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GETTING
PERSONAL 
WITH
UNIVERSAL 

T
o shamelessly paraphrase, the designer

who designs for him- or herself has a

fool for a customer. But the process of

product development gets shorter all the time. With 

little time for user testing or research, designers often

grab the closest users available—themselves. 

No wonder so many products challenge the 

abilities of even the most able user.

Brett, one of numerous personas, developed from customer research
performed at the Wireless RERC in Atlanta, GA.



deaf, can’t see well, use a wheelchair or have the use 
of only one arm. When people with disabilities face a
design challenge in their environment, they often have
only moments to solve it. (And we gripe about our dead-
lines!) How much better our design work could be if we
paid attention to those who have to deal with design
challenges each day.

Why Universal Design Matters 
Ron Mace, the architect who coined the term “universal
design” and championed its worldwide adoption, was
himself a wheelchair user. Mace experienced daily the
impact of design on his ability to live independently and
work to his fullest. Designer and Fellow IDSA member,
Patricia Moore ’s passionate commitment to design for
people of all ages and abilities grew both from her child-
hood memories of her grandparents and from the experi-
ences she had when disguised as an elderly woman. The
inspiration of universal design legend Oxo Good Grips
began with Betsey Farber’s experiences as arthritis began
to affect her ability to perf o rm everyday tasks. Design
D i rector Morison Cousins, IDSA, had his 87-year old moth-
er in mind when he championed a new approach to
usability in design at Tu p p e rw a re in the 1990s. Like these
influential leaders of universal design, most of us have
friends or family whose limitations remind us that design
could serve some of us a little (or a lot) better.

Powerful demographic and economic indicators and
sweeping legislation like the Americans with Disabilities
Act have increased media attention on universal design.
But nearly all of the influential companies leading the
charge for industrial design were influenced more by
personal experiences like those of Mace, Moore, Farber,
Cousins and others than by demographic trends or leg-
islative decrees. It’s not just the demographic data that
show we are aging or laws that demand we accommo-
date people with disabilities—it is people who make uni-
versal design a reality.

People Like Della …
Della (left) was born in 1938 and has continued to work
despite suffering a mild stroke in 1995 that limits her
s t rength and coordination on her right side. “Frankly, 
the electric scooter I use is faster than I could ever walk

Designers and their clients hope and pray that enough
customers will take on the challenge and buy their pro d-
ucts despite their shortcomings. But the marketplace
includes millions of potential buyers who are too busy,
too distracted or simply too tired to adapt to designs that
d o n ’t fit them. Millions more have limitations due to age,
illness or injury that make it impossible for them to adapt
to these products. Even the most loyal customer will turn
to the competition if a design fails to accommodate them.

Under pressure to get a product to market, who can
designers turn to for help in understanding how users of
all ages and abilities might react to their designs?
Personas can provide a powerful tool.

Life Makes Designers of Us All
If you could use only one hand, how would you get
dressed? If you used a wheelchair, could you get
around your home? If you couldn’t see, how would you
tell if your cell phone battery is charged? How would
your life change if you could no longer hear?

People with disabilities have to redesign much of
their own environment because those who are paid to
do it often fail to consider the needs of people who are
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The Wireless RERC’s
research data offers valuable
insight into technology users
with disabilities, but it is the per-
sonas that bring these data to
life. Each persona was devel-
oped from the details of real
lives of many real persons with
disabilities. Software designer
Alan Cooper describes the use
of personas in The Inmates are
Running the Asylum. Following
his lead, we let these personas
emerge from our survey and
focus groups, based on the real
individuals we’ve met and the
cultures and life experiences of
their cohorts. 

What is most striking about
them is not their disabilities but how engaging they are.
These are people we’d like to know more about, people
we want to design for. Who better to guide providers of
these technologies than the users themselves? 

People like Mary …
“I get along fine without a cell phone. They just keep get-

ting smaller, especially the screen and the buttons. I acci-
dentally press them just trying to locate the right one.”

Mary (above) served in Europe during World War II,

b e f o re my stroke,” Della says. “Design makes a huge
d i ff e rence in my life. I understand that everyday products
are designed to fit the ‘average’ u s e r. But if we’re not
lucky enough to be average, we have to adapt to the
design. Depending on how well we can adapt, this can be
a minor annoyance or an exhausting, frustrating, even
dangerous ordeal. F rom where I sit (no pun intended),
t h e re are n ’t very many average people around anymore .

