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Introduction 
 
Many older people, especially 'the generation 
currently in their eighties', miss out on a variety 
of services and resources due to a fear of, or 
inability to access, computers. The Companion is 
a device designed by Tools For Living Ltd, 
which overcomes this fear, providing 
opportunities to access services and resources 
without the need for a computer. The Companion 
is part of a project between Bristol City Council, 
Brunel University and Somerfield supermarket.  
 
Background 
 
Tools For Living Ltd is dedicated to the 
development and test marketing of devices and 
Systems intended to enhance the quality of life 
of elderly people, or people with learning 
difficulties, who are being cared for in the 
community.  
“Tools For Living puts responsibility on the 
other foot … it’s our responsibility to provide the 
elderly or disabled with the right tool kit to 
enable them to do what they want to” (Professor 
Heinz Wolff, Company Founder). 
The company was formed in 1986 by Professor 
Wolff whoÕs probably best known for having 
invented the term Bioengineering in 1954. In the 
80Õs he founded the Brunel Institute for 
Bioengineering from which came Tools For 
Living, as a commercial offshoot. 
 
The Product 
 
Services such as online shopping are normally 
done using a laptop or desktop computer. But for 
those older people who fear learning to use 
computers, or simply canÕt access one, The 
Companion allows users to shop by using a 
barcode reader as the only input device. No keys, 
buttons or switches are required and both 
barcode reader and monitor output sound in the 
form of a readily understandable voice.  
 
The barcode reader is attached to a conventional 
monitor and computer. The keyboard is removed 
and replaced by a catalogue of barcodes from 
which the user can pick options. The barcode 
reader outputs sound when the barcode has been 
recognised, whilst the computer speaks out loud 

the once a product has been selected. The 
barcode catalogue was produced in conjunction 
with Somerfield Supermarkets who are 
committed to home delivery.  Similar to 
conventional barcode readers, the device also 
recognises special offers and will notify the user 
of this.  
 
The shopping list is sent via a modem line to the 
supermarket where it is picked up as an email. 
The groceries are then delivered to the customer 
in his/her home. 
 
Other Functions: 
 
It is hoped The Companion will be used for 
many additional purposes to shopping. The 
Companion is a platform incorporating a fairly 
powerful computer. I t is therefore possible to 
perform almost any activity a desktop computer 
can perform. For example, it could be used as a 
checklist for care workers so they can keep a 
record of tasks they have performed for their 
client. This could be achieved by scanning a 
barcode to say they have washed a patient. It 
could also be used as a communication device 
allowing the user to receive emails and pictures 
on a virtual photo album. One of the most 
important functions could be for medical 
support. Theoretically, The Companion could be 
involved in all stages of prescribing medicine 
remotely, from the GPÕs practice via the 
pharmacy to the patientÕs home. Once the 
medication reaches the patient, The Companion 
could provide reminders and information about 
required dosage. ItÕs also hoped the device will  
be used by patients to inform GPÕs about any 
side affects etc. All of this can be done using the 
same software i.e. no upgrades would be 
required.  
 
How has it performed so far? 
Previous trials were undertaken at a Day Care 
Centre and as part of a home shopping pilot trial  
undertaken by Bristol City Council. I t was found 
that the barcode reader was acceptable to the 
companyÕs trial group. It has the advantage that 
it takes little skill, will work with arthritic fingers 
and is perceived as being fun to use, because of 
the satisfying bleep, which indicates that a code 
has been read satisfactorily. 


