
Winter 2009
Volume 2, issue 1 The Toilet Paper

TACT3 Tackling Ageing Continence 
through Theory, Tools & Technology
Welcome to the fifth edition 
of the Research newsletter 
The Toilet Paper. Since the 
last issue in Summer 2007, 
the matter of public and 
away from home toilets 
has become an important 
area of investigation in the 
New Dynamics of Ageing 
programme, especially 
in relation to concerns of 
continence. Over the next 
two years The Toilet Paper 
will report on the on-going 

research in the design and 
provision of toilet facilities 
that are available to the public.

 The current research work 
on public conveniences is 
under the name Challenging 
Environmental Barriers to 
Continence and is one of 
four work packages in a 
larger project called TACT3 
(Tackling Ageing Continence 
through Theory, Tools and 
Technology). The project is 
one of several that are part of 

the New Dynamics of Ageing 
programme; a unique research 
initiative funded by all of the 
UK research councils. 

In addition to research 
on toilets, TACT3 is also 
investigating technologies to 
help people with continence 
concerns manage their 
needs, as well as understand 
the needs of those seeking 
continence management 
services. The project will  
run until October 2011.

Challenging the Environmental Barriers to Continence

The Challenging Environmental  
Barriers work package sets out 
to look at the central issues 
that prevent people from 
accessing public and away 
from home lavatories. Access 
may be restricted or difficult 
due to the lack of public 

facilities in our cities, towns 
and rural areas. Facilities that 
do exist maybe avoided due 
to poor management and 
maintenance, whilst for some 
people the design of the toilet 
cubicle may not be suited to 
their personal needs. 

The research includes 
consultation directly with 
users aged between 1 – 101 to 
build up a picture of the user 
requirements and provision 
preferences that reach across 
ages groups. 

As well as consulting 
directly with users, the project 
staff will also be talking 
to providers of public and 
away from home toilets to 
understand the issues faced 
in public toilet provision. By 

direct consultation with these 
two main groups the project 
aims to develop innovative 
design solutions that cater to 
the needs of the population, 
especially those of an ageing 
population. 

The researchers will also 
be documenting examples 
of current provision. The 
picture on the left shows a 
new design of unisex provision 
that includes hand washing 
facilities within the cubicle. 
The research will be using such 
design solutions to evaluate 
if such provision is suitable 
and acceptable to users and 
providers. 



The User Perspective
At the time of writing, analysis 
has just begun of the 101 user 
interviews. Initial findings 
suggest that the biggest issue 
for most users, of all ages 
and both genders, is concerns 
about facilities’ hygiene and 
cleanliness. 

Users need to feel 
confident that the toilet facility 
is clean and well looked after. 
This includes the provision of 
soap for hand washing, and 
a good supply of toilet paper 
that is monitored and hence 
does not run out. For women, 
the inadequate size of toilet 
cubicles, coupled with the 

large size of sanitary bins often 
made toileting uncomfortable 
and generated concerns 
about hygiene. Other users 
have expressed concern at a 
lack of privacy that current 
cubicle designs offer. This can 
be embarrassing and prevent 
people using toilets when away 
from home. 

Some of the younger men 
we spoke with mentioned the 
issue of safety in facilities. 
In addition, where toilets 
are placed in the city centre 
and local high street, is also 
important to users across age 
and gender.

We are confident that 
as analysis continues we 
will continue to identify the 
problems with current toilet 
provision in the UK and present 
the users perspective to toilet 
providers in the second year of 
the research. 

The Toilet Paper

An ambulant accessible toilet at 
the end of the row of cubicles – 
but does such provision cater to 
user need when having to queue 
for toilets?

The Provider Perspective
Beginning in 2010 the research 
will take the results from the 
first phase of the research 
and present the concerns 
users have with current toilet 
provision to toilet providers 
around the UK. By working 
with providers the researchers 
will develop realistic design 
solutions that can be effective 
for members of the public, yet 
functional and cost effective 
for the providers. 

The project staff will work 
directly with toilet providers 
to produce a series of design 
tools that will help them make 
decisions about the best kind 
of provision for a range of 
different areas. By looking at 
the needs of people in rural, 
suburban, town and city areas, 
the researchers aim to build 
a picture of how the design 
of toilets can be matched 
to the level of provision 
needed in a range of areas and 
circumstances. 

Providers of toilet 
facilities often have many 
complex issues to consider 
in provision. These include 

access and deterring anti- 
social behaviors such as 
vandalism and / or illegal 
substance use. Currently, 
members of the public have 
not greeted much of the 
design interventions that 
have been developed to deter 
anti-social use of facilities 
favorably. These include toilets 
illuminated by blue lights to 
deter intravenous substance 
abuse, but which act as a 
barrier to people with visual 
impairments and those who 
have a stoma. Automatic 
Public Toilets have also been 
developed from a mainly 
“anti-social“ perspective, and 
previous research found 60% 
of people actively avoid using 
them due to their unfriendly 
design. 

By bringing together the 
perspectives of users and 
providers of public and away 
from home toilets, TACT3 aims 
to present a holistic approach 
to design and service solutions 
for the toileting needs of an 
ageing society in the 21st 
century. 

