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TH E H U MA N FA CT OR

“I CAME TO

T H E C O N C LU S I O N

T E C H N O LO G Y

THAT
WASN’T GOING TO BE AN AWFUL
LO T O F U S E . W H A T Y O U W A N T E D
WAS

HUMANITY”

Sixty years ago, Heinz Wolff invented bioengineering. Now he has
invented an entirely new approach to elderly care — a system that
relies on man rather than machine
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P

rofessor Heinz Wolff works in
a building that bears his name,
surrounded by a lifetime of his own
inventions — machines for Antarctic
explorers, astronauts, soldiers, divers,
people with disabilities, people with
arthritis. Now aged 88, the father of
bioengineering still comes to Brunel
University in west London five days a
week to continue his pioneering work.
Wolff coined the term bioengineering
in 1954, to describe the application of
engineering principles to biological and
medical challenges. His first invention,
straight out of school in the immediate
aftermath of the Second World War, was
a machine that could count blood cells
automatically. He went on to spend 30
years at the Medical Research Council, to
chair a committee advising the European
Space Agency on the uses of microgravity for scientific research, and to

co-found the British-Soviet joint venture
that sent Britain’s first astronaut to the
Mir space station in 1991. Back on Earth,
he has spent several decades developing
assistive technology to support the care
of elderly and disabled people.
But Wolff’s current preoccupation is
not a scientific problem but an economic
one: how cash-strapped Western
societies can afford to care for a much
larger elderly population, as life-spans
lengthen and birth rates fall. And for
the first time in his long career, he
doesn’t think technology can provide the
answer — a shift in thinking that he has
compared to a religious conversion.
“I came to the conclusion that if you’re
having to care for a large number of
elderly people who were not necessarily
in total control of their cognition, then
technology wasn’t going to be an
awful lot of use. What you wanted was

