
Aalborg Universitet

Universal design

Cross-disciplinary perspectives in theory and practice

Frandsen, Anne Kathrine; Bonfils, Inge Storgaard; Olsen, Leif

Creative Commons License
CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

Publication date:
2024

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):
Frandsen, A. K., Bonfils, I. S., & Olsen, L. (Eds.) (2024). Universal design: Cross-disciplinary perspectives in
theory and practice. (1. ed.) Aalborg Universitetsforlag.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            - Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            - You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            - You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal -
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from vbn.aau.dk on: July 04, 2025

https://vbn.aau.dk/en/publications/120e5687-15e4-4afc-ba34-ff4d7e3bc5f9


This anthology is the first joint publication by
the Bevica Foundation’s cross-disciplinary
research network. The anthology offers 
an insight into universal design as a field 
of research and unfolds cross-disciplinary
perspectives on universal design as theory,
method and practice.

The Bevica Foundation’s cross-disciplinary
research network has been established to 
strengthen the field of universal design as a 
research-based field of knowledge.

Universal design can serve as a means to 
meet the complex challenges spanning all 
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Preface 

Universal design is first and foremost a value-based concept based 
on a holistic and inclusive view of humanity. It represents a new ap-

-

-
-

-

proach to understanding how we design and develop our society so 
that everyone feels equally included —regardless of ability. For more 
than 150 years, the Bevica Foundation has endeavoured to ensure 
that people with disabilities have the same opportunities as every
one else to contribute to and be a part of Danish society. We believe 
in partnerships, collaboration, innovation, research and knowledge. 
And we believe that universal design offers an untapped potential in 
Denmark to design all aspects of our society inclusively for all, and 
to ensure that as we develop a more sustainable society, we do it in a 
way that is inclusive for everybody. 

In Denmark, we are committed to honouring the fundamental 
social contract that underpins our adherence to the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), Agenda 2030 and the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which the country ratified 
in 2009. The convention defines universal design as a core design 
principle to be applied to products, environments, programmes and 
services, while Agenda 2030, with its core pledge to Leave No One 
Behind in the sustainable development of our society, also calls for us 
to use universal design as a lever. This is why the Bevica Foundation 
works towards making universal design a fundamental premise for 
the way we design our society, and to ensure that the concept is indis
pensable for all professionals, professional environments and pro
fessional processes that affect the framework around life as it is lived. 

We believe universal design offers a potential for a paradigm shift 
in the way we understand ability, disability, and the design of our 
society. We believe universal design can be a decisive lever for secur
ing the pledge to Leave No One Behind in sustainable development. 

With this in mind, in 2020 the Bevica Foundation established 
the Universal Design Hub, the purpose of which was to facilitate an 
interdisciplinary research network. This network aims to develop 
an interdisciplinary field of knowledge around universal design and 
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how it can serve as a lever to comply with the pledge to Leave No One 
Behind in sustainable development. The network’s members rep-

-

-

-

-

-

resent various universities, schools of architecture and design and 
university colleges, and this anthology is the network’s first joint 
publication. 

The anthology is the result of many open discussions and debates, 
where members of the research network have primarily sought to 
arrive at a mutual understanding of each other’s professional stand
points. From here they have taken the first steps towards openly 
discussing how the concept of universal design can be interpreted 
and put into operation and practice in a Danish context, and across 
disciplines and forms of practice. Both the individual chapters and 
the anthology as a whole offer interdisciplinary approaches, new 
understandings, challenges and invitations for further developing 
and implementing universal design in Denmark. 

The chapters in the anthology have been peer-reviewed by rec
ognised researchers from the Nordic countries stemming from 
scientific backgrounds in social science, rehabilitation to architec
ture and design. We are very grateful for their valuable input. 

Universal design is increasingly finding its way onto the agenda in 
Denmark and is being implemented and interpretated in different dis
ciplines and fields of knowledge as well as in research and in practice. 

It is an important concept and an essential one if we are to suc
ceed with a paradigm shift in our approach to designing our society. 
Interpreting and practising universal design in Denmark requires 
new knowledge and a fundamental rethink in both research and 
teaching. That is why we are delighted that the Bevica Foundation’s 
interdisciplinary research network has produced this anthology, 
which can serve as a starting point for both teaching and debate. 

Camilla Ryhl 
Research Director, 
Universal Design Hub, the Bevica Foundation 
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1.0 
Universal
 design allows 
everyone to 
take part 
Anne Kathrine Frandsen, Inge Storgaard Bonfils 
and Leif Olsen 
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Invitation to an interdisciplinary
collaboration on developing
and disseminating universal design 

The concept of universal design is built upon the fundamental value 
that all people should be able to participate equally in social activi-

-

-

-

-
-

-
-
-

-

-

ties and society’s institutions. Thus, the core value in universal de
sign parallels the pledge of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals: 
Leave No One Behind, (LNOB) (UNSDG, 2022). Universal design is 
intended as an epoch-making means to fulfil the ambitious goal of 
developing and disseminating designs for all types of solutions to 
enable all people, in all their diversity, to access and participate in 
all conceivable and desirable social activities. Desirable social activ
ities occur in all sectors and types of social arenas in everyday life, 
such as education, work, culture and civil society. Universal design 
is a means of realising the possibility for each person to flourish in
dividually and socially in communities at local, national and global 
levels. Universal design, as a concrete means, consists of designing 
and constructing buildings, infrastructure, products, surroundings, 
schemes and services etc. so that they can be used by all people with
out the need for later, individual or local adaptation or specially de
signed assistive devices, as formulated in the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which was ratified by Denmark 
in 2009 (Danish Institute for Human Rights 2021). 

Intuitively, the idea of universal design may sound simple and 
straightforward: designing the world’s material and social solutions 
so that everyone within a wide range of individual and social con
texts can use them, regardless of disabilities. That may also some
times be the case, but the frequent failure in actual product or build
ing development to adopt universal design elements show that it is 
challenging to put the concept into practice. With this anthology, we 
invite you to join the interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral collabo
ration to find ways to transfer the concept of universal design into 
practice. This will require, among other things, partnerships based 
on holistic understanding and knowledge of human diversity in in
dividual and social contexts when developing social and physical 
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solutions. Therefore, there is a need for diverse types of knowledge 
and cross-disciplinary collaboration in the development of univer-

-
-

-

-

sal design. Developing and disseminating universal design requires 
collaboration across disciplines and sectors, users and producers, 
decision-makers, organisational and funding structures and re
search traditions. All these aspects of universal design need to be ex
plored and knowledge developed to generate engagement and action 
to make universal design a reality and realise the global goal of Leave 
No One Behind. 

This anthology aims to help stimulate this cross-disciplinary and 
diverse evolution and dissemination of universal design. The an
thology serves as an invitation to interdisciplinary collaboration to 
develop the concept and practice of universal design and stimulate 
the sharing of experience and knowledge. 

1.1 The importance of interdisciplinary
collaboration for the development
and dissemination of universal design 

We hope this invitation to interdisciplinary collaboration on the 
development and dissemination of universal design will generate 
a ripple effect. The chapters of the anthology are good examples of 
how interdisciplinary collaboration can drive engagement with and 
innovation of universal design in theory and practice. Creating new 
cross-disciplinary collaborations on complex tasks like universal 
design development can be difficult. These do not emerge naturally 
and do not always develop harmoniously (in well-coordinated pro
cesses or within well-defined goals) across sectors or disciplines. 
Hence the importance to share knowledge of processual challenges 
and experience-based usability issues across sectors and disciplines, 
and thus strengthen the basis for universal design innovation in 
both theory and practice. The chapters of the anthology exemplify 
such  collaborations. 
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They deal with universal design – a design that is for everyone, 
including people with impairments and disabilities. We set out in 
the Danish context, where Bevica Fonden’s Universal Design Hub 
(www.universaldesignhub.dk) has provided a network for the au-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

thors of this anthology to meet across different disciplines and sec
tors. Bevica Fonden’s Interdisciplinary Research Network has been 
a crucial framework for this joint project. It has supported collab
oration within the individual author groups and across the groups 
at joint seminars where the author groups were given the opportu
nity to develop their various contributions through dialogue. In our 
experience, this has provided a unique and crucial framework for the 
development of collaboration on universal design, and we see the 
creation of such frameworks for interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral 
collaboration on universal design as essential.  

The broader perspective of the anthology is to move from nation
al to international cooperation and stimulate collaboration across 
national borders. We believe it is important to stimulate interdis
ciplinary and cross-sectoral collaboration on the development and 
dissemination of universal design locally, nationally and interna
tionally in order to transfer universal design into well founded and 
broadly adaptive practice. In other words, there is good reason to get 
started with cross-disciplinary collaboration on the development 
and dissemination of universal design on both small and large scales, 
locally, nationally and internationally.  

The chapters of the anthology have been produced in a cross-dis
ciplinary collaboration between researchers in the research net
work, who come from different research disciplines, sectors and 
institutions, as listed in the author list. The authors describe and 
discuss how understandings of universal design and human diversi
ty, such as impairments and disabilities, can be brought into play and 
can contribute productively to the development and exploration of 
universal design. The authors have been asked to include examples 
of universal design in practice and discuss the values, worldviews, 
applications, interactions and outcomes of universal design in prac
tice. A few of the chapters draw on authors outside the network. 
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Universal design is a concept with multiple dimensions. It is both 
inspiring and challenging to put the idea into practice so that prod-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-
-

ucts, buildings, digitalisation, social initiatives, etc. can accommo
date human and social diversity. The concept of universal design and 
its inherent values can help dissolve categorisations of ‘them and us’ 
and create new insights and solutions that contribute to an inclusive 
environment and the conditions for everyone to participate in soci
ety’s activities. 

In cross-disciplinary collaboration on universal design, there is 
no way around working with the diversity of the concept and the 
different professional perspectives included in both the idea and 
the actual collaboration in question. This is also reflected in the 
chapters of the anthology and has been the focal point of the cross- 
disciplinary dialogues during our work on the book. In this intro
duction, we have chosen to focus on the diversity of the concept of 
universal design along with a number of related concepts that are 
important to keep in mind and actively include in order to support 
cross- disciplinary collaboration on universal design. The same ap
plies to the two crucial dimensions of universal design, namely the 
fact of human diversity and the furthering of equality of opportuni
ty. We therefore introduce different understandings of the concept 
of disability that contribute to an understanding of human diversity 
that is sufficiently complex to allow the true integration of that di
versity with the idea of universal design. Being mindful of the un
derlying values and presumptions is fundamental, we believe, to the 
practice of universal design. Thus, we discuss the value criteria that 
are included in different phases of the development, dissemination 
and application of universal design. We see evaluation and evalua
tive questions as an important part of collaborating on the develop
ment, dissemination and application of universal design. 
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1.2 Universal design values diversity
– and is a diverse concept 

The American architect Ron Mace is recognised as the originator of 
the concept of universal design, which he defined in 1985 as follows: 

Universal design is “a way of designing a building 
or facility, at little or no extra cost, so that it is 
both attractive and functional for all people, 
disabled or not.” (Hamraie, 2016) 

Ron Mace, himself a wheelchair user, had found that requirements 
to make the built environment accessible, as formulated in legisla-

-

-

tion and standards, had an inherent stigmatising effect. Accessibility 
was created via specialised solutions that catered to specific needs, 
thus exhibiting the users of these solutions as different. 

From the 1960s onwards, the fight for equal rights for people 
with disabilities gained strenght in the US, alongside the civil rights 
movement’s struggle for equal rights for black citizens, people of 
colour and other minorities. Out of this struggle emerged such con
cepts as barrier-free design and accessibility to ensure equal access to 
society’s physical environment, which were written into legislation 
and building regulations, comparable to the accessibility require
ments written into the Danish Building Act in 1972 (Bekendtgørelse 
af byggelov, 1972). 

With the concept of universal design, Mace wanted to create a 
design concept that, unlike the concepts of barrier-free design and 
accessibility, did not operate with an inherent notion of ‘them and 
us’ but included ‘everyone’ in the design of products and buildings. 
Since then, the concept of universal design has been widely adopted 
and is included in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities with the following definition: 
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“Universal design is the design of products and 
environments to be usable by all people, to the 
greatest extent possible, without the need for 
adaptation or specialized design.” (UN, 2021) 

In the years after the concept of universal design was first formu-

-

-

-

-

lated, it suffered from a lack of concrete criteria and was difficult to 
implement in design and construction practice (Story, 2001). To ad
dress this issue, Ron Mace, along with a group of architects, product 
designers, engineers, and environmental design researchers, formu
lated seven principles of universal design with a series of subpoints 
to make designing based on the concept manageable. 

TABLE 1. THE 7 PRINCIPLES OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN: 

1 Equitable use 

2 Flexibility in use 

3 Simple and intuitive use 

4 Perceptible information 

5 Tolerance for error 

6 Low physical effort 

7 Size and space for approach and use 

Ron Mace et al., 1997 

The concept is used in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities and is incorporated into Norwegian anti-discrimi
nation and building legislation. 

The concept has since been criticised for being instrumental and 
focusing solely on practicality (D’souza, 2004), and the use of univer
sal in the concept has been problematised as it can imply a blurring 
of attention to human diversity and a focus on the lowest common 
denominator (Imrie, 2012). 

A later definition of universal design formulated by Mace’s heirs, 
Steinfeld and Maisel, seeks to address this critique by focusing on 
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what the design concept is trying to achieve and the process that can 
lead to equality and inclusion: 

“Universal design is a process that enables and 
empowers a diverse population by improving 
human performance, health and wellness, and 
social participation.” (Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012) 

With this definition comes a concretisation with eight goals: 

TABLE 2. THE 8 GOALS OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN: 

1 Body Fit 
(Accommodating a wide range of body sizes and abilities) 

2 Comfort 
(Keeping demands within desirable limits of body function and perception) 

3 Awareness 
(Ensuring that critical information for use is easily perceived) 

4 Understanding 
(Making methods of operation and use intuitive, clear, and unambiguous) 

5 Wellness 
(Contributing to health promotion, avoidance of disease,
 and protection from hazards) 

6 Social Integration 
(Treating all groups with dignity and respect) 

7 Personalization 
(Incorporating opportunities for choice and the expression 
of individual preferences) 

8 Cultural Appropriateness 
(Respecting and reinforcing cultural values, and the social 
and environmental contexts of any design project) 

Steinfeld and Maisel 2012 

18 Universal design 



Not only do Steinfeld and Maisel, in their definition of the concept, 
articulate the process that leads to universal design, they also add 
more nuances to what universal design entails with the concretised 
eight goals of universal design. 

Unlike the  seven principles of universal design, which focus sole-

-
-
-

-

-
-

-

ly on design as a tool to ensure participation for all, the eight goals 
of universal design increase the level of ambition. Only the first four 
goals address the shaping part of the design process. Goal 5: Wellness 
and Goal 6: Social inclusion articulate an aim to include in universal 
design more than the idea of equal participation; supporting social 
inclusion and promoting health and wellbeing are also part of the 
ambition. 

Goal 7: Personalisation and Goal 8: Cultural appropriateness es
tablish an awareness of the importance of individual, social, geo
graphical and cultural contexts in determining what universal de
sign entails. As individuals, we have different functional abilities, 
needs and preferences and thus different requirements for what 
constitutes good design. Social context and cultural background in
fluence what we as individuals and groups find important. What may 
count as universal design in a hospital in the jungles of Congo may 
not work for a hospital in Sanaa, Yemen, or in Copenhagen. 

The original seven principles of universal design, despite the 
wish to define a design that is usable by all, risk supporting a nar
row focus on size and shape and end up being interpreted as stan
dardised solutions and checklists. Steinfeld and Maisel’s eight goals 
emphasise that process and context must also be included, and that 
universal design cannot be achieved with standardised solutions but 
requires immersion in local practices and places to achieve the am
bition of equal opportunity across human diversity. 

Inclusive design 
Designer Roger Colemann was a key player in the development of 
a parallel concept of design in the UK during the 1990s. This design 
concept, labelled inclusive design, was based on the understanding 
that the abilities and needs of product users are diverse and change 
throughout life. 
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“The design of mainstream products and/or 
services that are accessible to, and usable by, 
as many people as reasonably possible … 
without the need for special adaptation or 
specialised design.” (British Standards Institute, 2005) 

Inclusive design differs from universal design in that it is based on 
product and service design and not, as with universal design, on ar-

-
-

-

chitecture and the built environment. Inclusive design focuses more 
on the diversity of mainstream users and accommodates that diver
sity in a product rather than the special needs of people with disabil
ities (Heylighen et al., 2017). 

Design for all 
In continental Europe, the EIDD-Design for All Europe Network 
(formerly The European Institute for Design and Disability) was 
established in 1993, consisting of public and private organisations 
(Ryhl, 2009). The goal of establishing the network was to increase 
the inclusion of people with disabilities. Still, the objective has em
braced contemporary trends with a general focus on the quality of 
life for everyone through the concept of Design for All. Design for All 
did not operate with a definition as did the other design concepts in 
the field, but in 2004 a declaration was formulated: 

“Design for All is design for human diversity, 
social inclusion and equality. This holistic and 
innovative approach constitutes a creative and 
ethical challenge for all planners, designers, 
entrepreneurs, administrators and political 
leaders.” (Stockholm Declaration, European Institute for Design 

and Disability (EIDD 2004)) 
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Until around 2010, Design for All was the most commonly used con-

-
-

-

-
-

cept in Denmark, primarily in the field of industrial design. In recent 
years, universal design as a concept has gained momentum and is, 
for example, included as one of the social sustainability criteria in 
the DGNB sustainability certification system1 (DGNB Manual New 
Buildings and Major Renovations 2020). 

1.3 The importance of context
for universal design 

Thinking and realising universal design requires an awareness of the 
context into which ideals and principles are translated. This anthol
ogy is based on the political, social, cultural, material and geograph
ical conditions and contexts that prevail in Denmark. The chapters 
contain examples of the opportunities and challenges that can arise 
when realising universal design in practice. Inger Marie Lid distin
guishes between three levels of analysing and understanding this 
process (Lid, 2020). On a macro-level, universal design is connected 
to principles, values and strategies articulated in human rights, such 
as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and 
to how a society is governed and organised. In a Danish context, for 
example, democratic processes, legislation and the organisation of 
the welfare state are critical contexts for understanding the scope 
for translating universal design into reality. At the meso-level, uni
versal design is expressed in, for example, specific legislation, regu
lations, guidelines, and the strategies and boundaries of government 
services for people with disabilities. Here, the interplay between 
universal design principles and compensation schemes for people 
with disabilities can impact the practical realisation of universal 
design. To what extent is it legally possible to offer support for, for 
instance, the remodelling of a home to meet the needs of a person 

1 Deutsche Gesellschaft für Nachhaltiges Bauen. 
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with reduced mobility? Or are there rules that require homes to be 
built and designed with universal design in mind? On a micro- level, 
universal design can be about the perceived quality, usability and 
accessibility of a building, technology or services. 

The above examples illustrate how putting universal design into 
practice involves recognising Danish society’s formal rules and 
frameworks. It also involves considering the informal aspects, such 
as norms and values influenced by historical and social processes. 
These factors significantly shape the opportunities and obstacles 
for realising universal design in practice. Historically, Denmark has 
had a long tradition of segregating people with disabilities from the 
rest of society. Until the 1980s, people with intellectual disabilities, 
severe mental illness or significant limitations in their physical func-

-

-

tioning lived in institutions, segregated from society. The societal 
impact of this is difficult to assess from a contemporary perspective. 
However, many material and immaterial aspects of Danish society 
have been shaped by the absence of visibility and participation, as 
well as the lacking recognition that individuals with disabilities have 
the right to and should have opportunities for equal participation. 
People with disabilities have been ‘out of sight, out of mind’ when 
building new homes, creating jobs, and designing technological solu
tions and services. The consequences of this are experienced today 
by individuals living with disabilities in Danish society – and by ev
eryone else, who misses out on the diverse range of resources that 
people with disabilities, just like anyone else, can contribute. The 
Danish Society has not been developed with them in mind, but rather 
based on a notion of normality where they have been excluded from 
the concept of normal. This leads us towards a closer exploration of 
the understandings that underlie the phenomena of disability and 
impairment, which are crucial in universal design. 
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1.4 Disability, impairment and
human diversity 

Disability is a diverse and contested concept that can be understood 
from different angles. It is also a concept that is increasingly being 
replaced by notions of disability, impairment or varied ability, with 
reference to human diversity and a move away from a ‘them and 
us’ categorisation. The authors of this anthology write from differ-

-
-

-

-
-

-
-
-

ent research traditions and disciplines and therefore use different 
concepts. As editors, we have chosen to recognise this diversity of 
terminology, as it reflects the interdisciplinary processes that each 
chapter results from. In social and health science research, there has 
been an ongoing discussion about how disability, functional abil
ity and functional impairment can be understood and conceptual
ised. This discussion has been strongly inspired by leading players 
from the international disability movement, among others, and has 
spread to other disciplines and research areas, including universal 
design and related concepts. With reference to this discussion, we 
will briefly outline the tensions between conceptual understandings 
that are being debated in both research and more general contexts. 
We do this with reference to theoretical models for understanding 
the phenomenon of disability/functional impairment – so-called 
disability understandings (Bonfils et al., 2013). 

From a biomedical perspective, disability is explained in terms 
of “human biology in its genetic, physiological, biomolecular, neuro
biological and hormonal circumstances” (Haegele & Hodge, 2016). 
In this biomedical understanding, disability is perceived as a conse
quence of illness or injury, which can create difficulties for the per
son in everyday life. This means that disability in this perspective 
is closely linked to biological and psychological understandings of 
what deviates from the norm, in a diagnostic sense. 

Social models for understanding disability emphasise the indi
vidual human being as a social being developed and shaped in in
teraction with the social and cultural environment. Social interac
tion and responsiveness are central features of human life (Norvoll, 
2013). The social models provide a basis for critiquing the narrow 

Universal design allows everyone to take part 23 



focus on the individual within the biomedical model as a reduction-
-

-
-

-

-

-

-

ist perspective on human beings. Social models focus on the interac
tion between the individual and society. One of the basic conceptual 
developments in social modelling is the distinction between impair
ment and disability. Impairment is understood as physical, psycho
logical, intellectual and sensory limitations in functional ability, 
where disability points to the resulting limitations and barriers that 
the person encounters in interacting with the environment (Bonfils 
& Olsen, 2016). This understanding is reflected in international doc
uments such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities and the WHO’s International Classification of Function
ing, Disability and Health, ICF (Maribo et al., 2022). 

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
states in article 1: 

“Persons with disabilities include those who 
have long-term physical, mental, intellectual 
or sensory impairments which in interaction 
with various barriers may hinder their full and 
effective participation in society on an equal 
basis with others.” (Institute for Human Rights 2021) 

ICF is built around a conceptual framework where a person’s func
tional ability is understood in light of three areas: 

1 Impairments are problems in the body’s functions or changes in 
the body’s structure 

2 Activity limitations are problems in performing certain activities 
3 Participation limitations are problems with participating on an 

equal footing in different life situations and thus being left behind, 
see LNOB. 

In addition, contextual factors are assessed in the form of environ
mental and personal characteristics. An example of the latter could 
be the person’s ability to master individual and social activities. 
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These are seen as factors that promote or restrict the person’s ability 
to participate in the given context. 

Socially created barriers can manifest themselves in subtle ways. 
This may be in the physical layout of buildings, transport systems, or 
in the material design of products and artefacts, which are often de-

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

veloped based on an implicit assumption of what constitutes human 
functionality. It may be norms and notions of normality that mark 
the boundaries of what is perceived as normal and expected in a giv
en society. This includes behaviour, conduct, appearance and phys
ical ability. Understandings of disability and functional impairment 
are thus embedded in cultural and historical processes of defining 
normality and deviance, as the boundaries of normality are guiding 
principles for the societal and social organisation of people’s lives 
and opportunities (Grue, 2016). For example, the fact that a student 
is referred to a special school with reference to an autism diagnosis 
can be seen as an expression of the current societal organisation of 
the boundaries of the public school’s learning space and community. 

Societal values and dominant discourses influence people’s un
derstandings of who is categorised as normal or deviant. In critical 
disability studies, the term disablism is used to describe discrimi
natory, oppressive and degrading behaviour based on the belief that 
people with disabilities are less worthy than other people. In contin
uation, the term ableism is also used as an expression of the subtle 
processes through which notions of the average body are constitut
ed as the norm for ideal people (Bredgaard et al., 2020). An example 
of ableism is that S-trains in Copenhagen are equipped with ramps 
that require manual operation by train staff to allow a wheelchair 
user to enter and exit. The design of the S-train is based on an un
derstanding of normality for the able-bodied and, at the same time, 
the disability-accessible ramp contributes to portraying people in 
wheelchairs as needing help and dependent on the train staff. 

Within British disability research, the concept of disablism has 
also been further explored through a focus on avoidant behaviour. 
The term aversive disablism refers to a behaviour wherein one wish
es to avoid something. For example, when people without disabili
ties try to avoid contact with people with disabilities (Bredgaard et 
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al., 2020). These perspectives can open our eyes to how prejudices 
– in the sense of preconceptions – are embedded in perceptions of 
people with disabilities (when, for example, people living with a dis-

-

-

-

-

-

-

ability are met with lower expectations). But also, to how the design 
of most physical products is based on a notion of normal body func
tioning. To sharpen both a societal understanding of the importance 
of universal design and the practical execution of universal design, 
it is essential to develop more robust theoretical and methodolog
ical tools for analysing and evaluating how products, technologies, 
buildings, etc. may be developed to genuinely create inclusiveness 
for human diversity. 

1.5 Values in universal design
and evaluation 

The fundamental goal of universal design is that products such as 
buildings, transport, public spaces, websites, social initiatives, etc. 
should be usable by all people, based on the value of inclusiveness. 
To understand whether this fundamental value is successfully re
alised in a given context, it is essential to ask evaluative questions 
about universal design: Can all people use it? The question can be 
nuanced in many ways, for example by asking: What do different 
people, including people with disabilities, get out of using the prod
ucts in question? And what do family, friends, employers and society 
gain from that? 

However, there is a need to establish an evaluation practice, cul
ture and capacity in evaluating universal design work and products. 
This applies, for example, to architecture, which sets the long-term 
physical, aesthetic and logistical framework for people’s everyday 
lives in their own homes, or when engaging in shopping, educa
tion, cultural events, working life, etc. Here, evaluations are rarely 
carried out to assess whether the goals and values associated with 
specific forms of design in architecture, digital solutions, education 
programmes, etc. have been realised in practice for the diversity of 
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people who will use and live with the results of the design. These are 
disciplines and topic areas where there is great potential in devel-

-

-

-
-
-

-

-

oping and conducting evaluations of design, both universal design 
and non-universal design, which can contribute essential knowledge 
about the potential of universal design and its translation into prac
tices that make a positive difference for a diversity of people. 

There is a need to discuss how to create a relevant evaluation 
practice, culture and capacity in universal design, including archi
tecture and construction. This can be achieved in dialogue with 
other disciplines that have established evaluation traditions, experi
ence and knowledge. For example, a practice for and an institution
alisation of evaluation has developed in areas such as public admin
istration and social initiatives. It is possible to incorporate within 
universal design the lessons learnt in those sectors, although they 
are, of course, far from exhaustive in terms of evaluating the practice 
of values associated with universal design and LNOB. 

Experience gained through involving users in planning future 
constructions, products and services needs to be integrated into the 
development of an evaluation process that includes different user 
perspectives. 

No one discipline or field of study holds all the keys to evaluating 
universal design, so there is a great need for interdisciplinary collab
oration to find evaluation methods and, not least, to define the core 
values that are crucial to assess in relation to universal design. 

1.6 Introduction to the chapters
of the book 

Given that we recognise the challenges of developing universal de
sign in practice as a task requiring interdisciplinary approaches, 
developing all chapters through interdisciplinary collaboration has 
been a guiding principle. 

The principle has also been applied to the editorial team behind 
the anthology, who are authors of this introductory chapter (1) and 
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the concluding chapter (11), ensuring an interdisciplinary approach 
throughout the anthology. The editors are Inge Storgaard Bonfils 
(with a background in political science), Leif Olsen (with expertise 
in sociology), and Anne Kathrine Frandsen (with a background in 
architecture). 

Chapter 2, Residential architecture as a prism for views of humani-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

ty, sheds light on institutional and residential architecture for people 
with intellectual disabilities, from when the large asylums were es
tablished at the end of the 19th century to today’s residential facilities 
built under the framework of the Public Housing Act, and discusses 
how we should understand universal design in relation to this type of 
housing. The chapter is written across the research traditions of so
cial sciences and architectural disciplines by Inge Storgaard Bonfils, 
PhD in political science, specialising in disability policy, social work, 
and rehabilitation, and Anne Kathrine Frandsen, PhD in architec
ture, focusing on universal design and construction processes. 

Chapter 3, Product design – from ableism towards more inclusive 
design, discusses the implicit understanding of human bodies and 
functionality behind the design of the products we surround our
selves with in everyday life. This chapter introduces design concepts 
that contain a broader understanding of human diversity and de
sign methods that seek, through involvement and co-design, to take 
human diversity into account. The chapter has been written across 
social science and design research traditions by Eva Brandt, pro
fessor of Social Design, Signe Mårbjerg Severin, designer, and Inge 
Storgaard Bonfils, PhD in Political Science. 

Chapter 4, Towards digital accessibility: Disability, culture and so
cial justice continues the critique of existing design approaches and 
focuses on how a participatory design approach that includes users 
with disabilities can change the understanding of accessibility from 
a matter of merely meeting a set of standardised requirements to 
contributing to social justice. The chapter was written by the  authors 
Barbara Nino Carreras, a PhD student at ITU (IT University of Co
penhagen) with a socio-technical science approach, Frederik Gybel 
Jensen, a speech and language therapist and PhD student at Rigshos
pitalet and University of Copehagen,  Jesper Bentil Holten, a politi

28 Universal design 



cal representative from Dansk Blindesamfund (Danish  Association 
of the Blind) focusing on digitalisation, and Leif  H. Pedersen, PhD in 
media and media development at RUC (Roskilde University). 

Chapter 5, Dependency sensitivity via universal design, follows 
Peter’s journey on the morning train from his home to his work-

-

-

-
-

place. It provides insight into his perspective and experiences as a 
wheelchair user on this journey. The authors Marcus Tang Merit, a 
sociologist, Emil Ballegaard, PhD student in architecture, Masashi 
Kajita, associate professor in architecture and Eva Brandt, a profes
sor in social design, present an understanding of universal design 
as a sensitivity towards dependencies rather than solely concrete 
 physical solutions. 

Chapter 6, Universal job design, presents a new theoretical con
cept of designing jobs based on diversity and plurality, inspired by 
the seven universal design principles. Again, the authors come from 
different research traditions: Thomas Bredgaard, professor and 
head of the Research Centre for Disability and Employment, has a 
social science background in labour market research, while Kristian 
Moltke Martiny has a background in philosophy and anthropology 
and holds a PhD in philosophy and neuroscience. 

Chapter 7, Asking the right questions: Guiding Universal design 
practices, based on interviews with landscape architects, formulates 
a series of questions that can be asked in the design process to pave 
the way for thinking about and creating universal design. This chap
ter is written by Marcus Tang Merit, sociologist, Marie Christoffers
en Gramkow, PhD in landscape architecture, Ulrika K. Stigsdotter, 
professor of landscape architecture with a focus on health design, 
and Masashi Kajita, architect MAA, PhD and associate professor. 

Chapter 8, Norm criticism and norm creativity as a starting point 
for a more inclusive view of humanity takes an exploratory approach 
towards pedagogical practices. It examines how the ambition of 
universal design can be integrated into practices within pedagogy 
and social work. The chapter is written across social science and 
humanities research traditions by Emil Falster, PhD and postdoc at 
Sociology and Social Work, AAU, and Leif H. Pedersen, PhD in Media 
and Media Development at RUC. 

Universal design allows everyone to take part 29 



Chapter 9, Pedagogical tools for teaching universal design, intro-
-

-

-

-

-

-

duces a teaching resource called the Universal Design Playbook, de
veloped at DTU (Technical University of Denmark). This playbook 
can make questions about universal design tangible in design pro
cesses and co-design workshops. The authors are the developers 
from DTU, John Paulin Hansen, psychologist and professor at DTU 
Management, and Dagny Valgeirsdottir, assistant professor at DTU 
Skylab. Thomas Skovgaard, Head of Research for Active Living, De
partment of Sports Science and Biomechanics, SDU, contributes to 
the chapter with insights from the use of the tool in problem-orient
ed project programmes at SDU. 

Chapter 10, Exploring the Person-Environment-Occupation Model, 
describes experiences of using the Person-Environment-Occupa
tion Model as an analysis and design model in architectural practice. 
The authors of the chapter, Turid Borgestrand Øien, architect and 
assistant professor at BUILD, AAU, and Roberta Cassi, architect and 
PhD from the Royal Danish Academy, both come from an architec
tural research tradition, but in this context make use of a recognised 
tool and practical experience from the field of occupational therapy. 
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Introduction 

At any given time, a building expresses the prevailing norms and un-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

derstandings related to the activity or people it is intended to house. 
We are as citizens familiar with many public buildings, including 
schools, hospitals and municipal offices. Many have attended Dan
ish primary schools and have become acquainted with the changing 
design of school buildings over time. From the large, high-ceilinged 
school buildings of the 1890s to the low-rise school with small court
yards for each class built in the 1970s or present-day schools with 
large standard rooms and many smaller rooms that can be used for 
group work. This change not only reflects changing architectural ide
als, materials and building practices. School buildings also express 
the role or purpose of the school itself, how pupils are viewed and the 
prevailing pedagogical and didactic models (Jørgensen et al., 1980). 

The same applies to the architecture of residential care facilities 
for persons with disability. It reflects the contemporary understand
ing of the social position of residential housing in social policy and 
of the residents and their rights and needs, from the 19th-century 
labelling of residents as paupers to the contemporary perspective 
on residents as simply citizens. Thus, residential architecture can 
be considered a prism for changing views of humanity, deciphered 
via the buildings of different times: Does the architecture of the ob
served buildings signal expectations for care and treatment? For de
velopment, independence and normality? 

