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Introduction 
Ask a senior citizen who uses Facebook how they created an account to get started and almost 
inevitably the answer will be, “my child/grandchild/younger family member created my account for 
me and when I have questions, I ask him or her.” Research shows that seniors are intrigued about 
using technology, so they don’t get left behind and once they get experience with a given technology, 
they are adept at incorporating it into their daily routines in unique ways (Quan-Haase, Martin & 
Schreurs, 2016). Unfortunately, the “onboarding” process to a new application or device can seem 
intimidating. If seniors consider using social media, Facebook is often the application of choice and 
the motivaon to try it is in order ti to see updates from family members (Chou, Lai & Liu, 2013). As 
part of the initial stage of a long-term research project aimed at developing recommendations for 
senior-friendly user interface design, a student design team collaborated with a research expert team to 
explore how to make the Facebook onboarding experience an enjoyable and confidence-building one. 
Furthermore, the design team was asked to incorporate multi-layered design techniques into the 
prototypes. 

Requirements 

Background of the design “client” 
The student research team was assigned to collaborate for one month with an expert research team at 
Gothenburg University, supporting a grant programme to study senior interaction with technology. 
The leading researcher mentioned that studies from the European Union and Swedish Internetstiftelse 
show that Facebook is a popular application amongst seniors. The project will focus research on the 
Facebook platform and conclude with User Interface (UI) recommendations. The student study group 
was involved for only a few weeks in the initial set-up phase of this project, so its contribution was 
first to give clues about potential obstacles to research design. For example, the expert team was 
intrigued to witness that seniors struggled more than expected with instructions on how to use even a 
very simple mobile phone app which was new to them, as well as a larger-than-expected language 
barrier for the Swedish seniors who were interviewed in English. The second contribution was to 
provide design ideas through prototyping a senior-friendly UI for Facebook. These ideas are 
anticipated to deliver helpful design suggestions for the final design framework which the research 
team will deliver at the end of their project. 

To develop an initial idea of the design problem, the research expert group leader requested the 
student design team review research covering the challenges seniors have with various technologies, 
and the Multi-layered Design technique. One representative of the student design team also joined a 
meeting of the SeniorNet group in Gothenburg, Sweden (https://goteborg.seniornet.se). The seniors 
were asked to complete a short survey using the Menti application regarding their technology use. The 
survey indicated many of the seniors were Facebook users and a project to examine improvements to 
their experience might be of interest. The student design team was initially asked to design a senior-
friendly Facebook interface. 

Review of the literature 
To understand the typical challenges seniors, have with using technology and social media, as well as 
how they adapt technology to their existing daily routines, the student research group was provided 
relevant literature in the domain. In terms of challenges, a systematic literature review (Nef,  Ganea, 
Müri, & Mosimann, 2013) revealed that the top barriers to senior adoption of social media were 
concerns about privacy and a failure to understand how social media could benefit them. Once they do 
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try, there are numerous hurdles with the UI and getting comfortable with the various features until 
they are self-sufficient users. The most powerful motivator for those who dare to try is the desire to 
stay in touch with friends and family, particularly children and grandchildren. Quan-Haase, Martin and 
Schreurs (2016) describe how Canadian seniors are often subjected to what they call “forced adoption” 
by family members to use technology, but once they do, they find ways to integrate it into their daily 
routines. One commonly-mentioned adaptation of the daily routine was reading the news in the 
morning. Seniors weren’t often willing to completely give up print media but liked to access additional 
newspapers which weren’t delivered to their homes.  
 
