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An international, 
educational, non-profit 
organization
dedicated to enhancing the 
experiences of people of all 
ages and abilities through 
excellence in design

www.HumanCenteredDesign.org

Design powerfully and profoundly influences 
us and our sense of confidence, comfort, and 
control. 
Variation in ability is ordinary, not special, and 
it affects most of us for at least part of our 
lives.

IHCD’s 2 core ideas…

A framework for the design of places, things, 
information, communication, and policy that 
focuses on the user and serves the widest range 
of people, operating in the widest range of 
situations, without special or separate design…

human-centered design [of everything] with 
everyone in mind

INCLUSIVE DESIGN
UNIVERSAL DESIGN

DESIGN-FOR-ALL

Principles of Inclusive Design



User/Experts
[UK – known as ‘critical users’]

People whose abilities are different from 
the norm know how design fails and 

know what works.  
We cannot design effective solutions 

without that expertise.

Most Common Reasons for Functional 
Limitation of Adults in the US….

• Arthritis 
• Back problems
• Heart disease
• Respiratory disease

NOTE: 3.3 M Americans use wheelchairs or 
scooters out of 54.4 M with a disability

[Source: CDC & & Census Bureau 1 09 ]

Most prevalent types of disabilities for 
children in the US…
13.8% of all youth age 3-21

1. Specific learning disabilities
2. Speech/language impairments
3. Intellectual limitation
4. Emotional disturbance
5. Other health impairment
6. Developmental delay
7. Autism

(source: U.S. DoE, 2005-6, IDEA)



United States in 2010
• 36.4 M People over 65

• 54.4 M People with a disability 

• 78M Baby Boomers
[307M total population 2009] 

Source: World Population Prospects, The 1998 Revision, Volume II: Sex and Age. 
The Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations 
Secretariat

Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (2002) 

Priority Direction III: 
Ensuring enabling and supporting environments

UN Treaty on the Human Rights of People 
with Disabilities (2008)

• Respect

• Non‐Discrimination

• Participation

• Inclusion

• Equality

• Accessibility

ICF ‐ Redefined disability and health (2001)

Mainstreamed disability as a universal human 
experience

Equalized physical & mental reasons for disability

Defined disability as a contextual variable

WHO promoted identifying environmental 
facilitators & noted Universal Design as most 
promising framework

(AIA) Committee on the 
Environment

Sustainability envisions 
the enduring prosperity 

of all living things

Definition of Sustainable Design…



Designing for Social Sustainability Builds “Social Capital”

How to build it:
Density, Diversity & Design

Outcome
Enhanced web of human 
relationships built up over 
time

By‐product
Improved health & mental 
health http://www.HumanCenteredDesign.org/pedestrian/

Equitable

MA. & New York state agency models 
of inclusive public recreation

Equitable

The Hub at Regent’s Park, London

Ergonomically sound

Avenue Paulista, Sao Paulo, Brazil

Perceptible
Perceptible



Cognitively sound

Kemp 
Playground,
Cambridge 
Commons

Cognitively sound 

Flexible

New Road 
Brighton, UK

Flexible

before

Tolerant of Error

Vancouver, British Columbia , CA.

Tolerant of Error



Efficient

High Point Development, Seattle, WA.

Efficient

Predictable & Stable

www.nyc.gov

Yes - but a problematic assumption about 
“the handicapped”



Last thoughts
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What is universal design…inclusive design…design‐for‐all?  
 
…a framework for the design of places, things, information, communication and policy that focuses on 
the user, on the widest range of people operating in the widest range of situations without special or 
separate design.  
 
Or, more simply:  Human‐Centered design (of everything) with everyone in mind 
 
Universal Design Principles: 
Equitable Use: The design does not disadvantage or stigmatize any group of users. 
Flexibility in Use: The design accommodates a wide range of individual preferences and abilities.     

Simple, Intuitive Use: Use of the design is easy to understand, regardless of the user’s experience, 
knowledge, language skills, or current concentration level. 

Perceptible Information: The design communicates necessary information  effectively to the user, 
regardless of ambient conditions or the user’s sensory abilities. 

Tolerance for Error: The design minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences of accidental or 
unintended actions. 

Low Physical Effort: The design can be used efficiently and comfortably, and with a minimum of fatigue. 

Size and Space for Approach & Use: Appropriate size and space is provided for approach, reach, 
manipulation, and use, regardless of the user’s body size, posture, or mobility. 

[Developed by a group of US designers and design educators from five organizations in 1997. Principles are copyrighted to the Center for 

Universal Design, School of Design, State University of North Carolina at Raleigh. The Principles are in use internationally.] 

 
 
Useful Variation of Both UD Principles & Organization: 
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The depiction above organizes universal design principles in a new way.  It which breaks out the three 
broad functional groupings of human ability separately from the ‘Process Principles” or guiding 
strategies for design that works for the broadest spectrum of functional limitations.  Equitable use is the 
overarching principle that drives the integration of the two types of principles.  This is derived from the 
work of Dr. Robert F. Erlandson in his book Universal and Accessible Design for Products, Services and 
Processes, CRC Press, 2008. 
 
 
Relationship between Legally Mandated Accessibility & Universal Design 
Legally mandated requirements for accessible design, within a civil or human rights context, provide a 
vital basis for autonomy and opportunity for people with disabilities.  To be effective, legal mandates 
require an infrastructure of information and enforcement in order to ensure meaningful compliance. 
Inevitably, the legal mandates establish a set of minimum standards for some built, information and 
communication environments and address the needs of people with some types of functional 
limitations.   

Accessibility laws and codes are a limited indicator of the potential of design to facilitate independence, 
participation and well‐being for a growing proportion of people. Accessible design focuses primarily on 
accommodating the needs of wheelchair users and, to a lesser extent, people who are blind.   
Wheelchair users are a small number of people but their wheeled devices make very clear demands on 
the built environment.  

But the few accessibility features commonly included in the law fall short of supporting maximum 
independence and well‐being for many people across the spectrum of age and ability.  That includes the 
world’s rapidly growing proportion of older people.   

Universal or inclusive design starts with accessible design and calls for a more creative and imaginative 
engagement of designers to design places and products that will work seamlessly for the widest possible 
group of potential users.  

Sustainable design is not limited to environmental sustainability but also social sustainability.  
Demographic shifts demand setting a priority on the power of design to minimize anyone’s functional 
limitations and facilitate everyone’s performance.  To succeed, we must reframe design education and 
practice and embed this vision of inclusive design into public policy at every level and into sustainable 
development and design policy.   

 

 
 
 
 
 


