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5. Co-designing with vulnerable social groups:
LONGEVICITY project

Carla Sedini, Xue Pei, Francesco Zurlo
Design Department, Politecnico di Milano

LONGEVICITY b Social Inclusion for the elderly through walka
bility! is a multidisciplinary research project funded by Fondazione
Cariplo? within the Call Scientific Research 2017 “Aging and social
research: people, places and relatiGn¥he research consortium is led
by the Department of Computer Science, Systems and Communication
(University of Milano-Bicocca) and composed by the Design Department
(Politecnico di Milano), AUSER Lombardia (regional volunteer associa-
tion for the elderly) and the Research Center for Advanced Science and
Technology (University of Tokyo). In the following pages, we will present
the social facts and the consequence challenge at the base of our research
activities. We will focus on social inclusion goals, which we, as the Design
Department, addressed through cross-fertilization between ethnographic
methods and participatory design tools and activities.

5.1. The social challenge

As previously mentioned, cities are complex social systems that often
struggle to satisfy most marginalized populations’ needs, creating a prob-
lematic loop of inequalities. The elderly population, in particular, suffer
more than others of risks of marginalization often because of the structure
and the design of cities.

Population aging is a global phenomenon, and Italy ranks at the top
of the European classification of “older” countries. Demographic projec-

1. https://sites.google.com/unimib.it/LONGEVICITY/home.
2. www.fondazionecariplo.it/en/index.html.
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tions show that in 2025 the number of over 65s will constitute over 23%
of the world population, given that it will grow further (OECD, 2015).
Urban suburbs are most affected by this phenomenon; in fact, the aging
index increases directly to the increase in the distance from the city center.
The two main orders of problems are inherent in health and social inclu
sion and are closely related to each other. Cities must, therefore, respond
to the challenges not only from an infrastructural point of view (Baltes
& Smith, 2003). The most vulnerable cities risk the so-called neighbor
hood effect, which mainly affects the weaker social groups, such as the
elderly. Social exclusion occurs independently of the urban redevelopment
processes (Mugnano, 2018), and sometimes these processes even increase
this exclusion. The presence on the territory of cultural and recreational-
recreational services and activities, for example, can avoid the risk of
Isolation. Therefore, libraries, public spaces, gyms, cultural initiatives in
general can D if accessible and accessible B have a positive impact (Buffel,
Phillipson & Scharf, 2012; Boudrgt al, 2005). Agenda 2030 and the
Sustainable Development Goals, the World Humanitarian Summit and the
New Urban Agenda (Habitat IIl) are highlighting the call for inclusive
urbanization and among the priorities identi'ed, they include the engage
ment of older people in planning activities and decision-making processes
(Jones, 2016)."

In line with the de!nition that the World Health Organization gives
of healthy aging as gfocess to maintain and develop functional ability,
which allows well-being even in old @ewe intended to develop a design
research process that took into account hard and soft characteristics of
the Metropolitan Area of Milan, experimenting and validating research
methodologies aimed at improving the Walkability of specilc urban areas.
Attention to elderly citizensO ability to walk in the city has grown consid
erably, from the point of view of urban planning. In 1988, the European
Charter of Pedestrian Rights was drawn up to highlight the need to ensure
pedestriansO comfort and safety in cities, bringing particular attention to
the elderly and people with reduced mobility.

In the city of Milan, the Walkability index (consisting of the attrac
tiveness values for over 75, resident density, road connectivity, road clas
silcation, slope) records the highest values at the historic center and the
centers of the individual neighborhoods, which are evidently the areas of
the city where gentle mobility is most favored. Attention to Walkability
would promote not only greater social inclusion and the maintenance
of a healthy and active lifestyle, but also the local economy thanks to
an increase in the quality of life of the neighborhoods and support for
trade retail consumption-oriented. In many cases, Walkability is de!ned
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as a measure and evaluation. Several indexes were built to measure the
Walkability of an urban area. In particular, we refer to Speck (2013)
according to whom a walk has to satisfy four main conditions: it must
be useful, safe, comfortable, and interesting. Similarly, Forsyth and
Southworth (2008) de!ne OwalkableO as close, safe, barrier-free, full of
pedestrian infrastructure and destinations, and also encouraging physical
activity, upscale, leafy, or cosmopolitan.

