
Accessibility and Universal Design: Do 

They Provide Economic Benefits? 

Alberto ARENGHIa, Renato CAMODECAb, Alex ALMICIb1 

a Department of Civil, Environmental, Architectural Engineering and Mathematics, 

Università degli Studi di Brescia (Italy) 
b Department of Economics and Management, Università degli Studi di Brescia 

(Italy) 

Abstract. Certainly, the issue of accessibility has, in addition to a well-known social 
value, obvious economic repercussions. However, these are not easily measurable, 
as they can be investigated only on the basis of indicators that are mainly qualitative 
and indirect. That said, this paper will highlight some aspects that can be considered 
a first approach, identifying the variables and key players in the economic field. 
The approach, according to the principles of Universal Design, already identifies 
economic implications related to the design of spaces, objects, and services. The 
socio-economic relevance has also been underlined within Sen’s economic theories 
based on the capability approach and is generally referable to the theme of corporate 
social responsibility. In recent years, all this has been finding a universalistic 
synthesis in the enunciation of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
The analysis is conducted according to an interdisciplinary qualitative approach 
from two main perspectives: the company and the public administration. 
The study highlights how accessibility—understood according to a broad meaning 
that considers material and immaterial factors—assumes significant economic value 
with different specificities, depending on the reference actor (company/public 
administration). 
In particular, it is evident that for the company, the issue of accessibility (both with 
regard to products and services and organizational profiles) is taking on an 
increasingly important dimension with reference to marketing and ratings. 
The present work defines with clear evidence the main areas in which the economic 
value of accessibility appears, although a more in-depth study is needed to define 
metrics useful for quantifying the phenomenon. The study can be useful in various 
public and private sectors that involve policy-makers, designers, managers, and 
companies that produce goods and services. 
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1. Introduction 

An analysis of the recent international documentation2—without dividing the population 

into groups or niches, but considering it entirely—makes clear that the social dimension 
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has been strongly enhanced as a consequence of the shift in human rights from the 

individual to the collective. 

With regard to the above statement, the accessibility issue has social implications 

due to the link between cultural and economic communities. These social implications 

are related mainly to the value-creation deriving from the choices of companies and 

public administrations to support the accessibility orientation based on careful 

consideration of the characteristics of all people. In this regard, the inclusion principles 

of Universal Design are, actually, combined with the economic paradigm identifying 

companies as “social-economic actors” and implying a wider notion of value. In this 

paper, the notion of value refers to different dimensions (economic and not economic) 

whose assessment requires the use of new metrics and techniques different from the 

traditional ones.  

The analysis was developed on the basis of assessing the effects of improving 

accessibility conditions using different, complementary approaches, including the 

capabilities approach, the cost and benefit analysis, and measurement of the economic 

effect of the social impacts of specific activities. 

The accessibility notion underlined in the paper is linked in economic terms to the 

choices about the inclusion of people with disabilities in the work environment, the 

production of goods and services according to Universal Design, and the availability of 

places that are easily accessible. These choices are all based on the shared idea that 

accessibility may be an important source of many positive effects (economic and not 

economic), including the development of innovative processes, the strengthening of 

competitive positioning, the creation of reputational advantages, and the improvement 

of the community’s well-being. 

Assessment of the benefits enables a review of the traditional approach, which is 

based on the idea that implementing measures that support accessibility is an issue of 

extra costs only and omits the analysis of potential direct and indirect advantages. 

2. The economic value of accessibility and the key actors 

The concept of Universal Design expresses a design approach in favor of “all,” reducing 

to a minimum the risk of excluding potential users. In this sense, the concept of Universal 

Design is linked to that of accessibility, whose meaning implies the possibility for each 

person to participate actively in the labor market according to their specific abilities and 

competencies without incurring any discrimination and to benefit from the spaces, 

products, and services available and necessary to satisfy human needs. 

The concept of accessibility is based on the enhancement of each person’s specific 

capabilities and the consequent creation of conditions aimed at reducing potential urban, 

cultural, productive, and technological constraints.  

This definition of accessibility emphasizes the central role of human beings and 

underlines the relevance of two main dimensions: the “internal” or “organizational” one, 

which relates to the job environment, and the “external” one, which relates to the goods, 

services, and spaces available to the community. 

Universal Design principles are a useful guide to promoting the achievement of 

economic benefits that are strongly based on accessibility, equity, and corporate social 

responsibility. 

These two dimensions underline the main areas where the principles of Universal 

Design may contribute to creating economic value whose meaning is wider than that 
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related to the so-called exchange value. Indeed, the concept of economic value refers to 

the capabilities of companies and public administrations to promote the abilities of all 

people in order to transform them using innovative processes. The development of 

activities that take into account all potential users supports the creation of economic 

advantages for both the companies and the community.  