 Previous research found that nearly 60% of men and women reported 
that they would not use an Automatic Public Convenience

Is sponsorship a solution to current toilet provision?
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Within the TACT 3 research 
programme, the University 
of Sheffield and The Brunel 
Institute of Ageing Studies 
are investigating continence 
interventions and services. 

The loss of continence 
is often considered one of 
the major conditions that 
assaults a persons self-esteem. 
If health and social care are 
delivered without reference 
to the underlying continence 
difficulties, it can re-enforce 
a sense of dependence and a 
perception of loss of control. 

In addition, having to 
manage continence is often 
seen as a transitional marker 
between later life lived 
relatively actively (Third Age) 
to one of frailty and decline 
(Fourth Age). Older people 
who experience continence 

problems may see them as a 
consequence of ageing and 
therefore be less proactive in 
seeking help or treatment. In 
addition, feelings of shame 
and/or embarrassment about 
continence loss may result in 
people hiding the problem and 
becoming less active rather 
then seeking to resolve them. 

The project will also 
compare general feelings of 
well being and service use 
outcomes of those who use 
these services in comparison 
to those who may receive a 
more standardised service of 
continence care. 

The research being under-
taken at Sheffield and Brunel 
will focus on the delivery of 
specialised geriatric continence 
services compared with generic 
continence services.

By direct consultation with 
those who use these services, 
the researchers will identify 
how users sought help, and 
the barriers they perceive in 
accessing these services, their 
feelings of well being and 
service use outcomes.

The research aims to 
produce new guidelines 
to maximise continence 
management and quality of 
life issues for older people 
who seek service provision. 
Such guidelines will also 
include health promotion to 
encourage people to seek help 
for continence concerns as 
well as for health and social 
care professionals,to support 
service delivery that is tailored 
to the specific needs of the 
service user. 

TACT3 Improving Continence Interventions & Services

 

Help the Aged delivered 
a policy statement on 
incontinence in 2008. A  
copy is available from 
http://policy.helptheaged.
org.uk/_policy/Health/
PublicHealth/_default.
htm#Incontinence

Working in partnership with 
the Simon Foundation, a US 
based charity that provides 
support for people with 
continence concerns, Brunel 
University’s Institute for 
Bioengineering, the University 
of the West Of England, 
Manchester University, 
Bristol Urological Institute 
and Smartlife technologies 
have been looking at two  
assistive devices that are being 
developed as a direct response 
to user requests. 

These devices are; an 
inexpensive colour change 
odour detector, so that 
users of pads can be assured 
that there is no smell and 
underwear that can sense 
urine leakage, so the wearer 
can be alerted and take action 

before wetness spreads and 
becomes evident to others. 

The fear of ‘accidents’  and 
‘smells’ becoming obvious to 
others is a major issue to those 
with continence concerns – 
especially women. Such fear 
often leads to reduced social 
interactions and increased 
social stigma. People can 
become social recluses 
because they do not want to 
risk public humiliation often 
resulting in depression and 
mental health concerns. 

This section of the TACT 
research is currently being 
informed by focus groups. 
If you would be interested 
in taking part in a product 
design focus group please 
contact TACT3’s Principal 
Investigator Eleanor van den 

Heuvel at Brunel Institute for 
Bioengineering. 

Eleanor can be reached by 
telephone on 01895 266 921 
or by e-mail at eleanor.van.
den.heuvel@brunel.ac.uk

Developing Assistive Devices
 

 

An odour detecting ring is one 
option currently being trialed 
by the project researchers. This 
picture shows the ring in its 
inactivated state (yellow) and 
activated state (blue) 
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The Challenge Environmental Barriers work package on TACT3 
is lead by Jo-Anne Bichard. Jo-Anne has a background in Social 
Anthropology and previously worked on the Vivacity project 
Inclusive Design of Public Toilets in city centres. She is currently 
undertaking a PhD at UCL on how the design of public lavatories 
excludes members of the public. 

Gail Knight is the Research Associate on TACT3. Gail is an 
Industrial Design graduate of the RCA with experience in way 
finding design. Her interest in public toilets came from her MA 
dissertation and the development of Westminster Council’s ‘Text 
a Toilet’ scheme.

Catherine Green is Senior Research Associate on the first 
phase of TACT3. Catherine is a RCA graduate in product design 
and specialises in people centred design of products and 
environments. 

 

Meet the Researchers

 

 

 

Loos in the News Research  
PartnersA recent study by the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine found that only a third of men and two thirds of 
women actively use soap to wash their hands after using public 
lavatories. 

The researchers then found that the best way to encourage men 
to use soap was to flash up the sign ‘is the person next to you 
washing with soap?’, whilst for women – the most effective sign 
read ‘soap it off or eat it later’. 

More details of the study can be found at:  
http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/news/2009/handwashingday.html

TACT3 is working in partnership 
with a number of organisations 
including; The Centre for 
Accessible Environments, 
The Gut Trust, The British 
Toilet Association, The Simon 
Foundation, Age Concern 
Barnsley, Devices for Dignity, 
Technology Sourcing, The 
National Trust and the Relatives 
and Residents Association.
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