Institutions and group homes for people with disability do not 
involve public space in the same way as do school buildings. The for
mer are built to house and act as homes for a limited group of people 
in society. Who these people are will change over time. However, a 
historical perspective shows us that people with intellectual disabil
ities or other forms of cognitive impairments, some of whom also 
have concurrent physical impairments, have lived and often still 
live in institutions or group homes throughout their adult life. This 
chapter thus takes a comparative look at the types of institutions 
and residential facilities that have been built in the past and are cur
rently being built for this group of citizens. 
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The chapter is based on the thesis that society’s view of human-

-

-
-

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

ity is expressed in the care practices that prevail at any given time, 
as well as in the demands placed on the architecture that provides 
a setting for these practices. Based on this thesis, the chapter builds 
on an interdisciplinary perspective, drawing on knowledge from so
cial science and humanities research on institutions and residential 
facilities for people with disability, as well as an architectural histor
ical and professional perspective, looking at four key aspects: the lo
cation of the buildings, the design of the surroundings and the layout 
and scale of the buildings. In this context, institutional and residen
tial architecture is viewed in connection with broader historical ar
chitectural trends in public buildings. Public buildings are thus used 
as exemplary cases reflecting changes in state-citizen relations. 

This chapter draws mainly on existing literature. In addition, we 
have chosen to illustrate the description with observations and pic
tures from Ebberødgård in Birkerød, now known as Svaneparken. 
Ebberødgård has been chosen because it is an illustrative case study 
of the general shifts seen in institutional and residential accommo
dation buildings for people with disability in Denmark over time. 
Anne Kathrine Frandsen has provided observations and photos. In 
conclusion, we discuss how such an interdisciplinary perspective 
can contribute to and challenge previously dominant views of hu
man nature and residential accommodation architecture, as called 
for by both the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
and the design vision for universal design. Can we view today’s new
ly built residential architecture as expressions of universal design 
and a response to the call of the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities for equal rights? 

2.1 State power, view of humanity
and institutional architecture 

Public buildings allow the state to appear in public space and are, 
thus, physical manifestations of power. According to Foucault, pow
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er can be seen as coercive and punitive as well as productive and 
supportive, meaning that power is expressed in technologies and 
techniques that mediate and facilitate particular understandings of 
human identities (Sandmo, 1999). In a building context, we might 
say that the primary school building shapes the identity of the school 
pupil, the hospital shapes the identity of the patient, and institution-

-

-

-
-

-

-
-

-

al and residential care facility buildings shape the people who live 
there and their identity in a particular way.  Thus, through this ap
proach, we link views of humanity with buildings or, in other words, 
we investigate the productive power of buildings in shaping partic
ular identities. 

In the Danish dictionary Den Store Danske, the term view of 
humanity (menneskesyn) is described as ”the view of humanity’s na
ture and place in nature and society”.2  In this chapter, we are con
cerned with the view of humanity as an expression of a social and 
contextual phenomenon (Appel Nissen et al., 2018) in the intersec
tion between, on the one hand, how social policy views people with 
disability and, on the other, the reality of institutions and residential 
facilities that some people with disability live and have lived in. This 
implies an analytical approach that looks at the interplay between 
the social policy framework and its view of people with disability and 
the material setting, as expressed in the architecture of the buildings. 

Institutions and group homes for people with disability have 
been the subject of much research from historical, socio-political 
and pedagogical perspectives. Professor Emeritus Birgit Kirkebæk 
has authored several publications on what was termed Åndssvage
forsorgen (the public authority in charge of ”the care for the men
tally retarded”), covering the period from the first institutional 
buildings in the 1880s to the beginning of deinstitutionalisation in 
the 1980s. Kirkebæk has described the conditions at institutions on 
Livø 1911–1961, Sprogø 1923–1961 and at Karens Minde 1880–1987 
(Kirkebæk, 1997, 2004, 2007). Kirkebæk’s research is based on ar
chival studies focusing on the construction of the understandings 

2 https://denstoredanske.lex.dk/menneskesyn  
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underlying the creation of these institutions and the treatment of 
people with disability within them. In this context, she also touches 
upon the institutional buildings themselves, including their physi-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

cal layout, thus considering the underlying conceptions of adequate 
treatment of the residents. In these sources, the view of humanity is 
presented in light of the societal ideas and socio-political and peda
gogical norms, values and practices that have been or are currently 
linked to efforts for people with disability living in institutions or to
days group homes.  

If we approach the phenomenon via architectural literature, we 
find very few descriptions of institutional buildings for people with 
disability (Dahlkild, 2015). One example is Ejlers, who in 1994 com
piled an overview of Åndssvageforsorgen institution buildings in his 
work: Fra anstalt til bofællesskab. Åndssvageforsorgens bygning
shistorie 1855–1990. En skitse: (From institution to group homes. 
A history of care facilities for the mentally retarded, 1855–1990. A 
sketch) (Ejlers, 1994). This book examines the buildings of the men
tal health care system through descriptions from the architect(s) be
hind the construction, the buildings’ location, layout and function. 
The text is illustrated by drawings of the buildings and floor plans, 
and, in some cases, there are illustrations of, for example, toilet facil
ities and dormitories. Ejlers discusses the conditions that residents 
of the large institutions encountered and argues that “the intention 
is to show that the architecture here can be a kind of mirror image of 
the view of humanity and the socio-political attitudes prevalent at the 
time.” (Ejlers, 1994, p. 7). 

In this chapter, we have chosen to organise the analysis from a 
historical perspective and a relatively general typology and perio
disation in two main sections: The era of institutions (the 1800s to 
1970s) and Institutions towards more individualised lives (1960s and 
1970s onwards). 
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2.2 The era of institutions 
(1800s to 1970s) 

Historically, Denmark has held a unique position in constructing 
large institutions able to house up to 1,600 residents. The first insti-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

-

tutional buildings can be traced back to the middle of the 17th centu
ry with the construction of St. Hans Hospital, known as Sankt Hans 
Hospital for the Insane and Deranged.3 During the 17th and 18th cen
turies, the hospital was home to a mixed group of people who were 
unable to manage independently, also referred to as paupers. This 
could include people with physical impairments, blindness, intel
lectual disabilities, dementia and chronic and mental health prob
lems (Kragh et al., 2015). In the book På kanten af Velfærdsstaten 
– Anbragte og indlagte i dansk socialforsorg 1933–1980, (Kragh et al., 
2015) the authors describe how the idea of institutions for specific 
groups of people with disability took hold during the 19th century. 
This is apparent through the construction of specialised institutions 
for education and training; for people who were deaf (The Royal In
stitute for the Deaf and Dumb in 1807); for people who were blind 
(The Royal Institute for the Blind in 1858) and for people with physi
cal impairments (The Society for the Crippled and Maimed in 1858). 
All institutions were located within the Copenhagen area. Kolonien 
Filadelfia in Dianalund opened in 1897 for people with epilepsy 
and people with mental disorders. In 1855, the first asylum for the 
mentally retarded (‘åndssvageanstalt’) was inaugurated: Gammel 
Bakkehus in Frederiksberg (Kragh et al., 2015, p. 24). The construc
tion of a specialised asylum for people with intellectual disabilities 
marks a historical dividing line, separating people with intellectual 
disabilities as a group. Previously they had either been placed in in
stitutions for the unfit for work, such as forced labour institutions, 
in poorhouses or in private homes. In the following years, 12 main 
institutions for people with intellectual disabilities were established 

3 https://www.psykiatri-regionh.dk/NRSH/fremtidens-retspsykiatri/frem-
tidens-sct-hans/Sider/Om-Sct.-Hans-hospital-i-Roskilde.aspx 
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and remained until the 1960s, after which a gradual de-institution-

-
-

-

alisation began. The size of these institutions varied, with the largest 
institution in Brejning near Vejle with room for over 1,600 in 1945. 
Large psychiatric hospitals were also established, such as Augusten
borg on Als, which could accommodate 400 inpatients in 1932 (Kra
gh et al., 2015, p. 30). 

Ebberødgård – the first institutional buildings 
Ebberødgård is an institution built in 1892, initially as a branch of 
the Gammel Bakkehus institution, accommodating around 400 
alumni (Ejlers, 1994). 

Ejlers describes the story as follows: 

”Ebberødgaard started as a labour institution 
for able-bodied alumni and was quickly 
supplemented with three asylum wards. Asylum 
wards was a term that existed in health services 
for the care of the mentally retarded until the 
late 1940s. The names of the houses were 
changed to pavilions, which were divided into 
lettered wards; the alumni became patients 
and divided into numerous medical groups. 
The patients were later renamed clients and 
residents, and the mentally retarded were 
renamed mentally disabled, and finally today 
we speak of them as intellectually disabled or, 
preferably, with no term at all.” (Ejlers, 1994, p.8) 

Ebberødgård, today called Svaneparken, is located on the grounds of 
an old manor house of the same name, right on the edge of Rude For
est in open countryside stretching down to Sjælsø Lake, just outside 
Birkerød in North Zealand. The oldest buildings, from 1892, consist 
of a complex of a 3-storey main building and four 2-storey pavilion 
buildings, set in a hilly park landscape with large old trees and a small 
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lake. The buildings are arranged symmetrically around a courtyard 
that forms a forecourt to the entrances of the main building, with a 
clear hierarchy between the main building and the pavilions. 

Image 2.1: Main building, Ebberødgård 

Its location outside the urban centre is typical of the healthcare 
buildings of the time. Light and air were considered essential for hy-

-

-

-

giene and healing. Therefore, hospitals such as the Municipal Hos
pital in Copenhagen, Bispebjerg Hospital, Copenhagen University 
Hospital and other healthcare-related buildings were placed out
side the city centre, preferably in nature (Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al., 
2007). In terms of institutions for the people with intellectual dis
abilities, the isolated location was also considered to be a safeguard 
for both the alumni and the surrounding community. The scale of 
the outdoor spaces around the buildings from the 1890s ranges from 
smaller spaces between buildings to the park’s variation across large 
open spaces and smaller garden areas with groups of large trees, large 
shrubs and an avenue leading into the woods. These elements can 
also be found in the public parks and gardens of the time and were 
established at many of the institutions, as well, as nature was seen as 
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a healing and beneficent force. Harald Selmer, a pioneer of psychia-
try in Denmark and chief physician at Jydske Asyl (later  Psychiatric 
Hospital Risskov, now closed), wrote about this in 1846: 

”A beautiful area must be regarded as a 
particularly favourable circumstance for an 
institution for the insane. There will always be 
a large proportion of patients who can appreciate 
the beauties of nature. For these, the influence 
of an agreeable location and diversified 
landscape is most beneficial.” (Selmer, 1846) 

Image 2.2: One of the pavilions in the oldest part of the complex 
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The division of the institution into smaller pavilions also reflects 
the hospital architecture of the time, where the separation of med-

-
-

-

-

-

ical groups into different buildings was a tool to reduce the spread 
of infection and ensure hygienic conditions. As well as separating 
different medical categories of psychiatric patients, the pavilions at 
Ebberødgård allowed men, women and children to live separately. 
The architectural similarity with the hospitals of the time thus testi
fies to a parallelism in the understanding and treatment of the peo
ple placed there: the medical profession and the medical paradigm’s 
understanding of people as patients to be treated and cared for, and 
the idea that institutionalised life, cut off from the surrounding soci
ety, was the responsible societal solution to the deviant and abnormal 
(Rønn, 2001). 

In line with contemporary historicist architecture (Millech & 
Fisker, 1951), the buildings are in red brick with ornamentation in 
yellow brickwork and do not reveal the building’s function as an in
stitution with dormitories, dining halls, etc. The complex could have 
accommodated a high school, a hospital or an agricultural school. 
When viewed from the outside, the individual buildings could have 
housed a school, a small train station or other public functions. This 
is simply what state buildings looked like at the time. Although the 
buildings, especially the pavilions, do not appear large, the scale of 
the building elements, such as windows, doors and the height of the 
rooms, indicate that they house a governmental function. In this 
case, a function that focuses on the treatment of those who inhabit 
the buildings and certainly not on privacy, intimacy and homeliness. 
This parallelism in the architecture of state buildings also testifies 
to how the state signals a visible position of power in the landscape. 

In 1920, Ebberødgård was expanded (J. Magdahl Nielsen, 1862– 
1941) with several very large buildings that housed several new 
wards over three storeys. The scale of these new buildings was in
creased compared to the earlier buildings, not least because of the 
heavy brick facades without division or ornamentation, and without 
openings to the landscape spaces surrounding them. This expresses 
the authority and solemnness of a customs office or a public archive. 
Inside, huge dormitories left no room for individual consideration 
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or privacy. Here, patients were often subjected to lifelong treatment. 
The expansion is testimony to the pressure that developed over the 
period to place people categorised as deviant or retarded. More plac-
es were needed, and, during this period, the treatment approach was 
to segregate these people from the rest of the population based on 
the theory of heredity (eugenics). The mentally retarded and other 
deviant individuals were to be placed away from society believing 

Image 2.3: The park at Ebberødgård 
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that they posed a risk of spreading harmful genetic material (Kragh 
et al., 2015). 

Image 2.4: Ebberødgaard, extensions from the 1920s by Magdahl 

Despite this dominant societal view and policy aimed at this pop-

-
ulation group, critical voices denounced the conditions in the large 
institutions. The conditions at Ebberødgård were used as an exam
ple of very harsh treatment of people with intellectual disabilities. 
They were examined by the Ministry of Justice, but this did not lead 
to any action or change (Kragh et al., 2015). 
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2.3  Institutions moving towards
more individualised lives 
(the 1960s and 1970s onwards) 

In terms of social policy, the view of people with disability changed 
from the 1950s onwards, with an emphasis on normalisation and in-

-

-

-
-

-
-

-
-

-

tegration. Doctors’ position and power were challenged by, among 
others, parents’ associations and pedagogical professional groups 
in cooperation with politicians and senior civil servants (Kirkebæk, 
2001). Kirkebæk describes the political development as a change in 
the discourse from protection to rights. While the protection dis
course was about, on the one hand, protecting society from the social 
disadvantage that people with intellectual disabilities were seen to 
represent and, on the other hand, protecting them from ending up 
on the lowest rung of society, the rights discourse concerned the uni
versalisation of rights (Kirkebæk, 2001, p. 17). From this perspective, 
legislation on institutions shifts from a discourse of treatment and 
protection covered by special legislation towards including people 
with disability and their rights in mainstream legislation and consid
ering the institution as housing that should meet general, substan
tive criteria. Up to 1980, the state ran the large institutions, which 
were then decentralised to counties and municipalities (Bengtsson 
& Kilskou Kristensen, 2006). In terms of legislation, the institutions 
were covered by the Social Assistance Act (Bistandsloven) 1976, sec
tion 112: Institutions for adults with severe physical or mental dis
abilities who have special needs for care, treatment, etc. 

In terms of architecture, the same period saw the emergence of 
new perspectives on the architect and the role of architecture in so
ciety. From the 1930s onwards, functionalism emphasised the influ
ence of architecture in a democratic society and the importance of 
considering in the design process the activities involved in the func
tion that the building was intended to provide, a view that applied to 
everything from housing to public institutions (Lund, 1991). People 
and the function of the building became essential. The ceiling height 
was reduced, and buildings were not meant to express authority 
but to reflect and be shaped according to the function or activity for 
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which they provided a setting. Thus, as the perception of people with 
disability changed, so did institutional architecture. The scale of the 
buildings became smaller, and dormitories were replaced by bed-

-

-

-

rooms for 2 to 3 residents. The buildings represented a framework 
for a more individual lifestyle and a universalised understanding of 
the importance of housing in terms of the individual’s well-being 
and quality of life. 

Ebberødgård – the institution as a group home 
This change can also be seen in the newer buildings at Ebberødgård, 
most clearly in a new children’s ward from the late 1960s. The sec
tion consists of 9 atrium-houses. The buildings are single-storey, and 
you can almost reach the roof when standing outside. Each house 
is a unit with around 12 to 13 residents, with 2-person or 3-person 
rooms for the children, a common room, a kitchen and a patio. The 
courtyard is shielded from view, but the many windows of the hous
es and the courtyard look out to the forest and surrounding nature. 
The houses are close to each other with paths between them. These 
buildings look like terraced or detached houses on a residential 
street from the same period. From the outside, it is not apparent that 
this is an institution and that the public authorities are responsible 
for it. The location alone, away from the large institutional buildings 
from the 1890s and 1920s, closer to Birkerød’s residential area out 
by Sjælsø, seems to illustrate a normalisation, a desire to dissolve 
the institution and move towards a form of housing aimed at more 
individualised lives in line with the growing middle class in their 
detached homes. These are homes for residents, not patients, to be 
treated and cured. 

From institution to residential accommodation 
Since 1998, when the Social Services Act replaced the former Social 
Assistance Act, the concept of the institution has been replaced by 
the concept of residential accommodation in the legal sense. The So
cial Services Act emphasises that services must be provided based 
on an individual assessment and in cooperation with the resident in 
question – regardless of functional impairment. The assistance must 
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be provided based on individual decisions, and not as an integrated 
residential accommodation and services programme. According to 
the Social Services Act, all people with disability are residents in their 
own homes, regardless of their place of residence, which indicates 
that the individual is placed at the centre and must have influence 
over their own life.4 In a legislative context, permanent residential 
accommodation is a dwelling ”for people with significant and perma-

Image 2.5: Ebberødgård, new ward from the 1960s 

4 https://socialstyrelsen.dk/handicap/udviklingshaemning/om-udviklingshaemning/
et-historisk-blik 
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nent functional impairments who need extensive help with ordinary, 
daily functions or care or treatment, and who cannot meet these needs 
in any other way” (Social Services Act/Serviceloven, section 108). 

The period that followed the abolition of the institution concept 
in 1998 saw ongoing discussions and criticism of developments in 
the field. With the 2007 Municipal Reform, the municipalities took 
over most of the former county residential accommodation for peo-

-

-

-

-

-

-

ple with disability and have since modernised and built new group 
homes. Criticism has centred on the fact that some of the old insti
tutional buildings were outdated, with residents still sharing toilets, 
for example. Renovation and new construction were required to en
able people in group homes to achieve the same standard of living as 
the rest of the population in terms of housing (Langager et al., 2009). 
Criticism has also been directed at the fact that newly built group 
homes was built with institution-like architecture. Critics have re
ferred to the ideals and rights for independent living as stated in 
the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN
CRPD). In 2009, Denmark ratified the UNCRPD, thereby assuming 
the obligation to organise legislation and administrative practice 
accordingly. Article 19 of the convention concerns the right to an in
dependent life, focusing on people with disabilities and their rights 
about residence and support. Article 19(A) states that: ”Persons with 
disabilities have the opportunity to choose their place of residence 
and where and with whom they live on an equal basis with others and 
are not obliged to live in a particular living arrangement” (UNCRPD, 
2008). The UN monitors national compliance with the provisions of 
the convention through the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities. In 2014, the UN raised concerns about Denmark’s 
compliance with Article 19, highlighting criticism of the municipal
ities’ construction of new, institution-like group homes for people 
with disabilities, that these are often located outside city centres, 
and that people with disabilities have limited choice about where 
they can live and with whom (United Nations, 2014).  

In 2021, the Danish Institute for Human Rights published the 
report Boligvalg og retten til et selvstændigt liv for mennesker med 
handicap (Residential choice and the right to an independent life for 
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people with disabilities) (Wamsler et al., 2021), which, among other 
things, recommended phasing out long-term residential accommo-

-

-

-

-
-

dation (cf. section 108 of the Danish Social Services Act) and instead 
designating and building housing for people with disabilities accord
ing to the rules of the (social) housing legislation. 

Ebberødgård – residential accommodation as 
an apartment complex 
This development has also left its mark on Ebberødgård. 
Svaneparken, as Ebberødgård has been called since the 1980s, was 
transformed and renovated around 2000, when large institutions 
began to be abolished. Many of the old institution’s large buildings 
were sold and converted into private owner-occupied flats or used 
for other public bodies. The remaining buildings were divided into 
smaller group homes and daycare centres. 

Most recently, in 2018, a new group home centre with 44 residenc
es was built for people with severe physical and cognitive disabilities. 
So far, the development consists of three two-storey buildings, each 
with three wings sheltering an inner courtyard. Each resident has a 
flat with a living room, kitchenette, bedroom and bathroom. Each 
flat has a small balcony. The flats face out onto internal communal 
dining and living areas with access to the courtyard space, which is 
shared by all the residences across the three wings. Residents can 
choose to stay in their flats or meet to participate in shared activities 
in the communal areas. 

From the outside, the building looks like a block of flats. It shows 
no visible signs of being a residential accommodation facility for a 
specific group of people, and the dwellings are rented as individu
al dwellings under the Social Housing Act (Almenboligloven). The 
scenic and somewhat isolated location, which might previously have 
indicated an institution, is common to both the residential accom
modation and the area’s private owner-occupied homes, thus negat
ing the distinction. 
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Image 2.6: Residential accommodation from 2018 on the site of the old 
Ebberødgård, now Svaneparken 

2.4 Discussion and conclusion 

State power is both visible and invisible. Whereas the first institu-

-

tional buildings appeared as behemoths of power, indicating the 
authority of the state over the people who lived there, the power of 
the state has today been rendered invisible about buildings. We can 
no longer distinguish between housing for people with and without 
disability, which expresses equal treatment of people with disability 
in terms of housing. Housing for people with disability are perceived 
as homes and should meet commonly expected space and design 
standards. Nevertheless, it can be questioned whether the invisibil
ity of the state in the buildings and the mimicry of other dwellings 
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can ensure equal treatment. Ensuring that housing for people with 
disability is perceived as homes and meet universal standards is, of 
course, a good and necessary step, but it is still important to consider 
what it takes to establish equal treatment for a group of citizens who 
need the help of others, and what role housing plays in this. Is there 
a risk that the seemingly similar housing conditions for persons with 
disability may obscure more subtle inequalities in living conditions 
and life opportunities? 

This anthology raises questions of how we can think about and 
realise universal design. How can a universal design perspective con-

-

-

-

tribute to a discussion on residential accommodation and human 
rights? Universal design focuses on the individual’s ability to choose 
based on preferences. The question then arises whether people with 
disability, in fact, have the opportunity to choose where and how they 
want to live. Are there options – can you choose between locations in 
nature or the city? Can you choose the degree of community in which 
you are to be enrolled as a resident? Without looking at the practices 
surrounding the building – for example, how citizens with a disability 
are allocated housing, and their say in that process – it is impossible 
to assess the building’s contribution to equal treatment and equality. 

From a universal design perspective, buildings and our physical 
environment are seen as more than just practical and utilitarian 
functions. Buildings are part of our environment. They affect us and 
can support our well-being, stimulate us sensually and physically, 
and thus have a decisive impact on whether we are inspired and per
haps encouraged to be active. Again, the decisive factor is whether 
such potential sensory or well-being-related qualities are utilised 
and whether there is room for accommodating individual preferenc
es for well- being.  Alternatively, whether there is time to support the 
resident in such independent activities as the building design may 
encourage. Thus, a universal design perspective can draw attention 
to the fact that equality is not only a product of the built environ
ment itself but resides in the interplay between views of humanity, 
social policy and architecture, thereby emphasising that making 
power invisible will not in itself necessarily lead to a change in power 
relations or ensure equality. 
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Our lives are full of products such as kitchen utensils, bathroom 
items, tools, furniture, and information and communication tech-

-
-
-

-

-

-

-

nologies that affect our various everyday activities. The development 
and design of everyday products has primarily been based on an im
plicit understanding of what constitutes an average body and an aver
age bodily function. This chapter shows how recent design approach
es take people with impairments and their needs into account to a 
greater extent and involve them as co-designers and co-producers. 

The chapter combines sociologically oriented disability research 
and design theory, focusing on the design of and human interaction 
with material objects. The authors have contributed knowledge 
from different research horizons to provide insights for the devel
opment of an interdisciplinary research field on Universal Design, 
represented in this anthology. The chapter begins with a historical 
and theoretical look at the perceptions of the human body and its 
functions that underlie the design of many products that surround 
us in our daily lives. Based on the critical disability research concept 
of ableism, the paper discusses how these perceptions impact the ev
eryday lives of people with an impairment. Against this background, 
competing design concepts and agendas are introduced, and para
doxes and controversies between them are discussed. 

3.1  The average person as an ideal
in design processes 

The development and design of everyday products, such as kitch
en utensils and furniture, have largely been based on an implicit 
understanding of what constitutes normal body size and function 
(Holmes, 2018). The underlying understanding of normality can be 
linked to several currents depending on the research perspective. In 
architecture, the notion of the normal human being can be traced 
back to Roman architecture, represented by the engineer-architect 
Vitruvius, later reproduced in the famous drawing by Leonardo da 
Vinci The Vitruvian Man. Sociological disability research describes 
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how notions of the average person have been expressed in the phe-

-

-
-

-

nomenon of the average person (Grue, 2016). A notion that can be 
traced back to A. Quetelet (1796–1874), a Belgian astrologer, statisti
cian and mathematician who applied mathematical-statistical ideas 
of averaging to measure the human body (Grue, 2016; Holmes, 2018). 

The idea of the average person is reflected in biomedical science, 
where disease is perceived as a deviation from the norm. Similarly, 
reduced functional capacity is defined as a deviation from normal 
physical, sensory or cognitive functioning. The biomedical  model 
of disease primarily conceptualises diseases and impairment as 
biological malfunctions or deviations. In other words, being sick or 
disabled means your organism is not functioning optimally for some 
reason or other (Council of Ethics, 2016). 

In order to understand the social and moral implications of this 
thinking, it is necessary to look at the notion of the average person 
from a sociological perspective, placing notions of normality in a 
historical, cultural and societal context. The concepts of normal, 
normality and norm can express a conceptual link between math
ematical-statistical understandings of normality and norms for de
sign. While the mathematical-statistical observation is neutral, its 
interpretation and use in a design process are culturally and socially 
conditioned. Arguably the best-known reference guide for designers 
and architects is Humanscale from design firm Henry Dreyfuss As
sociates. With different versions published between 1974 and 1981, 
Humanscale was based on the concept of a standardised body and 
exemplary movements, and still serves as a vital tool for architects 
(Kajita, 2019). Such tools can have consequences for the people who 
want to use certain products, as illustrated in the following example. 
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Shampoo bottle with tight
opening mechanism 

A woman with rheumatoid arthritis receives a luxury 
shampoo as a gift. The gift is given with the intention of 
pampering and nurturing a body with stiffness and pain. 
When it is time to use the shampoo, it turns out that the 
woman cannot open the bottle because of the design of 
the opening mechanism. There is a lid at the top and by 
pressing on one side, you open a spout on the other side. 
The mechanism is too tight. The woman tries to pour the 
shampoo into another container but gives up because 
the opening is too small and the pouring takes a long 
time. The woman throws out the luxury shampoo and 
buys the usual shampoo that she is familiar with and 
where the bottle has been designed with an opening 
mechanism that she can use without any problems. 

3.2 Ableism in product design 

In critical disability studies, the term ableism is used to refer to the 
social, cultural and political conditions that label disability and im-

-
-

-

pairment as deviations, thus contributing to the marginalisation of 
people with reduced functional capacity. Campbell (2001) describes 
how ”ableism refers to a network of beliefs, processes and practices 
that produce a particular kind of self and body (the corporeal stan
dard) that is projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore es
sential and fully human. Disability then is cast as a diminished state 
of being human.” (Campbell, 2001, p. 44, quoted from Bogart, 2019). 

Ableism is a term that, like other ism terms such as racism and 
sexism, describes a view of humanity that involves a denigrating at
titude and discrimination against specific population groups, often 
because of their race, gender or functional capacity. Ableism is thus a 
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sociological concept that has been used in studies of how people with 
impairments experience their encounter with a world and society 
not organised on their terms. Such an inside perspective provides in-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

-

sight into how people with impairments experience the use of differ
ent products in everyday life when products are designed based on a 
notion of normal body function. When using such products, people 
with physical disabilities experience difficulties and limitations in 
their daily lives, due to, for example, reduced muscle strength or co
ordination, as in the example above. 

As a consequence, some products may not be possible to use at 
all, it may take longer to use products that other people use, and peo
ple with reduced bodily function may become fatigued more quick
ly or may experience pain when trying to use products designed for 
people with normal body function. Thomas (1999) describes this as a 
functional capacity effect that has psycho-emotional and social con
sequences. The person’s activity level and range of activities may be 
reduced. The person may choose to withdraw from activities or so
cial events involving everyday products that they have experienced 
as tiring or painful. 

Other social consequences can be pointed out, as the use of such 
everyday products may make a person’s deviations from normality 
more visible in, for example, public spaces. Others may stare, or the 
person may experience various forms of avoidance behaviour when 
interacting with others (Garland-Thomson, 2006). The person may 
seek to conform to normality in their bodily expressions to fit in 
(Goffman, 2009). It may also mean that some products are unusable, 
and the person, then, does not purchase or use them. At a normative 
level, these products signal that the person is wrong – as such an ex
pression of ableism. It is a constant reminder of the body’s deviation 
from normality, which contributes to a subtle and constant process 
of stigmatisation (Bogart, 2019; Goffman, 2009). 

Ableism can thus be expressed in the beliefs, norms and expec
tations toward end-users that designers might implicitly base their 
work upon, which ultimately has defining influence on the final 
product. This being so, designers contribute to maintaining a form 
of structural discrimination (Imrie & Hall, 2001). 
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3.3 Hacking everyday products 

The above description of ableism can be criticised for considering 
people with impairments as passive consumers of products. This 
overlook that people with impairments, their relatives, networks 
and the professionals who might help them in their daily lives can 
be skilled problem solvers because they are used to dealing with 
situations that require creative solutions. In design research, this 
is described by the terms hacks and hacking (De Couvreur & Goos-

-

sens, 2011). A hack should be understood as a simple modification 
or adjustment made with the materials at hand. De Couvreur and 
Goossens write: 

”When visiting a rehabilitation centre, one cannot 
imagine how many objects have been repurposed 
or precisely tailored to a user’s needs and desires. 
Patients or therapists do not use the universal 
products but take them as starting points 
to build their own personalised applications.” 
(De Couvreur and Goossens, 2011, p. 110). 

The phenomenon of hacking everyday products thus shows how 
people act and react to products they find unusable in order to make 
them more functional. Examples of hacks are also seen in the homes 
of people who find it challenging to navigate through daily lives 
affected by the increasing technologisation and digitalisation of 
everyday products. The following examples illustrate this. 

An older man with cognitive challenges has difficulty 
using his TV remote control. He presses the wrong but
tons, opens various menus and can’t find the channels 
he wants to watch. The solution is to cover irrelevant 
buttons with tape to reduce the number of functions and 
make the interaction more straightforward. 
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Image 3.1: Remote control with a reduced number of functions 

Image 3.2: Washing machine with simple ‘l-ll-lll instructions’ for use. 
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An older woman obtains a new combined washer-dryer 
with many washing functions and an app solution. She 
finds it difficult to understand the many options and 
desires a simple guide to washing and drying non-white 
laundry. A simple solution is created by cutting black 
tape into smaller pieces and sticking it to the machine in 
an l-ll-lll guide to indicate the programme setting, start 
and drying function buttons. 

Hacking a product implicitly indicates a criticism of the existing 
product, which has not been adequate in its original design since it 
needs to be modified. At the same time, hacks can be seen as a need 
for more customised products adaptable to a specific context or 
requirements (De Couvreur & Goosens, 2011). Investigating product 
hacks can therefore reveal opportunities for change for companies 
that want to develop inclusive designs. 

3.4 Competing design concepts
and agendas 

Recently, critical voices and political agendas questioning designed 
products and how they are conceptualised have grown in numbers. 
This applies in politics, design research, education for designers and 
among practising designers. The design field is broad and includes 
the design of everything from physical products at many different 
scales (from toothbrushes to buildings and urban environments, for 
example) to intangible products such as services, systems and strat-

-
egies. Within democratic societies based on free market forces, there 
is neither consensus nor uniformity regarding what should be de
signed and how. However, some organisations set standards for how 
products should be designed and how they should be used. In 2001, 
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ISO5 produced a guide to help those creating standards ensure that 
they included accessibility. Ten years later, the three major inter-

-

-

-
-

-

national standardisation organisations, ISO, IEC6 and ITU,7 made a 
joint statement to work together to make it easier to include acces
sibility in their standards. However, the standards are criticised for 
not defining what is meant by accessibility, leaving them very open 
to interpretation (Persson, 2014). 

In the following, several competing design concepts and exam
ples of their definitions are presented. 

3.5 Design for all, universal design
and inclusive design 

Design for All is probably the most widely used design concept about 
designing for accessibility. The European Institute for Design and 
Disability8 (EIDD) defined Design for All as “design for human di
versity, social inclusion and equality” (The EIDD Stockholm Decla
ration 2004 in Persson et al., 2015). The overarching agenda is that 
products are designed and produced for use by as many people as 
possible. At the same time, there is a realisation that it may not be 
possible to design solutions that will suit all potential users (Persson 
et al., 2015). 

Universal Design, by comparison, is a design agenda that initially 
focused on accessibility in relation to the built environment and was 
formalised by Ron Mace through seven design principles (see e.g. 

5 

 

 

 

ISO: International Organisation for Standardisation. 

6 IEC: International Electrotechnical Commission. 

7 ITU: The United Nations specialised agency for information and communication 
technologies. 

8 The international organisation, whose members are national organisations, com
panies and individuals from 16 different European nations, changed its name to 
Design for All Europe in 2006. 
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Mace et al., 1991; Mace, 1998). Today, the following definition is often 
cited: ”Universal design. The design of products and environments to be 
usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without  adaptation 
or specialized design” (Story et al., 1998). There is a growing  focus on 
universal design, not least in the fields of Human-Computer Inter-

-

-

-

-

action and architecture. Large organisations such as Microsoft and 
Google have design strategies and educational materials in this area 
(GoogleDesign, 2018; Microsoft, 2016). In architecture, Denmark 
and many other countries have a number of requirements for public 
buildings, including accessibility (Rumsans, 2020; Lid, 2021). 