Focusing more closely on senior use of social media, Chou, Lai and Liu’s (2013) study of Taiwanese 
seniors learning to use Facebook is a useful resource. The study catalogued challenges with the user 
interface, which can be discouraging for those trying to get started without help. Seniors have 
difficulties distinguishing objects with similar colours grouped together such as yellow, green and 
blue. They feel obligated to read all of the text on a screen before deciding what to do, so feature-rich 
menus become confusing rather quickly. At the same time, fragments of text are disconcerting and 
they don’t understand why the complete thought is not available. Senior users panic when confronted 
with pop-up screens, believing they have done something wrong. They react by simply trying to close 
the pop-up without reading the message. Seniors dislike informal discourse on social platforms and 
they don’t understand young peoples’ slang.  
 
The Taiwanese seniors struggled with getting started on Facebook without the very directive “help” of 
their adult children. In fact, the family member setting up grandma and grandpa with their Facebook 
accounts is such a common paradigm that Chou, Lai and Liu recommend social media accounts should 
include a “family account” variant to enable this scenario more easily. Without this help, seniors have 
concerns about the amount of personal information Facebook requests upon signup. They may not 
understand how to create connections to friends and family so their news feeds are empty, making the 
primary reason they decided to create an account moot. They love to see pictures of their friends and 
family but have a difficult time to upload their own photos, and to understand how to restrict their 
photos and posts only to their friends and loved ones. The research shows that seniors can become 
enthusiastic adopters of social media, but they simply need extra coaching to get there. 
 
These challenges in senior adoption social media are well-suited to application of Multi-layered 
Design. This design technique has been studied for some time even before social media for other 
populations of users, e.g. e-commerce websites. In essence an application employing Multi-layered 
Design reveals features to the user at the time of need or at the time of the user’s choosing, keeping the 
UI minimal so that the novice user is not overwhelmed with options. Fisk, Rogers, Charness, Czaja 
and Sharit (2009) recommend this technique as an antidote to a decline in working memory in seniors. 
Having too many options or using the same buttons on a device for multiple functions can cause 
complex tasks to seem overly frustrating. Shneiderman (2002) mentioned that sudden introduction of 
features, perhaps based on an algorithm, was unpopular with users, but if users are given a chance to 
choose what they want to do, they react positively. The challenge is deciding how to implement the 
“layers” of features which are revealed to the user for them to choose. 
 
In the figure below, 1a represents how most applications are released to users. All of the features are 
presented at once and the user must discover which menu option or icon leads to what they want to do. 
The other figures present potential methods for revealing layers of functionality to users as they 
become more experienced in the application. 
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Figure 1: possible conceptual arrangement of feature layers (Shneiderman, 2002) 
 
Leung, Findlater, McGrenere, Graf, and Yang (2010) studied seniors and younger people learning to 
use a traditional mobile phone address book, both with a Multi-layered (ML) Interface and a 
traditional Full-functionality one where all of the features were made available at once. They found 
that seniors were able to learn the task much more quickly when provided a ML interface. All ML 
participants were better able to perform the task after a 30-minute break, and interestingly, all 
participants, even the younger ones, states a preference for the ML interface for long-term use. The 
seniors because it was less confusing, and the younger ones because it was more efficient. To 
summarise, the research indicates that Multi-layered design presents a good practice for designing an 
application for seniors. 
  

Interviews with users to validate the literature, refine the problem 
As some of this research provided was more than five years old and didn’t always apply to the use of 
social media on a touchscreen device, the group decided it would be interesting to interview a small 
sample of modern seniors. The objectives were to validate what seniors most want to do with the 
Facebook platform, what devices they use, and what challenges they might have had using it with their 
chosen devices. The group carried out informal interviews with six seniors in Sweden, and one in 
Bangladesh. 
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The current interview results were broadly in line with the most current research although it seems the 
seniors in 2019 have been using smartphones long enough to have overcome many of the originally-
noted difficulties with, for example, understanding they need to tap on “buttons” and scroll up and 
down to read, or swipe right or left to “turn” pages. Without exception, the seniors had gained access 
to Facebook with the help of a family member. The attractive benefit was the possibility to stay in 
touch with (sometimes geographically distant) loved ones, although over time they learned how to like 
and comment on posts and join Facebook groups. They did not seem interested on the whole to post 
updates themselves, although they became confused about uploading photos and setting the privacy 
appropriately. The ability to change language seemed to be an important feature for the senior users, 
none of whom are native English speakers. They did not report too many difficulties with using the 
platform once they were set up with it, but they all readily admitted to using their families as their tech 
support help desk. 

