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Concept — philosophy of the Universal Design (UD)


Briefly

UD means the accessibility of environment, products, services and information to all people
Who needs this?

UD is based on understanding that every society consists of human beings with different possibilities. There are approximately 5–10% of residents with disabilities in Latvia, i.e., suffering from disorders of vision, hearing or mental disorders. These people face situations, when it is impossible to exercise their rights to free movement, receive services, information etc. nearly every day, in addition they face different attitude from the bystanders. 

Additionally a large part of residents — approximately 600 thousand — are people at the age of pension. Upon reaching the age of pension irreversible physiological changes appear to the people related to their age, for example, diseases or occupational diseases, when mobility and functionality decline or ability of movement is limited.

However one must remember that everyone can acquire movement disorders caused by physical trauma during the lifetime. Due to accident leg can be fractured, eyes can be injured, and ability to use one’s hands can be lost. It is hard for these people to move in the environment unsuitable for them. In many occasions one must use special assistive devices (crutches, wheelchair and such), as well as be supported by an assistant after trauma. This means that smooth surface and enough space are necessary for the provision of movement.

Besides all the aforementioned certain difficulties of movement and use of services provided in society affect also people with children (pram), travel bags and untypical physical features (for example, very tall or very short people, overweight people etc.).

UD is a significant instrument for the stipulation of basic human rights and fundamental freedoms.

Historical development


Barrier-free concept of design was developed before the idea of UD. This concept was more related to the modification of the existing buildings to adapt them for the needs of people suffering from disability of some kind. The term “barrier-free” is little recognized in English. It is mostly used in Japan and other non-English speaking countries, for example, Germany (Barrierefreiheit). Following adaptation might serve as an example for the “barrier-free” design – installation of ramp next to the stairs or replacing the stairs in order to allow free movements in wheelchair.

Term “accessibility” is mostly used in English speaking countries. Example of adaptation could be like the one mentioned before. Consequently this means there is a little difference between both of these terms. It must be noted that in the course of construction of new building with all the adaptations term “universal design” is used in majority of cases instead of “barrier-free” design.

The term UD was created by an architect Ronald L. Mace. In his opinion UD “is such a design of objects and environment used in social life that is usable at maximum level of easiness and convenience for all human beings without use of a special adaptation and especially developed design”.

This means that the term UD refers to any products and services publically availableand the surrounding environment itself. Adapted objects, services or environment are comparatively easy understandable and they can be used by any human being, despite his/her physical, age, health and other features. No additional part of UD object or environment has to be especially provided solely for the needs of people with disability. Whole environment and all information, all products and all services are available to each member of society.

Nowadays
In the course of time UD idea has been accepted by many countries, and this idea has been included in the Article 2 of the UN “Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities”, where “UD means the design of products, environments, programs and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design. “Universal design” shall not exclude assistive devices for particular groups of people with disabilities where this is needed.”

Together with the increase of the average lifespan and development of modern medicine percentage of survival for the humans with severe injuries, diseases and traumas acquired at the moment of birth of during lifetime increases significantly. Taking into account all the aforementioned the interest about UD increases. There are several industries, where it holds strong position, however there are a lot more of industries where UD principles are not being followed yet. UD relates also to the technologies, customer service, education and other services and products. Many examples can be mentioned here: public transport with the low floor, kitchen equipment of different height, cutlery and dishes with explicit colour contrast, different ramps and other. 

Development of the concept has resulted in UD becoming a strategic approach in design of different objects and environment. Up-to-date tendencies of fashion as functional and comfortable to use are followed in the real life, so the adaptations could be easily applied by anyone.

Fundamental principles of UD
The Centre for Universal Design at North Carolina State University has outlined several fundamental principles of the universal design related not only to the surrounding premise:  

1. Equitable use for everyone

Different switches of lighting objects are being produced, but just a part of them can be comfortably used by everyone. For example, it is hard for a human being suffering from joint affection to grab small switch with fingers and turn it to switch on the lamp. Lamp that could be switched on and off by just touching its base would be more efficient. Entry into and exit from the vehicles of public transport with the low floor is equally comfortable both for parents with prams and humans with movement disorders, visually impaired and other passengers:

•    design that is attractive to all users must be created, 

•    equal conditions for all users for the purpose of private and safe use must be developed,
•    means for use of something must be identical, whenever it is possible,
•    situations when any group of people is not able to use any of the elements must be avoided.
2. Flexibility in use

Bathroom is comfortably usable, if the height of the shower is adjustable. Handrail must be fastened to the wall at appropriate height to make getting into and out of the bath comfortable also for older people and people with movement disorders. But the edge of the bath must be produced of non-skid material and sufficiently wide to provide comfortable sitting on it.

•    elements must be accessible and usable both for right-handers, and left-handers

•  object must stimulate accuracy and preciseness of the activity

•  object must be adjustable to the individual speed of the user

•  element must be with selectable way of use

3. Simple and intuitive use 

Use of the object or environment must be easily understandable. For example, manufacturer of furniture may sell disjointed furniture, but the instructions for assembly may be outlined in pictures. Necessary bolts, staples and tools may be included in the set.

•   makes the use easy avoiding unnecessary complicacy

•   fits the first impressions of user in regard of how the object or device should be used

•   can be used by people with different level of thinking and language skills

•   information must be arranged according to the principle of priority 

•   useful additional information must be provided indicating what to do

4. Perceptible information

Information about the respective object is being provided in a manner available to everybody, regardless of the perception ability of the user. Thereby any important information is available to all human beings. For example, information about arrival and departure time of the public transport can be presented visually, in audio and tactile manner or in Braille.

•    various techniques should be used (illustration, words, tactile information), in order to present the information, simultaneously reducing redundancy

•    the most significant information must be clear 

•    elements must be divided in order to facilitate instruction

•    different machinery or devices must be suitable for people with sense disorders

5.  Tolerance for error
Design reduces the aftermath caused by mistakes and incorrect activity to the minimum. For example, every time we want to delete a file from computer’s memory, the computer asks another time, if we really want to do that, thus protecting us from aftermath caused by unwanted activity. 

•   in order to reduce damage and mistakes in use, the most widely used elements, the most available, yet the most dangerous elements must be insulated, covered, or their number must be decreased

•    warnings of possible damage must be provided

•    elements must have clearly understandable use

•  
possibility of instinctive or automatic activity possibly leading to damage must be reduced in tasks requiring vigilance and precaution

6. Low physical effort

Object and the environment are easy to be used without using physical power. For example, automatic door requires no physical effort for opening.

•    user can retain neutral body position

•    user can use reasonable power for action

•    necessity for repeated activity is reduced

•    necessity for lasting physical effort is reduced

7. Size and space for approach and use

Appropriate dimensions of space provide that the user regardless of position, dimensions or mobility (flexibility) of his/her body is able to approach the object, reach it, manipulate and use all the functional options of the object. For example, parameters of toilets in public buildings and the arrangement of equipment allow use of these toilets by adults, children, as well as people in wheelchairs, and other visitors.

•   visibility to important elements must be open (without barriers) both for sitting, and standing user

•    elements and their parts are easily reachable both for sitting, and standing user

•    size of handles must be corresponding to all hands and grips

•    space for the use of assistive devices must be sufficiently wide

A great deal of various specialists  wishing to create products available to all people, services, environment or information follow the process of creation of these items to make sure that all principles of UD are implemented.

Concept – philosophy of the Universal Design

Page 1 of 5


[image: image1.png]