A third concept is Inclusive Design, the concept most widely 
used in the UK, where it is also enshrined in the British Standard on 
Managing Inclusive Design (Persson et al., 2015). Inclusive Design 
is described as a design movement that works from an agenda that 
all people are equal and should have equal opportunities regardless 
of age and ability. Like Universal Design, the agenda is value- driven 
and concerns the inclusion of as many people as possible in society, 
regardless of functional capacity – without compromising on good 
design (Luck, 2018 with reference to (Coleman et al., 2003) and 
(Morris, 2003)). The following is an example of a definition of inclu
sive design: 

”The design of mainstream products and/or 
services that are accessible to, and usable by, as 
many people as reasonably possible on a global 
basis, in a wide variety of situations and to the 
greatest extent possible without the need for 
special adaptation or specialised design” 
(BSI TBSI in Persson et al., 2015) 

An Inclusive Design approach that is gaining ground in education 
and elsewhere is based on identifying underlying common motiva
tions – across a variety of impairments – for using a certain solution. 
The identification of such shared benefits guides the design pro
cess. As illustrated in Figure 3.1, an impairment can be ‘permanent’, 
temporary or situational. The advice is to start by designing for per
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manent impairment, but the solution should be able to benefit many 
others as well (Holmes, 2018). 

Figure 3.1: The persona spectrum (Holmes, 2018). 

One example is closed captioning of TV programmes, which 
was established in the 1970s to enable deaf people to follow what 
was happening, but is now also a great benefit in situations where 
it is difficult to hear what is happening due to high levels of noise, 
or in situations where it is not possible to turn up the volume on the 
digital device out of consideration for others (Holmes, 2018). This 
eliminates the notion of a divide between people with and without 
impairments and recognises that everyone can have impairments in 
certain situations, either temporarily or permanently, and that func-

-

-

tional capacity can change over a lifetime. 
The design approaches Design for All, Universal Design and Inclu

sive Design are significant in that they each underline the intention of 
what is being designed, namely that the outcomes of the design pro
cesses should be inclusive, accessible and usable for as many  people 
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as possible. In contrast, the names of the following design concepts 
refer more to their overall methodological approach to design. 

3.6 Participatory design and co-design 

The overall approach of designing in close collaboration with users 
and other stakeholders is often described as Participatory Design or 
Co-design and dates back to the 1960s. The focus is not specifically 
on designing for people with impairments, but on the inclusion of 
marginalised groups, democratic participation and mutual learning 
(Simonsen & Robertson (eds.), 2013). These approaches are partic-

-
-

-

-

-

ularly prevalent when developing material and performative tech
niques and tools for non-designers to participate in the design pro
cess (Brandt et al., 2013). 

A slightly more recent approach is User-Centered Design, orig
inally from the US and introduced by Donald Norman in his book 
The Psychology of Everyday Things (Norman, 1988). To support the 
designers work, Norman proposed seven design principles to ensure 
that what was being designed would be more intuitive. 

The above descriptions do not constitute a comprehensive pre
sentation of design approaches that focus on accessibility. However, 
accessibility-related terminology and inclusive design vary around 
the world, making it difficult to gain an overview. In the UK, the term 
Inclusive Design is most often used, while in Scandinavia, the most 
commonly used term is Design for All. In America and Japan, it is 
most often referred to as Universal Design (Luck, 2014). The design 
field is thus characterised by many competing design concepts and 
approaches, which can be explained by the fact that this field of re
search is relatively young (Persson, 2015). 

64 Universal design 



3.7 Criticism of the universality
of universal design 

Universal design as a concept is rooted in ideals of universality, which 
have been criticised (see e.g. Pullin, 2009; Luck, 2014; Winance, 
2014; Lid, 2020). Firstly, it has been emphasised that there is a sig-
nificant challenge involved in the distinction between individuals on 
the one hand and collectives or groups on the other; between the uni-

-

-
-

-
-

-

-

-
-

-

versal traits we share as human beings (equality) and what makes us 
different (distinction) (Luck, 2018). People are different in terms of 
physical and/or mental function. Designing for people with impair
ments can therefore exclude others. In design terms, this challenge 
is often addressed by designing products with multimodal interfac
es. That is, products that offer diverse visual, audible and tactile in
teraction options to cater for people with reduced tactile sensitivity, 
hearing and vision. A consequence of designing such products may 
be that they also become more complex to use in practice, which can 
be exclusionary for people with cognitive challenges (Pullin, 2009). 

Another challenge is to move from general intentions to specific 
ones. The argument is that in practice, designers have to imagine and 
design something concrete (such as a product or an environment), 
whereby a material form emerges, and at the same time, the desire 
to design for diversity is reduced to a minimal user or a standard. In 
practice, two types of reduction take place. There is a reduction in the 
diversity of characteristics taken into account during the design pro
cess and a reduction in the attributes that the designer wants the de
signed product to have when it is brought to market (Winance, 2014). 

In addition, it is emphasised that people are different, regard
less of bodily function, which in relation to design means that they 
have different desires and dreams, preferences, opinions and re
quirements for products and for what is aesthetically beautiful, good 
design, etc. (Luck, 2014). This is partly culturally and socially deter
mined but is also influenced by age, life stage, finances, etc. In addi
tion, studies show that preferences and abilities are conditioned by 
the form on the day and the context in which possible actions take 
place (Winance, 2014). In essence, the controversy is about a gener
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alisation of what good design actually is. Ideals of universality down-
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

play the fact that people with similar impairments may have differ
ent needs, desires, and requirements for products, etc., and that 
different impairments may conflict (Luck, 2018). It has also been 
highlighted that differences in body size and how our voices sound 
and are used are often overlooked, even though these vary consid
erably from person to person (Imrie & Luck, 2014). Furthermore, it 
is argued that no two people will have the same functional abilities 
over a lifetime (see e.g. Holmes, 2018; Lid, 2021). 

The body size paradox is illustrated in the following example. 
During World War II, the cockpits of American fighter aircraft were 
designed based on the dimensions of an average pilot, which were 
obtained by measuring hundreds of different dimensions of thou
sands of American pilots. The assumption was that each pilot could 
easily reach out and grab the various instruments, but this proved 
to be wrong. The US Air Force experienced a higher rate of aircraft 
crashes that could not be explained by either mechanical or hu
man error. A study of more than 4,000 American pilots found that 
none of their bodies met ten of the dimensions of the average pilot 
(Holmes, 2018). 

In everyday life, the intentions behind the ideals of universal 
design are thus met by a reality characterised by diversity and vari
ation in functional capacity, body size, interests, requirements and 
expectations for product design. 

3.8 Customisation as a design principle 

The above example (American fighter aircraft) led to a design prin
ciple of personalisation, which we recognise also from cars, where 
seatbelts, seats, rear-view mirrors and side mirrors can be individ
ually adjusted as needed (Holmes, 2018). Car manufacturers are 
highlighted here in relation to designing and producing cars where 
it is easy to customise the car according to needs (Persson, 2015). 
We also recognise this kind of customisation from other products, 
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such as office chairs and pushchairs. However, for most everyday 
products (both physical and digital), there is a mismatch between 
product and user, which means that some of us experience misfits 
in some situations, thus negatively affecting our sense of belonging. 
The design thus affects our ability to access, participate in and con-

-

-

-
-

-

-
-

tribute to the world (Holmes, 2018). In designing housing, education 
facilities and workplaces, the best solution in many situations may 
be a combination of universal design and customisation (Lid, 2021). 
In order to design for individual differences and preferences, the im
portance of focusing on and including the bodily experience directly 
in the design process is emphasised (Luck, 2014). 

Creating the conditions for customised design can be achieved in 
many different ways. The following section presents three examples 
of initiatives from practice that illustrate how designing for individ
uals can be organised. 

Remap is a UK-based organisation that aims to create customised 
solutions for and with people with impairments. The organisation 
consists of several local branches and facilitates meetings between 
its members (producers) and people who want help to solve a chal
lenge (customers). The volunteer members have relevant qualifi
cations and include engineers, designers and craftsmen. Their task 
is to make something (typically a physical product, a technological 
change, a modification) that can solve the challenge in close collab
oration with the ‘customer’ (Luck, 2018). A large part of the process 
occurs at the customer’s home, as this is often the context in which 
the solution is to be implemented. The home provides an insight 
into the specific situation and can also be a source of inspiration, 
as its spaces and objects can be part of the solution. The customer 
participates as an expert, helping to develop ideas and evaluate pro
totypes made by the manufacturer. Remap has no intention of gen
eralising or optimising the process or products, but rather to create 
solutions tailored to the needs and context of each customer. This 
design process is the basis for a TV programme called The Big Life 
Fix, which has gained publicity and attracted new members. Luck 
(2014) suggests expanding with more local branches to spread this 
kind of inclusive design practice. 
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The Maker movement is a growing global phenomenon. It con-
-

-
-

-
-

-

-

-
-
-

-

sists of a diverse group of people, including DIY enthusiasts, design
ers and craftsmen, who all share an interest in creating physical and 
digital artefacts (Browder et al., 2019). They meet in makerspaces 
equipped with modern tools and production machinery to produce 
physical products and technological solutions. These workshops can 
be found in educational environments, libraries and public and pri
vate creative institutions. Makerspaces aim to support creative peo
ple in their work through creative physical environments and a mix 
of formal and informal learning (Culpepper & Gauntlett 2020). The 
rapid development of the maker movement is partly due to digitalisa
tion, which allows ideas to be shared internationally with like-mind
ed people through online forums, and allows others to replicate or 
participate in the further development of products (Browder et al., 
2019). As workshop machines become cheaper and society is better 
educated in their use, they are likely to start entering private homes 
as well. These developments offer unprecedented opportunities to 
develop and produce high-quality, self-invented products and solu
tions when needed. 

Fixperts are short user-centred learning programmes that give de
sign students experience in developing designs that meet the needs of 
people with specific requirements. Developed by Daniel Charny and 
Dee Halligan, the model is used in designing education programmes 
worldwide. The programmes pair teams of students (Fixperts) with 
a person who has a particular challenge (Fix Partner). The particu
lar challenge may be due to impairment but may also be due to oth
er conditions. It is essential that the challenge is real, as is the de
sire to solve it. In a user-centred approach, the two parties develop 
a solution together. The Fix Partner defines the opportunity space; 
the students develop a prototype, the Fix Partner tests and evaluates 
it, the students adjust it, etc., until a satisfactory solution exists. An 
essential element is that the process is documented along the way. 
Each Fixperts team makes a short video that conveys the challenge, 
process and outcome. The videos are included in a catalogue of solu
tions and products on an online platform, so that the solutions can be 
replicated or inspire others (Micklethwaite et al., 2020). 
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A common feature of the practice examples is that, although the 
solutions are unique to the specific user, there is a focus on different 
forms of experience sharing. In addition, all solutions are developed 
in close co-operation with the people who will use the products. Users 
are involved throughout the design process, from defining the chal-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

lenge to be solved based on everyday experiences, to exploring differ
ent possibilities through experimentation and developing the final 
design. In other words, they co-design using a bottom-up  approach. 

3.9 Concluding discussion 

This anthology springs from a shared interest in universal design 
and the view of humanity that underlies thinking about – and realis
ing – universal design. Universal design is based on the idea that it is 
possible to develop products, buildings, environments, technologies 
and services to be used by as many people as possible without the 
need for adaptation or special design. In this chapter, we have chal
lenged this thinking, drawing on experiences in product design and 
design agendas that emphasise the unique and individual needs and 
desires of, for example, people with impairments. 

Research into the factors that drive commercial design projects 
has shown that the design brief on which work is based often contains 
little information about the target audience in terms of demograph
ics or social class. If there are no specific requirements in the design 
brief about inclusion in the design process or testing of the design for 
accessibility or ease of use, this is rarely something that the designers 
will initiate. A consequence of this may be that ableism in design pro
cesses is maintained structurally, as the phenomenon is not point
ed out and is thus not part of the designers’ awareness. The research 
also shows that using new design approaches depends on previous 
experience and, thus, what the designers have been taught during 
their studies. If, during their education, they have been trained to 
prioritise and design for diversity through participatory design pro
cesses, they are more likely to do so in practice (Zitkus et al., 2013). 
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Finally, we would like to highlight two possible tools to promote a 
greater focus on inclusive design. Firstly, we would like to point out 
that people with impairments are often overlooked as potential cus-

-

-

-

tomers for a product, unless it is a specially designed assistive device 
for specific groups of people with impairments. This means that sig
nificant market potential is lost. Secondly, it is essential to recognise 
that ableism can be expressed subtly in how products are designed. 
It is therefore essential to raise awareness of this when training fu
ture designers. As part of this second tool, all design students should 
build up knowledge and experience during their training in staging 
and conducting collaborative design processes with people with im
pairments. We wish to emphasise the importance – and, in our view, 
the obligation – for design education to contribute to the design of 
more inclusive societies for all. 
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Despite the long history of design innovation driven by disabled 
people, disability activism, and non-discrimination policies9 (Blanck, 
2014; Hamraie, 2017; Hamraie & Fritsch, 2019; Lifchez & Winslow, 
1979) many countries in the European Union continue to neglect 
the right to digital accessibility for people with disabilities10 (Ferri 
& Favalli, 2018). When designers create digital technologies that ne-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

glect the lived experiences of disability or the existing approaches 
to designing accessible services or communication, social inequal
ities experienced by people with disabilities are reproduced (Shew, 
2020). Therefore, as researchers, policymakers, governments, and 
technology developers across the globe increasingly implement dig
ital infrastructures in education, the labour market, health care, and 
other public and private services, the relationship between social 
and digital inequalities needs to be carefully examined in the prac
tice of design and “access-making” (Hamraie & Fritsch, 2019). 

The history of disability activism in the United States and be
yond, and its intersections with design shows us the various ways 
disabled people have hacked and reconfigured digital technologies 
and the built environment in creative and meaningful ways, in order 
to reclaim disabled people’s full and equal participation in society, 
and embrace the diversity of ways in which people move, commu
nicate, and experience the world (Blanck, 2014; Fritsch et al., 2021; 
Hamraie, 2017).  In doing so, these forms of transformative justice 

9 

 

Such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) and the American with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

10 The term disability is contested and contingent on where, how, and who uses it. 
Persons with disabilities is a term used in anti-discrimination law, such as within 
the UNCRPD. Because representatives and advocates in Denmark use this term 
(in Danish, mennesker med funktionsnedsættelse), we alternate between different 
forms of identification in this chapter. However, we acknowledge that in disability 
literature, culture, and activism the term disabled people is used to reclaim disability 
culture and experiences across difference. Disabled people is the term used by dis
ability rights movements in the US and UK to emphasise environmental, social, and 
political barriers and cross-movement solidarity. However, not all people with dis
abilities wish to use the term disabled and prefer people-first language. Therefore, 
we acknowledge the flexibility of language and different forms of identity formation. 
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have rejected medical models of disability and ableism11 that wrong-

-
-
-

-

-

-

-

-

ly consider certain bodies, minds, and ways of being as normal and 
worthy, while devaluing or marginalising others (Fritsch et al., 2021; 
Kafer, 2013). Subverting ableism in material and social relations, 
disabled people and allies have proposed alternative politics and 
epistemologies that center the expertise, creativity, knowledge, and 
lived experiences of people with disabilities (Hamraie & Fritsch, 
2019). Notably, slogans such as ”Nothing about Us Without Us”, first 
used by South African disability rights groups in the 1980s (Hubrig, 
2020; Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018) have reclaimed the involvement 
of disabled people as key stakeholders in policymaking, politics, 
knowledge production, and design.  

Reflecting on the transformative power of intersectional disabili
ty activism that aims to subvert ableism and other forms of discrimi
nation based on race, class, gender and other axes of social marginal
isation, scholars in the United States have traced the development of 
design movements informed and led by civic movements such as Uni
versal Design (Hamraie, 2017) or Design Justice (Costanza-Chock, 
2020). Curb cuts—small ramps built into the curb of pavements— are 
one prominent example of a design intervention in urban space that 
stemmed from disability activism led by wheelchair users. Whilst the 
first examples can be traced back to the 1940s in Kalamazoo, Michi
gan, from a petition by Jack H. Fisher, a lawyer and disabled veteran, 
curb cuts gained traction during disability activism and civil disobe
dience of the 1960s and 1970s (Hamraie, 2017). As Hamraie reminds 
us, the history of curb cuts is rooted in the protests of disabled activ
ists and allies who remade the material world to include wheelchair 
users in public space by smashing sidewalks with sledgehammers or 
pouring cement to create curb ramps (pp. 95–103). 

Considering the ways in which access-making can be a site of 
“political friction and contestation” (Hamraie & Fritsch, 2019, p. 10) 
and prompt alternative forms of knowledge and practices led by dis

11 Ableism can be understood as a form of social and material discrimination or a kind 
of prejudice against certain kinds of bodies, minds, and behaviours (Shew 2020; 
Fritsch et al., 2021). 
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ability cultures and communities, we provide examples in this chap-
-

-
-

-

-

-

ter from advocacy work, speech therapy, and participatory quali
tative research that can help designers and technology developers 
consider how digital access is contested and negotiated in situated, 
social, and material relations. Echoing crip technoscience scholars 
and disability justice activism (Hamraie & Fritsch, 2019; Mingus, 
2010), our empirical examples, described in the following sections, 
argue for a political commitment to recognise the expertise and 
knowledge of disabled people in all phases of design projects, as well 
as the recognition of people’s interdependence. The chapter, thus, 
calls for an understanding and practice of access beyond logistics or 
legal compliance, and for a collective social responsibility to make 
sure our world sustains diverse ways of being, communicating, and 
caring for one another (Mingus, 2010). To build these arguments, our 
chapter zooms in on Denmark, a state that has heavily invested in 
digitalising its public and private sectors, while neglecting disability 
access, often deemed as an afterthought by Danish disability rights 
representatives12. Moving beyond issues of legal compliance to web 
accessibility guidelines13 we thus ask: how can researchers, policy
makers, designers, and technology developers pursue digital acces
sibility, guided by disability culture and justice, rather than solely 
committing to web accessibility as a burden with which to comply? 

To explore this question, we are inspired by feminist philosophy 
and Donna Haraway’s concept of situated knowledge (Haraway, 
1988) that responds to objectivism in knowledge production and 

12 

 

For example, Diana Stentoft (2021), Vice President of the Danish Association of the 
Blind has written about the lack of accessible digital infrastructures: “Det er de dig
itale løsninger, der er inkompetente – ikke borgeren (It is the digital solutions that 
are incompetent – not the citizen).” Ingeniørens PRO-medie DigiTech (blog), March 
30, 2021: https://pro.ing.dk/digitech/holdning/det-er-de-digitale-loesninger-der-er-
inkompetente-ikke-borgeren. 

13 In 2018, the web accessibility act was put into force in Denmark mandating the 
Agency for Digital Government to supervise compliance to Web Content Acces
sibility Guidelines (WCAG 2.1) by public organisations responsible for websites and 
mobile applications. In 2025, the European Accessibility Act will also have impli
cations for private organisations that are to abide by web accessibility standards, 
although the specific tactics to enforce this law are yet to be determined at the 
time of writing this chapter (summer of 2022). 

76 Universal design 

https://pro.ing.dk/digitech/holdning/det-er-de-digitale-loesninger-der-er-inkompetente-ikke-borgeren
https://pro.ing.dk/digitech/holdning/det-er-de-digitale-loesninger-der-er-inkompetente-ikke-borgeren


proposes a politics of locating, positioning, and situating knowledge 
(p. 589). This framework helps us unfold the importance of  anchoring 
knowledge production in “particular lives, circumstances, and histo-

-
-

-
-

-

-

ries of practice” (Rosner, 2018, p. 49). Given that we, the chapter’s 
co-authors, come from very different fields of study and practice, we 
also draw on Inge Marie Lid’s (2014) work on Universal Design as an 
interdisciplinary practice that argues for the need of exchange and 
collaboration across different fields and epistemological positions. 
This chapter provides a methodological contribution to the study of 
digital accessibility via our collective writing process bridging theo
retical and empirical knowledge from critical access studies, advoca
cy work, speech therapy, and media studies. 

4.1 Bridging knowledge between
different academic fields and 
advocacy through co-authorship 

This writing project began when Bevica Fonden’s Universal Design 
Network invited PhD members, working on digital accessibility, to 
write a chapter for this anthology. Because digital accessibility is a 
matter of concern in both academia and industry, Barbara, a Colom
bian-Spanish PhD student part of the network, decided to ask Jes
per to co-author this chapter. Jesper is a Danish disability advocate 
that collaborates with the Danish Agency for Digital  Government 
as an Executive Member at the Danish Association of the Blind. As 
a blind person, Jesper has many years of experience using assistive 
technologies and working on web accessibility. He also supports 
blind people and persons with visual impairments in the use of as
sistive technologies, such as screen-readers and braille technology, 
to navigate the web or digital content. Barbara met Jesper during 
her ethnographic work at a digital inclusion network meeting, or
ganised online by the Agency for Digital Government. At the event, 
Jesper was vocal and critical about the lack of inclusive design in the 
Agency’s development of a new digital public infrastructure called 
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MitID (a mandatory e-ID solution necessary to access public and 
private digital services in Denmark). Drawing upon his advocacy 
work at these meetings, Jesper unfolds in this chapter how the late 
inclusion of the Danish Association of the Blind in the design pro-
cess of MitID led to inaccessibility and exclusionary design. Jesper 
describes the necessity to think about social and digital inclusion in 
all phases of any given design process, as well as the full, rather than 
partial, involvement of representatives of disability communities in 
 digitalisation projects. 

In addition to Jesper‘s involvement, Frederik, a Danish PhD stu-
dent working as a speech therapist in a Danish hospital, also joined 
the project to discuss how digital design can be informed by the inter-
section of lived experiences of disability and specialised knowledge 
within speech therapy. Frederik outlines the importance of existing 
knowledge and strategies developed in collaboration with persons 
with cognitive and communication disabilities within speech ther-
apy, as well as the importance of communication partners and prac-
tices of mutual recognition, such as respecting people’s intellect, 
creativity, and agency regardless of how they communicate. 

Leif, a Danish PhD student in media studies, contributes to the 
project with a third perspective on digital accessibility. Leif colla-
borates with a gamer who has visual and hand-motor impairments. 
He discusses digital accessibility centered on his interlocutor‘s iden-
tity as a gamer, for whom digital accessibility is a complex matter. 
Technical solutions and affordances that might make certain video 
games more accessible from a practical perspective can, in contrast, 
be the basis for social exclusion and disrespect. This insight, as well 
as the interlocutor's adaptive and resistive strategies, based on sup-
port by his gamer community, underscores the need to consider so-
cial justice problems—not only technical access issues—within de-
sign development.  

These three divergent contexts of situated knowledge help us 
discuss the importance of disability culture and social justice across 
different disciplines and work practices within the Danish context 
and beyond. Our collective writing process began in Spring 2021, 
when we met to discuss examples of digital inaccessibility within the 
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Danish public and private sectors. During several meetings via Zoom 
over the course of a year, we identified the empirical examples de-
scribed above, which are based on autobiographical accounts or gen-
erated through ethnographic methods (Hammersley & Atkinson, 
2007). Writing together across academic disciplines and advocacy 
work prompted us to find a common language and format that could 
speak to both specialised and non-specialised audiences. 

In what follows, we introduce three empirical examples narrat-
ed by Jesper, Frederik, and Leif. Each section was first written inde-
pendently by each author and later edited by all of us through a se-
ries of writing workshops, both in person and remotely. The names 
of research participants are pseudonymised, and personal informa-
tion identifying research interlocutors has been modified according 
to General Data Protection Regulation in Danish research. 

4.2 Exploring digital accessibility 
through situated knowledges 

The case of MitID: Incongruity between web 
Accessibility Legislation and the Lack of Inclusion 
in the design of a public digital infrastructure 

Narrated by Jesper Bentil Holten 
Since the Web Accessibility Act came into force on September 23, 
2018, the Danish Agency for Digital Government has been respon-
sible for supervising web accessibility compliance within their 
Digital Inclusion Division. This effort ensures that public author-
ities are familiar with legal requirements for web accessibility and 
have access to relevant information to comply with the Web Content 
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Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG)14—a requirement for the procure-
ment of public Danish digital infrastructures since 200815. In addi-
tion to web accessibility, the Digital Inclusion Division also works to 
establish dialogue with civil society organisations, public libraries, 
citizen service centers, and the financial sector. In this effort, the 
Digital Inclusion Division has been tasked with the responsibility 
for ensuring inclusive dialogue with civil society organisations and 
NGOs that represent disability rights, including the Danish Associ-
ation of the Blind. 

In the first months of 2020, the Digital Inclusion Division invited 
civil society organisations to discuss MitID (MyID, in English) a new 
mandatory digital infrastructure (or e-ID) necessary to access pub-
lic and private digital services, such as applications for welfare ben-
efits and online banking. The development of MitID was an oppor-
tunity for disability rights organisations to be involved in the design 
of a critical infrastructure made by the authorities in collaboration 
with a private company, and the financial sector. For disability rights 
representatives, it was paramount that inclusive and accessible de-
sign would be an integral part of the development process of MitID. 
However, even though web accessibility was specified in the public 
procurement and development of MitID as a digital solution,  actual 
provisions for ensuring compliance with web accessibility guide-
lines were not sufficiently enforced. 

Even though the Digital Inclusion Division, comprised of pub-
lic servants hired at the Agency for Digital Government, facilitated 
comprehensive and meaningful dialogue via online meetings during 
the first lockdown in 2020, civil society representatives were not in-

14  

 

The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines were made by the Word Wide Web 
consortium in the 1990s. Since, these standards have gone through a series of itera-
tions done by web accessibility professionals worldwide to create a framework that 
would enable developers to build web content accessible to people with disabil-
ities, who use different assistive technologies and navigation strategies. Elizabeth 
Ellcessor has written about these standards and the community of professionals in 
her book Restricted Access: Media, Disability and the Politics of Participation (2016). 

15 The Danish authorities agreed to use WCAG as a mandatory standard in 2008, 
the documentation is available on the following link: https://digitaliser.dk/
resource/3778883. 
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volved directly in the design process of MitID; they were not includ-
ed in testing its mobile application early on, nor asked to partake in 
design decisions of the digital infrastructure on desktop or mobile 
devices. Most of the conversations between civil society organisa-
tions and the Digital Inclusion Division were concentrated on dis-
seminating communication about MitID. These meetings were help-
ful for civil society representatives to learn about the infrastructure 
and identify different accessibility needs of diverse citizen groups. 
Yet this approach was insufficient to influence the design of MitID. 

Even though disability rights organisations, including the um-
brella organisation Disabled People‘s Organisations Denmark and 
The Danish Association of the Blind, were invited to discuss which 
authentication instruments, such as a code display, should be used, 
representatives of Blind and partially-sighted persons were not in-
volved in the core design of MitID’s app and web components, nor 
where we involved in the practical process of migrating users from 
the former NemID (EasyID) infrastructure to MitID. The design and 
migration process were controlled by Nets, the company who won 
the tender to develop MitID for the state. Furthermore, even though 
I repeatedly voiced concerns about web accessibility and inclusive 
design, genuine monitoring and quality control of the product com-
ponents were only conducted six weeks before the system launched 
in the Summer of 2021. 

The inclusion of the Danish Association of the Blind occurred very 
late in the design process. Thus, when we were involved to test MitID, 
several usability flaws, as well as lack of compliance with WCAG be-
came apparent. In addition, the lack of comprehensive information 
about MitID hampered the design of guidance materials and acces-
sible training for the use of this new digital infrastructure, which the 
Danish Association of the Blind had to develop for their members at 
short notice. This process illustrates a lack of consideration for mak-
ing digital solutions universal, inclusive, and accessible, as well as a 
lack of recognition of disabled people‘s knowledge and expertise of 
web accessibility and inclusive design. Had the development phase 
involved a more inclusive approach, MitID would be of higher quality 
today: truly accessible to the diversity within our society. 
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Civil society organisations representing people with disabilities 
could have informed MitID‘s design by testing it and providing feed-
back over the course of its development, rather than after it was de-
veloped. Involving members of disability communities in decisions 
relating to all the components of MitID would have enabled a truly 
inclusive process and provided insights to create alternative infra-
structures for those citizens who are not able to use digital technol-
ogies, such as elderly citizens who have low digital skills, or individ-
uals who rely on help to communicate with the authorities due to 
cognitive or communication disabilities. 

4.3 A relational approach to 
accessible communication 
for persons with aphasia 

Narrated by Frederik Gybel Jensen 
Considering the way in which Jesper argues the importance of in-
volving members of disability communities in the design of a public 
digital infrastructure, Frederik outlines the importance of inclusion 
in the design of meaningful communication for people with aphasia, 
a language disability. This case is crucial for the discussion of digital 
accessibility in Denmark, as authorities have made digital commu-
nication mandatory and thus, creating access for people with com-
munication and cognitive disabilities is urgent. Through Frederik‘s 
account, he exemplifies how digital technologies can be meaning-
ful for people with aphasia, however, he describes how contextual 
and personal factors influence accessible communication, and how 
people with aphasia, healthcare professionals and relatives, need to 
work together to communicate in meaningful and dignifying ways. 

Aphasia and meaningful communication 
Following brain damage from, for example, a stroke, people can ex-
perience a variety of disabilities depending on the location, type, and 
severity of the brain damage. A stroke can cause physical disabili-
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ties like paralysis, or invisible disabilities like cognitive disabilities 
(Blanck, 2014). Stroke survivors can experience language and com-
munication disabilities. Aphasia, a language disability, can impact a 
person‘s ability to speak and understand language, but also make it 
difficult for people to write and read. Aphasia can manifest in many 
ways. In the past, aphasia was primarily understood as a language 
disorder that impacts a person‘s functional language level. Reha-
bilitation was contingent on the level of language loss in relation 
to brain damage. However, this has changed over the years in Den-
mark. Today, speech therapists are increasingly aware of the need to 
understand and recognise the lived experiences of people with apha-
sia as key to inclusive rehabilitation. 

In a digitalised society like Denmark, suddenly experiencing 
aphasia can have implications on the way people access public ser-
vices. As more areas of healthcare are mediated through technology, 
it will become necessary to explore how people with communication 
and cognitive disabilities who rely on assistive communication, can 
enact personal autonomy, feel included, cared for, and respected. 
Sometimes people with aphasia communicate online with the help 
of a relative or an assistant. Assistive and augmentative communica-
tion (ACC) technologies, such as digital pictograms or software that 
aids spelling, can also assist people with aphasia in their everyday 
communication. As speech and language therapists, we increasingly 
explore and study ways to use digital technologies to aid communi-
cation between people with aphasia, their loved ones, and healthcare 
professionals. 

Thanks to available studies on meaningful communication, 
speech therapists are increasingly committed to engage persons 
with aphasia actively in their rehabilitation process, and in their use, 
selection, and adoption of ACC (Kagan, 1998). However, digital tech-
nologies are not necessarily the optimal solution. There are other 
forms of communication, such as physical pictograms, that can be 
used in meaningful ways to aid people with communication or cog-
nitive disabilities. When people with aphasia do not have access to 
specialised support and accessible communication, the affordances 
of a digitalised society can become a barrier. This could be the case 
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when people with aphasia interact with platforms needed to access 
health care that do not provide alternatives to text-heavy informa-
tion (by offering, for example, digital or analogue pictograms, sim-
plified language, or text-to-speech-functions). 

For this reason, web accessibility, assistive technologies, as well as 
specialised support to access different communication aids around 
public digital services are imperative, especially when the interac-
tion between patients and healthcare professionals is digitalised. 

Accessible communicative situations as 
collective care and respect 
Persons with aphasia that I have met through my research and prac-
tice often need support to communicate. They may need help to 
speak, understand, read, write information, and express themselves. 
Some people with aphasia need more help than others. When speak-
ing to a doctor, or relaxing at home with their loved ones, people with 
aphasia can benefit from adapted communication and support from 
a communication partner or significant other. There are a range of 
developed methods that can help communication partners support 
people with aphasia. For example, Communication Partner Training 
(CPT) programmes can help relatives and others learn how to facil-
itate meaningful communication. Specialists in this domain use the 
analogy of a language-wheelchair-ramp to describe to relatives and 
healthcare professionals how to adapt their mindset to facilitate ac-
cessible communicative situations. Within speech therapy, we often 
encounter that conversation partners can hamper meaningful com-
munication when they neglect to acknowledge individuals‘ intellect. 
To make explicit how social relations influence accessible commu-
nication, in the following section, I narrate an example from my own 
work experience: 

Words on my white pages 
After experiencing a stroke, Peter awakes in a hospital bed; he is a 
61-year-old man from Denmark who works as a lawyer in a metro-
politan area. The stroke has damaged his brain, leaving Peter unable 
to walk and talk as he used to. His right arm is paralyzed and when 
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he writes with his left hand the letters seem out of order. When Peter 
talks, he can say single words, and sometimes short sentences, but 
often those words and sentences do not make sense in the context 
of a conversation. When I enter the room, Peter is visibly frustrated 
while his wife speaks to him. Anne, Peter‘s wife, expresses frustra-
tion with her husband‘s difficulty in remembering their children‘s 
names. She is angry, distraught, and pressures her husband to try 
to name the things in the room: a bed, a TV, a mirror. Peter tries; he 
mutters words, but not the ones his wife expects. Peter suddenly 
closes his eyes, turns his head away from his wife, and remains si-
lent. Following a short conversation with the couple I quickly realise 
that I need to find ways to support their communication and mutu-
al recognition. Both for the sake of supporting Peter‘s confidence in 
his communicative abilities and intellect after the stroke, but also 
so that both Anne and Peter can understand Peter‘s communication 
needs. My impression is that Peter understands almost everything. 
But he finds it difficult to verbalise and write words. To help Peter, I 
follow Aura Kagan’s (1998) Supported Conversation for Adults with 
Aphasia (SCA), a speech therapy method based on acknowledging a 
person‘s agency, intellect, and competences, whilst revealing them in 
conversation. First, I pull out a small white booklet with clear white 
pages, and a black sharpie I carry around. I slowly begin to write key-
words as I speak, tracing my conversation with Peter, so that he can 
return to what I have said at any time. When I ask Peter a question, I 
provide a few written possibilities. For example, I write three differ-
ent hospital names, and he points to the one we are in. In that way, I 
know he understands where we are. I also ask Peter how many chil-
dren he has and provide different numbers on the white pages. He 
points to the correct number. At one point Peter agitates his hands, 
gesturing to me to turn back the pages, and points toward a keyword 
we used earlier in the conversation: the hospital‘s name. He seems 
to want to know more about why he is here. Pointing at words and 
numbers is Peter‘s current way to communicate and take control of 
the conversation. In addition, I can try to read Peter’s emotions by 
paying attention to his facial expressions and body language. Sup-
porting him requires me, and others, to continuously offer a space 
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for him to lead the conversation and create the right tools and com-
municative environment. 