Designing for social media 
In order to initially scope the client’s requests, the student design team considered Porter’s (2008) 
framework cited by Chou et. al (2013) for designing social applications. The user is confronted with 
choices during the sign-up, first-time use, and ongoing engagement phases of using a new application. 
Due to the time available for the project, it was important to keep the scope manageable and consider 
which of these scenarios to prioritise for design. The team chose to focus initially on the sign-up and 
first-time use scenarios. 

Summary of requirements 
Considering the review of literature, the student design team summarised the design requirements as 
follows: 
 

1. Address typical UI challenges faced by seniors e.g. 
a. Reduce the text and replace with icons if possible 
b. Avoid slang or informal wording 
c. Use very clear fonts and colour schemes, avoiding too many similar colours 
d. Do not use pop-up windows 

2. Employ elements of Multi-layered Design when appropriate, specifically: 
a. Present only the most popular or interesting features and coach the user how to get 

started 
b. Make the revealed features easy to find later 
c. Coach the user on how to explore the platform when they want to learn how to do 

something new 
3. Consider Porter’s (2008) framework and limit the designs to the sign-up and first-time use 

scenarios. 
 

Design and Evaluation 

First design iteration 
The student design team chose to create one prototype of a streamlined sign-up screenflow, and two 
aimed at a first-time user.  
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Figure 2: Account creation prototype in the first design iteration 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Simplified home page prototype in the first design iteration 
 
They reviewed these with the faculty advisor first, then with the research expert team. The research 
expert team found that the sign-up screenflow presented too many difficulties in terms of 
authentication and imagined it might not be possible to change that experience significantly. They 
expressed a preference for a first-time user tutorial. Such a tutorial should first give the new user the 
confidence to explore the UI and second, as the student research team originally considered, populate 
the Facebook feed immediately so the user sees value in returning to the platform. 
 
Design requirements from this feedback iteration included: 

 Explain more clearly what will happen when the user clicks on a button so that s/he “dares” to 
try something. 

 Explain the motivation for the tutorial. What is the benefit to the user of spending a few 
minutes on it? 
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 Avoid the colour red in prototypes. Culturally in the West it has a negative connotation of 
danger or doing something incorrectly. It would be better to use the standard Facebook colour 
scheme. 

 Re-think how to present the activity of reading news in the feed. The person will not read a 
newspaper in a usual sense, and this was confusing in the prototype. 

 Presenting an option to change the language, what one expert called a “boring activity” at the 
same time as more “fun” activities like connecting with friends and family, joining groups, or 
adding news sources to the feed, seemed inappropriate. 

 
 
The expert research team liked the idea of creating a tutorial for novice users versus anything requiring 
a redesign of existing Facebook processes or UI. After this round of feedback, the student design team 
decided to keep one of the designs as a framework but include features and design elements from the 
other two.  
 

 
Figure 4: New user tutorial prototype from first design iteration 
 
At the conclusion of the first design review, the student design team challenged the value of this 
design project. The timelines were short and the Facebook API currently only allows developers to 
change look and feel to the sign-in page without removing or masking any fields (Facebook for 
Developers, 2019). The research team lead explained that the value was largely in giving the research 
team ideas at this early stage. Based on the two interactions she observed, it was clear that it would be 
too challenging to test early prototypes on the SeniorNet members, especially if the students were not 
native Swedish speakers. Therefore, the design effort’s value to the research team was primarily to 
give them more ideas for their final recommendation of senior-friendly design guidelines. 