Gorrini & Bandini (2017), leading LONGEVICITY research project,
identiled !ve indicators to be tested:

» usefulness: urban areas should be designed to guarantee the presence
of numerous and diverse public services for the elderly within a
walkable distance from their place of residence (e.g., land-use mix;
street connectivity; transport services; social and health care service;
commercial activities);

e comfort: urban areas should be designed to accommodate the comfort
of the elderly while walking (e.g., pavement type; continuity on-side
walks; installing ramps for people with reduced mobility; urban furni
ture for resting; green areas with trees, benches, tables and fountains);

» safety: urban areas should be designed to guarantee the safety of
elderly pedestrians while walking and crossing (e.g., absence of
barriers and the pothole on sidewalks; speed bumpers; traflc lights;
illumination systems in the proximity of the zebra crossing; legible
horizontal and vertical signage);

e attractiveness:. urban areas should be designed to have a polycen
tric structure, with several and distinctive areas of attraction for the
elderly inhabitants (e.g., points of interest, amenities, public spaces and
events; quality of the architectural streetscape; the vitality of the social
context);

* legibility: urban areas should be designed to be legible, memorable
and navigable, in order to enable the elderly to locate themselves easily
and navigate through the city (e.g., roads toponymy; legible road signs;
place-based maps for indicating public services)

As Alfonzo (2005) stressed, a hierarchy of walking needs exists and
it goes from the most basic and personal conditions to higher-ordered and
environmental ones:T@us, for example, if the need for safety is not met,
a person would not consider his or her need for comfort or pleasurabilty
when deciding whether to walk (ivi: 11). In addition to that, the scholar
states that this hierarchy has to be placed in a socio-ecological framework,
where personal life circumstances also play a role."
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For the discussion presented in this chapter, we selected mainly two
ageing of the population challenges out of those identiled by OECD:

e Infrastructure and urban form need to be redesigned to increase the
attractiveness of and well-being in cities;
» social isolation resulting from a reduced social network.

Looking specilcally at the last point, existing guidelines for the design
of age-friendly cities do not often take into account the needs of soci
ality among the elderly, which is instead the true intrinsic motivation for
them to navigate the city. The investigation of innovative design solutions
for the outdoor urban areas will foster the walkability and accessibility
of the environments, which will more signilcantly induce spontaneous
aggregation and appropriation of public spaces by elderly citizens. These
aspects have been promoted by conducting a human-centered approach for
creating a new meaning of age-friendly cities. The results of the project
will provide knowledge, data and experiences useful for city managers
and policymakers involved in the design of innovative and technolog
ical solutions (ICT, loT) for the management of mobility in future smart
and sustainable cities, characterized by the presence of active long-living
inhabitants interacting with multiple technology-based services.
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Figure 1 - The design-led research process. Elaborated by authors.

LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano
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On the basis of the literature analyzed and observations carried
out in two main areas (Sesto San Giovanni city center and Gorla-
Crescenzago neighborhood B in Milan), a design-led research process
has been formulated, acting as a platform on which different stake
holders were able to discuss on the issue of walkability and to co-create
possible ideas for improving the existing situations towards their
preferred ones.

Before directly engaging the senior groups in the selected neighbors,
we launched a questionnaire to the whole senior citizen community in
Milan. The aim was to understand better the general state of the art of the
elderlyOs lives and what are the principle diflculties and needs regarding
an age-friendly city.

The questionnaire included four main issues: basic information and
living condition; activities in spare time; information of the neighbor
hood and mobility activities in the neighborhood. The questionnaire
was distributed both online and of#ine, available in different oflces and
AUSER centers. Eventually, more than 100 replies were collected. The
result provided a basic overview, showing the essential needs of senior
citizens on the city and neighborhood, as well as their main diflculties and
concerns about walking in the city.

5.2. Co-designing for and with senior citizens: !rst round

In this chapter, we are going to specilcally look at the process carried
out in the Sesto San Giovanni city center area; however, the same process
was followed for the other area of interest.

Before starting with our usersO engagement, we carried out several
meetings at the AUSER centers to explain the research and its objec
tives.

We created a WhatsApp group to maintain communication with the
volunteers participating in the project (about twenty people).

The interviewing activity was the !rst relevant, inclusive action. We
organized two days of interviews during which we were carried out at the
AUSER centers. It was essential to identify the center as the place for the
research because the participants were already familiar with it and it was
easy to reach it for everybody.

