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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper reports on a unique approach to inclusive practice that responds to several critical issues 
highlighted in the first Universal Design (UD) Conference in Yokohama as well as in more recent 
literature on universal design.  The approach, as explained in the paper, involves a not-for-profit 
community organization, university researchers, and a design action group comprising practitioners from 
across the design disciplines, together with other specialist consultants, developing in a voluntary capacity 
an independent housing model for people with disabilities and their families or caretakers.  With a focus 
on relationships and “a system that places human beings at the centre in all respects”, this paper presents 
the approach and the emerging theoretical framework which addresses three issues that Afacan and Erbug 
(2009) propose hinder the integration of universal design with design practice, namely: theory-practice 
inconsistency involving the lack of flow-on of universal design awareness into design practice; a way of 
thinking that exhibits very little empathy with and understanding of the requirements of diverse users; and 
poorly implemented and coordinated collaboration and communication involving designers and other 
professionals (pp. 731-732). 
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Introduction 
 
Several key trends worldwide continue to drive a need for Universal Design (UD) principles to be 
integrated into everyday design practice.  Scotts et al (2007) draw attention to two of the most influential 
of these in the paper ‘International Trends in Accessible Housing for People with Disabilities: A selected 
review of policies and programmes in Europe, North America, United Kingdom, Japan and Australia’: 

 
“Firstly, a major demographic transition is occurring in which the populations 
of most industrialized societies are ageing.  Secondly there appears to be 
increasing disability prevalence, partly driven by ageing and partly driven by 
improved survival rates among those affected by disabling injuries, conditions, 
or illnesses” (Scotts et al, 2007, p. 1). 
 

The speed at which these demographic trends impact on our societies looks to vary greatly around the 
world, with western nations experiencing a gradual increase while the Asian countries’ ageing population 
is “destined to grow quite rapidly” (Kose 2003, p. 310).  In Australia as far back as 1993, 18% of the total 
Australian population and 51% of the population over 60 years of age were identified as having a 
disability (Baladin & Chapman, 2001, p. 382). 



 
Despite these trends, Universal Design has not been fully embraced by design practice. According to 
Afacan & Erbug (2009), there are three main reasons for this: (1) theory-practice inconsistency involving 
the lack of flow-on of universal design awareness into design practice; (2) a way of thinking that exhibits 
very little empathy with and understanding of the requirements of diverse users; and (3) poorly 
implemented and coordinated collaboration and communication involving designers and other 
professionals (pp. 731-732). 
 
In this paper, we describe the theoretical framework being used in order to support a design collective 
which aims to create a model of inclusive universal design that explicitly sets out to address issues and 
obstacles such as these. As will be outlined, the theoretical framework has been developed to inform the 
design, documentation and construction of homes and services that promote and facilitate independent 
living for individuals with disability, regardless of the type and level of support needed.  It is hoped that 
through the exploration of literature, and review of some of the interplay between this developing 
theoretical framework as it relates to the first project currently underway, a more expansive and inclusive 
understanding of Universal Design will become apparent, and in the process insight developed that will 
assist in more extensive and effective integration of UD principles into design practice. 
 
Model Development Context 
 
Approximately 12 months ago three organizations formed a collaborative group with a collective goal of 
designing a more independent and inclusive housing model for people with disabilities and their families.  
The key organizations involved are a not-for-profit community group (housing provider and builder); a 
pro-bono design and consultant team that operates under the umbrella of the professional body, the Design 
Institute of Australia; and a local university, undertaking supportive research and development for and of 
the project (Figure 1).  As its mandate states: “The aim of the Collective is to provide a world’s best 
practice model of Universal Design and Adaptability that is the impetus and basis for government and 
community to enact their hopes for an inclusive society enshrined in Human Rights and Disability 
legislation worldwide”. 
 