  
 

(16) 

 

9

Second design iteration 
For the second design iteration, the student design team established some clear assumptions, 
specifically that the user was using a mobile phone device, the tutorial would be presented upon first 
login, and it would end in the user being delivered to their home page. A set of tickboxes indicated 
progress through the tutorial, and a section on privacy educated the user on things to consider when 
posting content. Additionally, one group member wanted to experiment with adding a friendly 
coaching character to the tutorial as this seems to be an interesting technique employed even on 
Swedish government websites. 
 

 
 
Figure 5: Second design iteration with first “coaching character” 

The second iteration takes the user through the most popular or challenging features of Facebook for 
seniors: changing the language setting, adding a profile photo, finding friends and loved ones, making 
friend requests, joining groups, adding news to the feed and finally, how to control privacy settings 
when posting. The design team also decided to add a “second layer” of tutorial to play upon the 
second log-in or upon request, so that the user could learn about Marketplace and what the 
Notifications icon means. 

The expert design team reacted negatively to the Smiley character and discussion of “fun” things one 
could do in Facebook. The lead researcher remarked that older men would likely find this type of 
approach too frivolous and likely would not want to continue with the tutorial. Based on their 
experiences so far working with seniors, the research experts’ impression was that seniors have fixed 
ideas about what the mobile phone is used for, and such a character was not serious enough. The 
expert team recommended creating a genderless, ageless character similar to the Microsoft Clippy 
character instead. Furthermore, they recommended making it obvious how to re-take the tutorial at 
some later stage, and to take them to the Homepage at the end of the tutorial with the icons activated 
for the concepts discussed. 
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Third design iteration 
The third design iteration added a new character based on the Facebook icon, Fifi. Fifi focuses less on 
“fun things you can do” and more on how to educate the user on “useful” things to do on the platform. 
The screen flow mostly stayed the same but the team added some colour. 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Fifi, the coaching character for the third design iteration, introducing itself 
 
The progress indicators were retained: 
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Figure 4: Final screen of the first tutorial layer, progress bar all complete 
 
The first layer covered the most popular features for seniors: changing the language, adding friends or 
family as connections, searching for and joining groups, adding news media to the feed, and education 
on how to control the privacy settings when posting. 
 
This iteration removed the option to close the tutorial by clicking on an X or the Homepage icon. 
There was a feeling that there were too many things to look at and it would make more sense to 
introduce the icons once the user got to their pre-populated Homepage. At the end of the first layer, the 
user was guided to the Homepage, where the icon for each feature discussed in the tutorial was 
explained. 
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Figure 5: User Homepage after having completed the first layer of the new user tutorial 

The second layer of the tutorial was meant to be shown upon the second use of the application and 
covered Marketplace and how to understand Notifications. These icons were then added to the 
Homepage at the end of the second layer tutorial. 
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Figure 6: Notifications explained in the second layer of the third iteration 

Looking back at Figure 1 for possible conceptual arrangement of feature layers, the team did not 
clearly adhere to any of these types of multilayer design. Perhaps 1d would be the closest 
approximation of what was delivered, although with fewer introductory layers. The user has two 
rounds of education and can go searching for additional functionality when experience offers more 
confidence with the platform.  

The student design team previewed this final iteration to the larger course group and some interesting 
feedback and questions were: 

Should the tutorial not have the ability to go backward? It only goes forward. 

Answer: good point, thank you! 

Why did you choose to do this using a mobile scenario instead of a desktop? Don’t seniors have a 
difficult time understanding touchscreens? 

We had to choose a scenario and our observations showed seniors actually are able to use the 
touchscreens, swipe and scroll, in fact better than we expected. 

The tutorial seems to incorporate a lot of transparency. Was there anything in the research which made 
you choose to include that? 

Not really the research but this was based on guidance from the research expert team. This seems to 
make sense because the research shows that seniors are fearful of making mistakes and panic when 
they think they have done something “wrong” with the technology. 
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I wonder if this is too prescriptive of an experience and you shouldn’t offer them more choice about 
what they want to use? Like maybe I should get to choose what features I want to learn how to use? 