Interviews focused on hard and soft factors delning the walkability
of the area of interest to get some knowledge on their quality of life
perception (Hirschet al, 2000), relationships and networks (Let al,

2009; Scharlach, 2012). We conducted 11 interviews. The interviewees
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were asked about personal information, leisure time, and to evaluate the
neighborhoods taken into consideration in the project, according to the

same indicators used to carry out the observations. Indeed, we wanted
to compare the results of the parameters mentioned above of walkability.
The interviews were conducted both singularly and in pairs in order to

make the participants comfortable. Apart from the normal process of

question and answer, we asked our interviewees to interact with a printed
map of the selected area. They could indicate their walking paths with

different colors, also highlighting positive and negative elements they

usually encounter. Maps constituted our boundary object and became tools
for conversation. Senior citizens are more used than the young -genera
tion to handle maps, and for these reasons, they did not encounter any
problems using them. They easily navigate through it, showing us their

most common walking paths and speci!c points of dangers, such as risky
crossing, sloppy or broken pavements, but also places that they usually go
for sports or recreational activities.
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Figure 2 - Interview scene and the map (used as a tool to involve the interviewe-
es). Elaborated by authors.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano
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Several common issues emerged. We brie#y sum up them according to
the different indicators of walkability:

« usefulness: in general, the opinions were positive because of the
presence of different services, such as shops, libraries, parks, post
oflce, public transportation services, etc.;

« comfort: it was poorly evaluated, especially in specilc points of the
area of interest. The most common problems were connected with
paving and the lack of handrails (were stairs to enter the subway),
benches, public toilets, and drinking fountains;

« safety: in general, the perception of personal security was right; they
declared to go out also in the evening and dark hours. However, they
declared to be stressed by the presence of bicycles on the sidewalks
(which do not make noise so they cannot hear them coming), the poor
lighting in urban parks, and tree roots on sidewalks;

» attractiveness: they were generally satisled by the presence of public
squares, parks, leisure centers, the library; however, they !rmly -conte
sted the present government of the cities, which is dismantling various
cultural associations;

» legibility: was not a problem at all since they know the neighborhood
very well;

 population: they were satisled with ttsgitial mixitZof the area.

We can conclude that, they typically walk in their neighborhoods,
they have great knowledge and attendance of the area of interest and their
general satisfaction is pretty high.

According to these !rst results, we could identify several design
opportunities useful for driving the second part of the research, which
would have been based on more collective engagement and co-design
activities.

5.3. Co-designing for and with senior citizens: second
round

The second part started with conducting a focus group in the form
of a workshop with a group of seniors who had already participated
in the interview activity and some new participants; in total, fourteen
seniors participated in the focus group. The focus group phase aimed to
generate qualitative perceptions of OwalkabilityO, which had been analyzed
compared to the indicators previously identiled in the observation phase.
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Besides, the focus group activity opened the conversation among alt partic
jpants to discuss on discovered in the interview phase. Six parameters
and previous !ndings were used to design the research tools for the focus

group activity.
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Figure 3 - Tool used during the focus group with senior citizens. Elaborated by authors.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano
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Before starting, the participants were trained and informed on
WalkabilityOs concept and on the previous activities carried out, with
particular attention to case studies selection and little information on the
interviews (in order to avoid biases). The tool developed and used for this
activity is shown in !gure 3.

The Irst task was carried out individually, and the seniors had to point
out problems that they observe and face in the selected neighborhood
according to the different walkability indicators. Then, different opinions
were shared and discussed with the support of a big map of the interested
neighborhood; we were able to collectively identify three problematic
areas (from left to right): the ORond 0O area, the OUnderpassO area and the
OCentreO area.

Figure 4 - Three identified problematic areas in the neighbourhood.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano

Afterward, the participants were then divided into three groups to
work on a specilc area. Each group had to work on one assigned area and
to identify for each walkability indicator hard or soft elements that B in
their opinion B were missing or needed.
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Figure 5 - Selected elements to increase walkability in the neighbourhood.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano

It was interesting to notice how all the three groups were very much
willing to have a recreational center, which was selected as the most impor
tant usefulness element, with specilc attention to the renovation of an
abandoned and historical theatre of the city. The comfort was focused on
the availability of public restrooms, the improvement of trash bins, the
implementation of elevators or escalators (for the underpass), and good
general maintenance of sidewalks. As safety is concerned, lighting was
the most quoted element that conlrms the importance of personal safety
perception. Attractiveness indicator mainly addressed issues about the offer
of initiatives and also the capability to 'nd information about these; in-addi
tion to that, the seniors in the OunderpassO group mentioned a specilc place,
Mapelli square, that would require some renovation in order to become
attractive and to become a gathering place. For the legibility indicator, the
senior participants mainly suggest some additional orientation helps; and for
the population indicator, in general, they stressed the importance of having
a variety of people with particular attention to women and children.

