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An international educational 
nonprofit organization 
dedicated to enhancing the 
experiences of people of all 
ages and abilities through 
excellence in design.

www.HumanCenteredDesign.org



�1st U.S. NGO focused on design in 
relation to disability & aging 

�Balance guidance on legal 
compliance & promotion of best 
practices 

�Urban design and architecture to 
information design

�Local to international projects

�Host or co-host of 5 international UD 
conferences since 1998

www.HumanCenteredDesign.org



IHCD is distinguished by:

�Expertise in accessibility laws & codes

�Expertise in global best practice

�Tailored & diverse multi-disciplinary teams

�Commitment to participatory work, especially the 

engagement of  “user-experts”

�Non-profit, mission-driven

www.HumanCenteredDesign.org



New England Americans with 
Disabilities Act Center (DBTAC)
[since 1996]

800-949-4232 v/tty

Information and Guidance on the 
Americans with Disabilities Act & 
Accessible Information Technology

National Fair Housing 
Accessibility FIRST Program
Design and Construction 
Resource Center

888-341-7781 v/tty







www.HumanCenteredDesign.org

“Design must balance ethics 
and aesthetics for the good 
of society.”

- Kazuo Kawasaki, Ph.D., M.D.



Design powerfully and profoundly 

influences us and our sense of 

confidence, comfort, and control. 

Variation in ability is ordinary, not 
special, and affects most of us for at 
least part of our lives.

2 core ideas...

www.HumanCenteredDesign.org



Goals…
• Lay out the demographic & policy catalysts

• Offer a conceptual framework

• Share news of the global state-of-the-art

• Name some impediments to progress

• Suggest strategies that make sense now

www.HumanCenteredDesign.org



First, some definitions…



…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

Human centered design 

(of everything)

with everyone in mind

What is 

universal design…

inclusive design…

design-for-all? 



Principles of Inclusive Design



A quick snapshot of 
functional limitation in 
relation to ageing…



Trace Center @ University of Wisconsin, Madison Courtesy - Trace Center 



Trace Courtesy - Trace Center 
R&D Center, University of Wisconsin



Courtesy - Trace Center 
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Courtesy - Trace Center 



Most common reasons for functional 
limitation of adults in the US...

� Arthritis 

� Back problems

� Heart disease

� Respiratory disease

NOTE: 2 - 3 M Americans use wheelchairs or 
scooters out of approximately 
50 M with a disability

[Source: Centers for Disease Control]



Most common reasons for functional 
limitation of children in the US...

1. Specific learning disabilities – 44.4%

2. Speech/language impairments– 16.9%

3. Intellectual disability  - 9.2%

4. Emotional disturbance – 7.4% 

(source: U.S. DoE, 2001-2002, IDEA)



big numbers = ordinary, not special



Prevalence of functional limitations



Derise

Cognitive limitations rising in 
prevalence…
�Brain-based conditions are 84% of all Special 
Education students (US DoE, 

�13% of Americans over 65 have Alzheimers
Disease, projected to grow 70% by 2030

�Broadly defined, cognitive limitations affect over 
20M Americans



United States in 2008

• 35M People over 65

• 49-54M People with a disability 

• 78M Baby Boomers
[305M total population 2008 



Source:World Population Prospects, The 1998 Revision, Volume II: Sex and Age. 

The Population Division, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations Secretariat

Percentage Increase in Age 60 + by Region, 2000-2050



Shared global demographics…

The number of older persons is projected to more 
than triple worldwide over the next half century.

1 in 8 people worldwide will be 65 or over by 2030

In the US, 107.6 M will be over 55 by 2030
(31% of the population)

People with disabilities number at least 650M, 10% 
of the world’s population.  80% live in developing 
nations.



Policies, 

Concepts,

Precedents

Tools…



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



Dramatic shift in how we understand 
differences in functional ability…
adopted by 191 member states after 10 
years in development

ICF - The International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability and Health

Redefined disability and health (2001)

ICF



• ‘mainstreams’ the experience of 

disability and recognizes it as a 

universal human experience

• Equalizes mental and physical 

reasons for disability

ICF



Defined disability as a contextual 
variable. A person with a  functional 
limitation is more or less disabled 
based upon the intersection with the 
environment:

• Physical environment
• Communication environment
• Information environment
• Social & Policy environments

ICF



Called for an international effort to 
identify facilitators that would go 
beyond barrier removal to enhance
everyone’s experience.