The impetus for the project came from a growing awareness of the concern of parents as to what would 
happen to their adult child with a disability once they could no longer care for them. In response, the 
community organization formulated the idea of designing and constructing two interconnected or co-
located dwellings leased by the parents; the dwelling for the adult child being ‘a home for life’ in the sense 
that even when the parents died or could no longer live in the adjacent dwelling, the dwelling could be 
leased to a carer or carers who would take over the support of the adult child. At present a site has been 
selected for a particular family and the brief development process is underway; a stage as will be 
conveyed in the following sections where critical issues of theory-practice inconsistency, empathy, and 
collaboration and communication have been explicitly acknowledged and addressed. In addition to the 
current client family, there are 51 other families interested in working with the collective to provide a 
more inclusive and independent living option for themselves and their family member. 
 
 
 
 



Figure 1 Organisational Structure of the Collective 
 
Theory-Practice Inconsistency 
 
Without doubt, a fairly obvious explanation for poor integration of UD principles in practice is lack of 
time; something best described in the statement that “designers are under a great deal of time pressure, if 
knowledge is not presented in a usable format, it will be either discarded or ignored” (Nicolle et al, 2003, 
p. 100).  The argument continues with the assertion that while “most designers are aware of universal 
design, problems appear in the integration of theories and guidelines into design practice” (Dimirkin, 
2007, p. 731).  Interestingly, a noteworthy dilemma has been observed in the design and consultant team 
of this project in relation to the problem of time pressure.  Although the group is not operating under the 
economic constraints associated with general professional practice, as a result of their time being donated 
freely, they conversely have to contend with the need to provide services outside of the hours of their 
normal full time jobs, which in itself exerts it’s own pressures.   
 
“Conflicts between design principles” (Demirkin, 2007, p. 36) are a regular reality in the world of design 
and as a result designers are regularly forced to decide upon priorities.  Thus while UD principles may be 
valued by designers, against the backdrop of other pressures, such as financial constraints, speed of project 
delivery, client drivers and “lack of direct contact with actual users” (Demirkin, 2007, p. 36) they may be 
lost in the process.  Another common factor in this theory-practice inconsistency is the confusion that is 



often experienced in the application of the principles of UD.  Unclear standards and laws can contribute to 
erroneous application or an unwillingness to engage with them in case they are wrongfully applied. 
 
The field of human factors engineering has produced volumes of resource information for designers on 
how to design products and environments which accommodate a large majority of the population.  
However, by it’s nature, this information predominately focuses on those whose range of abilities fall 
within the median portion of the bell curve.   Thus many of the reference texts designers refer to on a 
regular basis have the intent to “design for the vast majority of a target population rather than everyone” 
(Beecher & Paquet, 2005, p. 363).  While demographic shifts such as the ageing population are impacting 
on this body of information, there is still comparatively little to be found in relation to those who occupy 
the marginal ends of the spectrum.  Molenbroek (1987) attributes much of the difficulty in designing 
effectively for these marginal groups to a “lack of ergonomic data” (p. 187) on populations groups such as 
the elderly.  One can easily understand that amidst all the other complex factors at play in the design 
process, an unavailability of easy to disseminate information can impact negatively on the ability of time-
poor designers to produce suitable designs. 
 
Several researchers from the Department of Industrial Engineering at the University of Buffalo have 
delved further into this problem of theory-practice inconsistency highlighting that even though the seven 
principles of Universal Design are widely known and referred to in design literature, actual “design 
methods and criteria that can be applied systematically in a range of situations to encourage universal 
design are needed” (Story in Beecher & Paquet, 2005, p. 364).  Beecher & Paquet highlight the problem 
that many designers who are attempting to apply Universal Design principles are faced with, namely that 
“how these principles are incorporated into the design process, however, has been left up to the designer” 
(p. 364).  It is this lack of clear direction as to the ‘how’ to implement the universal design principles that 
has led Beecher & Paquet to develop several survey instrument checklists for evaluating how effectively 
the UD principles have been implemented in the design process.  These surveys were utilized in their 
research in order to allow individuals with a range of abilities to assess and provide feedback as to the 
efficacy of the final design being evaluated. 
 