We sum up the focus group results during a follow-up phase conducted
among the research team and we identiled two main issues to be addressed:
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« make (mainly B but not only) public and open spaces available for
the involvement of different generations and typologies of people to
perform different activities, especially creative and social ones;

« pay attention to safety both Oreal® and OperceivedO (e.g., signs for cros
sing, wideness of sidewalk, lightning, etc.).

The resolution of both issues was able to increase the elderlyOs-willing
ness to take a walk in the neighborhood. We organized an urban walking
tour, together with the senior participants who conducted us through pecu
liar and relevant places located on this path. The idea was to investigate
the previously mentioned two issues in the real context and have direct
experiences of the mentioned places. This activity was important both to
gain additional information and to maintain the connection of the group.

Figure 6 - Urban walking tour with senior citizens.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano

5.4. Co-designing for and with senior citizens: third round

This last phase was focused on the co-creation of concepts and
possible solutions that will answer the issues emerging from the researchOs
previous phases. We organized a co-design workshop inviting both seniors
who participated in the previous activities, students both from the Design
Department and the Department of Computer Science, Systems and
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Communication. All participants were mixed and divided into three groups
(three or four senior citizens, two students from the Design Department
and two students from the Department of Computer Science, Systems and
Communication).

The workshop was organized with four main steps:

e brainstorming;

» concept generation and formulation;
e scenario building and visualization;
e building personas & stories.

The workshop started with the general question OHow might we
improve senior citizensO social lives in the Sesto San Giovanni area
through walkability?O.

We createddd hoctools and provided some inspiring questions, case
studies and images to guide the co-design activity. Before each step, we
explained to the participants, especially our senior citizens, about each
design method and tool to give them enough knowledge to feel cemfort
able providing their contributions and experience. For example, in order to
facilitate the brainstorming activity, we provide the following inspiring and
disruptive questions: What passions do you have? What activities do you
like to participate in during spare time? What would you like to do while
taking a walk? If you had to think of a person or a type of person you

S
D INTEEESE

FmEe N

Figure 7 - One example of visualized scenario and persona.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano
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donOt know directly but would like to take a walk with, who would it be?
Have you ever had a particularly interesting walk on vacation? What was
interesting about it?

In addition to that, the co-creation of boundary objects such as-mood
boards/collages was essential and engaging for them, especially in the
building scenario and personas creation activities.

We mainly oriented the co-design workshop to the participantsO
engagement rather than on the generated outputs (Meroni, Selloni & Rossi,
2018). For this reason, the role of designers was crucial in translating the
information and basic ideas emerged and collected during the workshop in
concepts that would potentially go through an additional assessment and
development phases.

Three concepts were reframed and developed and had common charac
teristics. They are described in Box 3.

As said before, starting from the requirements of paying attention
to"safety and'security especially addressing the improvement of safety
perception and the possibility of customizing walking paths according to
the userOs specilc characteristics.

The other walkability indicator identi'led as a very important factor
wasattractivenessand the possibility of getting information on local social
and cultural events. All the concepts comprised elements that looked at
increasing seniorsO possibilities of having a satisfying social life.

In addition to that, all the concepts were thought to improve usersO
physical well-being, stimulating them to go out and reach their destina
tion on foot and, in the last concept, performing real training exercises.
Inclusivity is another crucial characteristic owned by each concept;
indeed, they were thought for the specilc target of seniors, however,
they could be attractive and used by everybody. This characteristic
explicitly answered our senior participantsO request for not being Oghet
toizedO.

It is important to stress that all the concepts were future-oriented.
This is not because they are particularly OfuturisticO but because they
especially looked at seniors of the next future who would undoubtedly
own greater expertise and more confidence with and used te tech
nology and digital devices. Notwithstanding that, we must stress that
our senior participants were already pretty confident with technology,
especially with smartphones; but we cannot underestimate the digital
divide risks.
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Box 3 B LONGEVICITY Concepts

Itinere (students: Stefano Canavero, Claudia Pelosi): a system of
virtual squares/plazas, an information tool and a gateway to the
social dimension of the neighborhood. The physical contact points
are totems located in strategic points that present the display of acti-
vities and events in the area, recommending itineraries and connec-
ting people interested in the same activities. The aim is to entice the
elderly and anyone who has difficulty participating in the social life to
go out, be informed on what is happening in the surroundings and to
cultivate social relationships.

