Care in Design Research

and the researcher’s positionality [13]. Previous research on femi-
nism has focused on one’s own position—shaped by personal expe-
riences and power dynamics—ethical practice in co-design involves
exercising moral responsibility, cultivating relationships, and being
transparent about the researcher’s role [5]. However, awareness of
one’s positionality alone is insufficient. For example, simply iden-
tifying as a young researcher focusing on gerontology does not
provide a complete understanding of older adults’ lived experiences.
Their challenges, including physical and cognitive limitations, re-
quire more than acknowledging positionality; they require a deeper
effort to see the world from their perspective and understand their
backgrounds. This leads to the question:

How can we better understand each other to improve
positionality in research?

To improve positionality and foster mutual understanding, we
encourage researchers to actively engage with participants in a
manner that is ethical, empathetic, and responsive. According to
Tronto’s ethics of care framework [37], the first step in meaningful
engagement is caring about—recognizing and identifying care needs
[37]. When researchers genuinely care about participants, they
are more open-minded and receptive to their perspectives. This
approach involves:

(1) Viewing participants as individuals — Recognizing partici-
pants as individuals rather than simply categorizing them
as “older adults” or assuming limitations based on age.

(2) Acknowledging the reciprocity of research — Understanding
that older adults are active participants who also care about
research, fostering mutual respect and engagement.

By adopting an empathetic and open-minded approach—recognizing

participants as individuals and understanding how they reciprocate
research—researchers can shift their perspectives, challenge their
own stereotypical views of aging, and foster deeper reflection on
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their positionality. Developing this mindset allows for greater re-
ciprocal care, eventually leading to more meaningful and inclusive
research practices.

3.2 Caring for Individual Well-being

As having a research-as-care mindset, having intentionality in re-
search as care is also important. Designing research in a way that
fosters deeper understanding and guides meaningful action, partic-
ularly when considering the complexities of the design process. it is
essential to put these principles into action. Given the older adults’
physical and cognitive limitations that older adults may experience,
achieving well-being can be challenging. However, by approaching
care from a well-being perspective, researchers can better under-
stand care from the standpoint of care receivers. This includes
honoring individual preferences, recognizing the importance of
context (particularism), and understanding lived experiences [37].
However,

How can we design co-design workshops to ensure par-
ticipants feel they are in a suitable and supportive envi-
ronment that promotes their well-being?

One method to do so is through building co-design practices
through Eden’s Well-Being Framework [18], inspired by the well-
being framework from the Eden Alternative. These elements of
well-being build upon one another [12, 28]:

(1) Co-design for identity: Engaging participants in familiar and

simple activities

(2) Co-design for connectedness: Encouraging repeated interac-

tions with the researcher and the robot

(3) Co-design for security: Creating a safe space, fostering peer

support, and ensuring informed assent

(4) Co-design for autonomy: Supporting participants in growing

as user experts

(5) Co-design for meaning, growth, and joy: Inspiring partici-

pants through the researcher’s reflective practice

This framework provides a structured approach to fostering well-
being in co-design, ensuring that older adults feel valued, supported,
and engaged.

3.3 Caring for Group Dynamics

As the co-design calls for situated activities within the co-design
group, power dynamics when researchers facilitate activities can
also play a significant role [30]. Each individual within the design
team has a role in the collaborative process and contributes to
communication and decision-making [30]. Even in participatory
approaches, stakeholders exist within the research setting, shap-
ing interactions and outcomes. For example, dynamics between a
care partner and an older adult recipient, with or without chronic
limitations, may present challenges if one person assumes a more
dominant role than the other. Therefore, it is essential to consider
and care for group dynamics when conducting research. We then
raise the question:

How can we design co-design workshops to accommo-
date the relational dynamics between different stake-
holders or participants within the research setting?

We propose the following methods:
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(1) Understanding relationship dynamics before co-design —
Identifying pre-existing relationships and power structures
that may influence the process.

(2) Being self-aware of the researcher’s influence — Observing
and actively responding to relationship dynamics to foster
meaningful interactions.

(3) Being mindful of the impact of research method choices —
Reflecting on how methodological decisions shape group
interactions and adapting accordingly.

(4) Rethinking the research process as an act of care — Priori-
tizing inclusivity, empathy, and responsiveness in research
facilitation.

By incorporating these principles, co-design workshops can cre-
ate an environment that supports collaboration, mutual respect,
and meaningful engagement among all stakeholders.

3.4 Caring About Learning Experiences

After individual well-being, another essential aspect of co-design
is education, as previous research emphasizes mutual learning.
Participants gain insights by working alongside researchers, but
challenges may arise in effectively engaging stakeholders to im-
prove their understanding of different perspectives and experiences.
For example, suppose the older adult participants have not used a
robot before. How do the researchers explain the robot to educate
the older adult about the robot before making design suggestions
during co-design? Without this foundational knowledge, unrealis-
tic expectations may develop, eventually impacting the co-design
process [36]. Thus, we question:

How can we design co-design workshops to educate
participants about the different components of design
before they provide constructive feedback?

One effective approach to achieving this is through an iterative
process, similar to a longitudinal panel, where participants engage
with the research over time. This involves:

(1) Repeated interactions in the panel so that researchers can
teach the older adults over time and allow for iterative design.

(2) Making sure that the participants have opportunities to in-
teract with the technology to gain hands-on experience.

(3) Assigned homework that integrates co-design elements into
their daily lives to enhance the understanding of how the
technology could be placed in the context of people’s homes.

Through this ongoing engagement, participants develop a deeper
understanding of the design process and the technology, enhancing
their literacy in design elements. As a result, the participants could
provide more meaningful and informed feedback.

Drawing from Nelson and Stolterman’s research [24], partici-
pants demonstrated the ability to internalize facts about robots
and design, gain confidence in undertaking design activities, de-
velop the capability to generate feedback and attain competence
in making informed judgments [19]. Furthermore, they built the
courage to take risks, established connections between design and
real-world applications, and cultivated their unique character as
designers.
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4 Conclusion

Co-design, a form of participatory design, has evolved within the
HCI community to enhance responsiveness, communication, and
integration into design, increasingly incorporating a situated femi-
nist perspective. Existing research has emphasized shifting away
from stereotypical views of aging toward recognizing older adults
as active participants through deeper engagement, fostering free-
dom, empowerment, and trust-building. Yet, most of the work was
focused on individual elements that could be further implemented
in the care. A structured approach requires an essential under-
standing of the hierarchy of care in HCI research. This begins with
viewing research as care, deliberately thinking about older adults
as participants and how they reciprocate to the research. It then
progresses through individual well-being, relational well-being, and
learning experiences—all of which contribute to achieving meaning-
ful outcomes. By using this step-by-step approach, we can empower
participants to shape their own experiences but also to prioritize
joint inquiry and imagination, fostering deeper engagement in
co-design and leading to better design outcomes.
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