
Design Experts from Different Disciplines 
Required to Help Seniors Age in Place

In Ontario, the Intelligent Senior 
Independent Living Spaces (iSILS) 
initiative was established by the JG 
Group of Companies to research and 
develop new products to help seniors 
age at home. �e project is lead by 
Shawky Fahel, President and CEO of the 
JG Group. Fahel believes that Canada is 
lagging behind European countries in 
developing advanced, adaptive living 
spaces for seniors. �is is an economic 
and social opportunity that Ontario has 
the expertise and resources to address. 

To meet this challenge iSILS has 
assembled an in-house product develop-
ment team and professional advisory 
board with relevant knowledge and 
experience. �e team has completed 
significant research on market opportu-
nities for the creation of a “smart” 
senior’s living environment. iSILS has 
been working on the development of its 
first product, a transfer chair intended to 
move disabled or infirm users from a 
wheelchair to a bathtub. 

When the Design Advisory Service 
(DAS) design audit team first met with 
iSILS they were shown an early model of 
the transfer chair. �e DAS team advised 
that further development of the 
product would benefit from a cross-
disciplinary design approach. �e team 

recommended organizing a one-day 
design charrette - an intensive, cross-
disciplinary brainstorming event - to 
bring all the relevant experts together.

�e charrette was held at the iSILS 
research facility in Waterloo, Ontario. 
�e DAS team engaged industrial 
designer Steve Armstrong, ACIDO and 
interior designer Anne Carlyle, ARIDO, 
to work with the resident iSILS architect 
and engineer. Shawky Fahel attended 
along with the Industrial Technology 
Advisor to iSILS.

�e objective set for the charrette was 
to evaluate the existing prototype of the 
transfer chair and to make strategic 
design recommendations to increase 
the potential product’s chances of 
commercial success. Prior to the 
charrette, the DAS team prepared a 
dossier of preliminary research on 
existing assistive devices that address 
mobility and transfer needs in the 
bathroom. It was helpful to know what 
products were already on the market 
and provided a context for the discus-
sion on the day.

At the start of the charrette, the 
designers and other experts introduced 
themselves and briefly summarized their 
relevant skills and experience. �e DAS 
team also presented a diagram of the 
steps in the Integrated Design Process to 
illustrate the importance of engaging all 
experts and relevant stakeholders in 
every stage of the new product develop-
ment process. 

�e participants then reviewed the 
existing model of the transfer chair as a 
group and proceeded into a “deep dive” 
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discussion of the product. �e discus-
sion explored the following topics:

• Market opportunities
• Personality profiles, needs and aspira-
tions for typical users of the product 
and their care givers
• Human interactions with the product 
in use
• Challenges in the manufacturability of 
the product design 
• Cost/benefit analysis, affordability and 
optimum price points 
• Trends in accessible bathroom configu-
rations (that will impact the integration 
of a transfer chair into the bathroom 
environment)

In addition to validating important 
engineering issues of strength, safety and 
reliability, the charrette explored the 
psychological expectations of users and 
their ergonomic and economic concerns. 
Interior designer, Anne Carlyle, brought 
her knowledge of accessible bathroom 
design and aging-in-place. �ese spatial 
planning considerations became crucial 
additions to the design criteria.

“We tested and evaluated the model 
from four creative perspectives. What 
emerged was stronger than what any 
one of us could have created alone.” 
said Carlyle.

At the end of the day the charrette team 
summarized their recommendations on 
further concept development and 
immediate next steps. �e preliminary 
research, together with the charrette 
discussion and recommendations,  was 
documented for iSILS in the form of an 
illustrated report. 

�e iSILS charrette brought a cross-
disciplinary team together to access the 
design concept for a new product at a 
critical early stage in the product’s 
conceptual development. �e DAS 
team demonstrated the use of the 
design charrette to the client and their 
advisors. It is important to recognize the 
value of such early stage design interven-
tions, which enable changes and 
adaptations to be made in a strategic 
and cost-effective way. The DAS team 
hopes that more small business 
enterprises will consider working with 
designers to organize charrettes to 
inform and add value to their innova-
tion and manufacturing process.  

�e Design Advisory Service connects innovation-
focused SMEs to designers. The program is 
operated by the Design Industry Advisory 
Committee and supported by NRC-IRAP.
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