This specific example from my everyday practice as a speech 
therapist illustrates the complexity of supporting meaningful com-
munication among persons with aphasia, as well as the asymmetrical 
power relation that requires careful balancing from communication 
partners and people in Peter‘s social circle. Zooming in on speech 
therapy for people with aphasia and its relation to environmental 
and social factors, we can reflect on the importance of understand-
ing lived experiences of disability to provide accessible services and 
communication – both in person and in digital forms. People with 
aphasia need specialised support that reflects their individual needs 
and respects people‘s agency and intellect regardless of how they 
communicate. There is great potential in digitalisation when draw-
ing upon available research within speech therapy, that centers the 
lived experiences of people with communication and cognitive dis-
abilities. In this way, designing accessible communication does not 
need to be led by technological determinism but rather by a careful 
examination of the diversity of ways in which people communicate 
and rely on social and material relations to thrive and belong to the 
communities of which they are part. 

4.4 Beyond technical access: Digital 
games and social recognition 

Narrated by Leif Hemming Pedersen 
After exploring the importance of social relations in fostering ac-
cessible communicative situations for people with aphasia from the 
perspective of Frederik, the following section investigates the  social 
implications of design and use of digital technologies. This section 
shifts our attention from public services to private products, such 
as digital games. Our intention with this third perspective is to il-
lustrate how private organisations also partake in the way people 
with disabilities enjoy digital technologies and shape their iden-
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tities in a digitalised society. In what follows, Leif explores digital 
accessibility in online gaming via a think-aloud interview with a 
29-year-old gamer referred to as David. This section highlights 
digital technologies as entangled in social relations, and the impor-
tance of examining social experiences of disability (Beeston, 2020) 
and their relation to identity formation and personal autonomy 
(Mackenzie, 2019). 

David’s player experiences 
On top of David‘s shelf in his living room, four figures are on display: 
two of them portray the hooded assassins from the video game As-
sassins’ Creed; the third figure is a half scale replica of the bionic un-
derarm of the character Snake from the video game Metal Gear Solid; 
and beside Snake, David showcases a character called D.Va, dressed 
in her pink mesh suit, from the video game Overwatch. 

Like the family pictures on David‘s wall right next to the shelf, 
these figures also say something about him. Clearly, he likes these 
figures and the fictional universes from which they come. But also, 
he likes these characters because they relate to something he en-
joys doing: playing digital games on his computer and PlayStation. 
These figures exemplify that equal access to mainstream culture and 
activities are important for building and maintaining our identities 
(Beeston 2020). However, accessibility in gaming still requires im-
provement. For David, the issues of accessibility and gaming are in-
terwoven with his disabilities and his social circle. Since birth, David 
has experienced hand-motor and visual disabilities, which he refers 
to as “my things in my hands and eye”, without mentioning disability 
terms specifically. Due to his way of seeing and moving, he employs 
adaptive strategies to play his favorite games. While he adapts the 
games to his comfort and abilities, he also negotiates how to build 
social relations online. 

For David, both the perils and pleasures of gaming revolve 
around his connections and experiences with other players. David 
is an early retiree who spends a lot of his time volunteering at a lo-
cal sports organisation and visiting his mother several times a week. 
But it is in his online community, via the gaming platform Twitch, 
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that he builds and keeps contact with many of his friends. Like many 
gamers, socialising is one of the primary reasons for David to play 
(and watch) digital games. And at times, it is even his friends that 
help facilitate the game‘s accessibility for David. But social relations 
are not his only motivation to play. As David says, the two primary 
things that make digital games more accessible are his PlayStation 
controller and his friends. 

David‘s preferred device for gaming is his PC, but he finds it much 
easier to use his PlayStation controller instead of his computer 
mouse and keyboard. The combination of his PC and PlayStation 
controller is therefore David‘s favorite setup. Especially when he 
is playing First-Person Shooter (FPS) and Multiplayer Online Bat-
tle Arenas (MOBAs) games. However, David also explains how not 
all games are designed for controller use. And, even if a game offers 
the option, the logistics of adapting the game to the controller can 
be cumbersome, especially when the design of the game has not 
prioritised the controller as the default device. Nevertheless, David 
has found adaptive strategies to play online games with friends. But 
such adaptations are not always well received among other players. 
As he explains, when games reveal the kind of device he is using, or 
if gamers notice he is playing with controllers due to specific charac-
ter movements, it can lead to bullying. In David‘s own words: ”They 
get pissed off (…) Then you are called a fake gamer”. In addition to 
hardware adaptations, other design features can also be a subject of 
controversy online. On David‘s Twitch channel, gamers can see that 
he often slows down the player or camera speed. When this kind 
of adaptive strategy is received with disrespect, it is David‘s gamer 
friends that enable him to experience digital accessibility: 

[David]: “They back me up, support me and  
understand my problem. So,  they don’t get angry  
as such. I mean,  they can get a little angry for fun:  
‘No! Shit,  you didn’t hit,’ or  ‘it sucks that you hit  
like shit.’  And then: ‘Oh,  you have your problem’.  
And then we talk a little and then we laugh, but  
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it’s kind of  …  We laugh at the problems I have.  
We use it as a joke.” 

[Leif]: “Is it okay  with you? Do they use a good tone?” 

[David]: “Yes, some of  them know exactly how  
far  they can go.  And there are some who have  
crossed my boundaries, and then we just talked  
about it.” 

While this conversation indicates that certain competitive gaming 
norms can take place safely and comfortably, David‘s account shows 
how the expectations of gamers who do not understand David be-
come less of a barrier when he is supported by his friends. When 
David plays team-based online games, he makes sure that at least 
two or three of his friends are there to avoid others “kicking him 
out”. This is often combined with turning off the voice-based chat 
function, blocking unfamiliar team members in the chat, and using 
an external chat function, such as Discord, as a safer space to discuss 
the game. In these situations, David‘s friends become a “social buf-
fer” (Beeston 2020, p. 122) against hostility from other players. 

David‘s experiences as a disabled gamer supported by his adap-
tive strategies and friendships underline how digital inaccessibility 
can be identity fracturing, whilst digital accessibility can be identity 
affirming. When designing accessible games, it is crucial to build re-
lations and interactions based on the social recognition of difference. 
Game developers need to move beyond “checklist style engineering 
approaches” to accessibility (Power et al., 2018), which are certain-
ly beneficial in developing design functionalities, but fail to grasp 
the ways in which disabled gamers might flourish online. Reflect-
ing on the relationship between accessibility and identity in online 
games, thus, leads us to argue for disability knowledge and culture to 
influence game development. If the gaming industry embraces the 
lived experiences of disabled people more widely, we wonder, what 
kinds of fictional figures will stand on top of the shelves of the future 
 generations? 

Toward digital accessibility: Disability culture and social justice  89 



  

 

4.5 Embracing disability culture 
and justice 

In this chapter we have explored three different contexts that in-
form the study of digital accessibility: 1) the development of the 
Danish public digital infrastructure, MitID, and the implications 
of only partial involvement of disability rights advocates in its de-
sign; 2) accessible communication facilitated by speech therapy in 
healthcare for people with aphasia; and 3) accessible online gaming 
supported by adaptive strategies and social relations and recogni-
tion. These three empirical examples describe ways in which people 
with disabilities can partake in, or be excluded from, the digital age. 

Through Jesper‘s account of the development of MitID, we de-
scribe how, despite the available knowledge on digital accessibility 
within advocacy work and disability culture, the involvement of dis-
abled people in MitID‘s design process was partial. Meaningful in-
volvement in design processes requires that technology developers 
and other important stakeholders recognise people with disabili-
ties as key users, experts, and decision makers. As disability schol-
ar Ashley Shew has argued, often the lived experiences of disabili-
ty, disability culture, and activism informing design innovation are 
neglected in technology development projects (2020). As she writes: 

“Tech designers’ reliance on their imagination  
of  what it is to be disabled keeps the focus on  
individual functioning and limitation, rather  
than addressing the larger context — the poor  
infrastructure and social stigmas that work  
against the full participation of disabled people  
in society.”  (p. 49). 

In contrast, by embracing existing disability culture and history, 
technology development can center the lived experiences of dis-
abled people as designers, makers, and knowers (Hamraie & Fritsch, 
2019). However, as critical access scholar Aimi Hamraie reminds us, 
universal design projects are not neutral, but political (2017). Even 
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if we embrace existing disability culture and history in design pro-
cesses, it is crucial to critically attend to the norms and politics that 
influence how and who is involved in or excluded from design or ac-
cess-making projects16. In this regard, Frederik and Leif’s examples 
show that people cannot be seen as isolated individuals but rather 
as interdependent social beings with situated lived experiences and 
diverse communication and access needs. Building on these exam-
ples, we echo disability justice activism that understands individu-
als as always embedded in social and material relations and reminds 
us that access is better understood as a collective, rather than indi-
vidual, responsibility that encompasses intersecting identity group 
affiliations across race, class, gender, disability, income, and more 
(Hamraie, 2013; Mingus, 2010). 

Considering a multiplicity of lived experiences and the practice 
of design as building social and material worlds (Costanza-Chock, 
2020), acknowledging people‘s interdependence can be a genera-
tive principle to create worlds that sustain our differences. Drawing 
upon the work of feminist philosopher Catriona Mackenzie, we can 
thus argue that design projects should always acknowledge and work 
towards, what she calls, relational autonomy, which recognises that 

16  Design Justice proponents argue for non-extractive design approaches where 
those involved in design processes have ownership, directly benefit from design 
pro jects, and are financially remunerated for their work (Costanza-Chock 2020). 
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Our analysis exemplifies how digital accessibility is not only a mat-
ter of technical access, but also a matter of social justice and social 
recognition, and that digital projects in the public and private sec-
tors need a strengthened focus on collective forms of access (Min-
gus, 2010; Hamraie, 2013). Digital accessibility, just as other forms 
of access-making in the built environment, is not a static goal or 
checklist, but could be better conceived as a project of social justice 
that is constantly negotiated in socio-material relations. As technol-
ogies are entangled in many aspects of everyday life, such as educa-
tion, welfare provision, the labour market, or cultural production 
and consumption, people with disabilities need to be involved as 
key stakeholders in digital design projects, so that existing social in-
equalities and discriminatory attitudes experienced by people with 
disabilities are not reproduced through digitalisation. 

“Our individual identities are constituted by  
interpersonal, familial and social relationships  
and intersecting social group memberships and  
through processes of enculturation into specific  
linguistic, political and historical communities”  
(Mackenzie, 2019, p. 146). 

As a methodological contribution, we also offer a written collab-
oration that attempts to bridge advocacy work and research. Rath-
er than solely interviewing accessibility consultants and disability 
rights representatives, scholars must engage in collective writing 
projects where valuable knowledge within advocacy work can en-
gage in conversation with academic research, recognising that much 
of the flexibility that digital technologies provide today is in great 
part a result of disability activism and disabled people (Blanck, 
2014). Thus, we hope this chapter will inspire technology develop-
ers and researchers to truly embrace disability cultures, histories, 
and expertise as outlined through this writing collaboration, and by 
many other scholars and activists cited in this chapter who are com-
mitted to collective access and disability justice. 
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Dependency is universal to the human condition. Each of us rely 
on the social, cultural, and physical structures we are surrounded 
by in order to thrive and survive (Hendren, 2020, p. 127). How we 
are dependent, and to which degree, is however not universal but 
differs based on permanent, temporary, or situational conditions 
as our bodies, minds, and surroundings change over time (Holmes, 
2018). Professionals working within the field of architecture and 
design constantly make decisions about how to shape, and how not 
to shape, spaces and objects. Intentionally or unintentionally, this 
influences how people can depend on their physical surroundings. 
In this chapter, we focus on this dependency, questioning which de-
pendencies we should consider when designing. In doing so we also 
question who gets to define which dependencies are important and 
unimportant in our design processes. 

For Universal Design, the intention is to make spaces and ob-
jects equally usable by as many people as possible (Lid, 2020). This 
makes the above questions important because they emphasise the 
ambitions of universal design to make our society more inclusive. At 
the same time, they open an avenue of potential critique of universal 
design. While universal design can make us aware of the potential 
discrimination in how we design our surroundings (Kajita, 2016), 
the concept does not help us overcome the normative and ethical di-
lemmas in making such decisions. In this chapter, we therefore seek 
to unfold the potential of universal design to be used as a descriptive 
and sensitising concept – one which provides an increased aware-
ness of the multiple dependencies we are subjected to as human be-
ings but does not claim a prescriptive power over what or how to de-
sign. This differs from initiatives such as the Tours on Wheels which 
take abled non-wheelchair users for a wheelchair trip (Jakobsen et 
al., 2020). Such trips provide an awareness of important physical 
barriers, enhancing a focus on the particular spatial dependency of 
manual wheelchair users. However, by temporarily experiencing 
different physical barriers practitioners cannot develop a sensitiv-
ity to the experience of a permanent wheelchair user for whom the 
dependency on a manual wheelchair is not temporary. Nor do such 
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tours provide a deep understanding of social and cultural dependen-
cies, which manual wheelchair users might experience. 

In qualitative sociological inquiries, sensitising concepts are 
those theories, ideas, and preconceptions which structure how you 
perceive a given situation and what you read out of the data or narra-
tives presented to you (Bowen, 2006). The need for such sensitising 
concepts rests in the fact that qualitative data and real-world situ-
ations are too complicated to be described and understood in their 
entirety. If used knowingly, a sensitising concept helps focus the gaze 
by employing a particular lens through which the world is observed 
and analysed. As a sensitising concept, we argue that universal de-
sign is a descriptive concept that is unable to prescribe how to give 
form to environments and objects (see chapter 1). As such we argue 
that universal design should be utilised as a conceptual lens which 
sensitises us to the layers of dependencies embedded in specific con-
texts. However, this requires that we employ universal design as a 
pluralistic concept, one which opens space and spatial situations to 
multiple coexisting descriptions of the many dependencies a person 
experiences. In this way universal design can provide an alternative 
to how we perceive spatial situations. 

To explain what we mean by this we need a specific example. This 
chapter will follow Peter, the user of a motorised wheelchair, on his 
daily commute. Through observing and commuting alongside Peter, 
and subsequently interviewing him about his commute, this chapter 
attempts to exemplify how universal design can sensitise us to the 
layers of dependency which Peter experiences. Peter’s commute is 
not meant to be representative, but it serves as an example of what 
can be gained by applying universal design, as one of many possible 
approaches, when trying to make sense of spatial situations. Peter’s 
commute is a social, cultural, and spatial phenomena (Heynen, 2013; 
Jensen, 2014). Social as it happens because of, and surrounded by, 
people and societal conventions of getting up and going to work. Cul-
tural due to the expectations of, for instance, his fellow passengers 
about how to behave when boarding and travelling on a train follow-
ing a tight rush-hour schedule. Spatial because it is shaped by the 
possibilities afforded by the architecture and design of the stations, 
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train carriages, and streetscapes he moves through on his way to and 
from work. Each of these aspects to Peter’s commute entails a degree 
of dependency which intertwines in Peter’s experiences of his usual 
train ride. 

5.1 Universal design as a sensitising 
concept 

Coined by the US architect and wheelchair user Ron Mace in the 
mid 1980’s (Duncan 2007), universal design is based upon an ideo-
logical and democratic understanding of equitable rights for all citi-
zens. As we are increasingly becoming aware of the implicit and ex-
plicit historical discrimination of various groups within the design 
disciplines, universal design can make us aware of how for example 
women and disabled people have previously been excluded from 
participating in society (Lid, 2021). In the US the universal design 
movements grew within various associations for persons with dis-
abilities from the 1970’s and onwards. These associations contested 
disability as an individual medical diagnosis, and the normalisation 
of the average abled body which came with it. Instead, they promot-
ed a social model for understanding disability based on the (societal) 
barriers experienced by people with disabilities (Winance, 2014). 

In tandem with this understanding, Mace and his colleagues ar-
gued that few are born with a disability; more often, disabilities are 
acquired over the span of a life and should therefore be considered “a 
normal condition of life that should be taken into account in all that is 
designed” (Mace et al., 1991, p. 6). In 1997 the Centre for Universal De-
sign at North Carolina State University defined universal design as: 

“The design of products and environments to  
be usable by all people,  to the greatest extent  
possible,  without adaptation or specialized  
design.”  (Story et al., 1998) 
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Moreover, seven universal design principles and several guidelines 
have been outlined too. In short, the principles are: 1) Equitable Use, 
2) Flexibility in Use, 3) Simple and Intuitive in Use, 4) Perceptible 
Information, 5) Tolerance for Error, 6) Low Physical Effort, and 
7) Size and Space for Approach and Use (ibid). As previously men-
tioned, an important limitation of universal design in its definition 
and principles, is its descriptive nature. In other words, universal 
design does not provide an answer for how to achieve, for instance, 
simple and intuitive use. Instead, we will argue that through its prin-
ciples and goals17  universal design can sensitise us to how people de-
pend on their surroundings. 

It is also possible to criticise the universal ambition of univer-
sal design (see for example Winance 2014, Luck 2014, Lid 2020). 
Winance (2014) for one emphasises the challenge of moving from 
diversity to universality when conceptualising users, use, physical 
environments, and objects. Winance stresses that 

“In the UD [universal design] approach, a double  
reduction is necessary […] an initial reduction  
concerning the diversity of  those characteristics  
taken into account in the design process; a  
final reduction concerning the diversity of  
the attributes that we want to bring out in the  
designed product.” (ibid., p. 1335) 

In her critique, Winance refers to the idea that design is based on 
material and functional properties and will never be able to include 
all forms of diversity. Winance’s study adds important nuances to 
the challenges of (designing for) everyday living as peoples’ situ-
ational experiences vary. Here it is important to not reduce design 
tasks and processes to solely be about functionality as the social and 

17  For further discussions on the principles and goals please see chapter 1 and 11 in 
this volume. 
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cultural context is as important as the physical for people’s bodily 
perceptions (ibid., p. 1338). In other words, universal design can sen-
sitise us to the multiple layers of dependencies which coexist when 
experiencing a spatial context. 

5.2 A commute 

This chapter draws on Peter’s experience of commuting with a mo-
torised wheelchair. As we followed along on this commute, we used 
GoPro cameras attached to the chest of Peter and one of the authors 
to record the entire trip from two perspectives. A few weeks after the 
trip we conducted a qualitative interview with Peter structured by 
an interview guide while showing various clips from the two videos. 
Peter often travels with his brother who is also hired as his person-
al assistant. During the interview and the commute Peter’s brother 
was present. Specifically, we followed Peter as he leaves his home 
located in Nordhavn, a recent urban development area in Copenha-
gen, gets the train from the Nordhavn station less than a kilometre 
from his home, spends roughly 30 minutes on the train, and finally 
traverses the last 500 meters from the train station to his office. All 
quotes have been translated to English by the authors. 

The street 
As most of us can relate to, Peter has a morning routine when going 
to work. He mentions he can accurately predict whether he is in good 
or bad time for catching his usual train without looking at the clock. 
When everything works, his routine is marked by a smooth flow. 
Peter can often reach his workplace without paying any particular 
attention or concern to his surroundings. This makes Peter’s com-
muting experience much the same as most other people, as the ev-
eryday mobility of for instance commuting is marked by its distinct 
lack of cognitive effort  – that is, unless something happens which in-
terferes with routines (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2022). Indeed, in the 
quote below, which refers to the first part of Peters’ commute from 
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his home to the station, it is not immediately distinguishable that 
Peter is commuting by wheelchair. Arguably, this exemplifies what 
an equitable commuting experience could look like. 

“Of course,  there are situations,  when you drive  
behind someone that walks very slowly on a  
walking street like Strøget or other places in the  
city, and you think, I have to overtake them, it’s  
going too slow (…).  Then, I find myself looking  
forward to a certain part of  the street where I can  
smoothly  overtake them.  But on this trip to and  
from the station (…), I don’t think about that.”  
I. 115-122 

Image 5.1: Minute 04:09 close to Peters home in Nordhavn – Peter’s 
 perspective 
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Image 5.2: Minute 09:28 – Peter’s perspective 

As we leave the newly developed area of Nordhavn behind and ap-
proach the older urban area surrounding the Nordhavn Station we 
find ourselves on a narrower sidewalk which also serves as bicycle 
parking for a different type of commuters. The day we document-
ed the commute, there was space enough for both pedestrians and 
wheelchairs to pass by the parked bicycles and stay on the sidewalk 
(see image 5.2). According to Peter, this is not always the case. During 
our commute and during the interview, Peter mentioned how bicy-
cles are often parked in such a way that they block the sidewalk so 
much that he cannot pass with his wheelchair. When this happens, 
Peter has to reverse his wheelchair to find a place where an asphalt 
slope allows him to descend from the curb of the sidewalk to the bike 
path. This means either driving the 100 or so meters to the station 
entrance on the bike path against oncoming traffic or crossing the 
street to make use of the opposite sidewalk. 

In image 5, we can see that a child (she seems taller than she is 
due to the height at which the camera is mounted) is making use of 
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the same sidewalk as Peter. The difference is that while the child (or 
other people commuting on their feet) can easily sidestep an awk-
wardly parked bicycle and return to the sidewalk, Peter cannot man-
age the same maneuver due to the steep curb between the sidewalk 
and the bike path. A bicycle, while physically the same barrier, does 
not impact Peter and the child similarly, as Peter’s commute and flow 
is halted much more abruptly. As an example, this is interesting be-
cause it emphasises how Peter’s commute might differ from people 
walking. This should focus our attention to the spatial dependencies 
at play here. In this example both the child and Peter are dependent 
on a sidewalk to arrive safely and comfortably to their destination. 
However, in case of a bicycle parked out of place, the bodily ability 
of the child enables a quick return to the sidewalk, thereby reestab-
lishing the commuting experience provided by the sidewalk almost 
immediately. This is not the case for Peter, who is forced to change 
plan and make a conscious decision to find an alternative path to the 
station. Simultaneously, cyclists depend on the area surrounding the 
station to provide a space for parking their bike. Therefore, this side-
walk is the site of multiple coexisting types of spatial dependencies; 
that of Peter, people walking, and the cyclists. By being sensitive to 
the existence of these multiple spatial dependencies we can describe 
how and when these dependencies clash, resulting in Peter’s bad ex-
periences of a blocked sidewalk.  

The station 
The stations play a major role in Peter’s commute to and from work 
because it is where Peter most often experiences interruptions in 
his regular commute to work. In most of Copenhagen’s train sta-
tions, and both the stations Peter normally uses to get to work, the 
platforms are only reachable by stair or elevator. As Peter explicitly 
mentions, the only part of his regular commute which sometimes 
worries him, is whether the elevators are working. 
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“(…) what stresses me is whether  the elevators  
work. For example,  the other day  the lift at  
Nordhavn Station was out of order  when I was  
leaving home, and I was already behind schedule.  
I simply  had to go to Østerport to catch the train.  
So,  that’s me arriving 20 minutes late for my  
appointment, then.”  I. 281-285 

As we get off the train with Peter at our destination station, we get 
to experience part of this unwanted excitement as we are met with 
a couple of technicians working on the elevator (image 5). Luckily 
for us, they were able to get the elevator working within a few min-
utes. Unlike the example with bicycle parking at Nordhavn Station 
which sometimes annoys or inconveniences Peter, a malfunctioning 
elevator can have a bigger impact on Peters’ commute. In theory, 
Peter can check the maintenance schedule of all Danish station el-
evators through a webpage. However, Peter explains that he has had 
so many experiences with this webpage not being updated or lacking 
adequate information, that he no longer trusts it. This means that 
despite spending additional time to stay updated through the web-
page, Peter still worries about the status of the elevator at the station 
he is on his way to. 

Malfunctioning elevators, and lack of information about when 
elevators are out of service, is an obvious example of where the ac-
cessibility of the station can be improved for wheelchair users and 
many other types of users. What is at stake here is more than the odd 
20-minute delay on Peter’s way to work. Indeed, all commuters go-
ing by train in and out of Copenhagen will experience delays of this 
length every now and then. The difference is the mental load put on 
Peter because of his specific needs. This means that, even when the 
commute goes flawlessly (which, Peter points out, it does most of the 
time), Peter still worries about whether the elevators are working or 
not. What we are a witness to here is that Peter’s spatial dependency 
on a functioning elevator is inseparable from his social dependen-
cy on an updated webpage. In his experience of commuting to work, 
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these two layers of dependency cannot be described independently 
of each other.  

Image 5.3: Minute 50:57 – Emil’s perspective 

Moving to another example from Peter’s commute, we should 
be sensitive to those examples which might be of benefit to Peter’s 
particular needs but can be detrimental to other types of users. Like 
most train stations in Copenhagen the platforms fill up quickly 
during the morning rush hour. This makes space, be it measured by 
personal comfort or by square meters per person, a limited luxury. 
Perhaps due to a rising number of passengers at Nordhavn Station (a 
guess put forth by Peter), some elements like benches and trashcans 
have been removed from the station to make more space for com-
muters. For Peter, this has made it easier to navigate the platform 
with his wheelchair. However, removing objects like benches, trash-
cans, and information billboards might disadvantage users who, for 
instance, do walk but needs rest areas and seats while waiting for the 
train. Not to speak of homeless people or others for whom a clean 
and dry bench can function as a safe space to spend the night. 
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“Yeah, so it has become somewhat easier in the  
wheelchair, but there are many people, especially  
during rush hour. It’s not so bad right now, but  
at other  times it can be bad, also when you have  
other obstacles, like station inventory.”  I. 181-184 

Looking at the elements which were removed from the platform, it 
is also possible to describe which dependencies such elements sup-
ported: the platform now provided fewer places to rest, fewer signs 
providing analogue information or updates on the train service, and 
fewer possibilities for getting rid of waste. For Peter this was an over-
all benefit. It supports his dependency on the platform to provide 
amble space for him to manoeuvre his wheelchair. This emphasises 
that decisions made to uniquely benefit a particular group of users 
implies a risk of putting a different group of users at a disadvan-
tage. Recalling Winance’s critique of universal design, this should 
not mean reducing the diversity of needs to an ideal one-size-fits all 
solution. Universal design can sensitise us to the fact that equitable 
use sometimes means providing more avenues of use towards the 
same goal. This means representing the diversity of user needs with 
a diversity of designs fit to service such needs. 

5.3 Communicating with the train driver 

The official guidelines of the Danish State Railways (DSB) state that 
when the regional S-train arrives at the station commuters like Pe-
ter who have need of a ramp to get aboard the train must be waiting 
at the end of the platform where the front carriage stops. It is then 
Peter’s job to contact the train driver and inform the driver that he 
wishes to get aboard, and which station he wishes to get off on. The 
train driver needs to exit the driver’s compartment and manual-
ly fold out the ramp, significantly increasing the time the train has 
to remain stopped at the station (see image 5). While formalised, 
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these interactions between Peter and the train driver are not always 
smooth. 

“You never quite know whether they’re going to 
see you, some wave back and say, ‘I’ve seen you’ 
and others just don’t care; they mind their train 
driving. So you sometimes just sit there and wave, 
‘come on, look at me, look at me (…) just give me a 
sign that you have seen me, please!’ I think that’s 
a challenge.” I. 185-190 

These interactions, and the misunderstandings they sometimes 
result in, are different from the previous examples because they 
introduce a large degree of dependency on human interaction. Fur-
thermore, the success of these interactions are pressured by the 
strict timetable the train drivers have to operate under and the en-
cumbrance of the design of the manual ramp. Peter explains that 
these interactions sometimes go awry because a train driver misun-
derstands Peter’s intentions, or because of an uncooperative ramp. 
What is special about this part of Peter’s commute is that, due to 
the limitations to the S-train’s design, he exchanges a dependency 
on primarily non-human and material elements to a dependency on 
social interaction. As already pointed out by Peter, this can lead to 
misunderstandings, however it can also lead to positive experiences 
when train drivers provide more help than is required of them. 

“One time, at the central station, a full-length 
train, by which I mean two normal trains put 
together, had pulled up along the entire length 
of the platform. When I came down with the 
elevator, I made eye contact with the train driver, 
so he expected me to board the train, but I 
thought I couldn’t make it in time (…). So he called 
out, ‘are you coming?’ and I gave full speed, as 
I felt like I had to try and make it since he was 
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nice enough to fold out the ramp. If I said ‘no, I’m 
not coming’, I would feel that I his time, but in 
fact it wouldn’t be my fault, as he had made eye 
contact with me coincidently. It was a little funny 
(…). When I’m travelling with my assistants and 
it’s their first time, I always tell them that ‘when 
you’re with me, we aren’t running for the train. 
(…).’ The rules say you must be ready at the front 
carriage when the train arrives, meaning that if 
the train has already pulled into the station once 
you get to the platform, it is too late.” l. 318-331 

Situations such as these, the good ones and the bad ones, are unlikely 
to happen to commuters who do not rely on communicating with the 
train driver. As he expresses it here, Peter makes an effort at stick-
ing to the guidelines designed by DSB to get him as easily aboard 
the train as possible. This is because these guidelines, for better or 
worse, attempt to mitigate a set of bad designs and provide a struc-
ture for Peter’s everyday commute. They however also subject Peter 
to a type of dependency not experienced by commuters who are not 
wheelchair users. In this way, Peter’s reflections on getting aboard 
the train is similar to his comments about elevators. They both ex-
emplify steps to his commute which other commuters do not have to 
move through, for example checking the maintenance times of ele-
vators on a webpage and communicating with the train driver to get 
aboard the train. 

This is significant because Peter’s commute cannot be equitable 
to those of other commuters when his social dependency significant-
ly outweighs the social dependency of his fellow commuters when 
getting on and off the train. In this instance, Peter’s dependency is 
layered by his need to use a ramp to get into the train (physical de-
pendency) which for him necessitates waiting on a specific part of 
the platform and that he can communicate effectively with the train 
driver (social dependency), while he is also dependent on the pa-
tience of his fellow passengers who must wait several minutes before 
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the train can depart again (cultural dependency). Such a description 
shows the layers of dependency which Peter is subjected to during 
his commute. This is what makes his experience unequitable to 
those of other commuters. No wonder then, that Peter looks forward 
to the new S-trains arriving sometime in the future, which are prom-
ised to have level free access between the platform and the carriage. 

The train 
As mentioned, getting aboard the S-train from Nordhavn Station in-
volves the train driver manually unfolding a ramp tucked away in an 
upright compartment next to the door. The day that we are accom-
panying Peter, this ramp gets slightly stuck which requires the train 
driver to kick the ramp into position. The noise and the time it takes 
to unfold the ramp means most people in the carriage become aware 
of us entering the train, and why the train is waiting longer at the 
station in the first place. Watching a clip from of this situation, Peter 
makes the following tongue in cheek remark during the interview: 

“Some people are more aesthetic in the way  they 
fold out the ramp. They bend down and gently  
fold it out, others are just like,  ‘let’s get this crap  
over with’  (…)”  I. 192-194 

The ramp is one example of Peter’s commute being inequitable to 
those of other commuters because of the noise and related attention 
it often generates when unfolded. While Peter emphasises that this 
system works most of the time, and that some train drivers unfold 
the ramp carefully, the design only works because of the social sys-
tem put in place to make up for the physical design’s shortcomings. 
This introduces a degree of social dependency which other commut-
ers do not experience as they take the train every morning to get to 
work. This added layer of dependency increases the chances of Pe-
ter’s flow – his everyday habitual commuting experience – breaking 
as he is forced to consciously mitigate that his physical dependen-
cies are not being met by the design of the train carriages. Moreover, 
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the time and space it takes to handle the ramp also demands an 
increased patience from his fellow passengers. In a tightly packed 
train carriage during Copenhagen’s rush hour, where commuters are 
culturally dependent on each other to make an uncomfortable daily 
ritual as smooth as possible, this can lead to Peter being the center of 
unwanted attention: 

Image 5.4: Minute 13:15 – Emil’s perspective 

“In the vast majority of cases, the folding out 
happens nice and easy and discreetly, but 
obviously if you’re in a fully packed carriage 
with plenty of other people, and somebody 
like him [the train driver in the video] begins to 
hammer or smash the ramp pretty hard into the 
ground, and kicks it to get it all the way down, 
then people tend to notice you’re sitting there 
in your wheelchair (…) I know that if I’m on the 
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train myself and another wheelchair user needs 
to board it, then you notice it more acutely if 
someone is forcing the ramp into position. I 
think people are nice and kind, and make room 
for me, and I don’t think I’m better or worse off 
than others on the train, in terms of space. I think 
everybody is trying to make it work.” l. 221-232 

What is important to emphasise here, especially when dealing with 
situations such as a rush hour commute on a busy public transit line, 
is that just as equitable does not mean an equal experience, it also 
does not mean a better experience. Inside the front carriage of the 
S-train there is a designated area for wheelchair users marked by the 
commonly used wheelchair pictogram. The designated area is next 
to the bicycle stands of the train and is a particularly crowded area 
of the train during rush hour (see image 5). As the following quote 
by Peter underlines, such situations can cause discomfort, however 
he also frames this discomfort as a condition for using public transit 
during rush hour: 

“I don’t feel like I’m worse off  than others, but  
with my seated position among standing co-
travellers it’s annoying, of course,  to have other  
people’s bags bumping into my face when people  
move about (…) but other  than that I think people  
are considerate. It is, also, a condition when using  
public transportation; there are other people on  
board than yourself,  naturally.”  l. 265-270 

The two final quotes emphasise the intersection of the multiple 
different dependencies which form inseparable layers in Peter’s 
spatial experience. By describing this plurality of dependencies, 
and how they overlap, we can become sensitive to the details of such 
complex situations. Presenting universal design as such also means 
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putting up certain limitations for how universal design can be uti-
lised to supplement your existing qualifications as a designer, archi-
tect, urban planner, or similarly engaged profession.  