S
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Figure 8 - Itinere project.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano

EsploraMi (students: Caterina Castiglioni, Livio Placenti): a
geographic internet service with a simplified interface that suggests
paths and new places to visit according to their walkability para-
meters and matching the interests of users. The indications on the
route will be through vocal synthesis transmitted by a separate
(wearable) device.
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Figure 9 - EsploraMi project.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano
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Figure 10 - Active Seniors - wellness maps project.
LONGEVICITY project, Design Dept., Politecnico di Milano
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Active Seniors — wellness maps: the service consists in the installa-
tion of a series of external gym equipment in various points of the
city which together create a map of points of interest. Outdoor gym
equipment is installed so as to generate interest in users to move
from one point to another to complete the workout. These equipment
uses kinetic and solar energy to produce light energy at night, incre-
asing the brightness along the routes and also improving the percep-
tion of safety.

5.5. Preliminary conclusions

LONGEVICITY research project was organized according to the four
methodological intents, who Jones identiled as to be included in the adop
tion of systems practice in design research:

« Explanation by social research;

* Understand or Prediction by process evaluation and system design;
» Change by stakeholder engagement;

» Design by design research method.

The system thinking leads us to emphasize the research on exploring
the'softwaréof a city (specilcally, a neighborhood in the city) and the-rela
tionship between a cityOs hardware and software.

Therefore, it comes to the thinking that there are two dimensions of
evaluation and to improve the cityOs walkability level. The hardware can be
addressed through strategic urban planning to increase the comfort level,
and basic infrastructure maintenance and upgrades to guarantee walking
safety. Even more importantly, the software can be improved, creating new
events and opportunities to increase the neighborhoodOs vitality, which
could be mainly applied to improve safety (the elderlyOs perception) and
attractiveness. Working on the soft aspect of walkability requires a careful
consideration and organization of several parameters."

Looking specilcally at the change by stakeholder engagement, the
main change we wanted and attained was focusing on the stakeholders
themselves. This means that we engaged senior citizens not only in order
to get knowledge but also to empower them, in line with what stressed in
the Capabilities Approach proposed by Nussbaum & Sen (1993). Indeed,
they were informed throughout the whole research process, also receiving
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crucial information on our project and on the topics that they were asked
to re#ect on. In addition to that, they gained knowledge on collaboration
tools that they might never use in the future but that b at least B gave them
a leading role in the process.

Another important element is concerning the places where we
conducted all the research activities. We decided to go directly on the !eld
and use the spaces where AUSER (the seniorsO association) was located.
This was very important because seniors were more comfortable with
because they already attended these spaces and P in a way b they hosted
us (instead of the other way around). Many novelty elements were already
asked to be managed and acquired, so having a OsafeO space of confronta
tion was del!nitely a success factor in involving the participants.
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What are the social facts that led to the need to activate social innovation pro-
cesses? What is (and what can be) the role of design in these processes?

The challenges of modernity and post-modernity have led designers to become
often protagonists and activators of sustainable and social innovation processes,
possible thanks to usersO and stakeholdersO involvement in co-creation processes.

This book adopts a multidisciplinary approach to eviscerate social innovation
as a concept with its foundation in theoretical, political, and methodological do-
mains. The discussion is based on sociology and design. The first, sociology, in
connection with other disciplines, such as geography and economics, mainly de-
fines the theoretical and methodological framework of reference; the second, de-
sign, mostly deals with experimental and applied research, and it does through
the presentation of research projects.

The operative definitions of creativity and innovation will be provided in order
to historically and culturally frame them as foundations of the social innovation
concept, which emerged and consolidated because of specific social facts and
changes. A special focus on design and consumption will be provided in light of
their approach to sustainability issues, looking at designers and consumers as
agents of change. In the conclusions, after the presentation of two research pro-
jects, the Grounded Theory's methodological approach will be proposed as pre-
ferable in social innovation research processes; the concept of well-being
scalability will be introduced; and questions will be asked about the future that
social innovation co-creation processes may have in light of the recent health
emergency.

In this book, sociology and design theories and methodologies are interrelated
and sustain each other; for this reason, the book is particularly suitable for stu-
dents, researchers, and practitioners from these two fields.

Carla Sedini is a Sociologist and Ph.D. in Quality of Life in the Information Society.
She works as an Adjunct Professor at the School of Design of Politecnico di Milano,
Universit™ Cattolica del Sacro Cuore di Milano, and IED Milano. Since 2012 she
has been mainly collaborating with the Design Department of Politecnico di Milano
in several projects and research on Creative and Cultural Industries, Territorial De-
velopment, Social Innovation and Quality of Life, combining and integrating social
sciences and design.
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