“I’m not a techie, but I do carry a cell phone. It’s
mostly for work, but it’s also a safety net. I probably
wouldn’t travel around nearly so much if I didn’t have a
way to call for help in an emergency. My friends with
disabilities feel the same way, and some don’t have
much money to spend on expensive gadgets like this. 

“I got my phone six years ago. It’s bigger and heav-
ier than anything on the market today. But now that I’ve
learned how to use it, I don’t want to start over with a
new one. A flip-open phone might be nice, but opening
it requires two hands. I would need a screwdriver to pry
it open. Why is that?

“It’s amazing that products like this can be so
advanced, yet still have so many little problems that
seem so easy to solve. I wish I
could sit in when products are
being designed. It doesn’t do a
lot of good to point these things
out after thousands of them have
been made.”

Where Can I find Della?
If Della strikes you as just the
s o rt of customer we should be
designing for, it’s no accident.
S h e ’s articulate, and she’s not
shy about how we designers
could benefit from listening to
h e r. But Della isn’t speaking just
for herself—she’s actually one of
several “personas” outside the
usual suspects we round up as
re p resentative users.

Della and other personas
w e re developed from customer
re s e a rch that began in 2001 at the Rehabilitation
Engineering Research Center on Mobile Wi re l e s s
Technologies (The Wi reless RERC) in Atlanta, GA. The
re s e a rch includes a nationwide survey of users and
potential users of cell phones and other wireless tech-
nologies and focus groups with customers who have
cognitive, hearing, physical or vision disabilities. The
goal is to apply the re s e a rch to develop products that
a re more useful to  and usable by customers of all ages
and abilities. 

“
We live in denial about our own age

and abilities. It is too easy for us to 

dismiss statistics and demographic 

data about the growing elderly

population or growing numbers of 

people with disabilities. But people 

like Della, Mary, Jack, Brett, Herb and

Danae demand our attention.

”



when she met Sal. Mary and Sal have been married for
58 years and continue to travel internationally, despite
their family’s worries about their limitations. Mary is
legally blind—the result of a progressive eye disease.
Sal has difficulty hearing, especially in noisy environ-
ments. “And when I’m talking,” Mary adds.

Mary’s children have tried to convince her to buy
a cell phone or to rent an international phone when trav-
eling overseas, but Mary doesn’t want to have to learn
how to use a new phone.

…and Jack…
“I’ve got friends who are more disabled than I who

drive all the time, but they’d feel too vulnerable to go

anywhere without their cell phones for emergencies. 
I can’t afford one on my budget.”

Jack, born in 1946, calls himself the “oldest living
baby boomer.” He lives with a progressive neuromuscu-
lar disease that often remains stable for a long time, and
then abruptly causes problems: decreased mobility,
strength or coordination. Jack’s ability to walk deteriorat-
ed recently, and he uses forearm crutches. His right
hand is getting weaker, and he has to do more things
with his left. But Jack has kept open the small seasonal
farm market his parents ran in rural Ohio until they
passed away a few years ago. He still drives and has
steadfastly refused his doctor’s suggestion to get a
“handicapped” parking permit.

…And Brett
“All my friends use cell phones to keep in touch with
each other and with their parents. I’m totally out of it. If I
could convince my mom to get me a cell phone, I could
do more things on my own, we could keep in touch and
she’d worry less.” 

Brett, just 20 years old, sustained a brain injury in a
car accident. He has difficulty learning anything new,
understanding spoken language and remembering
things. Brett’s mother places Post-Its around the house
to remind him to take medications and help him in his
daily routine. She is careful to place the notes where
Brett is most likely to see them—his brain injury affected
his ability to react to visual stimuli on his right side.
Brett’s mother worries about what happens when she
isn’t around to help keep track of things. Brett thinks a
“smart phone” might make it easier for his mom to keep
in touch with him, but his mother is bewildered by all the
different options and services.

…And Herb
Herb (left), a former Air Force pilot with a service-related
back injury and mild hearing limitations, has lumbar
pain, especially when reaching above his shoulders and
below his knees. Sitting for long periods is also painful.
“It’s the only part about flying I don’t miss,” Herb says.
When Herb was in the air, he always had his radio head-
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set at nearly full volume, and he sometimes still had dif-
ficulty separating signals from background noise. 