Image 5.5: 17:18 – Emil’s perspective 

5.4 Discussion and conclusion 

We started our chapter by introducing an alternative understanding 
of universal design. One which deploys universal design as a sensi-
tising concept which does not attempt to provide universal solutions 
but instead provides a plurality of descriptions. By following Peter on 
his commute, we have attempted to exemplify the type of insights we 
believe universal design can bring to practitioners within the build 
environment. These insights are based on describing the different 

112 Universal design 



 

ways in which people are dependent on their environment, and how 
design decisions can enhance or diminish such dependencies. The 
benefit of universal design is that it can sensitise us to instances in 
which the dependencies of some people are ill supported by the envi-
ronment or at odds with the decisions to prioritise the dependencies 
of other groups. 

However, universal design does not provide answers for what 
good design looks like in specific situations. It can at best describe 
what good design does, and what to look for when describing why 
design is implicitly or explicitly discriminatory for some groups. In 
the case of the S-train ramps, it seems an obvious suggestion that 
new trains should be designed to provide level free access between 
the platform and the carriage. According to Peter, this is already a 
requirement of the next generation of S-trains supposed to arrive 
within the next decade. However, if Peter cannot get to the platform 
because the only elevator is down for maintenance, does this suggest 
that it might be better to build another elevator at the station than to 
invest in new trains? Should we do both? Does it even help to do one 
without the other? 

We cannot expect to solve questions such as this with a single 
solution. Instead, we should focus on the diversity of services nec-
essary to provide an equitable experience sensitive to the variance 
in cognitive and physical abilities we possess as human beings 
(Winance, 2014, p. 1341). An interpretation of this argument is that 
multiple design solutions are necessary, as any one single solution 
will never be able to encompass or respect human diversity. Based 
on the example of this chapter however, universal design could (and 
should) also sensitise us to those dependencies which are not sole-
ly based in physical or digital design. Meaning that universal design 
should provide descriptions of both social and cultural dependen-
cies in addition to those of design. In the case of Peter’s commute, 
such a plurality is represented by the fact that it is impossible to sep-
arate Peter’s interaction with the train driver from the guidelines of 
where he should be positioned on the platform, as well as from the 
current state and functioning of the manual ramp of the train. It is 
the potential of universal design as a sensitising concept – directing 
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our gaze at these simultaneous physical, social, and cultural forces 
in space – that we believe is its biggest strength. As supported by the 
interdisciplinary focus of this anthology, this necessitates that uni-
versal design moves beyond its mono-disciplinary beginnings with-
in architecture. 

As a sensitising concept, however, universal design does not indi-
cate how to look – be it through interviews or user journeys – it de-
fines what to look for. This is the price which universal design needs 
to pay to be able to provide valid descriptions of the layers of depen-
dency which exist between human beings and the environments we 
construct for ourselves.  
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Introduction 

In this chapter, we will explore what it means when we apply the con-
cept of universal design to the Danish labour market. We present a 
new concept, which we term universal job design. Universal job de-
sign is inspired by the principles and goals of universal design and is 
about designing workplaces and jobs to be accessible to all, regardless 
of abilities. This means shifting the focus from a reactive approach 
(compensation and workplace adaptation) to a proactive approach 
(prevention and diversity). This can help increase employment for 
people with disabilities and create a more inclusive labour market. 

We start with a brief overview of the situation and developments 
regarding disability and employment in the Danish labour market. 
We then review the limited literature on universal design and work-
places. Then, drawing on the literature, we develop a definition of 
the universal job design concept and, following this, present the ex-
periences of two organisations that have been working with univer-
sal job design (Enactlab and Group M). Finally, we discuss the chal-
lenges and potential of applying the concept of universal job design 
in the Danish labour market.    

6.1 Disability and the labour market 

The Danish labour market is usually considered to function well (cf. 
Bredgaard & Rasmussen, 2022), but it does not work equally well for 
all groups. One of the groups facing difficulties in the labour market 
is people with disabilities. In 2021, 61% of people with disabilities 
were in employment, compared to 86% of those without disabili-
ties. The employment gap was thus 25 percentage points. In terms 
of people with a major disability, 39% were in employment. The em-
ployment gap to people without disabilities was thus 47 percentage 
points (Larsen, Jakobsen & Mikkelsen, 2022). 

People with disabilities are an untapped labour resource. Among 
unemployed people with disabilities, 26% indicate that they want 
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a job but are not looking for one, while 13% are actively looking for 
work (Larsen, Jakobsen & Mikkelsen, 2022). According to calcu-
lations from Disabled People’s Organisations Denmark (Danske 
Handicaporganisationer), this means that approximately 33,000 
people with disabilities would be ready to take a job within 14 days. 
As a result, companies are missing out on labour, and businesses and 
jobseekers with disabilities are not being matched optimally. At the 
same time, major socio-economic benefits can be gained when more 
people with disabilities are in employment or in the Danish Flexjob 
scheme (COWI, 2014). 

There are many reasons for the lower employment rate among 
people with disabilities. Firstly, research has shown that there are 
barriers in labour supply among people with disabilities; for in-
stance, functional impairments that prevent certain types of work 
and lead to lower educational attainment, lower self-esteem and 
smaller social networks. Secondly, there are barriers in labour de-
mand among companies, such as a lack of accessibility, job functions 
and knowledge, as well as prejudices where impairment is equated 
with reduced ability to work (Lid, 2021; Louvet, 2007; Rohmer & 
Louvet, 2009, 2012; Novak et al., 2011; Grue, 2016). Thirdly, there are 
barriers in matching supply with demand through the employment 
services, for instance a lack of identification and registration of im-
pairments (see Bredgaard et al., 2020). 

In this article, we focus on the barriers in labour demand that are 
related to workplaces not being designed or adapted for people with 
impairments. We know from previous studies that many workplac-
es are not accessible to people with disabilities (wheelchair users, 
among others) or do not offer jobs suitable for people with disabil-
ities (cf. Bredgaard et al., 2020; Krogh & Bredgaard, 2022). For ex-
ample, in a survey from 2019, half of all Danish employers indicated 
that their workplace was either not at all or only slightly accessible 
to people with mobility impairments. In addition, 56% of employers 
in the same survey reported that they had either no or few job func-
tions for people with mobility impairments (Shamshiri -Petersen, 
Salado- Rasmussen & Krogh, 2020). Many people with mobility im-
pairments also perceive the lack of accessibility as a barrier to finding 
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a job and state that it would discourage them from applying for jobs 
in the relevant workplace (Thuesen & Salado-Rasmussen, 2020). 

The question is whether the principles of the universal design 
concept can be applied and transferred to the labour market and 
contribute to creating more inclusive workplaces for all, regardless 
of abilities? 

6.2 Existing literature on universal 
design and the labour market 

We start by summarising the findings from existing literature that 
applies the principles of universal design in the labour market. We 
conducted a literature search in scientific databases (Proquest, Web 
of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, etc.) as well as grey literature. We 
used search terms such as universal design, accessibility, inclusion, 
work, job, labour market, etc. in both English and Danish. The litera-
ture search showed that universal design has only been applied to a 
limited extent in relation to the labour market. We identified a total 
of 16 publications and summarise the main findings below. 

The first finding is that the concept of universal design in prin-
ciple eliminates the distinction between people with and without 
disabilities or impairments (Lid, 2021; Ryhl, 2009). Everyone has 
varying levels of functional ability. In the labour market, it is also 
true that everyone has different work-related abilities. A universally 
designed labour market is about valuing the diversity of functional 
and work-related abilities. In this context, Lid (2021) argues that 
the concept of inclusion signals an asymmetry between those who 
already belong to the labour market and those who are excluded and 
need to be included (e.g. people with disabilities). 

Another finding, emphasised especially in an American context, is 
that universal design entails a shift from reactive processes of work-
place adaptation to a proactive process of designing the workplace 
to ensure all employees’ talents are optimally utilised, regardless of 
their abilities (Sheppard-Jones et al., 2021). This requires universal 
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design to be considered at all levels of human resources policy, such 
as job advertisements and recruitment, the physical and psycholog-
ical working environment, workplace technologies and tools, com-
munication and safety procedures, work culture, social communi-
ty, etc. (see Sheppard-Jones et al., 2021; Lid, 2021; Sanford & Stark, 
2015). This point also illustrates the difference between accessibility 
and universal design. Accessibility is about workplace accommoda-
tions, where special solutions are designed or adapted for the user 
with an impairment (ramps, handrails, lifts etc.) (Zolna et al., 2007). 
Universal design, on the other hand, is about designing a solution 
that can be used by everyone (hence the related term design for all). 

The third finding is that universal design in the workplace can be 
a good investment. For example, advocates emphasise that univer-
sally designed workplaces will not lead to additional costs for subse-
quent workplace adaptation, that they will give rise to more satisfied 
and productive employees, that they are able to retain older workers 
and that they provide access to a larger talent pool for recruitment 
(see Sheppard-Jones et al., 2021; Sanford & Stark, 2015; Mueller, 
2011). This also applies to workplaces that offer teleworking, which 
is seen as a way to include more people with (physical) disabilities in 
the labour market (Allen, Golden & Shockley, 2015; Schur, Ameri & 
Kruse, 2020). 

The sparse literature on universal design and the labour market 
is primarily focused on making the workplace physically accessible 
for all, and less on the issue of job design and task design (cf. Mueller, 
2011). We found only a small number of studies on how the princi-
ples of universal design can be translated into practice and realised 
in workplaces, and no concrete empirical studies on the economic, 
social and human resource implications of universal design in work-
places. However, several articles argue that the need for universal 
job design will increase in the future as the workforce ages, with 
more employees staying at the workplace for a longer time and expe-
riencing impairments in the latter part of their working life (see Fok 
et al., 2009; Matt et al., 2015; Brynn, 2021). 
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6.3 Universal job design 

In the following section, we will define the concept of universal job 
design. We will do so based on the concept and principles of Univer-
sal Design (UD) and will then translate and transfer these to the la-
bour market. 

The concept of universal design was defined in Chapter 1. Para-
phrasing Ronald L. Mace’s well-known definition, one could say that 
universal job design is: 

A  way of designing a job and workplace at little  
or no extra cost so that it is attractive and  
functional for all people regardless of ability.  
(cf. Mace, 1985) 

A universally designed workplace is one where everyone has equal 
access and is treated equally, which applies to people with and with-
out disabilities. 

This broad definition is closely aligned with the UN Conven-
tion on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the obligation 
to prevent discrimination and to create open, inclusive and acces-
sible workplaces for all (see Article 27 of the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities). The UNCRPD Action Plan 
defines universal design as ”the design of products, environments, 
programmes and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest ex-
tent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design” 
(Mathiason, 2011). 

The definition of universal job design can be further refined in 
relation to the seven principles of universal design formulated by 
Mace and colleagues in a further development of the concept (Cen-
ter for Universal Design, 1997). We have translated and transferred 
the original descriptions of the principles to adapt them to the la-
bour market. In each case, we have translated design into either the 
job, the tasks or the workplace (see Table 6.1). 
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TABLE 6.1: FROM UNIVERSAL DESIGN TO 
 UNIVERSAL JOB DESIGN  

Principle of universel design Principle of universal job design 

1  Equitable use: 
The design is useful and 
marketable to people with 
diverse abilities. 

The workplace is accessible and 
inclusive for all and does not 
discriminate against anyone. 

2 Flexibility in use: 
The design accommodates a 
wide range of individual 
preferences and abilities. 

The tasks can be completed using 
a variety of methods and abilities. 
The job is tailored to the employee 
and can be done at the employee’s 
own pace. 

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

The tasks are easy to understand 
and tailored to the abilities of the 
employees. 

4  Perceptible information: 
The design communicates 
necessary information effec-
tively to the user, regardless of 
ambient conditions or the user’s 
sensory abilities. 

The workplace offers the necessary 
information in a simple way, e.g., 
through pictures, speech or tactile 
information. 

5 Tolerance for error: 
The design minimises hazards 
and the adverse  consequences 
of accidental or unintended 
actions. 

The workplace minimises and 
warns about risks and errors as 
well as offers measures to promote 
safety. 

6 Low physical effort: 
The design can be used 
efficiently and comfortably and 
with a minimum of fatigue. 

The job can be performed with lim-
ited physical effort. The employee 
can be in a body-neutral position 
and does not need to repeat the 
same movement several times. 

7 Size and space for 
approach and use: 
Appropriate size and space is 
provided for approach, reach, 
manipulation, and use regard-
less of user’s body size, posture, 
or mobility. 

The workplace offers all employees 
sufficient space and access to all 
work tools. 

Source: Center for Universal Design (1997), adapted to the labour market. 



  
  

This rewriting shows that applying universal design to the work-
place is a major and complex task. For example, it requires the work-
place to be accessible to all regardless of abilities (principles 1 and 7), 
that tasks are tailored flexibly to the individual’s abilities (principles 
2, 3 and 6), and that the workplace uses different forms of communi-
cation (principle 4). This illustrates that adhering to the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities’ principle of open, acces-
sible and inclusive workplaces for all is challenging in practice. It is 
therefore important in this context to recall that universal design is 
not an absolute standard or a concrete goal but should be seen as a 
dynamic process and an ideal (cf. Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012). 

In a further refinement of the principles of universal design, eight 
overarching universal design goals have been developed, which the 
dynamic design process and ideals can aim for. These goals were de-
veloped by The Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access 
in 2012 as a way to make it easier to work with universal design in 
practice. The goals are categorised into three areas: Performance, 
well-being and social participation (Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012). Again, 
we have translated and transferred these goals to the labour market. 
(see Table 6.2). 

TABLE 6.2: FROM UNIVERSAL DESIGN GOALS 
TO UNIVERSAL JOB DESIGN 

Goals for universal design Goals for universal job design 

1  Body  fit Accommodate a wide range of body sizes  
and abilities in the workplace 

2 Comfort Ensure work demands are kept within  
reasonable limits in relation to bodily  
function 

3 Awareness Ensure that necessary  work information  
can be easily understood 

4 Understanding Ensure that workplace controls are clear,  
unambiguous and intuitive 

5 Wellness Contribute to health promotion, illness  
prevention and protection against acci-
dents at work 
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6  Social integration Treat all groups in the workplace with  
dignity and respect 

7 Personalisation Incorporate choices and opportunities  
to express individual preferences in the  
workplace 

8 Cultural adaptation Respect and reinforce cultural values and  
the social and environmental context of  
any design project in the workplace 

In the following, the principles and goals are specified further by 
applying them to Danish labour market conditions. This can help to 
illustrate challenges and opportunities in applying the concepts in 
practice. 

Equitable use is fundamentally about equal treatment in the la-
bour market and can be seen as the overarching principle to which 
the other principles should contribute. The goal is that everyone, 
regardless of abilities, has equal access and opportunities in the 
workplace, and that there is no discrimination of people with im-
pairments (Goals 6 and 8). In Denmark, these issues are regulated 
in the legislation on physical accessibility (building regulations) as 
well as in the legislation on non-discrimination in the labour market 
and compensation for people with disabilities in employment (for 
example through personal assistance, assistive devices, preferential 
access, wage subsidy schemes). The main challenge is to translate 
legislation into practice so that, for example, there is no statistical 
discrimination in recruitment processes, or that buildings are not 
inaccessible for people in wheelchair. 

Flexible use is about adapting the workplace to differences in in-
dividual preferences and abilities. The workplace should try to tailor 
work tasks to the abilities and functions of employees, rather than 
the other way round. This goal addresses both performance and par-
ticipation and relates to the fact that the workplace should be able to 
adapt work demands to the different bodily functions, abilities and 
preferences of employees (Goals 1, 2 and 7). In a Danish context, in-
spiration can be drawn from the design of the Flexjob scheme, where 
the job is tailored to the individual’s abilities, e.g. reduced working 
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hours and work intensity (cf. Bredgaard, 2020). Similar notions are 
also reflected in concepts like Individual Placement and Support, 
Supported Employment, Customised Employment and Job Design 
(cf. Bonfils, 2022; Bonfils et al., 2020; Larsen & Høgelund, 2014; 
Frøyland & Spejlkavik, 2015; Drake et al., 2012; EUSE, 2010; Hack-
man & Oldham, 1980). 

Simple and intuitive use means that the job and tasks are easy to 
perform regardless of abilities. The goal is to reduce complexity so 
that any job or task is easy to understand, simple and intuitive (Goal 
4). Again, inspiration can be drawn from the notion of tailoring the 
job to the person rather than the other way round (see above). How-
ever, it is hardly possible or appropriate to change all jobs and tasks 
so that they are simple and intuitive for all employees. It is probably 
more realistic to find jobs and tasks that are tailored to the condi-
tions of employees with disabilities. 

Perceptible information should ensure that all employees, regard-
less of abilities, receive the necessary information to fulfil their work 
assignments and function in the workplace. The workplace should 
therefore use as many different forms of communication as possible 
(e.g. images, text, sound, voice, vibration) and ensure digital accessi-
bility with the aim that all information is easily understandable. 

Tolerance for error is about well-being, and the aim is to create a 
healthy and safe working environment for all employees, regardless 
of abilities (Goal 5). In a Danish context, this is about creating a good 
working environment and a safety culture that complies with the 
rules of the Working Environment Act. 

Low physical effort is about limiting the amount of physically de-
manding work tasks with the aim that the work demands are reason-
able in relation to bodily function (Goal 2). The increasing automa-
tion and digitalisation of many workplaces is reducing the amount of 
physically demanding work. Furthermore, the Danish trade unions 
have fought for decades to improve occupational health and limit 
the scope of repetitive work. However, there are still many jobs that 
require physical exertion and, as mentioned earlier, many employ-
ers do not believe they have job functions suitable for people with 
disabilities (cf. Bredgaard et al., 2020). 
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Size and space for approach and use is about the physical design of 
the workplace to ensure that everyone, regardless of body size, abil-
ities and preferences, can access and move around the workplace 
(Goals 1 and 7). As mentioned above, we know that many Danish 
workplaces are not sufficiently accessible for, among others, em-
ployees in wheelchairs (cf. Krogh & Bredgaard, 2022). 

This is an attempt to translate the principles and goals of univer-
sal design into universal job design. In the following, we will provide 
some practical examples from two selected organisations that have 
been working with the principles of universal job design. 

6.4 Examples of universal job design 

The first example is Enactlab, an organisation working to create so-
cially sustainable change through research translation and consul-
tancy. Enactlab is a small organisation with less than 20 employees. 
It was created in 2018 by one of the authors of this article, Kristian 
Moltke Martiny, and Jacob Nossell, who lives with cerebral palsy. 
From the outset, diversity was considered a key strategy in Enact-
lab, e.g. in terms of the composition of staff and board members, 
the work culture and the working community. This means that, in 
the few years since it was created, Enactlab has employed a number 
of staff with varying abilities, including people living with cerebral 
palsy, depression, stress, anxiety, Parkinson’s disease and hearing 
impairment, as well as relatives of people living with disabilities or 
chronic illness. Recruiting people with varying abilities has not been 
difficult in Enactlab, as the values of the organisation and strong col-
laboration with disability and mental health organisations have re-
sulted in a diverse recruitment base. 

In terms of creating a universally designed workplace, the start-
ing point was to use existing municipal schemes such as the Personal 
Assistance scheme (BPA scheme), the flexjob scheme and other sub-
sidy schemes to cover specially designed furniture, technologies and 
additional travel costs. Work and the workplace were tailored and 
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designed for the individual person with disability or mental health 
challenges, in terms of ensuring suitable working hours, chairs, ta-
bles and technologies, for example, as well as by including their per-
sonal assistant in the work processes and social events. 

While there has been a conscious focus on creating an open and 
diverse culture at Enactlab, there have still been a number of chal-
lenges. With one or more staircases, the buildings that house Enact-
lab have been difficult to access, and the workplace is in an open-plan 
shared office space. For some employees with physical disabilities 
and mental health challenges, it has been difficult to work in an open 
office environment and/or to enter the workplace. This means that 
several employees work from home and only come into the work-
place once or twice a week. Although it was not the intention, this 
has created a division between those working from the office and 
those working from home, with those working from the office par-
ticipating in the work culture to a greater extent. In relation to social 
events (summer parties, Christmas parties etc.), the aim has always 
been to ensure that everyone could participate in a positive way. 
Nevertheless, certain social events that have been organised have 
excluded some of the employees. 

Overall, the development of a work culture at Enactlab has shown 
that, despite the organisation’s best intentions, everyone can make 
mistakes, overlook certain perspectives and exclude some employees. 
Therefore, universal design solutions are not about one-to-one imple-
mentation and operationalisation, where there are right and wrong 
solutions. Rather, the aim has been to create an open, listening culture 
where employees can constructively articulate internal challenges 
and mistakes and together identify what makes sense for everyone. 

The second company Group M is the largest advertising and 
media company in Denmark with around 500 employees. In collab-
oration with Enactlab, Group M is developing its own approach to 
universal design, operating across two initiatives called Equal oppor-
tunities for all and Accessibility. The first initiative is about develop-
ing a core narrative in Group M where everyone can find their place 
in the organisation and do the work they are employed to do, regard-

128 Universal design 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

less of their abilities. The second initiative concerns how the job and 
the workplace can be designed to be accessible to all. 

Group M’s focus on universal design emerged when one of the 
few employees with a physical disability pointed out to management 
that she was sometimes excluded in the workplace because of the 
physical environment, the social community and the events they or-
ganised. Management took this seriously and initiated development 
work with the aim of creating a more open and diverse workplace. 
Overall, however, the problem is that there are very few people with 
physical disabilities and mental health challenges employed in the 
organisation. Creating a diverse workplace is therefore first and 
foremost about designing the job search and recruitment process 
with an eye towards universality and inclusivity, ensuring greater 
diversity in the workforce able to apply for the job in the first place. 

Just like Enactlab, Group M’s physical environment is another 
challenge. The workplace consists of a number of different open-plan 
office communities and is located in a building with many stairs, where 
the lifts are small and inaccessible to large wheelchairs or mobility 
scooters. Management is open to making physical changes, but this 
is very much a cost-benefit assessment, as they obviously only want to 
make changes that are necessary to create a more diverse workplace 
and that do not require a major and expensive renovation. This is also 
because, in addition to the two new universal design initiatives, there 
are a number of existing initiatives such as Equal Pay, Parental leave, 
Stress, Mental Health and Women and Careers. The implementation 
of these existing initiatives also requires resources, and meeting the 
needs of a diverse workforce is always a balancing act. 

Group M, like Enactlab, does not want one-to-one implemen-
tation and operationalisation, creating a series of correct solutions 
to their diversity challenges. Group M wants to develop a diversity 
model to deal with problems and challenges as they arise in the or-
ganisation, from the bottom-up, based on the socio-economic and 
physical conditions that define the company. 
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6.5 Discussion of potential and challenges 

Universal job design is an ideal with the potential to create a more 
inclusive labour market for groups with different preferences, needs 
and abilities. It makes sense to design workplaces and jobs univer-
sally so that everyone can participate in working life, regardless of 
abilities. This is particularly true with an ageing workforce and the 
need to extend working lives, as well as the need to recruit skilled 
labour and tap into the talent pool. A workplace with a universal job 
design is proactive and inclusive for everyone, regardless of abilities. 
In conclusion, we would like to highlight four challenges that are 
important when translating and applying the principles of universal 
design to the labour market. 

(1) The first challenge is about the need for workplace adaptations. 
When is the workplace sufficiently universally designed so that in-
dividual work adaptations become redundant? And to what extent 
are specific workplace adaptations necessary to ensure the equal 
treatment of people with impairments? Might individual workplace 
adaptations actually be a necessary precondition for achieving a uni-
versally designed workplace? Is the universally designed workplace 
without specialised workplace adaptations for employees with im-
pairments really just a desirable but unattainable ideal? In this con-
text, it is essential to view universal design as a process rather than 
an end goal, or as an ideal rather than a standard. Universal design is 
a design principle that can be pursued in the organisation and design 
of the workplace so that it works for everyone, regardless of abili-
ties. However, when it comes to implementing universal design, it 
can be difficult to work towards the design principles as an ideal, and 
the eight goals of universal design can be useful in this context. This 
means clarifying universal design through the relationship between 
the ideal, goals, principles and standards it embodies.  

(2) The second challenge relates to the lack of clarity in defining 
the target groups for universal design. In this sense, universal design 
eliminates the dividing line between people with and without im-
pairments and is about design for all, regardless of abilities. Howev-
er, in relation to the need for workplace adaptation, it follows that it 
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is necessary to tailor (design) the workplace, job or tasks for specific 
target groups in order to ensure equal treatment. It is therefore un-
clear how the universal of universal design can be operationalised. 
Some existing literature removes the discussion of impairment and 
instead focuses on varying abilities and diversity.   

(3) The third challenge is about job search and recruitment. In the 
existing literature, universal design is primarily about equal treat-
ment and anti-discrimination in the workplace, and less about the 
job search and recruitment process. As a result, universal design 
does not prevent discrimination during recruitment processes, but 
may help to reduce it if the workplace functions for everyone regard-
less of their abilities. 

(4) The fourth challenge is about the cost of universal job design. Is 
it worthwhile for employers and society to invest in organising the 
workplace according to the principles and goals of universal design? 
There is a lack of robust studies and evidence on the economic ben-
efits and costs of organising the workplace according to universal 
design. 

If the principles and goals of universal job design are to be more 
fully translated into practice, we must find convincing answers to 
these challenges and experiment more with universal job design in 
both practice and research. Universal job design is an interesting 
and relevant concept that promotes a strong user focus, a focus on 
job design and a new understanding of work. 
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Introduction 

Studies have shown that universal design has not yet gained large 
traction in Danish architectural policies (Grangaard, 2018). This is 
much the same amongst Danish practicing landscape architects and 
architects, of whom many acknowledge a gap in the professional 
knowledge surrounding what is currently referred to as matters of 
accessibility (Gramkow et al., 2022; Kajita, 2020). A major obstacle 
for universal design to overcome is therefore how the concept can be 
put into practice during the busy everyday design processes of archi-
tectural offices (Kirkeby, 2015) and how it differs methodologically 
from discussions of accessibility. Therefore, this chapter attempts to 
clarify the concept of universal design by developing a list of guiding 
questions that can be used in architectural practices. 

The guide provided by this chapter takes the shape of a list of 
frequently asked questions (FAQ) in design processes, and how an 
alternative to such questions might look if we were to put on our uni-
versal design glasses. Throughout the chapter we invite you to think 
about what questions structure your work, and how these might be 
altered in what ways, to change your perspective and the perspective 
of external stakeholders you will find yourself working with. This 
also means the list of questions presented at the end of this chapter 
is by no means final. The list is meant to help you towards an alterna-
tive way of structuring your design practice when possible. We invite 
you to continue to add your own questions to it, so that it might work 
as a quick reference sheet to look at when you are faced with an im-
passe in a project, or just in need of inspiration. We imagine these 
questions can be used within your architectural practice, either as a 
guide in your own work, or discussed out loud with your colleagues. 

Why a list of questions, you might ask? Because professional vo-
cabularies, and how we frame our knowledge through our choice of 
words and concepts, matter. As designers we need to be reflective 
of the fact that the world is in part given shape by our theories and 
working methods (Schön, 1991). Therefore, the questions we ask 
when designing, both those asked explicitly and those which struc-
ture our process implicitly, will shape both what we design and how 
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we go about designing it. It is important to say that this is not an in-
validation of what you have been taught so far either by experience or 
by training. This is why we invite you to use, add, and alter the list of 
questions to fit your needs. In addition to guiding you in your design 
process by making it possible for you to have a more reflective prac-
tice, there is another significant argument for why establishing at list 
of questions matter. 

As practitioners we are constantly confronted with our dependen-
cy on external stakeholders who are not native to the architectural 
tongue (Till, 2013). This is not a unique challenge. What is particular 
to architecture and landscape architecture is that the design of space, 
and the building sector at large, is a field inhabited by many overlap-
ping professions. This means architects, landscape architects, engi-
neers, and many other professions have to share their expert status 
(Meilvang & Blok, 2019). Therefore, arguments and methods which 
appear self-evident to the trained architect or landscape architect 
may be challenged or misunderstood during design processes by oth-
er stakeholders. The experienced practitioner will therefore need to 
learn how to navigate in this cross-disciplinary network, in order to 
translate and communicate issues of architectural importance (Star 
& Griesemer, 1989). 

This brings us back to why questions matter. Any half decent 
translation rests upon an explicit and reflective understanding of 
the language which is being translated. In other words, this chapter 
argues that before we can successfully introduce universal design to 
design processes, whose pragmatic success rests upon more than the 
discussions we can have internally in architecture, we must start with 
understanding the questions we ask and how we might alter them. 

Empirical background and structure of the chapter 
The list of questions presented in this chapter are based on an in-
terview study conducted with 15 experienced landscape architects 
from randomly selected Danish landscape architectural firms of all 
sizes. Many of which also conduct architectural projects. The inter-
views were conducted and analyzed by the authors Marcus Tang 
Merit (a sociologist) and Marie Christoffersen Gramkow (a land-
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scape architect) in connection with a study of how Danish landscape 
architects work with and understand accessibility (Gramkow et al., 
2022). The interviewed landscape architects had between 9 and 29 
years of experience and were all working as a project manager or in 
a more senior position within their company. This means the ques-
tions presented by this chapter are based on the experiences of Dan-
ish practicing landscape architects and reflections from other stud-
ies on architectural practices (Kajita, 2019). From these empirical 
studies the authors combined their sociological, architectural, and 
landscape architectural backgrounds to produce the questions pre-
sented below.  For this reason, we will not explicitly refer to archi-
tects or landscape architects as we believe the presented questions 
are applicable to both professions. All interviews have been translat-
ed from Danish by the authors. 

The following sections are split up into sub-sections according 
to various themes. Each sub-section should be read as a semi-inde-
pendent analysis which concludes with one or more questions. The 
quotes we have chosen to include in each sub-section serve to sup-
port our argument and to provide an alternative description of what 
we are trying to convey. 

7.1 Experiences from practice 

“Generally, we think our clients should experience 
an exciting and fun process. That being said, 
we are advisors and professionals, we are 
mercenaries who do what we are asked to, within 
a given economic framework, and if the client 
does not request anything special related to 
accessibility, they won’t get it. Especially not if it 
costs, then they won’t get it at all, because then 
they wouldn’t want it. You can’t force something 
down people’s throat if they do not want it. That’s 
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where the building regulations and other  things  
might say  ‘you have to do this’, and then you can  
have your personal opinions as an advisor, I have,  
but you shouldn’t air  them, because that isn’t  
what the client is requesting.”  

In practice many topics compete for the attention of practitioners. 
These topics are often related to issues that span across several pro-
fessional boundaries, such as social sustainability. Oftentimes what 
comes to occupy daily work are negotiations of issues which relate to 
both professional expertise, pragmatic considerations, and the par-
ticular wishes of clients. In these negotiations, landscape architects 
and architects can often but not always be perceived as consultants 
who guide and influence decisions without the power to dictate the 
goals and final solutions of a project. As we will show below, while 
this is the professional reality of many projects, it does not negate the 
impact you can have as a practitioner. If anything, this is arguably a 
general condition for most professions out there. One way of making 
sure our professional suggestions are taken seriously in a project is 
to know when to ask questions, what these questions might be, and 
who or what we should direct our questions towards.  

Building regulations, and when to question them 
Let us begin with what some would say is both the biggest hurdle and 
sometimes the biggest hammer in the argumentative toolshed: Build-
ing regulations, standards, and guidelines in all their myriad forms. 
Quite simply, most projects, and particularly the ones placed in an 
urban context, will be heavily limited by the number of square me-
ters swallowed by the plethora of regulatory demands for everything 
from fire escapes to parking lots. The point here is not to criticise or 
comment on the specificities in Danish regulations – the point is that 
technical demands are important to the daily work of practitioners: 
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“There are just a lot of technical demands by now 
which you have to satisfy (…) Also, we want some 
softer values implemented in our projects, but 
actually a lot of it ends up being about technical 
installations. Here, our views often differ from 
those who have a stake in such solutions. A 
client will not always show an understanding 
for improving conditions beyond the actual 
regulatory demands. Every now and then you 
could wish for that, (…) ‘the good client’ who is 
able to see beyond his own interests and his 
cheque book and say ‘oh, wouldn’t it be nice to 
pay a little more attention to accessibility’ or 
some other matter, right?” 

Regulations can quickly result in minimum standard solutions 
which ensure at least some level of accessibility in the project. The 
issue with such standards arises when they cannot be adapted to the 
spatial context of the project. This can result in designs based on 
technical demands which subtract rather than add to the quality of 
the project. Here one could hope for a good client which can see the 
added benefits to going beyond what is legally required. However, 
hope is not a viable strategy for professionally responsible consul-
tants. In such instances it is important to have constructive argu-
ments at hand for why an investment now can help mitigate signif-
icant headaches later. To formulate such arguments, it is necessary 
that you understand the overarching goals of your client. If the client 
has a hard time putting such goals into words, it could be seen as our 
professional responsibility as consultants to ask these difficult ques-
tions, and help the client move towards an answer that respects the 
goals of the project and your professional expertise. 

Given we have completed this collaborative exercise with the cli-
ent, there will be times in which our gaze is best directed towards 
the guidelines and standards encapsulating the project. These rules, 
while perhaps not particularly tailored to your spatial context, are 

140 Universal design 



  

    
  

 
 

  
 

   
 

 
 
 

  
  

  

based on concerns pertaining to a host of societal challenges. Much 
in line with the tone set by this chapter, the way these concerns are 
translated into specific guidelines are not above questioning. Some-
times, knowing when to question these can significantly improve the 
outcome of certain seemingly unsurpassable issues: 

“I think you should be allowed, too, to be sceptical 
about standards, with the intention of doing a 
better job. I mean, if our inquiries into whether 
some details can make a better solution than 
those formulated in existing standards, then we 
can challenge such standards and maybe even 
change them, if we’re really competent. We are 
not there yet, but there is a lot to be done, and 
it is an… compared to how long people in our 
world have been bound to wheelchairs or blind… 
incredibly short time that we have been working 
seriously with making our society accessible for 
these groups. So, there are definitely good ideas 
that nobody has come up with yet.” 