Indeed, the definition of Universal Design supports that belief. In 1998, Mace 

provided an economic view of this approach, arguing “[…] Universal design broadly 

defines the user. It’s a consumer market driven issue. Its focus is not specifically on 

people with disabilities, but all people […]” [4]. By analyzing the principles of Universal 

Design together with its definition, it is possible to prove that spaces, products, and 

services designed according to this approach do not include dedicated solutions but do 

promote the normality of the image, implying a good relationship between quality and 

price.  

Mace had already underlined the economic effects of the Universal Design approach 

in the 1988 publication “Universal Design: Housing for the lifespan of all people” [5] in 

which, referring to the real estate market, he argued that the approach may imply 

economic benefits for builders, designers, furniture suppliers, owners, and tenants. In 

numerical terms, it is important to point out that people with disabilities usually live with 

people without disabilities; thus, accessible solutions may produce advantages for the 

community in general. 

Identifying the internal and external dimensions enables the selection of the key 

actors who are in a position to improve the quality of people’s lives: companies and 

public administrations. Accessibility related to companies is, in turn, linked mainly to 

two dimensions that are based on the relevance of human beings. First is the 

organizational dimension, which involves the opportunity for all people to work 

according to principles of equity, inclusion, and non-discrimination. The second 

dimension concerns the supply of goods and services easily usable by everyone. 

Regarding public administrations, the concept of accessibility focuses on the availability 

of accessible places.  

3. Literature review 

The Italian founders of the field of business administration held a broad orientation 

regarding the economic relevance of the social dimension which is the impact of 

economic factors on the community. Despite this, the accessibility issue has not attracted 

great interest from scholars of business administration. In this regard, one idea that has 

often prevailed is based on the following two beliefs: one is that accessibility is a subject 

for only non-economic analyses (urban, sociological, ethical, etc.), and the other is that 

accessibility implies only costs, without any opportunity to produce benefits. 

In particular, the accessibility issue has been analyzed mainly at the international 

level and according to a dual approach. First is the “direct” approach, which regards 

specific fields, including urban transport [6], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11], the livability of 

residential environments, the removal of architectural barriers and Information & 

Communication Technology [12]. The second approach is the “indirect” one, which 

involves opportunities for the autonomy of people who have disabilities. 

Regarding the first approach, the international literature includes mainly studies 

from the social and urban perspectives and using cost and benefit analysis of the efforts 

to implement Universal Design [13], [14]. Most of these studies contain analyses 
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conducted according to quantitative models, including micro-economic [15], [16], [17], 

[18] and mathematical ones [19]. 

The other field in which accessibility has been studied relates to the difficulties 

experienced by people with disabilities when accessing places or using products and 

services [20], [21], [22], [23]. Among these studies, some macro- and micro-economic 

analyses can be distinguished from others related to business administration, enabling 

assessment of the effects of those with disabilities on the economies of communities, 

nations, and the specific companies. 

In particular, macro- and micro-economic analyses have aimed to verify the 

community costs of disability [24] and the socio-economic effects of greater accessibility 

of goods and services by people with disabilities [25]. More precisely, these studies 

demonstrate the following. 

 The inclusivity of the job environment and the perception of disability are 

linked, as the creation of an inclusive approach reduces the self-perception of 

disability and the community costs [26], which benefits the entire economy. 

 Disability implies relevant social costs [27], [28], [29], [30], [31], [32], [33], 

[34]. 

 Managing disability may provide an opportunity to create long-term success 

[35], [36], [37], [38].   

 Disability has several interconnections with either national economic trends or 

specific macro-economic conditions (for example, unemployment) [39], [40], 

[41], [42], [43], [44].  

From a managerial perspective, analyses have focused on the contributions that a 

person with disabilities may provide by working [45], [46], [47]. [35], [48], [36], [37].  

In addition, the value created by better inclusion of those with disabilities has been 

studied by some Italian scholars [49], [50], [51], [52], [53], [54], [55].  

4. Methodology 

The analysis of accessibility may be developed according to the so-called capabilities 

approach, which was introduced by the economist Amartya Sen. This approach is based 

on the belief that a person’s well-being is not measurable by the amount of resources 

available, but instead with reference to capabilities, which are the real opportunities to 

choose and act according to the diversity that exists among people. 

According to the capabilities approach, the best accessibility conditions should 

ensure that everyone is able to choose freely from among a wide set of opportunities. In 

this approach, companies and public administrations are committed to promoting the best 

expression of people’s capabilities as a source of economic benefit. 

