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SENIORS, PRODUCT DESIGN GUIDELINES 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.23 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for 
Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and Youth and relates to product design guidelines for 
seniors.  This is Seniors Week and it is timely that we consider how we as a community demonstrate what we do 
to assist the elderly in their daily lives and that we value our seniors.  

It is my belief that insufficient attention is paid to the needs of the elderly in the design and packaging of 
products and the provision of services.  Common features of advancing years include deteriorating eyesight and 
hearing, reduced physical strength and flexibility, and the onset of age-related diseases such as arthritis.  Despite 
these well-known indicators of ageing, products continue to be designed that at best create challenges for the 
elderly consumer and, at worst, are downright dangerous.  Packaging design causes quite a significant proportion 
of home accidents experienced by the elderly.  The difficulties experienced by the elderly in handling packaging 
is in part due to designers creating packaging for use by young, able bodied consumers, thus excluding older 
consumers.  Designers simply do not take into account the physiological changes that occur with age.  Changes 
that can affect an older consumer’s ability to open packaging includes declining eyesight, memory and grip 
strength.  The elderly tend to experience particular problems with screwed closures, tin cans and flexible 
packaging.  The bulk of problems appear to be centred around hand strength, dexterity and understanding how 
packaging should be opened.  

A new style of design must be created that takes these factors into account.  For example, one simple way of 
adapting a package design to this target group would be to increase the size of the graphics on the package.  This 
would naturally lead to a decrease in the amount of information that could be shown since the size of packaging 
would remain the same.  A good solution, therefore, is to remove all unnecessary details and use the largest 
possible surface area for the main message, thus ensuring it comes across clearly.  

The need to address these issues is becoming more acute with the changing demographics in Western Australia.  
The largest population increase will occur in the older age groups, further contributing to the ageing population.  
The number of seniors aged 60 and over is projected to increase from approximately 300 000 in 2003 to 950 000 
in 2051.  In other words, the growth in the number of seniors will increase from 16 per cent in 2003 to 33 per 
cent of the population in 2051.  The number of people aged 85 years and above is expected to substantially 
increase from one per cent in June 2003 to six per cent in 2051.  Given these figures, it is clear that product 
manufacturers and service providers should be encouraged to be mindful of these matters.  With the change in 
demographics, manufacturers also probably need to reconsider whether current package sizes will always be 
appropriate.  Clearly, the more astute manufacturers and retailers will be ahead of market demands and, of their 
own accord, will make modifications to their product designs.  Elderly consumers are likely to vote with their 
feet and support those who modify their products to take into account these special needs.  

In the present context I make special mention of The Age newspaper.  In September 2000, that newspaper 
converted the font in its death notices column to larger font.  I am advised that some costs were involved, mainly 
for information technology changes such as recoding the format for all classified advertisements.  Associated 
costs were also involved for the additional newsprint and extra space required.  Reader feedback, mainly from 
the elderly, prompted this increase in font size.  I am told that after substantial reader feedback and consultation 
with the funeral director industry, it resulted in a change from 4.5 to eight point font for surnames and 6.5 font 
for the rest of the text.  The Age management is unable to attribute the circulation increase directly to the change 
because it is not something that was specifically measured.  However, management advises that, at the time, it 
received a lot of positive feedback.  On the other hand, The Age management believes that a backlash from 
readers and funeral directors would occur if the font size were reduced.  I understand also that The Age is about 
to change the font type to a darker print, without changing the present size.  That will further enhance 
readability.  I thank Peter Barrie and Stephen Humphrey at The Age for their assistance in providing this 
information.   

I use this example to demonstrate that good corporate citizenship can also be good for business.  It is clear that 
this change makes the broader community more conscious of the specific needs of the elderly.  It would be 
terrific if The West Australian could follow suit.  Some have said that the recent changes to The West Australian 
have been a triumph of style over substance.  I do not necessarily concur.  However, it would be an even greater 
improvement if that newspaper followed the example of The Age.  

As noted, much of what needs to be done to improve product accessibility for the elderly revolves around the 
market place.  I nevertheless believe that government can do things to facilitate this.  Government can educate, 
inform and encourage dialogue on these issues.  We can reward good practitioners and condemn those who show 
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a lack of concern for the elderly.  We can produce comprehensive guidelines to assist manufacturers and 
retailers.  Perhaps this can be done in conjunction with the minister’s colleagues in other States through the 
Community Disabilities Services Ministerial Council.  In our literature, publications and services we should 
ensure that we are mindful of these special needs.   

To summarise, certainly age brings with it a gradual decline in strength, visual acuity and mobility.  However, 
along with age comes an increased likelihood of reading instructions, the greater use of tools and devices to 
facilitate a preferred lifestyle and the tendency to really appreciate when others try to make life easier for the 
elderly.   