Herb worked as a commercial airline pilot until he
was laid off after the recent downturn in the airline
industry. He now works for a technology consulting firm
in Research Triangle Park in North Carolina. Herb
describes himself as a “techie outdoorsman.” He has
his favorite fishing spots logged into his GPS handheld,
and he uses most of the features of his cell phone.

…And Danae
“I guess I was born at the right time. Ten years ago, I
wouldn’t have had the opportunities that wireless tech-
nologies give me. There’s nothing that I can’t do with 
the right technology.”

Danae, an African-American woman born in 1975, has
significant sensorineural hearing loss that began in her
early twenties as a result of nerve damage.  She works in
the human re s o u rces department of a large telecom cor-
poration and runs a small home decorating business.

Having finally located a cell phone that is compatible
with her bilateral hearing aids (without the use of a neck
loop), she uses it almost exclusively. She has found it is
especially helpful for long-distance and for Intern e t
access. She also uses the phone for communicating with
her deaf friends, but points out that their text-messaging
pagers are much faster: “It’s like sipping herbal tea with
someone having a double espresso,” she says. 

Danae also has diabetes and wonders how wireless
devices might also help people with disabilities monitor
blood sugar or other health factors. “If the monitoring
could be built into my phone, it would cut down on the
conspicuous ‘stuff’ I have to carry around.”

Universal Denial
T h rough these few personas, you’ve met more people
with disabilities than you may ever meet in person. Some
may seem familiar; you may find yourself thinking about
others in the course of your work. But what is import a n t
is that these people are no longer an invisible, silent or
distant group; they are part of your target market. The
challenges, experiences and insights of these personas
re p resent hundreds of real people—people that we know
and others that we need to know more about.

Most of us don’t see ourselves as people with dis-
abilities or seniors—although we will be if we live long
enough. We live in denial about our own age and abili-
ties. It is too easy for us to dismiss statistics and demo-
graphic data about the growing elderly population or
growing numbers of people with disabilities. But people
like Della, Mary, Jack, Brett, Herb and Danae demand
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our attention. They appeal to us as people first. The limi-
tations they live with due to disabilities make them
unique, but their needs as customers are not so differ-
ent from our own. They help us realize that age and 
disability need not be limiting or stigmatizing. Baby
boomers are beginning to admit they’re getting older.
People with disabilities are more open than ever about
the effects of their disabilities on their lives. Limitations
due to age, accident or illness affect about one-third of
the US population. This includes us designers. 

Some of the greatest successes in universal design
have been born not from business awareness but rather
of the personal experiences of people who inspired the
concept and championed the cause within their own
organizations. It is here that the sense of universal
design as “the right thing to do” becomes most persua-
sive. It is these champions who drive awareness of cus-
tomers with disabilities in the product development
process.

People with disabilities can’t wait for a champion to
e m e rge within each design office or product manufacture r,
h o w e v e r. The design challenges they face every day are
too pressing. People like Della, Mary, Jack, Brett, Herb
and Danae expect us to treat them like the customers they
a re—or they will take their business elsewhere .

What Else Can Personas Do?
As real as they seem, personas aren’t intended to sub-
stitute for user research or testing, but rather to remind
us of who our users are and how to approach them as
design customers. Personas can help us find the right
people to tap for product testers by modeling the user
characteristics we seek. They can be used as templates
for evaluating designs in development, as well as for
designing real user testing. 

Developing personas takes time and resources that
aren’t always readily available during the product devel-
opment process, but they can help us and our clients
reach the large and growing market of seniors and per-
sons with disabilities. Because personas call attention 
to issues we all face, they jump-start awareness that
designing for all ages and abilities really means design-
ing for ourselves as well. Would Della, Mary, Jack, Herb
or Danae have something to say about the project
you’re working on right now? 

Want More?
The development of personas of wireless customers is part of an ongoing
p roject to bring users of all ages and abilities to the attention of designers
and manufacturers of wireless technologies. Feel free to visit and meet
new personas as they emerge. Complete survey results and persona 
p rofiles are available at www. w i re l e s s re rc . g a t e c h . e d u / p ro j e c t s / re s e a rc h /
personas.html. Further information about the universal design case 
studies conducted by the Center for Universal Design can be found at
w w w.design.ncsu.edu:8120/cud/pubs/center/books/ud_file/toc3b14.htm 
or http://design.ncsu.edu/cud/pro j _ s e rv i c e s / p rojects/ cs_ud.htm.