It is important to keep in mind that it is easy to question guidelines, 
more difficult to question standards, and almost impossible to ques-
tion regulations. As the quote above indicates, it is rare for a context 
to occur in which you can produce an accepted alternative to exist-
ing standards. Doing this requires a great deal of confidence in your 
knowledge about the needs of users with disabilities for example, 
and a more fruitful line of questioning will often be to ask why a proj-
ect is having such troubles adhering to various guidelines, standards, 
or regulations. Sometimes this involves asking the difficult question 
of whether the project would have even considered accessibility if it 
was not a legal requirement to do so: 
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“My perception and immediate approach to 
accessibility as a landscape architect probably 
could be expanded to also articulate the 
accessibility of green areas. (…). But, If I have to 
be completely honest, I think more attention 
will only come if actual legal requirements are 
introduced. Like with LAR [local rain drainage], 
where implementation everywhere was legally 
required, or sustainability. I think this is because 
working days are so tightly scheduled from 
a time perspective. If we had more time, we 
could also reflect more and go deeper into the 
assignments.” 

As we can see from the above quote, building regulations are an ef-
fective tool to increase awareness around a theme or issue, which is 
further elaborated below: 

“So, it is an important part, and an increasingly 
larger focus area, especially after the new 
building regulations around universal design and 
the accessibility paragraph about everybody 
having equal right of entry (…) but it also 
means we are attentive from beginning to end. 
Especially in relation to level free access, which 
was implemented some years back.” 

Here, one benefit of the building regulations is their ability to dele-
gate attention to certain areas by demanding minimum standards. 
Building regulations, however, provide static measurements and 
guidelines for projects to follow. Adapting such static rules to the 
plasticity of varying spatial context is an important topic for profes-
sional reflection: 
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“It’s continuously about removing the thing about 
automatically taking a rule for a rule. Not to be 
a rule breaker but to continue to maintain the 
creativity, you might say, without sounding silly, 
and to maintain the challenge in what you’re 
doing. To make sure things don’t ‘freeze’ in one 
way or another. (…) The complacency I constantly 
struggle with at the office. Because you easily 
fall into taking a recipe and just going with it. So 
it is an continuous struggle for all of us: ‘Come on 
now, we have to stay agile. It can’t be that it has 
to be so ugly just because we have to solve an 
accessibility issue.” 

In other words, when designing spaces allocated for technical or reg-
ulatory demands, it is about perceiving these tasks as equally deserv-
ing of an explicit landscape architectural and architectural focus. We 
must not forget our overall professional responsibilities simply be-
cause the task at hand is defined by a regulatory context rather than 
a spatial or social context. Remember that in our profession laws can 
impact architecture as much as the topography and programme of a 
project (Yaneva, 2018). Returning to the point of this chapter, what 
we have presented here can be summarised as three sets of questions. 
One A) makes sure you are certain of the client’s goals for the project 
in order to B) know how to best work within the boundaries set by 
regulations, and C) when to question these. A takeaway point is that 
questioning guidelines is not without merit, but doing so should not 
be your immediate solution to a problem your project might face. 
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RULES 

A Narrow 
questions 

– What are the suc-
cess criteria of  the  
space I am/we are  
designing?   

– How are the client’s 
goals related to the  
projects’ process  
and how are they  
related to the  
 finished space? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– What are the  
particular spatial  
and social context  
of the project that  
makes it stand out? 

– How can I/we inte-
grate  regulatory  
demands with  
what gives quality  
to the space? 

  C Open 
questions 

– What knowledge is 
required to under-
stand the purpose 
of regulations in 
our spatial context? 

– Are specific regu-
lations adversely 
affecting the 
purpose for which 
they were created? 

What is a reasonable amount of space for people 
with disability? 
Moving away from general questions surrounding how we approach 
building regulations in our practices, it seems appropriate to return 
to a more pragmatic question. When interviewing the landscape 
architects, we found that questions of limited amounts of space, es-
pecially in an urban context, took up a significant amount of work 
in their daily practices. The purpose of this section is to show how 
universal design can be tied to the pragmatic issue of lack of square 
meters. A part of the answer here is to stop thinking of particular 
areas of space as allocated solely for people with disabilities: 

“And then my next comment will probably come 
across as a little controversial, and it is actually not 
meant as a provocation, because I actually believe 
it is amazing that 90% of the built environment 
in 2021 is actually fully accessible for all groups, 
but, by God!, does it take up a lot of attention 
compared to all other user groups. How can it 
be that the, let’s say, relatively few people with a 
handicap gained that much influence on the built 
environment compared to other user groups?” 
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This frames the exact potential of Universal Design: if successfully 
implemented, design elements currently thought of as accessibility 
solutions for a specific group of people can be of benefit to most of 
us. Of course, this requires that we stop thinking of, for example, the 
ramp as a space consuming requirement, and instead ask what qual-
ity it, as one of the oldest construction techniques we possess, can 
provide for users of the space in question (Hendren, 2017). The point 
is to turn our perception to the possibilities that spatial elements 
and physical objects provide (Kajita, 2017). In this process, universal 
design is not an argument for abandoning your aesthetic and pro-
fessional expertise within landscape architecture. On the contrary: 

“However, I do not think  that the whole aesthetic  
aspect of developing these solutions has been  
sufficiently challenged. I mean, in reality,  the  
way it expresses itself in landscape and building  
architecture is very stiff. It also does not seem…  
well,  yes,  when you are working on the project and  
you listen to the disabled users themselves,  when  
you actually get an opportunity  to sit down with  
them,  then it seems they have a tendency  to be a  
lot more flexible and open to other solutions.” 

If reoccurring observations have taught us to associate elements 
meant explicitly for people with disabilities with inflexible, space 
consuming, and ultimately unsatisfying solutions it is no wonder we 
try to limit the space consumed by such elements. By reflecting on 
previous encounters with people with disabilities, the interviewed 
landscape architect, quoted above, emphasises an important profes-
sional critique of existing solutions. This is a lesson for all of us to be 
mindful of our preconceptions when we design. If we ask, when allo-
cating it, what a reasonable amount of space for people with special 
needs is, we might instead ask what makes us ask such a question? 
Perhaps, as the example here indicates, you have seen one to many 
steel ramps introduced into a landscape as an afterthought, and 
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therefore learnt to associate space for disability with unsatisfying 
landscape architecture. In turn, such a connotation between ramps 
and poor landscape architectural quality can lead us to structure the 
design process around limiting and hiding away the space allocated 
specifically for people with disabilities. Being conscious of this can 
help you rethink the premise for your design process: 

“But if I had to make an accessibility strategy, it 
would not be about defining the good outdoor 
spaces are, it would be about the flow strategy. 
So, where can you pass, where can you stay, 
where are the good spaces, and how do you 
create them? So it would be more orientated 
towards people’s flow and ways of occupying 
spaces. And towards the programming of 
functions for, say, a courtyard or other space. 
This programming I don’t see as something that 
would currently fit the accessibility strategy. But 
in that way, accessibility comes to include more 
concepts and perspectives.” 

Here, accessibility evolves from a focus on mobility and flow to en-
compass the overall qualities of the space. In other words, we should 
be careful not to box in different issues during the design process. 
This is a strength of universal design; it allows us to think about mat-
ters of for instance accessibility as something pertaining to all users 
and thus the entirety of a space – not just a specifically allocated part 
of the space, or a specific group of users. In summary, we can move 
from questioning: A) how to best solve issues with the use of as lit-
tle space as possible, to B) questioning the premise for limiting the 
space required by a certain solution, to finally C) questioning what it 
would look like if we made the entire space at our disposal solve the 
issue in question. There can be a benefit to answering any and all of 
these questions. It will rarely make sense for a project to follow these 
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questions all the way from A to C, but we should be aware of the type 
of question we are currently working with in our design process. 

INTEGRATION 
A  Narrow 

questions 

– How can I/we inte-
grate this solution 
as neatly in this 
space as possible? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– For what reason 
do I/we require a 
special solution in 
the first place? 

C Open 
questions 

– Can I/we design 
this space in 
such a way that 
the solution itself 
becomes a quality 
for the space? 

What are our social and ethical responsibilities? 
Now that we have touched upon questions regarding regulatory and 
pragmatic concerns in the context of universal design, it seems pru-
dent to discuss the ethical and social responsibilities implicit in uni-
versal design. Accessibility, for instance, can be framed as an exam-
ple of professional responsibility for landscape architects: 

“So, in that way, I think there is some kind of 
social responsibility that we try to live up to when 
making good outdoor spaces. I actually hadn’t 
thought about this in relation to accessibility 
(…). To me, that would have been about level free 
access and guidelines. But now that you broaden 
the concept to include social responsibility, I 
actually think that’s a big part of what we do, as a 
natural part of our work as landscape architects.” 

Exploding the barriers that box in various aspects of our design prac-
tices is fundamental to universal design. Issues of accessibility, for 
instance, will affect everybody at one point. Even the strongest of 
us can benefit from easier access to spaces when carrying groceries, 
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when coming back from a ski trip with a broken leg, or any other of 
the dozens of examples of curve balls that life throws our way. Mak-
ing things easier is ethically considerate and socially sustainable 
because it can significantly lower the barrier to everyday activities. 
The two previous quotes exemplify an awareness of how our work 
methods, and the questions we ask in employing such methods, box 
in certain topics. We should remember to ask, ‘who am I designing 
for right now?’ and ‘how are they represented in my practice?’. Simple 
questions like these may prevent us from unintentionally designing 
spaces that primarily serve the needs of one particular group, such as 
adults of the same gender, size, and ableness as ourselves. Therefore 
these questions are always valid to ask, especially if interested in an 
inclusive design process (see Holmes & Maeda, 2018 for more on 
this). Of course, this should not dissuade us from raising even more 
the reflective bar of our questions:  

“But… accessibility,  what is accessibility? Is it about  
the purely physical access through a door opening,  
equal for all, or  what kind of accessibility are we  
dealing with? If  we can talk about it at a grander  
scale,  then we could also talk ethics, somehow.  
I mean,  who is it for? Is it for everyone? At all  
levels? Because this is also something that sparks  
motivational energy in solving different tasks.” 

Questions such as ‘what do we mean when we speak of accessibility?’ 
seek more fundamental answers which pertain to the general ap-
proach of your office. Nonetheless, individual projects should con-
tinually force us to specify our answers to such general questions 
within the particular site context. In landscape architecture, the so-
cial context of the project forces us to reformulate standard answers 
(Tubridy, 2020). 

In summary, this section has presented three ways of question-
ing the social and ethical responsibility of your project. One A) deals 
with the parts of a project’s existing design that should be considered 
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relevant for such responsibilities. Another B) deals with checking up 
on yourself during the design process to ensure you maintain aware-
ness of what type of bodies/users you are implicitly envisioning in 
your design. The final type of questions C) are perhaps best suited 
for evaluating the design process of your practice between projects. 

RESPONSIBILITIES 

A Narrow 
questions 

– What aspects of 
my/our project 
should be consid-
ered relevant for 
questions concern-
ing social and ethi-
cal responsibility? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– Who am I/are we 
imagining will oc-
cupy this space? 

C Open 
questions 

– What role should 
social and ethical 
responsibilities 
play in my/our 
practice? 

What do we need to learn? 
The entire point of asking questions is arguably to increase our 
awareness and knowledge. It seems apt then, to dedicate this last 
section about the experiences from practice to learning: 

“I think this continuing evaluation of how things 
are used (…) it could be interesting to do more off 
it. I think, because of my own experiences and 
what we have spoken about, that even with the 
best intentions and all the money in the world, it’s 
hard to find the right solution.” 

The dilemma brought up here is as relevant for universal design as it 
is for any other aspect of landscape architecture. One way of moving 
beyond mere good intentions is to take a critical and structured look 
at the ongoing and past projects of the office. During design process-
es it could be beneficial to conduct professional supervision in or-
der to ensure the technical aspects of a project, and in order to keep 
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track of whether the proposed design adheres to the client’s ambi-
tions for the project: 

“We are very prone to follow a certain tradition 
within architecture and landscape architecture 
to just deliver a project, then have a one-year 
evaluation – but that is just a formality, which 
has to be done; once we also had a five-year 
evaluation – and then you move on to the next 
thing. Maybe you pass by on your bike with your 
kids or something. Or you have to go and show it 
to a few people. Otherwise, you don’t generally 
revisit a site and you don’t set aside resources to 
revisit projects to ask what went well and what 
went poorly. The evaluation or learning which you 
can achieve by going ‘Ouch! We forgot an elevator 
in this cinema’, or something like that, we don’t 
make use of that, which is something we should 
be a lot better at.” 

Once the site has been handed over to the client and has begun to 
see use, Post-Occupancy Evaluations (POE) offer a structured way 
of learning from past projects. The POE refers back to the client’s 
original intentions with the project and analyses if the site upholds 
these ambitions after it has been handed over to its users. If the am-
bitions are not met, design adjustments may be required. However, 
the POE can also result in new knowledge which can be employed 
in future projects (Stigsdotter & Sidenius, 2020). By employing a 
more structured analysis, and a more systematic revisiting, of past 
projects and then sharing these with peers, knowledge gaps might 
be overcome and inspiration for new design solutions in future proj-
ects sparked. This is important because, while a joint responsibility 
of everybody involved, it often falls to architects and landscape ar-
chitects to connect  loose ends and follow up on various demands 
and constraints in a project (Latour & Yaneva, 2008). This is one of 
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the most challenging aspects of practicing architecture, but it is also 
what provides architects with a unique capacity to change lives – and 
why (thoroughly) revisiting past projects is often beneficial: 

“These are good ideas, and well spotted, but, as  
I said earlier,  we are often faced by  the fact that  
when we have to realise something and convert  
it into buildable projects, many of  these good  
ideas get sidelined. I wish we were better at this  
as a profession. (…) Some studios have sufficient  
influence to try and get this conversation going. I  
also imagine that there are a lot of organisations  
out there who are interested in collaboration and  
cross-disciplinary exchange.”  

The above emphasises the importance of constantly acquiring new 
knowledge as a landscape architect. There are multiple steps we can 
take to go about this. The first of these is related to what we learn 
internally through the office’s projects by A) continuously evaluat-
ing the design throughout the design process. The second focuses 
on B) what we learn from professional peers at other offices through 
knowledge sharing with them. Finally, the third option is to obtain 
knowledge by asking C) what other professions can contribute in 
terms of novel and different insights. These options, then, differ in 
terms of how readily available they are in everyday design process-
es, with the C option being the most time and resource consuming. 
As with the other sets of questions, C is not always better than A – 
cross-disciplinary knowledge sharing has great potential but also 
takes a lot of effort, which is why question C requires more prepara-
tion and time. Asking and answering question A, on the other hand, 
should be readily available to most offices with two or more people. 
However, question A’s biggest benefit, namely that its easy and quick 
to get operational answers, is also its biggest shortcoming in that 
the answers provided here will most likely not challenge you to view 
your project from a new perspective. 
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EVALUATION & LEARNING 

A Narrow 
questions 

– What do we need 
to evaluate? 

– What do my 
colleagues think 
of this? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– How can we 
evaluate our 
design practices? 

– How do they do 
this at other land-
scape architectural 
offices, and what 
can we learn from 
their approach? 

C Open 
questions 

– How do we make 
use of our eval-
uations in future 
projects? 

– What do research-
ers and other pro-
fessions have to say 
about what I am/ 
we are designing? 

7.2 Questions in everyday design
practices – when and what to ask? 

Throughout this chapter we have presented you with three catego-
ries of questions. All of these have their place in design processes but 
common to them is also their attempt to move practices from a prag-
matic and legalistic focus on accessibility towards the holistic ap-
proach of universal design. In other words, questions such as these 
can gradually open our design practices in order for our profession 
to become more inclusive of the many demands placed upon us. A 
critique of this chapter might be that it is not ambitious enough, 
as we at times explicitly state that the pragmatic concerns of some 
projects make it impossible to move all the way through the line of 
questions we have presented. Likewise, these questions are target-
ed towards landscape architects and architects, but could look very 
different when asked by other actors in the architectural industry. 
However, we want to maintain that one of the strengths of universal 
design is that it is not a radical critique of the existing expertise with-
in the architectural professions – which is also why we have shaped 
this chapter around a line of questions. 
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Structuring a text around specific questions, rather than present-
ing a text which narrowly defines and decides the place of universal 
design in practice, places a high level of trust in the reader that they 
are able to adapt and use such questions to open up design process-
es for reflection. As landscape architects, we are not above critique. 
Indeed, some have pointed out that landscape architects are not al-
ways critical enough, for instance,  about the types of and incentives 
for joining projects (Fleming, 2019). Accepting all types of work can 
mean risking your professional integrity. In the context of this chap-
ter, we advise being hesitant about joining projects in which even the 
narrow questions presented above are unwelcome. 

As testified by the many landscape architects that we have pre-
sented quotes from here, there is a general willingness amongst se-
nior practitioners to continually learn and make a positive differ-
ence. In other words, it is important to not confuse the structural 
conditions of the landscape architectural profession with the ambi-
tions of individual landscape architectural practices. In reality, both 
structural conditions and professional ambitions are continually 
present and intrinsically linked during design processes (Latour & 
Yaneva, 2008; Yaneva, 2005). This is also why we have presented our 
questions as a three-step ladder throughout this chapter: It would be 
naïve and counterproductive to simply suggest wrong and right ques-
tions to ask. Similarly, we have not attached each question to a spe-
cific stage in a project at which it would make best sense to ask them. 
Our ambition is that you ask them as early as possible in a project. 
However, as the expert on the particular project you are sitting on, it 
is up to you to know when to ask and how to answer these questions. 
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RULES 

A Narrow 
questions 

– What are the suc-
cess criteria of the 
space I am/we are 
designing? 

– How are the client’s 
goals related to the 
projects’ process 
and how are they 
related to the fin-
ished space? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– What are the 
particular spatial 
and social context 
of the project that 
makes it stand out? 

– How can I/we 
integrate regula-
tory demands with 
what gives quality 
to the space? 

C Open 
questions 

– What knowledge is 
required to under-
stand the purpose 
of regulations in 
our spatial context? 

– Are specific 
regulations ad-
versely affecting 
the purpose for 
which they were 
created? 

INTEGRATION 

A Narrow 
questions 

– How can I/we inte-
grate this solution 
as neatly in this 
space as possible? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– For what reason 
do I/we require a 
special solution in 
the first place? 

C Open 
questions 

– Can I/we design 
this space in 
such a way that 
the solution itself 
becomes a quality 
for the space? 

RESPONSIBILITIES 

A Narrow 
questions 

– What aspects of 
my/our project 
should be consid-
ered relevant for 
questions concern-
ing social and ethi-
cal responsibility? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– Who am I/are we 
imagining will oc-
cupy this space? 

C Open 
questions 

– What role should 
social and ethical 
responsibilities 
play in my/our 
practice? 

154 Universal design 



EVALUATION & LEARNING 

A Narrow 
questions 

– What do we need 
to evaluate? 

– What do my 
colleagues think 
of this? 

B Semi-open 
questions 

– How can we eval-
uate our design 
practices? 

– How do they do 
this at other land-
scape architectural 
offices, and what 
can we learn from 
their approach? 

C Open 
questions 

– How do we make 
use of our eval-
uations in future 
projects? 

– What do research-
ers and other pro-
fessions have to say 
about what I am/ 
we are designing? 
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Introduction 

In this chapter, we explore how the concept of universal design and 
Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition can serve as a norm-critical and 
norm-creative starting point for a more inclusive view of humanity 
in pedagogical and social work. We start by arguing theoretically that 
the normative set of values in universal design is compatible with the 
“justified normativity” in Honneth’s theory of recognition (Honneth, 
2006), which in pedagogical and social work can be realised by pro-
fessionals working towards a more norm-critical and norm-creative 
practice. This practice involves critically and creatively challenging 
and breaking with norms that can act as barriers to recognition and 
inclusion. We then specify how we understand norms and breaking 
with norms, after which we discuss how professionals can work in a 
norm-critical and norm-creative way by challenging inequality-cre-
ating norms in practice. To this end, we examine three empirical ex-
amples – partly from pedagogical practice in a special day care cen-
tre for disabled children, and partly from young people’s accounts of 
their experiences with social work in their municipalities. The empir-
ical examples are drawn from a PhD thesis on disabled children and 
young people and the barriers that appear in their everyday lives, from 
the perspective of the children and young people themselves (Falster, 
2021). The examples aim to illustrate how professionals can challenge 
inequality-creating bodily norms in practice and for instance pro-
mote inclusion of children in communities of play or legal equality for 
young people without a verbal language in social case management. 

8.1 Axel Honneth’s theory of 
recognition and the set of  values 
in universal design 

 

The opening chapter of the anthology explains what universal de-
sign entails in terms of values and (design) principles. In this chap-
ter, we argue that these values and principles are consistent with the 

158 Universal design 



 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
  

 
  

normative basis of Honneth’s theory of recognition. In other words: 
If universal design is set as an objective and a guideline for the de-
sign of social, physical, technological and societal settings and are-
nas, then recognition theory is the normative, social-philosophical 
answer as to why. We thus attempt to offer a theoretical anchoring 
of universal design, but at the same time move towards universal 
design in practice, by showing how the principles of universal de-
sign (see Chapter 1) can be realised in pedagogical and social work 
through a norm-critical and norm-creative practice. In this section, 
we begin by elucidating what we mean by anchoring universal design 
theoretically in the theory of recognition. 

We understand a theoretical anchoring of universal design as the 
process of making explicit the normative view of human beings and 
society that grounds (or should ground) more specific (design) values 
in universal design, as formulated by for example Steinfeld and Maisel 
(2012) (see Chapter 1). We argue in this chapter that recognition the-
ory’s ideas of human freedom and the good life provide the reason for 
why universal design should be an objective and a guideline in socie-
tal developments. Likewise, we believe that the social- philosophical 
assumptions of recognition theory are best suited to describe the 
view of humanity and society that universal design already implicitly 
includes. In other words, we point out that the implicit understand-
ing of people and society in universal design is much the same as in 
most social theories of recognition, which, in turn, explicate this un-
derstanding and the potential to change society accordingly. 

Researchers such as Inger Marie Lid (2014, 2020) have already 
done a lot of work to explicate the view of humanity and society in 
the concept of universal design and linked it to, for example, rela-
tional models of disability, but we still believe that the following 
point by D’souza (2004: 3) describes large parts of both the research 
and academic literature on universal design: 

”Given the popularity, Universal design 
still remains largely atheorethical i.e. the 
researches of Universal design do not explicitly 
affiliate themselves to any form of theoretical 

Norm  criticism and norm creativity … 159 



paradigm (…) In this sense, Universal design 
can come under functionalist paradigms 
(because it caters to utility), pragmatic 
(because it is instrumental in nature), 
positivistic (because it strives for universal 
principles), normative (because it prescribes 
certain rules) and critical theorist paradigms 
(because it gives voice to the oppressed).” 

Thus, although it can be pointed out (the effort holds a certain irony) 
that universal design as a concept and approach does in fact live up 
to its own ideals of accessibility and usability, it is not without sig-
nificance which theoretical premises we use to argue the case for 
universal design. As D’souza points out, the idea of universality, for 
example, often gives rise to a positivist mindset where the principles 
of universal design are seen as stable, timeless and value-neutral. 
However, universal design entails a number of normative claims and 
ideals, which are also reflected in its strong alignment with the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, and which 
must simultaneously be realised in a wide range of contexts where 
different social circumstances present different barriers to partic-
ipation and inclusion. Universal design thus involves a particular 
view of humanity, an interpretation of society and ideals of freedom 
and the good life, which both practitioners and theorists of universal 
design must be able to articulate, but which require a justified theo-
retical framework. 

In line with D’souza, we find that universal design aligns with 
critical theory. However, in contrast to D’souza’s broad approach to 
this argument and general outline of critical theory, we start from 
a specific critical theory, namely Honneth’s theory of recognition 
(2006), which deals exactly with the question of how the norms and 
frameworks of a given society should be changed as a result of de-
mands and struggles for recognition. The theory has been applied 
and discussed across a wide range of academic fields and disciplines, 
including pedagogy and social work (Falster, Vagtholm & Warming, 
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2022). As a so-called grand theory, Honneth attempts to explain a 
number of general dynamics of society and identity formation. The 
basic assumption is that people create their identity intersubjec-
tively and socially. This contrasts with other theories of society, such 
as social contract theories, which are based on a view of humanity 
where the individual subject is seen as atomistic and engaged in a 
battle for self-preservation against all others, and where a social con-
tract is therefore necessary to ensure that the individual’s endeav-
ours to achieve their goals and freedom do not restrict the freedom 
of others. The theory of recognition, on the other hand, points out 
another kind of struggle for self-realisation and social formation and 
change, namely the struggle for recognition. 

According to Honneth, people need different forms of recogni-
tion from others, and from society at large, to build and maintain 
their identities. Briefly explained, Honneth identifies three forms of 
recognition: One form is love (or care), which (ideally) we experience 
throughout our lives in our primary relationships, giving us a funda-
mental sense of self-confidence. Another form is respect, where we 
are recognised as autonomous and equal individuals by other people 
and by society through laws and rights, thus ensuring fundamental 
self-respect. Finally, there is a third form of recognition, which Hon-
neth calls solidarity (or esteem), which involves the recognition of 
our uniqueness and difference from others as well as our contribu-
tions to large or small communities, which in turn contributes to our 
own sense of self-esteem. 

However, many individuals and groups often find that their bod-
ies, sexuality, lifestyles or identity positions, etc. are not recognised 
or may even be discriminated against and disrespected due to exist-
ing norms and different levels of (power) hierarchies. These feelings 
and experiences of being excluded, stigmatised, treated unfairly or 
outright violated give rise to demands and struggles for recognition. 
For the individual, this can be on a daily basis, but Giles (2020) finds 
that Honneth focuses mostly on the (historical) cases where larger 
groups of people who share experiences of being subject to disre-
spect struggle in an organised way for social change (struggles cen-
tred around economic redistribution, women’s and civil rights, etc.). 
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Honneth considers his theory to be a critical social theory that 
not only describes but also normatively supports a wide range of 
recognition struggles. Although the theory somewhat fails to clarify 
which struggles for recognition are morally legitimate (Honneth is, 
for example, critical of nationalism), he finds that historical strug-
gles for recognition ensure better societies in the long run, when 
more people experience inclusion and room for new identities and 
self-understandings (Honneth, 2006). 

The basic premise of recognition theory – that discrimination 
occurs in relationships with others and with society (Honneth, 
2006) – is also a defining aspect of universal design. This is also the 
main point of social and relational models of disability (Oliver & 
Barnes, 2012), which distinguish between impairment and disability 
(i.e. the limitations and barriers that arise in the encounter between 
a person with impairment and their social and physical environ-
ment). This premise of inter-subjectivity and the human being as a 
social animal is the ontological common denominator of recognition 
theory and universal design. This also extends to a shared normative 
position that argues that societies should strive for care, respect and 
solidarity for all. This is also why the idea of universality resonates 
with a recognition theoretical perspective. 

However, as highlighted above, it is important to emphasise 
that this should not be understood in positivistic terms. What care, 
respect and solidarity (should) imply differs from society to society 
and from era to era. In a way, this is also included in the (design) 
principles of universal design, such as cultural appropriateness 
(Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012), and an epistemological starting point 
thus emerges: Despite an ideal of recognition (which may be univer-
salised in for example the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities), the construction and design of everything from 
buildings to social practices cannot start from a checklist approach 
with predefined solutions. The content of what constitutes recogni-
tion (ensuring self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem) needs 
to be formulated by the use of (research) methods and approaches 
that include people’s feelings, attitudes, experiences and (everyday) 
practices in their diversity and context. 
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From a design perspective, this points to universal design’s sis-
ter concept: inclusive design, but without descending into a meth-
odological individualism (cf. Mackenzie, 2019) which – although 
it might address the needs of particular individuals in questions of 
(technological) accessibility and usability – does not necessarily take 
into account the above-mentioned premise that recognition and dis-
respect are socially constructed and therefore must be addressed at 
the social level, too. The ‘social’ must therefore be explored and con-
sidered in design processes. 

Therefore, a certain tension exists between the (universal) idea 
of the good life that is shared by recognition theory and the concept 
of universal design and, on the other hand, specific (cultural) con-
texts. Is it possible to respect existing norms and values about what 
can and should be recognised in a specific society, and at the same 
time support the change or toppling of norms that restrict and dis-
criminate against certain individuals and groups in the same soci-
ety? Is it possible to recognise/design for everyone? This question 
has been posed in relation to both recognition theory and universal 
design, and we believe that an important step towards addressing 
these and related questions is to open up the toolbox of norm criti-
cism and norm creativity, which we will do in the following sections. 

8.2 Norms and breaking with them 

Norms can be seen as the unwritten and self-evident rules and  social 
values that indicate what is expected in a given social context. In 
other words, the invisible rules and values that regulate and frame 
people’s self-presentation, social interaction and relationships with 
each other (Jacobsen, 2011). For example, there are norms relating 
to sexuality, gender, bodies, or social norms on how we should act 
around each other. Norms are often so invisible and taken for grant-
ed that people do not reflect on them or pay attention to their exis-
tence or effect in everyday life. Many of them only become evident 
when a norm is breached (Falster, Vagtholm & Warming, 2022). 
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Such an infringement can include a person or group breaking or 
challenging a norm. Examples include a homosexual couple chal-
lenging heterosexual relationship norms, a transgender person chal-
lenging gender norms, or a child with a visible impairment challeng-
ing body norms. As Clarup, Hamilton & Padovan-Özdemir (2020: 5) 
emphasise, norms create an order that defines “(…) which possible 
actions, experiences and developments are legitimate or illegitimate 
(…)”. For example, the three examples above involve people/groups 
that challenge or break with the heteronormative, cis-normative 
or body-normative order in society. This also means that a person 
or group that breaks with or challenges a norm will (involuntarily) 
attract attention from their peers and social environment. This can 
be expressed by others staring at them, asking inappropriate and 
unacceptable questions, or systematically avoiding or excluding the 
person or group. Based on the theory of recognition, a break with 
a norm can thus become a medium for discrimination and a barri-
er to recognition and inclusion. This is often the result of the fact 
that norms create a social construction of a centre and a periphery 
(Clarup, Hamilton & Padovan-Özdemir, 2020: 5). 

Violation of norms 
(periphery) 

Norm 
(centre) 

Figure 8.1: Norms and breaking with them 
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The centre may include individuals and groups who do not challenge 
or break with one or more norms, but who generally adopt ways of 
thinking and acting that are perceived and assessed by the majority 
as falling within the centre of the norm, that is, the normal or nat-
ural. Conversely, the periphery can include individuals and groups 
who challenge or break one or more norms and who are perceived 
and judged by the majority as strange, deviant, abnormal, sick or un-
natural, etc. Norms thus create mechanisms of both inclusion and 
exclusion, as well as inside and outside positions in society (Goff-
man, 2009; Becker, 2005), and, according to Honneth (2012, chap-
ter 12), the need for recognition is exactly the fundamental driving 
force behind the emergence of (subcultural) groups and commu-
nities. However, the construction of inside and outside positions 
also implies that certain norms produce and reproduce a structur-
ally unequal distribution of power and privilege between members 
of society (Falster, Vagtholm & Warming, 2022). The distinction 
between a centre and a periphery is of course a theoretical one, as 
norms can also be in a state of flux, change or merge, e.g. based on de-
mands or struggles for recognition, and so can be difficult to separate 
in practice. In other contexts, the distinction between a centre and 
a periphery may be clear and obvious, if the differences are observ-
able and measurable. Observable and measurable differences have 
been a prerequisite for constructing the categories normal/abnor-
mal (probable/unprobable), a widespread and applied distinction in 
modern science (Foucault, 2019), which is expressed by for example 
the mathematical normal distribution curve in medical research 
and practice, as well as in developmental psychological tests for chil-
dren (Falster, 2019; Falster & Warming, 2019). Throughout history, 
the notion that people, and social reality as a whole, can be catego-
rised into normal and abnormal has become a hegemonic cultural 
discourse that has in various ways shaped, and continues to shape, 
our understanding of particular groups, positions and social reality 
(Hacking, 1990; Jenkins, 2006: 195). 
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8.3 Thinking and working in a
norm-critical and norm-creative way 

When the social construction of a normative centre and a norm-
breaking periphery becomes a barrier to recognition and inclusion 
and instead results in discrimination and exclusion, it is often be-
cause people have not learnt to critically engage with oppressive and 
inequality-creating norms in society. In other words, we have not 
learnt to think in a norm-critical and norm-creative way. Norm-crit-
ical thinking means thinking critically about the norms that are tak-
en for granted and perceived as self-evident, normal or natural. As 
Clarup, Hamilton & Padovan-Özdemir (2020: 5) emphasise, this 
does not mean that norm-critical thinking entails or aims to create 
a normless society. Rather, it is about challenging and breaking the 
norms that can act as barriers to recognition and inclusion in various 
ways, and that have an exclusionary and discriminatory effect, e.g. by 
ostracising certain groups and making them feel wrong/different. 

With a starting point in norm-critical thinking, it becomes pos-
sible to work in a norm-creative way. This involves working  creatively 
to challenge norms that create an unequal distribution of power 
and privilege, e.g. in the form of unequal opportunities for partici-
pation (Salmson & Ivarsson, 2015). As is indirectly apparent from 
the above, thinking and working in a norm-creative way is based on 
a number of minimum conditions, where the professionals who are 
for instance part of a pedagogical or social work practice and con-
text, legally recognise and are in solidarity with the individuals and 
groups who challenge the norm. This means that professionals rec-
ognise the legal equality of the person or group and are in solidarity 
with the particularity of the individual and/or group and their dis-
tinctive contribution to the specific and general (societal) commu-
nity. According to Heidegren, this implies more than the recogni-
tion of abstract rights, namely that members of society (in this case 
professionals): “(…) affirm, encourage, appreciate and are generally 
open to other people with different life patterns” (2010: 37). The con-
ditions for working in a norm-creative way therefore imply that, 
as a minimum, professionals are open, curious and appreciative of 
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other (alternative) ways of thinking and acting, including forms of 
expression and appearance as expressed, for example, through bodi-
ly variations, sexual orientations, gender identities and expressions. 
As Clarup, Hamilton & Padovan-Özdemir (2020: 5) emphasise, such 
a normative approach and practice requires professionals to be con-
scious and reflective about how they themselves (unconsciously) 
reproduce norms, and at the same time to actively consider the fact 
that – when they work in a norm-critical and norm-creative way – 
they themselves are also co-producers of new norms. The difference, 
however, is that the new norms should create a more equal distribu-
tion of recognition, inclusion and participation opportunities. 