In the seconds I have remaining I would like to give a special greeting to the youthful Nadia Mitsopoulos.  I very 
much enjoy her work.  Although she does not think these issues are important now, I will be happy to have a 
discussion with her in 40 years or so, when she might regard these matters as being much more pressing. 

MS S.M. McHALE (Thornlie - Minister for Community Development, Women’s Interests, Seniors and Youth) 
[9.31 am]:  I thank the member for Girrawheen for raising this issue.  I note her strong advocacy for seniors, 
particularly those in her electorate.  It is good to have a debate like this, particularly during Seniors Week.  The 
member has raised points that in a way go to the heart of what we are trying to do in our agenda for seniors; that 
is, ensure that seniors feel included and that they are part of our community, and that we recognise the valuable 
contribution that seniors make.  If people cannot read print, labels and newspapers, they are excluded from many 
aspects of life that we take for granted.  The member for Girrawheen has highlighted the need for universal 
design principles for all our infrastructure.  That is the point we started from with our active ageing task force 
and which was reflected in the Government’s response “Generations together: A Guide to the Western 
Australian Active Ageing Strategy”. 

I will talk for a couple of minutes about what we are doing with universal design and then I will speak to the 
specific issue of print.  “Generations together: A Guide to the Western Australian Active Ageing Strategy” sets 
out commitments to identify the essential criteria for meeting universal design principles in housing design, 
planning policies, codes and guidelines, and to sponsor a universal design category in the 2004 Royal Australian 
Institute of Architects awards.  We have carried out that second commitment.  I am pleased to say that the Office 
for Seniors Interests and Volunteering and the Disability Services Commission sponsored an award for the built 
environment this year, so it is very appropriate.  That significantly contributed to the awareness of a need for 
universal design amongst architects.  I am advised that work is progressing on the first point of identifying 
essential criteria.  I will receive a report on progress shortly.  I am also aware that the Department of Housing 
and Works is doing some terrific work in ensuring universal design.  I will be very happy to give the member for 
Girrawheen that report when it comes to me.   

I believe that the roles for government are exactly those pointed out by the member for Girrawheen.  They are: 
providing information on the difficulties experienced by older people on a daily basis; supporting the 
development of guidelines for planning to eliminate such difficulties; and releasing information on accessible 
products and services.  I want to pay tribute to the organisation Independent Living Centre of WA, because it has 
a range of gadgets and whizzbang tools that are very clever in helping older people, perhaps with arthritis, to 
open jars, turn taps and do things that diseases such as arthritis and the ageing process can sometimes prevent.   

The member for Girrawheen was absolutely spot-on when she spoke of the need for the media and the 
Government to present information.  The one thing older people like to do is keep in contact and be informed.  
The daily newspaper is obviously one of the key vehicles for that.  If the print font is not conducive to helping 
people with vision impairment to read, that is an opportunity lost.  A core objective of the commission is to 
respond to the need for information services and facilities.  That is underpinned by legislation and the 
amendments that this House passed, which our Government was very keen to introduce.  We are particularly 
keen on the focus on disability access inclusion plans and the importance of strengthening them to ensure that 
organisations are working within a plan to make those services available. 

One of the key outcomes that public authorities need to consider is information and how accessible it is.  That 
relates to the member’s concern.  Our Government has been committed to improving universal access.  More 
than 200 state government agencies and local government authorities are working to ensure that their services 
are accessible.  Improvements are taking place statewide.  Improvements are taking place in public 
communication, letters and bills, newsletters, signs and web sites.   

The Premier issued an access guideline for information services and facilities in 2003.  That has a very explicit 
requirement for agencies to make sure that information is accessible.  I will put my glasses on to read it!  
Basically it states that information must be made clear and easy to understand, jargon must be got rid of, 
documents must be in plain English; documents must be a minimum font size of 12 or preferably 14 point - 

Dr J.M. Edwards:  What about 16 point? 
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Ms S.M. McHALE:  I need 16 point.  

Mr C.M. Brown:  You may borrow my glasses. 

Ms S.M. McHALE:  I thank the minister.  It refers to the use of photocopies for enlarging text, which may be an 
acceptable solution in some situations, and the use, where possible, of sans serif font, and the use of text of a 
dark colour that significantly contrasts with the background.  We have tried to build in those guidelines.  I just 
wish that the print of the Premier’s circular were a bit bigger so that I could read it!  However, the message is 
that we have taken account of those sorts of concerns that the member has expressed before and we have built 
them into the guidelines. 

I am cognisant of the day-to-day difficulties that elderly people experience.  The population is increasingly 
ageing because people are having fewer babies and, because of medical technology, people are living longer.  
This market is very significant.  It has great purchasing power, which companies need to tap into.  They need to 
make sure that their information is accessible.   

We have a vision for Perth to be the most accessible city and for Western Australia to be the most accessible 
State.  We need those sorts of changes for that vision to become a reality.  I thank the member for Girrawheen. 
 


