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Ohio State students learning to design products for seniors
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Seniors Jonnie Geis, 70, left, and Cecilia McAdams, 71, assist Abel Hernandez, an Ohio State graduate student, with prototype capes designed for their age
group.
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Jonnie Geis ogled the capes she and others at Westminster-Thurber retirement community had spent weeks
designing with Ohio State University students.

“Oh, it’s beautiful. You can even see the little diamonds in the fabric,” gushed Geis last week as she stroked
the black, turquoise and white-plaid cloth.

Abel Hernandez, a 26-year-old design graduate student, helped drape the cape around Geis’ shoulders.

Geis, 70, asked about the “large-but-classy toggle” clasp and heavy-duty magnets they planned to use instead
of buttons. “After all, we want to make it easier for older adults with arthritic hands or other disabilities to
fasten,” she said.

“The only catch is magnets are a no-no for people with pacemakers,” chimed in Cecilia McAdams, 71, as she
tried on her own black-and-white checked creation.

Geis and McAdams are among 20 senior citizens at Westminster-Thurber who have been working with 10
OSU graduate students to create products and services aimed at an older market. Another eight grad
students have been meeting with 10 older adults at a second continuing-care center that didn’t want to be
named.

McAdams examined the sleeves and hood on her cape to make sure they were roomy but not too big to cause
problems. She also tested the fabric’s weight.

“We want it to be warm, comfy and covering without being too heavy,” she said. McAdams noted that the
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hood was a tad small and wouldn’t provide enough protection against rain or wind. Hernandez said he could
fix it easily.

Many of the students are studying design, but there also are students from business, engineering,
occupational therapy and other disciplines. In addition to working on a cape, a team at Westminster-Thurber
is creating an app to help older adults plan how they want to live out the next chapter of their lives. A third
group is examining how to improve the online experience for senior citizens shopping for shoes.

They presented their final products to the residents of Westminster-Thurber on Tuesday; the students and
seniors working together at the other retirement community are to present today.

The class was created to bring the two generations together to consider ways to improve the quality of life of
older adults and help them remain socially engaged, said Linda Mauger, program director of the Office of
Geriatrics and Gerontology at OSU Wexner Medical Center.

“Most product designers agree that it’s good to talk to potential customers before designing a product about
what they want,” she said. “But too often, older adults are overlooked.”

Sometimes, that’s because of commonly held assumptions that are “often just plain wrong,” said Suzanne
Viox, the executive director of Link-age Connect, a research company in Mason in Warren County that
focuses on the senior demographic. The group is collaborating on the project and connected the students
with the senior citizens.

“People think of the older adults as being infirmed, disabled and living in a nursing home,” which is true for
only a small segment of the population, Viox said.

The reality is Americans are living much longer than they did just a few decades ago, she said. More often
than not, a 65-year-old, and even people in their 80s, are likely to be vibrant, engaged and in decent health.
Many are still working and have no plans to quit, Viox said. Those who have retired are usually just as busy as
when they worked.

“They’re helping to care for your grandchildren and children, traveling the world and experiencing new
things,” she said. “And they’re willing to offer what they’ve learned, they love to participate, and they want to
feel they have a purpose.”

The class is as much about personal growth as it is about creating, said associate professor Elizabeth Sanders,
who designed the course. “I told the students to enjoy the process and enjoy the people.”

“Before the project, I was a little afraid of the thought of getting older and what it might mean,” said Danielle
Latman, 36, who is working on a master of business administration degree. “But now I see you can still have
a very full, fun and amazing lifestyle.”

Graduate design student Sapna Singh, 38, said the seniors have opened her eyes to the challenges and
opportunities that older adults face every day.

“My parents are in their 70s, but they don’t talk about these things,” she said. “I now have new ideas about
how to start the conversation.”

Mark Mathys, 74, said his group took their assignment so seriously they met twice while the OSU students
were on spring break. “While the student team was out playing, the senior team was slaving over our joint
project,” he joked.

Marge Galloway, 71, said meeting the students gave her renewed hope about those who will be helping to care
for her generation.

“I don’t have to worry about the future,” she said.
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