Thus, it is important to identify the main positive effects deriving from the efforts of 

companies and public administrations to improve the accessibility of products, services, 

job environments, and other places. To achieve the above-stated goal, the capabilities 

approach should be integrated with a specific methodology, the cost and benefit analysis, 

with the aim of identifying the potential economic effects of accessibility. This means 

that the investigation of accessibility issue requires the combination of two different 

perspectives: a qualitative one related to capabilities approach and a quantitative one 

identified by the cost and benefit analysis. Indeed, cost and benefit analysis allows the 
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assessment of the advantages of a specific choice by comparing the relevant costs and 

benefits  

In general, the costs and benefits of accessibility can be classified according to three 

aspects: to be expressed in monetary terms, to be measured and to be related directly to 

the accessibility issue. 

Regarding the first aspect, it is possible to distinguish between monetary and non-

monetary costs and benefits. The monetary ones include, for example, the costs to train 

workers who have disabilities as they usually need special training according to the 

specific disability involved. The non-monetary costs include the specific personal 

benefits deriving from an inclusive work environment: increased self-esteem, 

satisfaction, and participation in community life, among others. 

In terms of measurability, it is possible to identify measurable costs and benefits and 

non-measurable costs and benefits, the latter of which include, for example, 

improvements in general well-being due to an inclusive work environment and the 

reputational advantage accruing to companies that commit to providing accessible goods 

and services. 

Finally, regarding the possibility of directly relating these costs and benefits to 

accessibility, it is possible to distinguish between direct costs and benefits and those that 

are indirect, which usually include unforeseeable side effects to the community and are 

difficult to measure. 

The greatest difficulties in assessing the effects of accessibility relate to the non-

monetary effects, especially the indirect ones that apply to the community. To measure 

these effects, some new techniques have been developed, including the Social Return on 

Investment (SROI) [56] which is an indicator that aims to measure the economic effects 

of a socially relevant investment [57], [58], [59], [60].  

5. Results 

In the following sections, the analyses focus on the potential economic advantages of 

applying Universal Design, with reference to the two main dimensions: organizational 

and goods and services. 

The results are identified according to the “capabilities” general framework and to 

the cost and benefit analysis as required by the multidimensional nature (economic and 

non-economic) of the accessibility issue. 

5.1 Organizational accessibility 

The concept of organizational accessibility is based mainly on the following two aspects: 

 The identification of work as a way to fully express the person [61]; 

 The belief that work is a special productive factor because it is characterized by 

specific intangible components, including knowledge and soft skills. 

Organizational accessibility can be studied with reference to the potential 

advantages, also economic, that derive from an inclusive culture whose effectiveness 

requires that job environments be designed according to the principles of Universal 

Design [62], [63], [64]. In this sense, the choices aimed at improving the inclusion of 
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work environments may produce some costs and some positive effects, mainly intangible 

and difficult to measure.  

The benefits for companies – mainly indirect and both monetary and non-monetary 

– refer to improving innovative capabilities and creating a more creative, motivating 

work environment. 

Improved organizational accessibility is a factor that potentially increases a 

company’s productivity. On one hand, it reduces conflict among employees and 

promotes motivation and participation in achieving the companies’ goals. On the other 

hand, accessibility is a factor in adapting work places, consequently reducing 

obsolescence. 

Thus, implementing Universal Design principles with respect to the organizational 

dimension implies economic effects, including increasing the company’s profit margin, 

improving its financial situation, etc. 

Positive effects of organizational accessibility may be also be identified with 

reference to public administration. In this case, the main benefits are the following: 

increased income and consequent tax revenue from the employment of people with 

disability; increased contribution payments by such people; increased demand for goods 

and services due to increased income; increased available time for the relatives of people 

with disability, who usually are their caregivers and who may be able to work more and 

produce more taxable income; decreased healthcare costs (hospital stay, drugs, 

rehabilitation) and welfare costs borne by the State; decreased costs of subsidies for 

specific disability conditions. 

In addition to these benefits, organizational accessibility implies specific costs, 

including the following: training for workers with disability, which may cost more than 

for those without disability as specific disabilities (for example, intellectual, learning, 

physical disabilities) may require tailored training programs employing specific 

educational technologies; cost of potentially greater work absenteeism by specific 

workers due to physical conditions (for example, for frequent medical examinations, 

etc.); cost of welfare measures aimed at supporting specific groups of workers; costs for 

adapting workplaces to reduce accidents; costs to improve the information and 

technology system to enable inclusion. 