�promoted universal design as a 
framework to create facilitators

ICF



What Is Sustainable Design…



The “soft” element to sustainable 

design and development … vaguely 

endorsing multi-culturalism and 

citizen participation 

Integrate inclusive design as a 

substantive defining character of  

socially sustainable design

What Is Socially Sustainable Design…



Unlike the irresponsible patterns that 

drove the need for urgent attention to 

environmental sustainability, social 

sustainability is a response to success. 

We survive more and live longer.  

Design makes it work.

Inclusive Design…



The Triple Bottom Line

Environmental Sustainability

Social Sustainability

Economic Sustainability

Inclusive Design…



Overlap between Green & Universal Design…



An existing infrastructure 

of practice at the national 

and regional levels

Precedents…



Luas Light Rail in Dublin Kaiser’s Supermarket in E. Berlin

European Union 

Inclusive design (UK)  or design-for-all (EU)



• EC mandates design-for-all as a requirement 

in government purchasing

• EC requires strategies demonstrating 

design-for-all as a requirement for local 

planning

• Frequent models of green + inclusive design 

in urban & residential developments 

EU updates….European Union Updates



EU updates….European Union Updates

Across 34 European and adjoining countries, 469 
entrants for the 2008 E-inclusion Awards. 

Entries were all about developing or using digital 
technologies to positively impact on the lives of 
people and communities who are socially 
disadvantaged, or living with disability



Population peaked in ’04 at 127M and is 

expected to decline by 2050 to 69M

Hyper-ageing population =  

national priority + market opportunity

Japan



• The International Association for Universal Design 
(IAUD) – 150 corporations who focus on research 
and marketing of products  

• Strong emphasis on participation of ‘user-experts’
in research and public planning processes

• Model universally designed examples of urban 
design, transportation, housing, schools at the city 
and prefecture levels – many paired with ‘green’ or 
‘Eco’

• 70% of Japanese recognize the term Universal 
Design

Japan



Japan



design + goals of social equity

• Some are embracing universal design as the only viable 

route to inclusive societies.  ‘Special’ funding will never be 

adequate.  Integration into new infrastructure is timely 

and cost-effective.

Kabul, Afghanistan

Developing Nations



• Both Latvia & Cuba hosted their first conferences on 
universal design in the Fall of 2008

• The UN has adopted universal design as a standard for 
post-conflict urban reconstruction that began with 
Beirut* and Kosovo and is planned by the UN for Iraq.    

• Brazil, through its Ministry of Cities, is developing 
national policy on inclusive design. Mandates includes 
participatory process.

Motto: “Right to the City”

Developing Nations



http://g3ict.com/Developing Nations http://g3ict.com/



Illustrating Universal Design 
Principles …



Principles of Inclusive Design



Ergonomically sound



Ergonomically sound

Eco-MOD Homes
School of Architecture, University of Virginia

Environmentally,
Socially,
Economically 
Sustainable

Design/Build 
by students

3 national awards



Perceptible



Cognitively sound



Cognitively sound



Tolerant of Error

Fukuoka, Japan



Tolerant of Error

West Seattle’s High Point Development

Includes  35, soon to be 60,
“Breath Easy” units 



Tolerant of Error



Housing development in Wiesbaden 
(600 units, mix of rent + owned)

�Flexible layout, every unit with full-
height sliding walls

�Ceiling  height glazing

Flexible



Panelized + Modular/Universal + Green

“house_n”

Rocio Romero  Homes
Perryville, Missouri

Efficient



Efficient

World's Simplest Video Camera

� only a few buttons on the camera 
for playing, stopping ,and zooming 
in and out

� tools to edit, archive, and share 
your work, all built in to the camera

Robin Raskin: 
The Boomer Blog



Contrast 

http://www.lighthouse.org/color_contrast.htm

Use light and dark colors 
to help see steps, railings, 
and doorframes

Provide vertical and 
horizontal cues

Provide low level 
night light for safety 
and to not disturb 
person so much that 
they can’t fall back 
asleep

Photos: Dennis Guyon, Lighting Research Center, RPI

Predictable & Stable



Predictable & Stable

Intatec (UK),  reduced flow, anti-scald showers 



Equitable



Equitable



Impediments now



There is little sense of 

urgency about the 

demographic facts.