One must be realistic though and proceed with the understanding that user consultation is by no means a 
panacea for all problems associated with poor integration of Universal Design.  In the words of Marion 
Bieber, “by it’s very nature consultation is unlikely to produce definitive cut and dried answers, and may 
reveal more issues than solutions” (Clarkson et al, 2003, p. 52).   
 
In terms of addressing some of the main issues above one of the primary actions taken in our project has 
been to integrate research and design practice by conceptualizing the project as a case study located in the 
context of action research. Action research by definition is an approach that focuses on action and research 
simultaneously and in a participative manner in order to bring about change, ultimately at the social level 
(Gray, 2009, p. 313). As conveyed in Figure 1, the university responsible for undertaking and coordinating 
the research occupies equal place as a partner along with the community organization and the design 
action group. From this position, its role is to undertake research for and of the project inviting designers 
and other members including the users to participate in the research process as co-researchers 
collecting/analyzing data, publishing papers and attending and presenting at conferences. In addition, 
several PhD students have been embedded in the project providing further potential for original and 
innovative research. The community organization has also established a research and development arm 
further developing and enhancing the integrative theory-practice-application nexus. 
 
While the above initiatives help to address theory-practice inconsistency and the perception that research 
is something additional (demanding more time) to designing by exposing designers and others to a 
research ethos and in the process granting ownership and authorship other initiatives focus on the role of 
research in documenting the process and making it available to everyone through a matrix organizational 



structure, explicitly developed communication channels and collaborative protocols, and an open access 
policy regarding intellectual property (IP); the latter an attempt to help reduce competition and foster 
collaboration. 
 
In addition, the research approach is also aimed at countering designers’ tendency to draw exclusively on 
their own experiences as data as well as a one-size-fits-all mentality rather than generating first-hand data 
relevant to the situation at hand. It also helps counter a reluctance to engage in complexity, 
experimentation and possible failure through shared responsibility, the building of trust and the provision 
of research training and mentorship. 
 
In terms of a reluctance to engage directly with UD principles, the holistic and inclusive approach extends 
current conceptualization of UD to embrace the broader family context as well as emotional and 
existential needs in the process helping to engage more deeply and meaningfully with the designer. 
Fundamentally the approach adopted by the collective speaks to the role of design and the opportunity for 
designers to capitalize on its moral and creative potential. 
 
 
Lack of Empathic Understanding 
 
The second reason that Afacan & Erbug (2009) highlight as pivotal to the lack of integration of universal 
design principles into everyday practice is a way of thinking that exhibits a lack of empathy for and 
understanding of the requirements of diverse users (p. 732).  In order to better understand how groups of 
highly educated, skilled and professional individuals continue to design in ways that appear to lack proper 
consideration of those that they are designing for, it is important for us to look into recent research that 
touches on architecture and it’s ethical implications. 
 
In her paper, ‘The Art of Moral Imagination: Ethics in the Practice of Architecture’, Jane Collier reviews a 
number of issues surrounding the field of ethics in relation to the practice of architecture (Collier, 2006).  
Collier, like many of her contemporaries, asserts that: “…the ethical problems associated with architecture 
are ‘internal’ to the practice of architecture, and their solutions part and parcel of doing ‘good’ 
architecture” (p. 308).  Collier contrasts the field of architecture against other fields such the arts and 
sciences where ethics can arguably sit ‘externally’ to their practice.  By way of example, Collier illustrates 
that one may be able to produce meritable works of art or scientific research which raise moral or ethical 
questions yet still are able to stand independently as quality or ‘good’ work.  Architecture however has a 
much more intrinsic relationship with ethical questions in that decisions made by architects “have an 
ongoing impact on the lives of those affected by their work” (Collier, 2006, p. 308).  Simply put “..the 
architect is responsible for designing buildings that protect the heath, safety and welfare of all who use 
them..” (Murvin, 1982, p. iv).  Certainly it would be difficult to label a piece of architecture or design as 
‘good’ if it negatively impacts on the well being of it’s users, regardless of how brilliant it’s aesthetic 
design or technological achievements may be. 
 