So how can the values of universal design and the theory of rec-
ognition be practised through norm-critical thinking and norm cre-
ativity in practice? In the following section, we will present three 
empirical examples from a PhD thesis (Falster, 2021), where each 
example partly relates to a specific sphere of recognition (respective-
ly: care, respect, and solidarity) and partly illustrates how different 
norms can create inequality, but where it is also potentially possible 
to change these through a norm-critical and norm-creative prac-
tice. The three examples are: 1) a field note about inclusive play in a 
day care centre, 2) a quote about the experience of cooperation with 
the municipality and 3) an observation/field note about how body 
norms create a basis for exclusion in a day care centre. The empirical 
data were collected in connection with fieldwork and observation in 
a day care centre and an educational programme for disabled chil-
dren and young people. 

Example 1: Inclusive play 

Asger, a 5-year-old boy with autism, often struggles to 
understand the unwritten rules of play when playing 
with the other children in his group. This often leads to 
conflict and him being excluded from play by the other 
children. Every day, the staff therefore initiate a more 
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adult-led form of play, where the children who want to 
participate sit in a circle. In the centre of the circle, an 
electric train runs back and forth and the children take 
turns putting toys on the train. The rules of the game are 
simple and transparent, allowing Asger to participate 
and to realise that he can play with the other children. 

The above field note illustrates how social norms and unwritten 
rules on how to play risk excluding children who struggle to decode 
these norms and unwritten rules. This group of children is at risk of 
being excluded by their peers, thereby losing the experience of be-
ing able to engage in play, relationships and communities with other 
children. In other words, they are excluded from the care and recog-
nition that also exists in friendly relationships and which, accord-
ing to Honneth (2006), is one of the prerequisites for developing 
self-confidence. It also exemplifies that even if Asger is not physi-
cally excluded, he is still excluded in a social sense: He has access to 
the space (in this case a room in a day care centre), but he does not 
have access to one of the main activities (playing with others) that 
the majority of other children have the opportunity to participate in 
(Ryhl, Eiriksson & Overby, 2021). However, the staff actively consid-
er the fact that some children are not neurotypical/able-bodied and 
therefore may find it harder to decode and comply with social norms 
and unwritten rules for play. Instead of individualising the exclusion 
with reference to Asger having to learn to understand the unwritten 
rules, the staff initiate an adult-led play where Asger and the other 
children have the opportunity to be stimulated, experience care and 
participate in play where the rules are simple and transparent, and 
by extension experience that they can also play with others and form 
friendships. This design of a play situation is an example of universal 
design. The example illustrates how staff can use simple norm-cre-
ative approaches to address the fact that social norms and unwritten 
rules for play intertwine with able-bodied and neurotypical norms 
for individual and social competence, which in this case implies that, 
as a child or adult, you must demonstrate the competence to read 

168 Universal design 



 

 

  
  

 
  

 
   

 

social situations and unwritten rules for behaviour and interact with 
other people in a certain way. However, the staff put this temporarily 
on hold when they also initiate games where the rules are simple and 
transparent for all children. Designing play situations in an inclusive 
way can also include a material component, e.g. by ensuring toys 
are not placed where disabled children cannot access them (unless 
there is a reason for this), or by the individual institution taking a 
norm-critical and norm-creative approach to the spaces and mate-
rial objects that are part of the children’s everyday lives. This can be 
realised by for example creating spaces, playgrounds and other phys-
ical environments according to the design principles of universal 
design, or by purchasing toys designed for disabled children that in 
principle can be used by all. In other words, it is about professionals 
being aware of their own (able-bodied) position and thus potential 
blind spots, and how both social/relational and material conditions 
can lead to inclusion and exclusion in everyday life. 

Example 2: Perception of co-operating
with the municipality 

”There were major problems with the 
municipality from the start. I speak through my 
word board or iPad and my mum helps me write, 
but because she does this, the municipality 
thought she was writing things for me. It was only 
after they had accepted my way of speaking that I 
could even be allowed to answer for myself – that 
I was allowed to be involved at all.” 

The above quote comes from a 16-year-old girl, Kristina, who was 
asked about her experience of co-operation with her municipality. 
Kristina communicates in writing using a word board or iPad, with 
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her mum helping her to move her fingers. However, this is a form of 
communication that her municipality did not initially accept, which 
is why she was not involved in her own case. This is an example of 
how body-normative understandings and conceptions of the human 
being as an independent, autonomous, and able-bodied subject who 
can speak and write for themselves create a specific framework in 
which specific forms of communication are accepted as legitimate. 
From a recognition-theoretical perspective, this results in Kristina 
not being treated equally to others, which risks undermining her 
ability to develop self-respect. 

Instead of excluding Kristina, the situation could give rise to 
norm-critical thinking by asking the question: How do we enable and 
ensure participation when the citizen does not (or can only partially) 
communicate verbally? In this context, norm-creative work could 
include using picture cards that express certain feelings/moods or 
a list of response and/or satisfaction categories that Kristina could 
point to in order to express her experiences and assessments. Fol-
lowing the universal design principle that diversity in needs requires 
diversity in solutions (Ryhl, Eiriksson & Overby, 2021) lays the foun-
dation for citizens who do not communicate verbally to experience 
recognition through legal equality, letting them practise their right 
to offer their perspectives on what constitutes meaningful help and 
support for them in a similar way to able-bodied people. 

Example 3: Body norms as a basis
for exclusion 

After lunch, I sit in one of the group rooms to observe. 
Two boys start playing with a pair of fireman’s hats. Two 
other boys come running into the room and approach 
the others. ‘Why don’t we play cops and robbers?’ one of 
them shouts, and the other three shout ‘Yes!’ One of the 
boys, who cannot walk, shouts that he wants to be a 
policeman. He is eager and seems to be keen to take on 
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the role. However, one of the others interrupts him and 
says: ‘policemen need to be able to walk and run’. The 
boy who cannot walk looks disappointed. A few seconds 
later, he crawls under a table. He seems to be upset. The 
other boys start running after each other. 

As the observation shows, this is a play situation where a child is ex-
cluded. The reason for the exclusion stems from a body normative 
understanding and notion that police officers are always able-bodied 
and therefore need to be able to run and walk. The children in this 
group therefore have an understanding and idea that only those who 
are able-bodied can fulfil certain roles in play. Based on the theory 
of recognition, this type of exclusion can be interpreted as a devalu-
ation of the child’s contribution to play, since, according to the other 
children, he is unable to comply with the norms and requirements of 
the role of a police officer. This risks undermining the boy’s ability to 
develop self-esteem, where on the other hand, through solidarity, he 
can experience that his unique contribution to the play  community 
is recognised as something that makes a positive difference to the 
other children, to the game and to their specific community. It is 
in these situations that professionals can take a norm-critical and 
norm-creative approach in a way that makes a direct difference to 
the children who experience exclusion based on body norms, but 
which could also arise from other inequality-creating norms. In this 
case, staff can ask norm-challenging questions such as: What about 
the police officers who ride motorcycles? What about the officers 
investigating the case? Or a prison officer/guard? In other words, 
the staff can intervene in play in a way where they ask norm-criti-
cal questions of the children, which can support the individual child, 
as well as the group, in thinking and acting in a norm-critical and 
norm-creative way in other contexts, but which also creates better 
conditions for inclusion in the current game. It is also possible to use 
material objects to support inclusion. In the above example, the boy 
who is excluded from the game can in fact move relatively quickly 
on a toy motorcycle and thus participate in the game in the role of 
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a police officer on a motorcycle. However, neither the boy nor the 
other children are aware of this possibility – and here the profes-
sionals could, for example, challenge them by asking norm-critical 
questions and directing them to use material objects that can make 
play more inclusive. 

At the same day care centre, the staff and children have 
made a rule that they (both staff and children) wait for each other. 
This rule is based on the fact that there are some children in the day 
care centre who are unable to walk. The rule is therefore designed 
to show solidarity with this group of children, but applies to all chil-
dren, so it does not focus attention on those who cannot walk. At the 
same time, and in the same way as the norm-critical questions, it is 
also a specific example of the fact that even though professionals may 
engage in norm criticism, they are still co-creators of new norms – in 
this case a norm that, from the normative basis of universal design 
and the theory of recognition, is more inclusive and solidary, as the 
rule creates awareness that people have varying functional abilities. 

8.4 Discussion and conclusion 

Professionals in pedagogical and social work are also designers – not 
of specific material and technological products directly, but of the 
relational work they practise with citizens, such as disabled chil-
dren and young people. In the same way that body norms influence 
how we build and organise ourselves, they, along with many other 
norms, also influence how we interact with each other and enter 
into relationships. In this chapter, we have discussed how universal 
design and the theory of recognition can, in harmony, constitute a 
normative starting point for pedagogical and social work with a view 
to practising relational work in a norm-critical and norm-creative 
way that challenges inequality-creating norms. Overall, there is an 
inherent dialectic in universal design and the theory of recognition: 
on the one hand, they can provide the normative basis and theoreti-
cal justification for professional work, while on the other hand, they 
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point to future outcomes, in the form of a more equitable distribu-
tion of recognition, participation and inclusion. As a starting point 
for norm-critical and norm-creative work, both recognition theory 
and universal design can initiate reflection and generate awareness 
of how to create better conditions for recognition and inclusion, 
through an increased awareness that diversity in human needs re-
quires diversity in, for example, relational work (Ryhl, Eiriksson & 
Overby, 2021). In terms of the latter dialectical aspect, the theory of 
recognition and universal design can act as a continuous guideline, 
because a justified normative standpoint makes future outcomes 
for pedagogical and social work transparent. In future, norm-criti-
cal and norm-creative solutions and ways of thinking in pedagogical 
and social work can thus be interpreted, justified and, not least, ar-
ticulated as practices in universal design with the ideal of supporting 
conditions for mutual recognition between professionals and users/ 
citizens, between adults and children/young people, etc. This artic-
ulation and clarification based on actual practice and social reality 
can thus help to strengthen the theoretical understanding of what 
constitutes respectful and inclusive practice. 

In addition to this perhaps traditional dialectic between theory 
and practice – which we believe can be reinterpreted with a termi-
nology where universal design is understood as the ideal and guide-
line; recognition as the normative and theoretical justification; and 
norm criticism and creativity as the practical tools – we would also 
like to add a final perspective: The social-philosophical normativity 
of recognition theory and the values of universal design, which to-
gether constitute an idea of social justice, can also serve as ballast 
in arguments on why (economic) resources must be prioritised for 
norm-critical and norm-creative practices in social and pedagogical 
work that support and design the conditions for people in interac-
tion to experience differentiated recognition in the form of care, re-
spect and solidarity, which is a prerequisite for realising collective as 
well as individual freedom. 

Norm  criticism and norm creativity … 173 



 

  

References 

Becker, H. S. (2005). Outsidere – Studier 
i afvigelsessociologi. Hans Reitzels 
Forlag, Copenhagen. 

Clarup, E., Hamilton, S. D. P. & Padovan- 
Özdemir, M. (2020). Normkritisk 
og normkreativ pædagogik i aktuel 
praksis: Et forskningsbaseret inspira-
tionskatalog til dagtilbud. VIA Univer-
sity College. 

D’souza, N. (2004). Is Universal Design 
a Critical Theory? In S. Keates, J. 
Clarkson, P. Langdon & P. Robinson 
(eds.): Designing a More Inclusive 
World. Springer, London. https://doi. 
org/10.1007/978-0-85729-372-5_1 

Falster, E. S. (2019). At måle og vurdere 
børn i dagtilbud – og hvordan det 
påvirker pædagogisk praksis. Dansk 
Pædagogisk Tidsskrift. No. 2. 

Falster, E. S. & Warming, H. (2019). Ratio-
nalities in the pedagogical regime of 
practice. Childhood. 26(4): 554–569. 
doi:10.1177/0907568219869805. 

Falster, E. S. (2021). Vi kæmper for at leve: 
En social-relationel og anerkendels-
esteoretisk analyse af barrierer for 
børns agens og gensidigt anerkendende 
relationer set ud fra et børneperspektiv. 
Roskilde University. FS & P PhD 
theses. 

Falster, E., Vagtholm, I. & Warming, H. 
(2022). Livet med bevægelseshand-
ikap – børns og unges perspektiver. 
Akademisk Forlag. 

Foucault, F. (2019). Klinikkens fødsel. 
Hans Reitzels Forlag, Copenhagen. 

Giles, D. (2020). Rethinking Misrecogni-
tion and Struggles for Recognition: 
Critical Theory Beyond Honneth. 
Insert Philosophy, Prague. 

Goffman, E. (2009). Stigma – Om 
 af vigerens sociale identitet. Samfunds-
litteratur, Frederiksberg. 

Hacking, I. (1990). The Taming of Chance. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Heidegren, C. (2010). Anerkendelse – 
kort og godt. Samfundslitteratur, 
Frederiksberg. 

Honneth, A. (2006). Kampen for anerken-
delse. Sociale konflikters moralske 
grammatik. Hans Reitzels Forlag, 
Copenhagen. Org. 1992. 

Honneth, A. (2012). The I in We: Studies in 
the Theory of Recognition (J. Ganahl, 
Trans.). Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Jacobsen, M. H. (2011). Normer. In S.N. 
Larsen & I.K. Pedersen (eds.): Socio-
logisk leksikon. Hans Reitzels Forlag, 
Copenhagen. 

Jenkins, R. (2006). Social Identitet. Hans 
Reitzels Forlag, Copenhagen. 

Lid, I. M. (2014). Universal Design and 
disability: an interdisciplinary 
perspective. Disability and Rehabilita-
tion, 36 (6), 1344–1349. 

Lid, I. M. (2020). Universell utforming og 
samfunnsdeltakelse. Cappelen Damm 
Akademisk, Oslo. 

Mackenzie, C. (2019). Feminist innovation 
in philosophy: Relational autonomy 
and social justice. Women’s Studies 
International Forum, 72, 144–151. 

Oliver, M. & Barnes, C. (2012). The New 
Politics of Disablement. Palgrave 
Macmillan, UK. 

Ryhl, C., Eiriksson, M. & Overby Sørensen, 
R. (2021). Universal Design – in-
troduktion til et designprincip, der 
udfordrer tanken om at være men-
neske. Hentet 26.09.2023 https:// 
universaldesignhub.dk/wp-content/ 
uploads/Universal-Design-Hub_Ry
hl-C.-Eiriksson-M.-Overby-Soer
ensen-R.-2021-Universal-design_in
troduktion-a.pdf 

-
-

-

Salmson, K. & Ivarsson, J. (2015). Norm-
kreativitet i förskolan: om normkritik 
och vägar till likabehandling. 1st ed. 
Linköping: Olika. 

Steinfeld, E. & Maisel, J. L. (2012). 
Universal Design: Creating Inclusive 
Environments. Wiley. 

174 Universelt design 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-85729-372-5_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-85729-372-5_1
https://universaldesignhub.dk/wp-content/uploads/Universal-Design-Hub_Ryhl-C.-Eiriksson-M.-Overby-Soerensen-R.-2021-Universal-design_introduktion-a.pdf
https://universaldesignhub.dk/wp-content/uploads/Universal-Design-Hub_Ryhl-C.-Eiriksson-M.-Overby-Soerensen-R.-2021-Universal-design_introduktion-a.pdf


 

 
 

  

    

9.0
 Pedagogical
tools for
 teaching 
 universal 
design 
Dagný Valgeirsdóttir, John Paulin Hansen 
and Thomas Skovgaard 

175 



 

Introduction 

How do we support social sustainability and inclusion through in-
novation and design? And how do we teach students to do so and in-
crease their understanding of universal design? DTU has developed 
an answer to this challenge: A Universal Design Playbook to support 
the planning and execution of design processes and co-creative ac-
tivities. In this chapter, we describe the Universal Design Playbook 
itself and our first experiences of using it in teaching. 

9.1 Inclusive design 

Designing for inclusion involves a process of optimising products, 
services or environments to meet the needs of as many people as 
possible. The design is often based on the challenges, needs or op-
portunities of a specific and marginalised group (Clarkson et al., 
2013). Experience has shown that designing for people with special 
needs often generates solutions that benefit the wider community. 
For example, kerbside ramps are essential for wheelchair users, but 
also useful for those who have to navigate a kerb with a pram or hand 
trolley. The overarching principle of universal design is defined as 
“designing products and environments so that they can be used by all 
people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation 
or specialised design” (Mace, 1998). 

The terms inclusive design and universal design are often used in-
terchangeably. While the concept of universal design has its roots in 
architecture, inclusive design is the most commonly used concept in 
digital environments. 

A key element in designing universal solutions is empathy – em-
pathising with users and their perspectives. However, it is not always 
enough for designers to rely solely on their own personal experience 
as a basis for their empathy; they may misinterpret users’ needs 
(Smeenk et al., 2019). The designers act as facilitators and must have 
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an open and engaged mindset combined with good observational 
and collaboration skills (Mattelmäki, 2008). 

In empathic design, professionals and users co-operate on an 
equal footing (Dorst, 2010). The principles are applied in a wide 
range of industrial, creative and social contexts. One of the con-
crete activities that often comes into play in design thinking is user 
involvement, where users and other relevant parties are invited to 
participate in the design process (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; 
Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Valgeirsdottir & Onarheim, 2017). 

9.2 Design processes included in
university programmes 

Some university students work in groups to develop specific solu-
tions to challenges with technologies, services or concepts. End us-
ers – whether customers, citizens, patients or the public – are some-
times forgotten. This is particularly true in the case of users with 
special needs beyond those recognised by the students themselves. 
DTU has therefore developed a pedagogical tool to capture users’ 
perspectives. The ambition is for the Universal Design mindset to 
be embedded through application of the Universal Design Playbook 
methodology, and that the approaches learnt by the students will 
have a lasting impact on the quality of their designs later in their 
professional careers. For example, a service may be improved for all 
citizens and become easier to administer for the authorities because 
there are fewer cases where a citizen requires special services or 
cannot be helped. A product is more likely to succeed on the market 
when customers with special needs also buy it because they can ac-
tually use it. This can be seen as significant in our part of the world 
where, thankfully, an increasing proportion of the population can 
look forward to a longer life. However, longer life expectancy also 
brings with it a number of motor and cognitive challenges. 

 Pedagogical tools for  teaching  universal design 177 



 

   Dissemination of the Universal Design Playbook 
– body and movement as an example 
As a pedagogical-didactic approach and concrete planning tool, 
the Universal Design Playbook is expected to be applicable in edu-
cational contexts beyond the field in which it has been tested thus 
far. In recent years, well-known dynamic teaching methods such as 
inquiry, experimentation, project work and problem-based learning 
have been complemented by formats focusing on design and co-cre-
ation in several university programmes. For example, this applies 
to the body, movement and physical activity programmes in Sports 
and Health Science at the University of Southern Denmark. They 
are already using learning approaches similar to those expressed in 
the Universal Design Playbook. These are based on the core princi-
ples of activating teaching and active learning. The Bachelor’s and 
Master’s programmes are organised to provide good opportunities 
for feedback between teachers and students, as well as a high lev-
el of student activity with the possibility of individual differentia-
tion. The ambition is to produce graduates with strong theoretical 
and practical competences to promote active living. This ambition 
is supported by teaching elements that enhance the students’ com-
petences in designing innovative processes and concepts linked to 
communication and learning in sport, as well as initiating, analysing 
and assessing the development of products and services relevant to 
a broad area of physical activity. Aspects related to universal design 
are particularly evident in the parts of the programme that develop 
students’ competences to adapt physical activity, training and sport 
to different target groups – including people with different types of 
impairments. The assumptions are that everyone has the right to 
participate in leisure and sporting activities and that people have 
different preconditions and motivations for movement and activity. 
Inclusion and differentiation are key guiding principles. 

One tool that the Universal Playbook is intended to support is 
educational programmes that aim to develop students who, in col-
laboration with other disciplines and an often wide range of stake-
holders, acquire skills in analysing and acting in a qualified manner 
on professional issues within their field of expertise. The interactive 
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format with a strong emphasis on the inclusion aspect supports the 
entire programme’s mission to produce graduates who can under-
take interdisciplinary as well as specialised dissemination, analy-
sis, development, planning and research tasks. In this context, we 
believe it makes sense to include tools to enhance skills in develop-
ing solutions for broad user groups and – more fundamentally – to 
support graduates to feel confident and comfortable in using design 
methods to identify, develop and assess inclusive solutions. 

9.3 Universal Design Playbook 

The Universal Design Playbook is an online tool (www.universal
designguide.com

-
) that helps coordinate a plan for carrying out de-

sign activities. While it is advantageous if users have experience in 
using design methods, it is not a requirement. However, it is import-
ant that those using the Playbook are aware of what stage of the de-
sign process their project is in. Is it in the initial phase, when em-
pathy and exploratory methods are relevant, or in the later phases, 
when summarising methods are needed? 

There are several online toolkits that give suggestions for choos-
ing design methods, such as servicedesigntools.org and the Univer-
sity of Copenhagen’s online resource (https://innovationenglish.
sites.ku.dk/metoder/

 
). What is novel about the Universal Design 

Playbook is that it has a strong focus on the inclusion of users with 
special needs and that it provides a customised plan for running a 
design workshop, with all the necessary information students need 
in one place. The Universal Design Playbook ensures a unique focus 
on users with special needs by requiring students who are planning 
design activities to consider what competences they have assumed 
in the participants and whether those assumptions could prevent 
some from being active during all activities. Participants in the de-
velopment projects with user participation may have different abil-
ities or disabilities, which may be visible, such as motor disabilities, 
or invisible, such as cognitive or sensory challenges. The playbook 
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also provides detailed suggestions of how best to accommodate user- 
participants with different types of disabilities. 

Within the inclusive design tradition, it is common to work with 
fictional users and their experiences of design solutions – known 
as personas – to whom special needs are attributed (Coleman et al., 
2016). As an alternative to this method, DTU has developed a deck 
of cards called Ability Prompt Cards, which are used during a design 
process to challenge the ideas being worked on (see Figure 9.1). The 
cards aim to promote an understanding of user perspectives and en-
courage design solutions to be extended to the widest possible user 
group. There are 16 cards in the deck, each representing an ability, 
such as gripping an object, and three levels of how persistently this 
ability may be challenged, either permanently (indicated in bold); 
for a period of time; or only in a specific situation. The cards, which 
can be printed and distributed to all participants, can then be played 
against an idea, with the designers discussing whether this partic-
ular idea is suitable for people who are, for instance, in a situation 
where their cognitive abilities are challenged. The designers may 
agree that the idea is not suitable for the given situation. It therefore 
becomes a conscious decision to disregard that user group or not to 
support the solution being used in the given circumstances. Once 
the matter is clarified, the next step is to ask ‘why not?’. We call this 
method dropping bias. 

The cards can also be used to set obstacles for design solutions, 
for instance that people with only one arm must be able to use them. 
Obstacles have been shown to increase creativity (Onarheim and 
Valgeirsdottir, 2017). Therefore, we expect the challenges that the 
cards represent to promote innovation. Finally, the cards can be 
used for systematic evaluation, for each of the cards, recording the 
extent to which a particular capability is a prerequisite for the use of 
a given design solution.  
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Figure 9.1: Examples of 5 out of 16 cards to expose ability assumptions in 
design solutions. 
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  Figure 9.2: The front page of the Universal Design Playbook web service 
(www.universaldesignguide.com) 

Design researchers have long held a particular interest in stimu-
lating cognitive strategies during the development process. Here, 
a distinction is made between divergent and convergent forms of 
thinking, with the former characterised by opening, expanding and 
uncovering, while convergent thinking is used to narrow, sort and 
prioritise (Guilford, 1968). Basadur et al. (1982) have suggested that 
these two modes of thought take turns to be dominant across three 
phases: 1) problem identification, 2) problem solving and 3) solu-
tion implementation. The model has subsequently been extended 
to include a fourth phase in the widely used Double Diamond Model, 
which emphasises that both the problem and solution phases have 
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divergent and convergent periods (Design Council, 2005). The dou-
ble diamond model is used throughout the Universal Design Play-
book to structure a creative development process, as can be seen 
in Figure 9.2, where the selection of appropriate methods should 
indicate whether it is relevant to explore a problem, narrow down a 
problem, explore ideas or narrow down ideas. 

The Universal Design Playbook contains more than 40 design 
methods, including traditional approaches and some specifically 
aimed at developing inclusive solutions. The Universal Design Play-
book has three sorting functions to identify the most suitable methods. 

Figure 9.3: Presentation of the Ability Prompt Cards method in the Universal 
Design Playbook, where the cards can also be downloaded for printing. 

—  Empathy. This sorting function will lead the user to methods that 
they can use before beginning the actual design process. This is in 
order to understand the intended user groups and the challenges 
and opportunities they may face. This function is particularly im-
portant when the aim is to develop universal design. 
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– Where are you in the process? As described above, this sorting func-
tion is based on the Double Diamond model and is useful when, for 
instance, planning a workshop. 

– What type of methods do you need? This sorting function helps to 
select methods in the context of a workshop, finding methods that 
are specifically suitable for preparation, generating ideas or choos-
ing a final concept. 

In addition to the methodology collection, the Universal Design 
Playbook offers guides, information material for both educational 
and inspirational purposes, as well as support to develop a timetable 
for a workshop process. Each method is explained with a video and 
step-by-step instructions, a tutorial, template and, most important-
ly, tips for creating inclusive solutions (see Figure 9.3). 

As can be seen in Figure 9.3, the methodological descriptions 
include reminders (bottom right) to consider who the participants 
are, as well as guidance on how to accommodate participants if they 
are challenged by various functional limitations. Finally, it also indi-
cates what input is required, what output the method produces, how 
cognitively demanding the method is considered to be, how long it 
takes, how many participants it is suitable for and what activities it 
involves. Once users of the Universal Design Playbook have chosen 
the methods they want to use, the digital tool creates a comprehen-
sive workshop plan – including method descriptions, templates and 
facilitation tips. Everything can be downloaded as a PDF file. 

9.4  Testing the Universal   Design Playbook 

The first prototype of the Universal Design Playbook was tested in 
co-operation with Muskelsvindfonden (The Muscular Dystrophy 
Foundation) at a workshop aimed at developing accessible seating at 
music festivals (image 9.4). The workshop took place in March 2021 
in the form of a user test of the interfaces on the Universal Design 
Playbook website. Fifteen participants were divided into three 
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groups and were given the opportunity to gain insight into the prob-
lem area via input from end-users of spectator seating at festivals, 
who participated online (see image 9.4). Participants conducted user 
interviews with support from advice embedded in the Universal De-
sign Playbook. From these interviews, the participants and end-us-
ers were together able to construct a typical sequence of events when 
wheelchair users go to music festivals. The user journey approach is 
one of the methods that the Universal Design Playbook offers guid-
ance on. The purpose of describing a user journey is to map in detail 
how users interact with a service or product over time. Against this 
background, the most likely experiences that different people are ex-
pected to have can be further analysed. The individual parts can then 
be categorised to gain an overview of the situations that may arise. 

The final result was presented to the Muscular Dystrophy Foun-
dation at the end of the workshop, as an overview of the users’ reflec-
tions on the need for a more inclusive solution. 

The workshop had the dual purpose of both mapping the prob-
lem from the users’ perspective and testing the usability of the Uni-
versal Design Playbook webpage. The comments from participants 
were overwhelmingly positive: 

“There was a lot of introductory information to 
work through, but the exercises were really well 
documented and the videos were good. I loved 
the way the double diamond was used to sort the 
exercises.” 

“I really liked the way that the inclusion mindset 
provides a constant reminder during the 
implementation of each method.” 

“The Playbook is very good at focusing on the 
abilities and disabilities of the users – both with 
the Ability Prompt Cards and with advice on 
how to adapt the exercises to participants with 
disabilities.” 

 Pedagogical tools for  teaching  universal design 185 



  Image 9.4: Students test an early version of the Universal Design Playbook 
with young people with motor disabilities who contributed their experiences 
online. 

9.5 User involvement at course level 

User involvement is also a fundamental part of the Staging Co- 
creation and Creativity course at DTU. During the course, students 
are trained to organise and run co-creation workshops, where a key 
objective is to learn how to accommodate external participants or 
users. Halfway through the semester, people with disabilities are in-
vited to participate in workshops hosted and facilitated by students. 
In autumn 2021, eight people took part in two workshops of 90 min-
utes each. One week before the workshop was organised, students 
were informed which user they would be working with. The process 
was very successful and the feedback from both users and students 
was extremely positive. However, the students wished they had had 
the opportunity to work even more closely with the users, because 
the co-creation perspective gave them useful insights and increased 
their empathy in a crucial way. 
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Image 9.6: Ability cards are used as part of a board game to reflect on 
accessibility on campus. 

The Universal Design Playbook was later used alongside the online 
design tool MIRO by 600 thesis students at a workshop day focused 
on making DTU’s campus even more accessible (Figure 9.5). The 
MIRO tool was also structured according to the double diamond 
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model, with alternating phases of divergent and convergent method-
ologies used to identify the problem domain and to design solutions. 
To facilitate the learning process, links were provided in advance 
directly from the MIRO board to the Universal Design Playbook 
methodology descriptions used by the students, as well as Univer-
sal Design Playbook templates to structure the developed content. 
The Ability Prompt Cards were also introduced. There is a plan for 
a large number of DTU’s thesis students to participate in a similar 
workshop in the future. In the longer term, the intention is for all 
DTU students to familiarise themselves with the Universal Design 
Playbook. 

9.6 CAMPUS – Leaving no one behind 

The Ability Cards have become part of a new board game, CAMPUS – 
Leaving no one behind, which is used during DTU’s introduction week 
to assess and reflect on the accessibility of the campus (Image 9.6). 
For the start of the 2021 academic year, 450 students were divided 
into groups of 5 and given an Ability Card to imagine the challenges 
they might face in certain situations on campus. They were provided 
with props corresponding to the Ability Card they had been given to 
simulate the disability and develop an understanding of the oppor-
tunities and challenges people with such a disability may experience. 

A good start gives you energy for more 
Following the positive reception of both the Universal Design Play-
book and the Ability Prompt Cards from students, start-ups and 
teachers at DTU, the next step is to continue with the iterative devel-
opment of the website and the addition of further materials. 

The cards have proven to be a powerful pedagogical tool – both 
for students and for entrepreneurs in the early stages of business 
creation. The next deck of cards is under development and will pres-
ent the 7 principles of universal design (Design U, 1997). A prototype 
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was tested in the master course Holistic Design of Engineering Sys-
tems and received a good response from the students. 

A third set of cards is in the pipeline and will support the process 
of identifying potential biases in design and facilitate stakeholder 
dialogue on potential challenges and biases. 

Both the Universal Design Playbook and the Ability Prompt Cards 
seem to have great versioning and scaling potential. Our ambition is 
to work with a wide range of partners in different educational pro-
grammes to unlock as much of this potential as possible. It is about 
realising universal design solutions that truly make a difference for 
everyone. 
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Introduction 

Denmark, like the other committed countries, is working in several 
areas to achieve the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set 
by the United Nations (UN) for 2030. Within this shared vision, the 
Leaving No One Behind (LNOB) agenda aims to reduce inequalities 
or other conditions that could leave people behind in individual and 
societal thriving. In pursuit of this goal, the UN Committee’s rec-
ommendation is to develop strategic research models and working 
frameworks that focus on people’s inclusion and participation. The 
Universal Design (UD) approach shows considerable potential to 
contribute to people’s inclusion and participation by better aligning 
the designed environment with the needs of an increasingly large 
and diverse population. In line with the UD approach, the main 
concern of architects and other experts in the built environment is 
to design the environment with an awareness of the role it plays in 
preventing or supporting the physical performance and social par-
ticipation of individuals with different abilities. To this end, practi-
tioners need a thorough understanding of how people with different 
abilities interact with and experience the built environment. There-
fore, current research and practices aim for more holistic and inter-
disciplinary approaches to investigate and address the complexity 
and diversity of individuals in relation to the design and use of the 
built environment. 

The impact of the built environment on people’s performance 
and participation is still an unexplored field in both practice and sci-
ence, especially with regard to people with physical and sensory im-
pairments. In the case of complex and multidimensional dynamics 
such as those between the environment and individual performance, 
analytical models can help to bridge fundamental theories and con-
cepts of disability with more empirically observable phenomena oc-
curring in the real world (Altman, 2001). Indeed, analytical models 
can support empirical studies by including, framing and observing 
individual and environmental factors and qualifying our knowledge 
of disabling and enabling mechanisms (Imrie & Luck, 2014) arising 
from person-environment interaction. 
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Until now, disability and restrictive conditions have been ad-
dressed mainly by focusing on the mis-match between the individu-
al and the environmental dimensions. To this end, various analytical 
and operational models have been developed to support research 
and practice in understanding and assessing the role of the environ-
ment in determining disability conditions. Existing models, such 
as the GAP (Lid, 2013), the Housing Enabler (Steinfeld & Danford, 
1999) and the User-Built Environment (Froyen et al., 2009) are all 
valid tools for considering the relevance of the environment, how-
ever, these models focus primarily on environmental barriers and 
personal limitations. The concepts of mis-match and dis-ability have 
been discussed extensively within the field of UD. In this regard, 
Hamraie (2013) argues that we need to acknowledge human vari-
ations, but without de-centering disability from normate user tem-
plates as this, in turn, creates mis-fits. Taking a different perspective, 
this chapter argues that the PEO model could offer a more rewarding 
approach and a novel contribution that does not focus on human dis-
abilities and environmental barriers but addresses a broad spectrum 
of human abilities and the potential of the built environment in en-
abling people’s activities. Knowledge transfer, between academia 
and industry or between different fields of research, is an important 
yet often not articulated part of a research practice (Jensen, 2010) 
which requires a critical “reflection in action” (Schön, 2016), why this 
chapter describes and explores how the Person-Environment-Oc-
cupation (PEO) model has been approached and used in research 
within occupational therapy (OT) and architecture. In two empir-
ical studies, on low-vision rehabilitation and architecture for sport 
and leisure, the PEO model was further developed with a UD per-
spective and used as a theoretical and analytical framework to rec-
ognise and embrace the broad spectrum of human abilities and the 
potential of the built environment in supporting people’s activities 
and participation. The cases presented allow us to discuss the val-
ue and potential of this conceptual model for gathering knowledge 
to be incorporated and operationalised in the professional perspec-
tives of architects, occupational therapists and, not least, research-
ers working within and across these fields. Finally, by presenting the 
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possibilities and limitations of the model in these two applications, 
we explore the common ground for further interdisciplinary collab-
oration in the field of UD. 