5.2 Goods, services, and places accessibility 

The Universal Design approach may produce significant economic effects regarding the 

supply of accessible goods, services (especially for companies), and spaces (specifically 

for public administration). 

In particular, regarding goods and services, Universal Design is related to potentially 

providing products and services that are accessible by a greater number of people. 

The main economic advantages for companies are technological, competitive, and 

reputational. 

The goal of improving the accessibility of products and services implies that new 

solutions will be researched and developed to satisfy users with different abilities. Thus, 

accessibility promotes innovation aimed at improving the quality of life for everyone. 

Indeed, the aim of satisfying the needs of all people is an important factor that pushes 

innovation toward creating new products and services. In fact, the Universal Design 

approach supports the production of goods that can be differentiated from competitors’ 

versions, potentially accruing economic advantages.  

A. Arenghi et al. / Accessibility and Universal Design: Do They Provide Economic Benefits?8



In addition, Universal Design implies cost reduction, as it is more suitable to design 

considering the characteristics of all people rather than to adapt finished products, which 

costs more and is less effective. Attending to all types of people during the design process 

can positively affect competitiveness, as Universal Design products and services: 

 Usually aim to satisfy the majority of market users; 

 Are usable in a more intuitive way;  

 Are better able to satisfy users’ needs, as they are designed considering the 

abilities of all potential users. 

Considering the above-stated aspects, the main competitive advantages of the 

Universal Design approach may be identified as: 

 Increased market share due to the attention paid to the needs of all people; 

 Strengthened competitive advantage via differentiation of products and 

services; 

 Greater customer loyalty. 

Companies that decide to invest in accessibility according to the principles of 

Universal Design express a clear orientation toward ethics and social responsibility and 

their related reputational benefits [65], [66]. Indeed, making the effort to ensure 

accessible products and services improves perceptions of the company’s imagine by 

stakeholders (shareholders, workers, media, community, suppliers, state, customers, 

lenders, etc.), and has positive economic effects. In fact, the choice to invest in accessible 

products and services identifies the company’s social commitment and attention to 

innovation and has the following potential advantages: increased customer loyalty; easier 

fundraising from financial markets; generally reduced risk. 

Public administration may also receive relevant benefits from investing in 

accessibility according to the principles of Universal Design. The economic relevance of 

accessibility is supported by both national and international statistical data related to 

people with disability: the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

states that 1.5% of GDP – as a worldwide average - is allocated to people with disability3, 

while the Italian National Institute of Statistics states that in 2016, the public expenditure 

for social services amounted to 7 billion 56 million euros4. These data emphasize the 

potential economic effects on the public system of measures taken to support 

accessibility. 

Specifically, the economic effects of investments in accessibility by public 

administrations refer mainly to supplying services and designing public spaces according 

to the Universal Design approach in order to promote people’s mobility and participation 

in the community. Supplying public services (transport, education, etc.) according to the 

principles of Universal Design supports opportunities for everyone to live independently 

and positively affects the community’s well-being and general productivity. In fact, the 

efforts of public administrations to improve the accessibility of services and places may 

reduce so-called non-accessibility social costs, a category of costs that includes the 

negative effects borne by the community regarding the non-accessibility of places. These 

effects include decreased consumption, especially that unrelated to primary goods or 

services (for example, recreational); increased insurance and legal costs related to work 

accidents caused by barely accessible places; the costs for paying caregivers to support 

 
3 http://stats.oecd.org. 
4 http://www.istat.it/comunicato-stampa. 
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the mobility of people with disability; and the costs for drugs whose amounts could be 

reduced in the presence of greater physical activity. 

The points above emphasize that the lack of investment in the accessibility of places 

and services implies the introduction of costs whose reduction would create benefits, 

including decreased public expenditures. In addition, other benefits may be identified, 

including greater incomes and cash flows for public administrations as direct effects of 

increased participation in social life (sports activities, etc.) and increased demand for 

goods and services. These benefits are usually greater than the related costs, for example, 

those to remove urban barriers, to adapt work environments, etc. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The analysis underlines how the principles of Universal Design may contribute to 

creating economic advantages. To obtain these advantages, both firms and public 

administrations can develop their activities – even if using different approaches – to 

improve accessibility and create economic benefits. 

This evidence underlines the opportunity for policy-makers to analyze the economic 

implications of greater accessibility, including decreased public expenditures and 

increased tax revenues for public administrations and improved economic performances 

for firms. 

Therefore, there is a need to develop new metrics and techniques to measure the 

economic effects of social-impact decisions, including those related to the Universal 

Design approach. 
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