Impediments now…



Impediments now…

‘We have an aging society 

and an adolescent culture.’
Barbara Defoe Whitehead Social Historian

We act as if ageing is discretionary…

62 year old Goldie Hawn

(AARP magazine 2 06)



The New Decrepitude

Nest
Summer 2003 issue



Design education & 

practice, with rare 

exception, remain 

outside of the 

design-for-all 

movement. 

Impediments now…



There’s a small but growing number of courses 

and degree programs focused on design-for-

all.   Design schools are still promoting 

architecture as ‘sculpture with plumbing.’

The trend is in the right direction but slow.

Impediments now…



Practicing designers too seldom 

see inclusive design as design

Early adopters more likely to come from allied 

professions of planning, building, sociology, 

occupational therapy, gerontology or 

specialists in accessibility.

“Just tell me what I have to do” remains the 

common refrain in the parts of the world that 

have requirements for basic accessibility. 

Impediments now…



Despite global policy 

infrastructure, action is 

most often still at the 

planning stages.

Obstacles now…



There is no more time. 

Designers need to be woken up 

with news of their power to 

transform human experience.  

Policy must partner with 

design.

Obstacles now…



Strategies now



User-expert research…

Universal Design 
Research laboratory 
engages
500 “user/experts”



User-expert research…

Innovative Space Program
Multi-disciplinary faculty & students

Had to interview mothers & grandmothers

1) Is the product desirable to users?
2) Is it possible through engineering?
3) Is it valuable to business?
4) Is it good for society and the 
environment?



Engaging User-Experts

Design for our Future Selves Awards

Open to all second-year Royal College of Art students



Simulating functional limitation

Meyer-Hentschel’s 
Age-Explorer suit

Risky – so extreme as to 
miss any hope of 
meaningful insight



Standard measures of inclusion

http://www.design.ncsu.edu



ISO/IEC Guide 71 (2000) 

Standards to Address the 
Needs of Older Persons & 
People with Disabilities

• Guide for developers of standards 
for products, services and 
environments.

• Offers clarity about incremental 
functional changes and the 
environmental design choice that 
minimizes them.



Next steps



The Sustainability Education Initiative is a strategic 

partnership comprised of the Interior Design Educators 

Council (IDEC), the International Interior Design  

Association (IIDA), the International Facility Management 

Association (IFMA) and Metropolis Magazine. 

Infiltrate smart efforts in design education to stretch 

sustainable design to be an even bigger idea about 

minimizing human limitations and enhancing experience.

Infiltrate…



Infiltrate smart collaborative initiatives – that 

have seized the imaginations of large 

institutions - to expand sustainable design to 

be an even bigger idea about minimizing 

human limitations and enhancing experience.

Infiltrate Green Initiatives

Harvard University’s 
Green Campus Initiative

City of Vancouver & 
Community Sustainability Policy



Share Stories

A web-based 
collection of case 
studies of 
universal design 
in nine categories 
of the built 
environment



Share stories…

Generate global 
excitement and set 
an always-rising 
bar of best practice 
by sharing stories 
of good inclusive 
design in real 
projects.



Research…

A fortuitous moment to 
focus on what makes our 
brains work better

� Cognitive Technologies

� Neuroscience



Economic modeling…

The critical economic 
perspective – who’s left out?



Tipping point…

It is time to start a positive 
epidemic

Inclusive design as a solution to 
the demographic realities of an 
ageing world is a sticky idea

We can leap to change via 
word-of-mouth if we’re clever & 
clear and energetic



Last thoughts



Greater than the tread of mighty 
armies is an idea whose time has 
come. 

- Victor Hugo