Maybe, although it might be good to get reactions to this iteration from actual senior users. We 
created the tutorial in this way keeping in mind that seniors need to understand how Facebook is 
relevant for them and to address their privacy concerns. These are the top two barriers to using social 
media. Also, we tried to include the most popular features according to the research and our 
interviews. Finally, the objective was to ensure the user feels comfortable and guided through the 
experience. If we were to present them with a list of 20 features, they might be intimidated by a lot of 
information they didn’t understand and wouldn’t feel confident to continue. 

Conclusion 
The original concept of the design project changed during its four-week duration. Originally the 
concept was to design a “senior-friendly Facebook UI,” which proved to be impractical and potentially 
not desirable as Facebook does not allow much manipulation of its UI, even to developers who use its 
API. The design problem changed to providing an orientation for new users so that they would first, 
“dare to try” Facebook and second, would see some benefits in their trying quite soon in their first 
experience. That was the “what” and multi-layered design technique was the “how.” 

There were some challenges in the initial stages of the design project. Significantly, the student design 
team had challenges with temporal and geographic distance of various group members, yet was able to 
leverage technology to collaborate and conduct design review sessions. Additionally, it seemed even 
the research expert team was not clear on what contribution they desired from the student design team 
in the beginning. Upon review of the first set of prototypes, the expert research team could provide a 
more explicit concept of how the student research team’s work would help the larger research 
programme going forward. A good schedule of prototyping and evaluation created good 
communication and refined the scope and concept each time. The lesson for the student design team 
was to ask a lot of questions to get closer to understanding what the client wanted. 

Another pertinent lesson from the experience was that there is no substitute for simply putting ideas 
into a prototype, no matter how rudimentary. Without some concrete object to discuss, it would never 
have been possible to obtain clear requirements or a problem definition from the expert research 
group. Each design review refined the design scope further, allowing the student design team to retain 
some ideas from previous iterations and discard others. 

Reed Krakoff, the lead designer for Tiffany & Co. recently was asked in an interview whether he 
found the legacy of his new employer and the scope of the job intimidating. He said, “I’ve learned that 
you just have to start trying things. You can’t just sit and think about what the right answer is. You 
have to begin and then see what works” (Wood, 2019, p 45). This sentiment seems to resonate, 
regardless of the scope or prestige of the design challenge. 
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Appendix 
Student design team interview questions: 

Objectives: Discover what was the initial motivation, what are the most interesting features, what do 
they appreciate and have challenges with in the interface? 

Outcome: identify five use cases for structured observations 

Is it fine for you if I ask your age? (Är det tillåtet om jag frågar dig om din ålder?) 

What is your occupation? (Vilken är din sysselsättning) 

If retired -> What was your occupation before you retired? (Innan du blev pensionärad, vad var ditt 
yrke?) 

When you use Facebook, what sort of device do you use? (När du kolla Facebook numera, vilken 
slags enhet använder du?) 

How long have you had a Facebook account now? (Hur lång tid har du varit en Facebook användare?) 

When you first got interested in using Facebook, what was interesting about it for you? (När du först 
blev intresserad av att prova Facebook, vad var det som var lockande/ attraherande för dig?) 

Did you need help to do create your facebook account? (Behövde du ha hjälp att skapa ditt knoto?) 

What did you want to do once you had your account? (Vad ville du göra, när ditt konto skapades?) 

How often do you go into Facebook now? (Hur ofta går du in på Facebook nu?) 

What do you do most often now that you have a bit more experience? (Vad gör du oftast nu när du har 
lite mer erfarenhet med Facebook?) 

What do you find easiest about using Facebook now? (Vad är lättast för dig med att använda Facebook 
nu?) 

What do you find most difficult about using Facebook now? (Vad är svaraste för dig med att använda 
Facebook nu?) 


