                   Designing Tools for Living

                      Savvy hardware manufacturers are designing tools for the way we live.

                      By Patricia Kutza

                      for Office.com 

                      Viewing a computer screen and manipulating a keyboard are part and parcel of both

                      business and pleasure in today's increasingly technology-oriented society. And while most

                      consumers can operate just fine with equipment straight off the computer store shelf,

                      there are a growing number of users who need some technical adaptations to hardware in

                      order to successfully operate them. This intersection of human need and problem solving

                      has led to a flourishing business in assistive technology. 

                      Mature audiences will recognize assistive technology's older face, represented by an era

                      when "prosthetics" and "orthotics" covered just about the entire range of rehabilitation

                      technology. But today, assistive technology encompasses a much broader arena, including

                      not only medical devices, but also, as the 1988 Technology-related Assistance for

                      Individuals with Disabilities Act describes "any item, piece of equipment, or product

                      system — whether acquired off the shelf, modified, or customized — that is used to

                      increase, maintain or improve functional capabilities of individuals with disabilities." 

                      This technological genre relates to equipment created to help all aspects of life, from

                      mobility aids, such as wheelchairs and lifts, to environmental aids, like adaptive

                      furniture. But from a marketer's perspective, it is the vocational and communication aids

                      that are of special interest, as this segment is growing quickly and offers a much more

                      diverse audience. 

                      From Russia with Toes 

                      Two Russian immigrants saw the writing on the wall, understanding that many folks,

                      though perhaps not legally disabled, find themselves more productive with four hands, so

                      to speak, than two. In response, physicists Sergei Burkov and Alex Freed formed

                      Sunnyvale, Calif.-based Bilbo Innovations and designed a product called STEP ON IT! —

                      customized keyboard control pedals that supplement hand strokes by taking over the

                      operation of selected functions. The device uses three electronic foot switches that can

                      be custom-programmed by the user to assign or reassign any three keys or mouse clicks

                      to foot pedal operation. For example, the user might delegate such often-used

                      keystrokes as "control," "alt" and "shift" to these pedals. 

                      Bilbo's keyboard control pedal concept is a good example of the kind of product that also

                      addresses the need of a burgeoning section of workers afflicted with a repetitive strain

                      injury, commonly known as Carpal Tunnel Syndrome (CTS). While not totally eliminating

                      the need for hand use, STEP ON IT! helps keyboard users reduce the amount of hand

                      movement needed for standard PC use, thereby reducing stress on the wrists. 

                      Bilbo's invention joins an extensive number of products available to help make life more

                      fulfilling and productive. Sponsored by the National Institute on Disability and

                      Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR), AbleData's federally funded database maintains

                      information about more than $25,000 assistive technology products and acts as a useful

                      clearinghouse where companies like Bilbo can connect with customers. 

                      Marketing Assistive Technologies 

                      While most marketing firms would dissuade their clients with connecting customers with

                      rats, Bill Thompson, president of the Propagated Development Group, saw things a bit

                      differently. His FootRat is positioned both for disabled computer user market, as well as

                      those who are afflicted with debilitating arthritis. FootRat eliminates the necessity for

                      hand movement by transferring standard mouse control to foot pedals that work in

                      conjunction with a specialized mouse pad. 

                      While these foot-controlled products can help retrieve the flood of everyday e-mail, there

                      are many users who need an alternative to e-mail altogether. That's what Jeff Weiner

                      discovered when he launched RocketTalk, an Internet voice messaging system. "I wanted

                      to create an enabling technology which would be designed to attract a horizontal market

                      around the universally attractive concept of instant messages on a PC." Weiner has since

                      been delighted to see its functionality embraced by market segments much broader than

                      he at first imagined. "Vets love it as well as users with arthritis," he says. "Of course,

                      visually-impaired users find a natural fit with this product." 

                      And it's not just the little guys who are marketing to this target audience -- larger

                      competitors also realize the opportunity presented by the growing number of individuals

                      in need of assistive technologies to complete everyday tasks. Long recognized as a leader

                      in office products, Pitney Bowes has announced the debut of office equipment designed

                      to make office duties easier for people with disabilities. For example, its Universal

                      Access Copier System incorporates speech recognition technology, Braille labeling and

                      several design enhancements that enable both the visually impaired and people with

                      mobility limitations to use copy machines. 

                      Voice-activated speech recognition software helps users operate every feature of the

                      copier by voicing simple commands into a microphone connected to the machine. The

                      copier also has an extra-large touch-screen interface. And users in wheelchairs find the

                      machine more accessible because the copier is lower to the ground than its conventional

                      counterparts. 

                      Thompson, however, says design alone is not enough to attract a loyal customer base and

                      has focused on keeping his products affordable in order to attract a wider base of

                      consumers. "Many assistive technology products are grossly overpriced" he says. "It's a

                      shame because so many people can benefit from these products." While his competition

                      includes Bilbo and a company which sells a "no-hands mouse," he says he doesn't consider

                      them a direct challenge because of the difference in price range of their products.

                      Weiner keeps RocketTalk free by generating profits from the sale of advertisements on

                      his Web site, as well as via other co-branding efforts located in various parts of its user

                      interface. 

                      Government Interest and Funding 

                      As the competition heats up in the assistive technology market, players in the game are

                      getting a leg up from the federal government with the recent passage of a new law

                      expected to help both startups, like FootRat, as well as larger companies with deeper

                      pockets, like Pitney Bowes. 

                      The Workforce Investment Act of 1998 creates a new requirement for the federal

                      government and other governmental agencies, which mandates the use of federal funds

                      to purchase technology that can be utilized by people with disabilities. Industry experts

                      predict that it will be only a matter of time before this law will be extended to include

                      private company compliance, as well. This would mirror the increasing demands for

                      workplace accessibility set forth by the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). 

                      However, for entrepreneurs looking for monies to help finance their assistive inventions,

                      the prospects are less bright. FootRat's Thompson puts it this way: "We've looked into

                      federal and state funding. There are a couple of issues with this. First, it is way too

                      complicated and confusing. Secondly, there is a lot of competition for the same monies.

                      So we are going it with purely private funding." 

                      RocketTalk's Weiner echoes Thompson's sentiment, saying "I didn't want to take what

                      seems like 500 steps to get government assistance." Instead, Weiner found funding to

                      launch his product from prominent Calif.-based venture capital firm Menlo Ventures, the

                      same firm that funded major Internet players like Hotmail and InfoSeek . The amount is

                      undisclosed. 

                      Gerontechnology: The Wave of the Future 

                      The scope of assistive technology is now being redefined with the emergence of

                      Gerontechnology, a term coined to reflect technologies that aim to improve the

                      productivity of older people. 

                      In a recent Honolulu-based Gerontechnology conference, experts like Dr. Lon White and

                      Dr. Max Vercruyssen, associate professors of medicine at the John A. Burns School of

                      Medicine, University of Hawaii, addressed the opportunities represented for those

                      companies that recognize and pursue this up-and-coming high-tech trend. The professors'

                      findings suggest that there will be a growing need for product designers that can address

                      the elderly's increased desire for mobility and accessibility, their continual need for

                      geriatric medicine and their desire to continue a working life much longer in span than

                      previous generations. 

                      Like inventors before them, these designers will need a good dose of curiosity and a

                      strong determination to keep their business' solvent in what promises to be a highly

                      competitive future marketplace. Judging from the current demographics of our aging

                      society, they will have a lot of users counting on them to do so. 

                      For additional reading on this topic, don't miss: Technology for The Differently Abled

                      Webring Newsletter, Americans with Disabilities Act Web site and AbleData . 
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