Maurice Lagueux continues this line of reasoning further and claims that “..architecture cannot be 
considered successful without seriously attempting to solve ethical problems” (p.131).  Lagueux takes an 
even stronger line of argument when he points out that since “…architecture can induce in people various 
feelings that make them more or less pessimistic, oppressed, depressed, revolted, and aggressive, or rather 
optimistic, liberated, communicative, peaceful and possibly egalatarist” (p. 122) the result is that  “ethical 
judgments are hardly distinguishable from aesthetical ones” (p. 123).   
 
John Dewey’s early work on moral imagination highlights the ability that this practice affords us in being 
able to transcend our own concerns and in doing so place ourselves in a position to empathically feel what 



the ‘other’ feels.  Mark Johnson continues exploration of the idea of moral imagination when he writes of 
it as “the ability to imaginatively discern various possibilities for acting within a given situation and to 
envision the potential help and harm that are likely to result from a given action” (Johnson, p.202).  It is 
quite ironic then that of all professionals, the “architect, as artist in her own field, may find the exercise of 
moral imagination easier” (Collier, 2006, p. 315) yet “empathy between end-users and architects is an 
essential but not always realised part of morality in architecture” (Collier, 2006, p. 307).  It is only through 
blurring the boundaries of self and other that we can begin to truly “understand and sympathise with their 
aspirations, interests and worries” (Collier, 2006, p. 313). 
 
The real question then is: what can account for this purported lack of empathic practice in the industry?  
Certainly one cannot go so far as to say that by nature or education architects are essentially amoral or 
lacking compassion as individuals and practitioners.  One explanation that Collier (2006) and others point 
to is the often overwhelming and complex task in design of balancing conflicting requirements.  If one 
was engaged to solely and primarily design an accessible space, this would undoubtedly produce a 
significantly different result to the more commonly presented task of designing spaces which may be 
simultaneously required to facilitate a range of activities for a similarly diverse range of predicted users, 
and at the same time comply with often vague and changing standards and laws, as well as successfully 
navigate time and financial pressures.  Indeed many practitioners when faced with the need to produce 
designs in particularly tight timeframes and under financial viability pressures will find that research may 
be one of the first things to drop down the priority list. 
 
Another potential explanation for the lack of connection between the able-bodied ‘self’ of the designer and 
the disabled ‘other’ is the increasing social disconnection forming in many western cultures between the 
generations.  A marked lack of co-habitation between the generations have resulted in a reduced exposure, 
and therefore reduced understanding of the needs and abilities, of those differently abled.  Programs such 
as ‘Design for our Future Selves’ (Coleman et al, 2003, p. 485) which the central aim of is to “encourage 
young designers to work directly with older people” (Coleman et al, 2003, p. 486) is another step in 
breaking down the false barriers to empathy and acknowledging “age and disability as something we will 
all experience as part of the normal course of life (Clarkson et al, 2003, p. 28). 
 
Elaine Ostroff points to an under-representation of designers with disabilities as another contributor to this 
particular problem.  Ostroff (2003) highlights projects such as ‘World Fit for People: Designers with 
Disabilities at Work’ as pivotal in making younger people with disabilities consider design as a career 
option as they are an invaluable resource in bridging this current gap between the ‘self’ and ‘other’.  
Certainly an industry which employed individuals with disability as expert designers would be a huge step 
in the right direction in solving the current problems. 
 