10.1  The Person-Environment 
Occupation model 

Over the past 45 years, a biopsychosocial understanding of disability 
has influenced healthcare and society. Originating as an evolution of 
the limited biomedical paradigm (Engel, 1977), this more compre-
hensive understanding has driven several practice-specific frame-
works, such as the so-called biopsychosocial framework for rehabil-
itation of the International Classification of Functioning, Disability 
and Health. Although the existing biopsychosocial framework in-
cludes the physical context as an influencing parameter, the concep-
tualisation and evaluation of the environmental factors are lacking 
(Whiteneck & Dijkers, 2009) and its operationalisation is still limit-
ed (Day et al., 2012). However, in line with this approach, more than 
25 years ago, the Person-Environment Occupation (PEO) model was 
introduced to facilitate the practice of OT (Law et al., 1996), the main 
purpose of which is to assess and improve the relationship between 
the person, his or her occupation and the environment in which he 
or she performs it. To this end, this model was developed to concep-
tualise, plan, communicate and evaluate the performance of individ-
uals in relation to their physical environments (Strong et al., 1999). 

The model encompasses three overlapping spheres: the person – 
the unique being of mind, body and spiritual qualities, with a range 
of different roles, dependent on individual skills and abilities, and 
varying over time and contexts; the environment – the cultural, so
cio-economic, institutional, physical and social context; and the oc-

-

cupation – the entanglement of occupation, activity and task. The 
overlap of the three spheres represents occupational performance, 
a complex and dynamic phenomenon in which the transactional and 
temporal fit between the three spheres describes the quality of the 
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experience in terms of individual satisfaction and functioning. In 
this representation, the greater the overlap of the three spheres, the 
higher the quality of occupational performance. 

10.2 Analytical approach 

The understanding and use of the PEO model were explored in two 
research practices. In the first case, the model was used to reveal the 
tacit knowledge of the practice of two occupational therapists work-
ing as low-vision consultants in the field of low-vision rehabilitation. 
Here, the model also served to frame a shared analytical exploration 
in an action research collaboration. In the second case, the model 
was employed to develop the analytical framework used to investi-
gate the spatial experiences of impaired users in two Danish sports 
and leisure buildings. In this case, the model served to identify the 
characteristics of the environment in support of cognitive, physi-
cal and social users’ activities. By describing the use of the model in 
these two cases we aim to explore and ultimately discuss the PEO 
model in relation to its: 

a) characteristics for applying the model within a UD perspective 

b) application for analysing and organising empirical data. 

Case1: The PEO model for understanding the occupa-
tional therapist and the processes of rehabilitation 
Lighting recommendations in low-vision services have tradition-
ally been conducted based on diagnostics,  involving lighting as-
sessments in the clinic. Visual acuity has been measured at a fixed 
distance while adjusting the overall lux levels, closely managed by 
the expertise of the professionals. Responding to a call for a more 
holistic approach to low-vision rehabilitation, the Center for Special 
Education (CSU) developed a new systematised method for lighting 
assessment in the pilot project Better Light Better Living (BLBL) 
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from 2017 to 2019. BLBL situated the assessment in the participants’ 
specific social and physical context and supported the visually im-
paired as experts in their daily life, which was crucial for identifying 
relevant activities and appropriate lighting and BLBL showed im-
proved visual performance and quality of life in the group of 60 visu-
ally impaired participants (Øien et al., 2021). To prepare the method 
for implementation and to explore the holistic approach to low-
vision rehabilitation, an ethnographic action research project was 
affiliated with BLBL in 2018. The author being a researcher mainly 
occupied with the built environment, its role in people’s everyday 
lives and how professionals work to improve this relation, the study 
was designed as an exploration of several  concerns: the tacit knowl-
edge of the individual in  relation to their specific social and physical 
environment; the change and temporality within the rehabilitation 
process and, in a field of different professional backgrounds, the role 
of the practice knowledge of the occupational therapists conducting 
the intervention. 

10.3 Framework for mapping relations,
processes and practice knowledge 

The initial mapping of the assessment and intervention of BLBL 
was based on participatory observations of the consultations in the 
homes of the participants. Taking notice of situations with or nar-
ratives of tacit knowledge; embodied in the participants or embed-
ded in the technologies or practices (Øien, 2021), a core emphasis 
was put on the interaction between the low-vision consultant, the 
participants and their physical environment. The person-environ-
ment-occupation entanglement was represented in BLBL’s overall 
focus on activities: Occupations were situated within specific social 
and environmental settings, and within the specific body and its abil-
ities while engaging in the activity of concern. The activities chosen 
by the visually impaired participant represented situations where 
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the overlap of the three spheres was not aligned but dispersed, thus 
challenging the occupational performance. 

The mapping showed that everyday activities included reading, 
writing, doing handicrafts or hobbies, locating things, orienting, 
preparing food, eating, doing housework, handling self-care and so-
cialising. Activities were situated in social and physical contexts, and 
at different locations and areas in the house. Mapping the physical 
environment involved “size and organisation of spaces; orientation; 
thresholds; window size and location; interior arrangements; surfaces 
and finishes; colours; patterns; design -, distribution- and position of 
lamps and the range of different bulbs and light sources” (ibid., p.114). 
Personal aspects involved both their visual function and abilities, as 
well as other physical, motor, cognitive or emotional aspects. The 
personal sphere also involved the experiences related to their abil-
ities and disabilities in the activity and their different experiences 
of light. In the majority of cases, the occupational performance was 
challenged due to insufficient or inappropriate lighting, but in some 
configurations, the performance was also impacted by the specific 
activity, the visual function or even the motivation of the individual. 
The relation between the individual and their environment in a spe-
cific activity could even be diverse and changing – some participants 
preferred more light for certain activities, dependent on both the 
social and the practical scope, but also due to aesthetical or cultural 
concerns. Across the 60 participants, enabling and disabling factors 
were seen in both activities, positions and settings within the home. 
Furthermore the needs and preferences concerning the light also dif-
fered, even in the same individual, depending on the activity and the 
social and spatial situation (Øien et al., 2021). Mapping these aspects 
showed that BLBL encompassed different kinds of otherwise tacit 
knowledge, such as embodied knowledge of the situated and activated 
body. The lighting assessment and intervention departed from the 
participant’s own bodily experiences where the impairment as such 
was secondary, more as a dynamic and relational condition depen-
dent on the fit or misfit of the spheres. Furthermore, knowledge was 
also embedded within the environmental sphere, in the household 
appliances, assistive technologies, spaces and material artefacts, and 
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Figure 10.1. The person, environment and occupation, specified in the case 
of “Anna”, a hobby ceramicist experiencing difficulties in her home studio. 
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again dependent on the fit with the two other spheres, in the partici-
pants’ use of these artefacts in their everyday practices. 

Each case shows different degrees of occupational performance, 
for example one of the participants wanted to improve her con-
ditions for modelling ceramics in her home studio and the assess-
ment showed that she needed the interplay of shadows and light to 
help her perceive and work with the clay. In the intervention, they 
tested combinations of direct and indirect light, aligning these en-
vironmental factors closer to her functional abilities and activity at 
stake. Making it possible to move from a minimal occupational per-
formance to regaining abilities, as shown in Figure 10.1. Maximising 
the fit of the three spheres meant that she could return to a hobby 
that she had given up on due to her impairment. 

For others, the intervention helped mobilise family or friends 
(adjusting the social part of their environment) or enable internal 
motivation and an I can do this-attitude that made them approach 
and use their existing lighting in another way, adjusting the personal 
approach to the relation of the spheres. The parameters were dynam-
ically interrelated and changes in one parameter affected the other. 

The sequential trajectory of the PEO model supported the analy-
sis of time across the sequences where the time between the consul-
tations (at home, in the lighting lab and returning back home) played 
an important role in the progress of learning and change. The PEO fit 
was related to the process of the individual and the goals set for a spe-
cific activity in a specific setting and for a specific period (weeks or 
months) enabled the consultants to scaffold the relational develop-
ment and transformation of the three spheres, as seen in Figure 10.2. 

The approach combined the assessment of the relational aspects 
and the process, however not just as a PEO-fit, but also as navigation 
and coordination across the contexts of the home and the lighting 
lab. Within the trajectory of the PEO, moving from the specific and 
complex situation to the lighting lab played an important role in the 
intervention; to investigate the parameter of light, add new knowl-
edge and let the participant recognise embodied and embedded 
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knowledge in the demonstrations of alternative lighting conditions. 
Even if the fit of the spheres decreased in the lighting lab session, the 
new knowledge helped scaffold the learning and change process and 
increased the overall occupational performance when relocated to 
the home. 

Figure 10.2: The three sequenses of BLBL – the home visit, lighting lab and 
follow up. 

The aim of the inquiry into the therapeutic gefühl and practice 
knowledge of the consultants was both to zoom out and assess BLBL 
as a new rehabilitative approach (Øien, 2022a) and to zoom in on 
the role of occupational therapy within this approach. To support 
the future knowledge transfer across an interdisciplinary low-vision 
service of pedagogues, teachers, opticians and therapists, we needed 
to understand the scopes and rationales of the occupational thera-
pist. The PEO model served as a point of reference for investigating 
their practice knowledge (Øien, 2022b), but also to position the ap-
proach in the field of rehabilitation, “as a framework for discussing 
the consultant’s approaches […] compared to a purely medical model 
approach” (Øien, 2021, p. 117). The tacit practice knowledge of the 
encounters was assessed by observing conversations, articulations 
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and positioning – the when and how to supplement the participants 
with new knowledge. Moreover, spatial conditions and material 
artefacts were used to scaffold their interaction with the partici-
pants and their environment: including schemas, measures, spaces, 
thresholds, lamps and lights. 

The focus on the activity placed the participant and their knowl-
edge at the centre of the assessment (Øien, 2022a). Emphasis was 
neither on the diagnosis (as in the medical model) nor on specific 
lighting levels (as in the previous checklists of the service) but on 
the interaction of both: In the situated activity which enabled the 
investigation of multiple and dynamic parameters. The situated ac-
tivity involved both physical and social settings and the specific and 
practical asset made room for the participants to fully engage in the 
process, impacting both motivation and the ability to learn from the 
encounter.  

Case2: The PEO-model for investigating the  spatial 
experiences of people with mobility, visual and 
hearing impairments in sport and leisure buildings 
Despite the social and regulatory progress made over the past few 
decades, people with physical and sensory impairments still cannot 
yet participate in sports and leisure activities on an equal basis with 
others (Barnes & Mercer, 2010). In line with the SDGs, the LNOB 
agenda and the Danish goal of reaching 75% of the Danish popula-
tion participating in sports activities by 2025, the current need is 
to understand which design strategies to develop and implement 
to better support and stimulate the active participation of people, 
regardless of their different abilities. In order to identify the most 
influential architectural features in enabling impaired users’ activi-
ties, the empirical study conducted within the PhD research Disabil-
ity, Experience and Architecture aims to collect, analyse and provide 
architects with knowledge on: 1) how differences in physical and 
sensory abilities influence the perception and the use of the space; 2) 
how the characteristics of the built environment support and stim-
ulate users with mobility and sensory impairments while they carry 
on their activities within the building (Cassi et al., 2020). 
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To gather this knowledge, users’ spatial experiences were inves-
tigated in two contemporary Danish sports and leisure buildings – 
Vandhalla in Odder and Musholm in Korsør. These buildings were 
selected for this study because of the innovative solutions that archi-
tects implemented for an improved inclusion of people with phys-
ical and sensory impairments. Employing field notes, non-partici-
pant observations, semi-structured interviews and video-recorded 
walk-throughs, users were observed and questioned while perform-
ing their physical and leisure activities. The interviews and walk-
throughs enabled the users to recall and openly discuss their expe-
riences of the building, its areas, elements and features. To frame 
and structure the user insight and the related collected data, the 
PEO model was considered and further developed as an analytical 
framework that guided the coding process into the three main com-
ponents of the model; the person, the environment and the activity. 
The model thus helped to better structure and analyse the collected 
data and identify relevant relationships between user characteris-
tics, activities performed and architectural features. 

From the PEO model to the analytical framework for 
investigating the spatial experiences of people with 
physical and sensory impairments in sports-and-lei-
sure buildings 
The analytical framework used in this empirical study is based on 
the human-environment relationship. The PEO model was thus tak-
en into account because it considers the three main components of 
a spatial experience (the person, the environment and the person in 
the environment) and helps to better unfold and thus understand 
how these components and their embedded characteristics relate to 
each other (Figure 10.3-A). 

Furthermore, the PEO model was considered because of the possi-
bility to analyse the reciprocal transactional interactions (that is; 
person-occupation, occupation-environment and person-environ-
ment interactions). While these interactions provide occupational 
therapists with more details for evaluating and planning interven-
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tions (Strong et al., 1999), in this empirical study, transactional rela-
tions were used to better compare architects´ design intentions with 
individuals’ actual use of the space. In the model used for this inves-
tigation, the three transactional interactions were in fact declined 
as 1) User-Activity: Personal intentions, 2) Activity-Environment: 
Offered features in the space and 3) User-Environment: Perceived 
features in the space (Figure 10.3-B). 
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SPATIAL 
EXPERIENCE 

A B 

Figure 10.3. Analytical model: spatial experience as the intersection between 
the user, the environment and the activity 

To further clarify, an example of how the model was used in the 
study of a blind user’s experience while entering one of the analysed 
buildings is presented below (Figure 10.4). The interviewee was a 
blind person (person), who was asked to walk towards the main en-
trance (environment) and then enter the building (activity). In this 
situation, the user, while walking along the facade of the building, 
expressed his intention to find the front door by perceiving the cues 
from the environment and finding information that could lead him 
(User-Activity) toward the entrance. During the walk-through, at 
one point, the user stopped and said: I feel a different space here, the 
acoustic is different, so I guess the entrance should be somewhere here. 
The specific characteristic of the entrance was in fact its collocation 
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within a niche (Activity-Environment) which was perceived by the 
user (User-Environment) and used as a hint to identify the entrance. 

ACTIVITY 
Cognitive 

Blind user 

Getting access
into the 
building 

Niche 
in the 
facade 

Different 
acoustic Entrance 

USER  ENVIRONMENT 

EXPERIENCE 
OF THE 

ENTRANCE 

Figure 10.4. The analysis of the experience of the entrance 

This specific case demonstrates that a change in dimensions can 
support users in identifying spatial transitions and possible viable 
entrances/directions. Using this model, other spatial experiences 
were investigated and analysed in order to inform architects about 
the potential of the characteristics of the environment to support 
the cognitive, physical and social activities of users within sports-
and-leisure buildings. For example, another finding from the inves-
tigation was that the presence of transparent partitions between the 
main distribution and the main room proved to be crucial in sup-
porting spatial cognition and social interactions within the building. 
All interviewed users with a severe hearing impairment stated that 
being able to see from the corridor what was happening in the gym 
helped them to better understand the context they were in, as well 
as making sign language communication possible even between the 
two different spaces. Furthermore, it was observed that many users 
with severe physical disabilities, who could not participate directly 
in the activity, stopped along the corridor to watch and participate 
indirectly in the gym activities (Cassi et al., 2020). 
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10.4 The potential of the PEO model in
architectural practice 

The use of this model in architectural practice allows the person 
to be involved so to include the first-person perspective in the in-
vestigation of impaired users’ spatial experiences. Although the fo-
cus in architectural practice is on the environment, this is analysed 
with reference to the person and his or her intentions to perform in 
the physical setting. In contrast to other existing analytical models 
used in architectural practice, such as the Housing Enabler (Stein-
feld & Danford, 1999) and the User-Built Environment (Froyen et 
al., 2009), the PEO model allows for a broadening of the individ-
ual and architectural characteristics considered, without being 
limited only to physical impairments and architectural barriers. 
By relating the three main components of a spatial experience, the 
model also allows for the analysis of multiple interaction scenar-
ios, including person-environment interactions that occur during 
cognitive and social activities. The ability to analyse these connec-
tions in contextual situations can provide architects with relevant 
information on the influence of specific environmental features on 
users, thus making them more aware and able to support the latter 
through design. 

Unlike the first study, in which the time factor was central for 
assessing the individual in his or her functioning in specific phys-
ical settings, the focus on the characteristics of the built environ-
ment does not motivate the repetition of the analysis with the same 
person over time. However, repetition of the same analysis with 
the same person could provide additional insight into how specific 
environmental characteristics are perceived, memorised and em-
bodied by the person over time. Certainly, the more spatial experi-
ences are analysed, the more person-environment relations can be 
identified. 
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10.5 Discussion and conclusion 

Within the UD perspective, there is an increasing need to handle 
the complexity and multiple nature of users and their performance 
in the built environment, especially in the daily lives of people with 
different needs, conditions and abilities. There is also a need for 
approaches and frameworks that facilitate collaboration between 
different disciplines and enable the sharing and pooling of knowl-
edge and values. Accordingly, we explored the possibilities of the 
PEO model to support these efforts. The analyses show that the PEO 
model has great potential in supporting UD studies in the research 
and practice of different disciplines. The methodological framing of 
the PEO model supports UD’s perspectives of understanding peo-
ple’s contextuality and wide range of abilities, both physical and cog-
nitive. Furthermore, the model can provide a common ground for 
interdisciplinary collaborations both between different practices 
and between research and practice. Indeed, it offers the possibility 
to collaborate between practices that focus on the same or differ-
ent components, opening up constructive reflections on the inter-
actions between them. It also allows approaching different scales 
of detail and abstraction for each of its three components and their 
intersections, offering the possibility to connect theory and practice. 

Summing up, the analyses revealed the following features of the PEO 
model: 
A PEO´s characteristics for exploring new possibilities of application 

within a UD perspective. The two applications of the model show 
that the relational and operational characteristics of the PEO 
model offer new ways of exploring the person-environment rela-
tionship. They make it possible to focus on users’ abilities and the 
supportive characteristics of the environment, rather than only 
on disabilities and environmental barriers. In both cases, the 
PEO model was exploited from a UD perspective to explore the 
potential of the built environment in enhancing spatial experi-
ences and supporting transformation processes to improve user 
performance and individual thriving. The fit of the interaction 
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between person, environment and occupation is aligned with the 
UD vision of bridging the gap (Lid, 2013) through user involve-
ment (Hamraie, 2013) 

B  PEO´s application for analysing and organising empirical data. On 
a practical level, the model was used in the respective research 
fields for bridging the theoretical and empirical contexts. Fur-
thermore, the model was used at different levels and for different 
purposes: as a tool for the observation and the analysis of com-
plex dynamics, at a meta-level to understand the therapists’ ap-
proaches along the rehabilitation process of the users, or at an op-
erational level to analyse users’ perceptions of and relationships 
with the built environment. 

In conclusion, from a UD perspective, the PEO model is an available 
tool to frame the interactions and processes involved in the func-
tioning of the individual in the environment. In the cases presented 
here, the PEO model was used in research and in different disciplines. 
Both have used the model to analyse, generalise and communicate 
contextual situations to a given practice, and the common ground of 
the model has allowed us to engage in rich discussions and reflec-
tions on the ontology and epistemology of our research (Jensen, 
2010; Schön, 2016) as well as the considered practices. Furthermore, 
these discussions allowed us to reflect on the act of doing research on 
the topic of the built environment, including the transfer of knowl-
edge between the professional and academic worlds. Sharing and us-
ing the same model, without losing the context of the field of appli-
cation and the different interpretations of its use, opens the way for 
interdisciplinary collaborations, between OT and architecture and 
within research and practice. Last but not least, the use of a model 
that embraces differences in abilities and the supportive role of the 
environment in both physical performance and social participation 
allows the value of inclusion to be pursued considering the complex-
ity and diversity of individuals. 
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Ronald C. Mace (1942-1998) developed his thinking on universal de-
sign based on his knowledge and professional skills in architecture 
and his lived experience as a wheelchair user. Mace contracted po-
lio as a child and, as a result, had reduced physical function and re-
quired a wheelchair. This gave him a unique experience and insight 
into the consequences for him and others with physical disabilities 
whose conditions are not considered and reflected in the built envi-
ronment. 

When Ron Mace was carried up and down the stairs by his fellow 
students at the architecture school in North Carolina, USA, it was 
not merely an impractical measure. It was also an activity that had 
personal and social aspects. It served as a reminder that the build-
ing that housed the architectural faculty was not designed for peo-
ple who use wheelchairs, thus blocking his access to education and 
career as an architect. The building’s design had social implications 
that reached both backwards in history and into the future. The 
building was a structural factor that prevented or made it difficult 
for other wheelchair users to use it. This example shows that many 
buildings constitute structural factors that need to be changed so 
that, for example, people in wheelchairs can use them, obtain an 
architectural degree and become active in the architectural profes-
sion. This does not only apply to the question of equal access to our 
built environments, but to products and settings in a broader sense. 
Ron Mace’s vision of universal design is a radical and wide-ranging 
approach to finding ways to design a society for everyone. 

11.1 Materiality and structural traces 

Ron Mace’s experience, story and vision are a reminder of how the 
material environment structures everyday life and has far-reaching 
consequences that create processes of inclusion and exclusion that 
reach beyond the time in which the material objects or buildings 
are produced. That is why it is essential to join forces and develop 
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cross-disciplinary and cross-sectoral collaborations to help make 
universal design a reality.   

In this anthology, the authors have worked across disciplines to 
explore various issues of human-materiality interaction: housing, 
products, digital technologies, transport systems, building process-
es, workplace design, educational, leisure and sports activities. The 
authors provide critical and constructive perspectives on how uni-
versal design may be developed in theory and practice. The author 
groups take different interdisciplinary approaches and perspectives 
on universal design and join forces in a critical, constructive col-
laboration to translate the concept of universal design into practi-
cal solutions for everyone. An essential part of this work includes 
normative and critical perspectives on buildings, technologies and 
products as more than just materiality. 

Working from a historical perspective, Bonfils and Frandsen 
show how the architecture of institutions and residential facilities 
can function as a prism that reflects the values and views of human 
nature that have formed the basis for the social approach to and 
treatment of people with intellectual disabilities and other forms of 
cognitive disabilities. This chapter is based on the thesis that views 
of humanity are expressed both in the care practices that prevail at 
a given time and in combination and interaction with buildings and 
architecture. Furthermore, the chapter is based on a dynamic view 
of history, evident in empirical analyses of changes, from 18th centu-
ry asylums and institutional buildings, similar to the contemporary 
hospital buildings, to the smaller residential facilities of the 1960’s 
onwards to today’s modern apartment complexes built as social 
housing. The chapter raises the question of whether universal de-
sign can uncover new critical perspectives on the housing and care 
practices that people with intellectual disabilities and other forms 
of cognitive challenges are offered today. Universal design is writ-
ten into the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
and is thus supported by the view of humanity that the Convention 
enshrines. In that context, the authors emphasise the need to con-
sider power dynamics in addressing the visible and invisible social 
consequences of housing. Any equalisation of housing conditions for 
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people with disabilities should be accompanied by an equal right to 
choose and decide where, how and with whom to live. 

11.2 The material and social world from 
a bodily perspective 

Mace developed the concept of universal design to create a critical 
distance to the architectural profession’s approach to building for 
people with disabilities, which according to Mace was based solely 
on a discourse of accessibility. In the discourse of accessibility, ini-
tiatives aimed at ensuring access for wheelchair users, among oth-
ers, were often seen as a separate addendum to the built environ-
ment. However, this approach still carried a stigmatising effect by 
showcasing individuals with different bodies as deviating or abnor-
mal. Mace’s experiences of encountering stigmatisation first-hand 
can draw attention to the fact that a person is also a body, and a so-
cial body, and that the physical and social body are constantly inter-
acting in the material world in which humans live. Universal design, 
therefore, also involves thinking about and paying attention to the 
material and social world from an embodied perspective. The phys-
ical properties of the body help shape human experience and inter-
action with other people within the context of the physical spaces, 
buildings and products available at any given time. 

Several of the authors in this anthology are concerned with the 
interaction between the social and the material, based on an interest 
in people with disabilities and the significance of the material envi-
ronment for the activity and participation opportunities that people 
with reduced physical, mental, cognitive and/or social functional 
ability may encounter in their everyday lives. 

In their chapter on Product design – from ableism to more inclusive 
design, Bonfils, Brandt and Severin show how the design of everyday 
products has primarily been based on an implicit understanding 
of what constitutes an average body and normal body functioning. 
Conceptions of the average person are based on, among other things, 

216 Universal design 



  

 

 

mathematical and statistical thinking about average values for mea-
suring the human body. Drawing on the critical disability studies 
concept of ableism, it is shown how people with physical disabilities 
experience their everyday lives as impacted by the difficulties and 
limitations caused by this design approach. The chapter highlights 
how newer design approaches such as design for all, universal design 
and inclusive design are based on designing products to be used by as 
many people (with different physical, cognitive and mental abilities) 
as possible. It also emphasises how approaches such as participatory 
design and co-design help make a crucial difference to the solutions 
that are developed and are therefore essential for putting universal 
design into practice. 

Critiquing existing design approaches is also the starting point 
for Carreras, Holten, Jensen and Pedersen’s chapter Towards dig-
ital accessibility. Reflecting academic thinking in Crip Technosci-
ence and disability activism, the chapter argues for a political obli-
gation to recognise that people with disabilities have expertise and 
knowledge that can be used in all phases of design projects, and to 
acknowledge the interdependence and interrelatedness of people 
across different modes and levels of functioning. The chapter de-
scribes three empirical examples of how people with disabilities can 
participate, or be excluded from participating on equal terms, in the 
digital age. It argues that digital accessibility is not only a question 
of technical access, but also social justice and social recognition. 
Digital technologies, as shown in the chapter on product design, can 
contribute to perpetuating existing forms of social inequalities and 
discriminatory attitudes towards people with disabilities. Designing 
technologies based on universal design principles and involving peo-
ple with disabilities in the process broadens the perspective, from 
an approach to accessibility based on a static goal or checklist to an 
approach based on constant exploration and questioning. The view, 
thus, is expanded to conceive accessibility and universal design as 
a social justice project constantly negotiated in socio-material and 
political contexts. 

Critical disability studies’ theories of ableism and disability ac-
tivism largely stem from the lived experiences of discrimination and 
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exclusion that people with disabilities report, as also seen in Mace’s 
development of the concept of universal design. According to Merit, 
Ballegaard, Kajita and Brandt, universal design can be seen as a con-
ceptual lens that sensitises us to the layers of dependencies embed-
ded in specific contexts. However, this requires an understanding 
of universal design as a pluralistic concept that renders visible the 
multiple, coexisting descriptions of the dependencies experienced 
by a person. It involves a demand to achieve dependency sensitivity 
through in-depth insights into the everyday experiences of, for ex-
ample, wheelchair users. As a reader, we are taken along on Peter’s 
journey from home to his workplace via trains in the Copenhagen 
cityscape. This kind of in-depth everyday storytelling fosters sen-
sitivity towards not reducing design tasks and processes solely to 
functionality. It demonstrates how the social and cultural context 
is just as important as the physical realm in shaping people’s bodi-
ly perceptions and dependencies. These experiences can be used to 
understand experiences and needs that can then be utilised to put 
universal design into practice. 

11.3 Theory and methodology 

Realising the potential of universal design relies not only on a val
ue-based orientation towards the underlying view of humanity. Ac

-
-

cording to several authors, there is a need to further develop the the-
oretical and methodological basis to integrate universal design into 
different practices in the design disciplines and other professions. 
This can be done by educating professionals and developing tools 
and methods to guide professional and interdisciplinary thinking 
about universal design and the practical quest to put universal de-
sign into practice. 

In Bredgaard and Martiny’s chapter on Universal job design, the 
concept of universal design is used as a starting point for revitalis-
ing the possibilities for people with disabilities to find their way and 
participate in the labour market. Previous studies have shown that 
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many workplaces are not accessible for people with physical disabil-
ities (e.g. wheelchair users) or don’t have jobs that suit the person’s 
functional and working abilities. Can a new concept of universal job 
design, inspired by the principles and goals of universal design, con-
tribute to a renewed focus on designing workplaces and jobs to be 
accessible to everyone, regardless of disability? Drawing on Mace’s 
concept and the seven principles of universal design, the authors de-
velop a theoretical proposal for an idea of universal job design that 
complements the focus on individual compensation and workplace 
adaptation to diversity and multiplicity in job design. By doing so, 
universal job design could help increase employment for people 
with disabilities and strengthen companies’ social and business 
foundations. 

Universal design is a concept that originates from the architec-
tural profession but is not fully embedded in practical construction 
and design processes. Merit, Gramkow, Kajita and Stigsdotter argue 
that architects need a working tool consisting of guiding questions 
that can be integrated into architectural practices. The chapter Ask-
ing the right questions – guiding Universal design practices presents a 
list of frequently asked questions about design processes and what an 
alternative to such questions might look like if one aims to practice 
universal design. Based on a qualitative study in landscape architec-
ture, a guide with questions concerning the typical practices in a de-
sign process is developed – concerning rules, integration of universal 
design in the process, social and ethical responsibility, and evalua-
tion and learning. These questions can make a crucial difference in 
putting universal design into practice, as they focus on the qualities 
and dimensions of universal design throughout the design process. 

Falster and Pedersen’s chapter on Norm criticism and norm cre-
ativity as a starting point for a more inclusive view of humanity in ped-
agogical and social work similarly deals with integrating universal 
design thinking into professional practice. At the same time, they 
criticise the atheoretical nature of universal design and the lack of 
clarity about the underlying understandings of people and society. 
Based on the sociologist and philosopher Axel Honneth’s theory of 
recognition, the authors interpret the social philosophical assump-
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tions about human freedom and the good life as a possible way to 
anchor universal design within a theoretical paradigm. The authors 
emphasise the importance of professionals developing their skills 
to think critically and creatively about norms. This will entail pro-
fessionals critically analysing the norms taken for granted and per-
ceived as self-evident, normal or natural, and then working creative-
ly to develop other practices. Falster and Pedersen illustrate this 
through examples from educational and social work with children 
and young people with varying functional abilities, showing that 
critical and creative thinking about existing norms is essential in 
translating universal design into practice. 

Valgeirsdottir, Hansen and Skovgaard’s chapter on Pedagog-
ical tools for teaching universal design presents a concrete tool for 
promoting an understanding of universal design among university 
students to ensure a practical anchoring of the concept in the stu-
dents’ work. The example comes from the Technical University of 
Denmark (DTU), where the authors developed a Universal Design 
Playbook to support the planning and execution of design process-
es and co-creative workshops. The pedagogical tool has been test-
ed and used at the University of Southern Denmark. It is linked to 
learning methods within problem-orientated pedagogy, where stu-
dents are challenged to think in terms of universal design and find 
creative solutions through games. The example shows us that con-
crete pedagogical tools are important in educational environments 
for different professions. 

Another pedagogical tool to promote universal design thinking 
is presented in Øien and Cassis’ chapter Exploring the Person-Envi-
ronment-Occupation Model across theory and practice: Two empiri-
cal case studies. The PEO model was developed within occupational 
therapy and is an internationally recognised analytical model for 
analysing the interaction between a person, their surroundings and 
their activity performance, and assessing the quality of that activi-
ty performance. The authors demonstrate the potential of the PEO 
model in universal design in architectural practice where the study, 
analysis and design of spatial environments and buildings are of 
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great importance for all users, especially those with mobility, vision 
and hearing impairments.  

11.4  Interdisciplinary collaboration
is essential to advance universal 
design in theory and practice 

The concept of universal design has been criticised from several per-
spectives. For example, the idea of universality can, it is argued, en-
courage a positivist mindset where universal design is understood to 
be achieved through a checklist approach with predefined solutions. 
It can obscure the understanding of human diversity, plurality and 
the importance of social aspects in inclusive practices, which several 
authors emphasise in this anthology as the end goal in a universal 
design context. 

The concept of universal design has also been criticised for ne-
glecting what makes people different. As humans, we share many 
similarities, but people are also different, and people’s physical and 
mental functioning also vary over a lifetime. Designing for people 
with certain types of disabilities may exclude others. In addition, 
people’s preferences are different, which in terms of design means 
that they have different desires and dreams, attitudes and require-
ments for products and concepts of what is aesthetically beautiful 
and sound design. 

At the same time, it can be highlighted that the open nature of the 
concept of universal design can inspire interdisciplinary collabora-
tion, which can lead to the theoretical development of the concept. 
In this anthology, the interdisciplinary collaboration between the 
authors has led to theory development and framing of new analytical 
and methodological tools that link insights from disciplines within, 
among others, health research, social research and labour market re-
search to the field of universal design. 

In conclusion, we wish to highlight how interdisciplinary pro-
cesses and perspectives can encourage insight-oriented and appli-
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cation-oriented new developments in universal design research, in 
theory and practice. 

In 2020, Bevica Fonden initiated the interdisciplinary research 
network behind this anthology. The aim was to support universal 
design as a research-based field of knowledge. Universal design is re-
garded as a value-based concept that challenges existing perceptions 
of humanity and contributes to the fulfilment of the United Nations’ 
Leave No One Behind agenda within the Sustainable Development 
Goals. LNOB is about ensuring equal inclusion of everyone, including 
people with disabilities. Universal design offers a new understand-
ing of human diversity, where all people, with all their differences 
in ability, are equal. Universal design dissolves the human categori-
sation of them and us that is often reflected in design solutions and 
instead points out that diversity in user needs requires diversity in 
solutions. Universal design is a concept based on a vision of creating 
equal solutions for all, and the concept can be seen as a fundamental 
premise for us all to participate in society on equal terms – thereby 
creating a basis for leaving no one behind – LNOB.18 Based on this 
humanistic perspective, researchers from different disciplines and 
research traditions have been brought together to learn with, from 
and about each other in a dialogical process, creating a fertile ground 
for developing an interdisciplinary research field for universal de-
sign. The research network behind the anthology therefore wish 
to encourage each other and others to develop an interdisciplinary 
research field that can contribute to a more robust theoretical and 
practical anchoring of universal design. In this context, we recognise 
the potential for a dialectical process between theory and method 
development to inspire the formulation of new research questions 
and introduce the concept of universal design into new conceptual 
and educational learning spaces and communities of practice. 

18 Beciva Fonden, 2020. Kommissorium. Bevica Fonden’s Universal Design Research 
Network. 
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as an interdisciplinary and value-
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