What of those of us without disability? Is there any hope of increasing the empathic connection of 
designers who have not experienced disabling conditions?  Interestingly, this problem was addressed by 
Patricia Moore in the 1970’s.  Moore’s famous experiment which saw her travel through the US and 
Canada in her 20’s dressed as an 85 year old woman in a suit which restricted her joints, hearing and 
vision exemplifies the desire to fully empathise with the ‘other’.  Not only did this project bring the 
struggle of the disabled and elderly into the spotlight of the mainstream design community, but it’s impact 
is still felt with continuing education programs and the use of ‘age suits’ in the UK, Germany and other 
countries (Clarkson et al, 2003, p. 20). 
 
Another study which explored factors that led to positive Universal Design integration outcomes was the 
Trace Project.  22 companies were studied over 3 years with its aim to uncover “important positive and 
negative factors affecting the application of UD in business” (Kose, 2003, p. 323).   The following factors 
were identified as pivotal in predicting how successfully UD was integrated into the business: 
 



“Size of company, cost of effort, government regulation, access to UD research and 
development resources, support from outside the company, federal legislation or 
policy is often an influence on the implementation of UD” (Kose, 2003, p.324). 

 
One particularly notable finding was that “in nearly every case, the personal experiences of a company 
employee, a family member of an employee, or and executive…stimulated by a television or print media 
story about an individual with a disability created an emotional commitment that fueled the organizations 
investment in UD” (Kose, 2003, pp. 327-328).  The researchers felt that this personal experience and drive 
“…provides the additional energy needed to maintain the momentum of the idea in the face of corporate 
inertia” (Kose, 2003, p. 329).  
 
In the project forming the focus of this paper, the adoption of a consensus model demanding the inclusion 
of all stakeholders throughout the design process is a deliberate attempt to sensitize researchers and 
designers to the world of those with a disability and their carers. Also deliberate is the application of 
action research methodology with a specific emphasis on the aesthetics of social change and university 
requirements for ethics approval and evidence of acknowledgement of issues of vulnerability, privacy and 
confidentiality. For designers, the project offers an opportunity to enhance social connection by 
undertaking pro bono work and while this has a tradition in other professions such as law, it has not been 
the norm in architecture and design. Of note also, early questionnaires undertaken by the research team of 
the designers involved challenged the simple assumption that designers choosing to undertake pro-bono 
design work in the field of disabilities would be doing so for primary reasons of an empathic connection 
with the end users.  The results of this study are discussed further below. 
 
Poor Collaboration and Communication 
 
The final point Afacan & Erbug (2009) make as being important in the lack of integration of UD 
principles into practices is “a communication gap between designers and other professionals.” (p.731); a 
situation exacerbated by poor communication between designers and users. 
 
Rocha and Miles (2009) have investigated some of the main factors involved in mainstream approaches to 
collaboration and cooperative behaviour.  While “self-love and practical rationality approaches” (p. 455) 
are important lenses through which to consider collective behaviour it would be a gross oversimplification 
to say that they are the only two drivers at play in collaborative work.  Certainly, while it is relatively 
simple to explain collaborative behaviour in environments such as workplaces, where strong economic 
incentives drive individuals to co-operate, one must delve a little deeper to understand the drivers that 
contribute to such behaviour in instances where these obvious motivators are not at play. 
  
One of the most obvious methods employed to create spaces that effectively address the needs of the 
inhabitants is direct user consultation.  While this step is remarkably intuitive, as the previously touched 
on research has indicated, it is a step that is frequently missed in the course of many design projects.  It 
must be noted here that one hurdle that needed to be addressed in the case of user consultation with 
individuals with disability, especially those with mental or severe physical limitations, is as mentioned in 
the previous section the employment of ethical strategies for undertaking this task.  Indeed one can 
understand why a reticence by designers to undertake user briefing is evidenced in cases where language 
or communication limitations form barriers to easy interaction.  Most designers find the brief development 
process with many clients challenging enough without adding significant hurdles to the procedure.  It is 
easy to see though, however challenging, the real value in direct access and interaction with the end user; 
in such cases fostering not only a better informed and educated designers, but also very importantly 
creating direct empathic connections.  It is significantly harder to ignore the needs of a real individual than 
a hypothetical demographic group or amorphous ‘other’. 
 



Certainly it is obvious that without the economic rewards associated with general paid work, the 
motivations that drive individuals to participate in such pro bono projects are more subtle.  While 
participants have identified a number of self-interest reasons for involvement ranging from learning, 
undertaking more meaningful, exciting and cutting edge work, there were also goals cited that involved 
contributing to community, society and the profession at large.  This combination of self-interest and 
‘other’ oriented goals ties into Rocha and Miles’ construction of a “motivational structure that goes 
beyond, but encompasses, self-interest” (Rocha & Miles, 2009, p. 456).  While each individual has 
personal drivers and rewards for participation in the project, many of these are tied in with a wish to help 
others and a desire to participate in a goal greater than individual attainment. 
 
One other result of the collective that has formed is the ability for all members input, regardless of age or 
experience, to be valued.  Collier (2006) discusses within her work how ”hierarchies within a practice 
inhibit real knowledge sharing and partnering” (p.310).  The status or rank of certain individuals in a 
group can cause suppression of valid ideas or suggestions being proffered for a variety of reasons ranging 
from fear of reprisal and perceived threat through to challenge to authority.  In groups where membership 
is voluntary and the perceived repercussions of less educated input are low, trust and respect can flourish.  
This is especially juxtaposed against many working environments where wrong or uneducated input can 
be a liability in the course of business transactions, and depending on the strength of hierarchical 
structures can also seriously impact on an individuals ability to progress or succeed in the corporate 
sphere.  
  
One educator, Bob Topping who teaches universal design at a community college near Toronto,  also sees 
the value in educating and pushing a universal design agenda  on all levels of practice.  Topping 
strategically believed in training drafters and technicians in the principles of Universal design rather than 
just architects (Ostroff, 2003, p. 340).  Topping believes that properly educating all participants in the 
process is key to the successful implementation of UD.  Certainly there is obvious value to be gained from 
having an entire production team who are not only familiar with UD principles but also able to execute the 
finer details of implementation with confidence and skill.  In essence he seeks to give a voice to “...people 
who are usually unheard in the planning and design process” (Ostroff, 2003, p. 344). 
 
Martin-Rodriguez et al, 2005) point out that true collaboration “requires that parties forego a competitive 
approach” (p.133), however given that competition lies at the heart of many business transactions, it could 
be argued some of the very structures that define corporate practices, can be the same the create poorer 
collaborative results.  Collier (2006) also points to respect as a pre-requisite to ethical practice, and indeed 
“respect is implicated in empathy, but respect is a quality which has been conspicuous by its absence in 
everyday ‘built environment’ situations where different players come together to construct a project” 
(Latham in Collier, 2006, p. 315).    
 
Conclusion 
 
With a focus on relationships and “a system that places human beings at the centre in all respects”, the 
approach informing the theoretical framework described in this paper explicitly sets out to address three 
issues that Afacan and Erbug (2009) propose hinder the integration of universal design with design 
practice. While it is too early to gauge the effectiveness of the approach, it offers an alternative 
perspective and an opportunity to engage theoretically and explore the implications for design practice 
generally. In terms of the feedback received from designers involved in the project, there is growing 
affirmation of it enabling them to engage more fully with UD principles and in the process exercising 
more fully their ‘moral imagination’ (Collier 2006).  Certainly while the entire team is working towards a 
final design model that successfully addresses the urgent need for suitable accommodation options for 
families with members with disability, there is hope that this process will be positively impacted by 
moving the focus from the well known principals of Universal Design, into why they continue to be 



underutilized in the design community and how they could be extended to be inclusive of multiple 
interconnecting physical and emotional disabilities.  There is also the unique opportunity in this project to 
compare the final model developed by this team (in conjunction with the data collected during the 
process) to the previous efforts by the same not-for-profit organization and as such begin to understand 
how the integration of an action research approach has impacted on the experience of the users. 
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