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Abstract: Industry and academic perspectives have become more focused on
designing for Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) over the past few years, both in general
and particularly within the built environment. This renewed interest appears to have
stemmed from a basis of respect-based ‘due diligence’ in 2018 to one of necessity
in 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic brought areas of difference into focus and
exacerbated them, making it harder for people to live their everyday lives. In this
paper, the authors seek to bridge the divide between academia and industry on the
subject of Inclusive Design (ID) through their use of a combination of an academic
and grey literature review as well as empirical research conducted with scholars and
practitioners. These multiple methods focus less on the academic perspectives and
more on how the industry has responded to the research and market demand. It
clarifies nuanced differences among ID-related terms, provides best practice
examples for wellness in the built environment, and identifies governing body
guidelines (i.e., principles, protocols, policies) that have been enacted for ethical and

business differentiating purposes.
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1. Introduction

This paper explores the evolution of Inclusive Design—its related terminology, projects,
and governing guidelines and policies—in the built environment as an equity-based
design approach that is “not just about good intentions—it is also about good business”
[1]. Accessible Design, Universal Design, Design for All, and Inclusive Design are often
considered to be interchangeable terms in industry and academia; however, they have

different origins and thereby different meanings, nuances, and geographic areas of

application'.

! Other recognised terms exist, such as Human-centred Design, Assistive Design,
and more. However, for the purposes of this paper, the focus is on Inclusive Design and
its related Accessible Design, Universal Design, and Design for All terms.
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The more commonly used and accepted Inclusive Design term is less about designing
for empathy [2], charity [3-5], or diversity [6] and more about having a respectful,
human-centred approach to “designing places that all people can use” by focusing on
comprehensive health and well-being [7]. As a consequence, for the purposes of this
paper, Inclusive Design is considered the optimal term and will be used to refer to this
general grouping of terms, though all terms will be explored individually.

Inclusive Design is a good procedural principle in theory and more recently in practice.
Like many best practices, it is now being recognised and embraced by companies, design
firms, and governing bodies for its ability to meet requirements as well as its appeal as
‘the right thing to do.” Design done equitably within the built environment has the
potential to ‘raise the bar’ across communities to address physical, mental, and social
health and well-being disparities highlighted as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Consideration of the ethical and business purposes behind Inclusive Design in the Built
Environment facilitates knowledge sharing across what has been perceived as an
academia/industry chasm and therefore promotes research scholarship into actionable
form by built environment practitioners. While this paper pays particular attention to
work done across three continents—North America (e.g., the United States (US),
Canada), Europe (including the United Kingdom (UK)), and Australia—the underlying
theme is the importance of and need for diversity and inclusion via Inclusive Design
practices across research and practice worldwide.

1.1. The Need for Inclusive Design

According to the American Society of Landscape Architects, as of 2019, one billion
people in the world (15% of the world’s population) experience some form of disability
[8]. This data is reinforced by the World Health Organization in their 2020 report on
Disability and Health worldwide [9]. However, considering the growing recognition and
occurrence of neurodiversity found in North America in particular, this previously
identified 15% may be an underapproximation [10]. While 1% of the world’s population
requires a wheelchair due to physical disabilities, nearly 20% are considered
neurodiverse, those who experience a variety of neurological conditions (e.g.,
depression, anxiety, dyslexia, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD)) [11].

As individual well-being can be tied to that of communities, cities, and even the globe
via social sustainability principles [12], it would behoove all if design were done
proactively and intentionally up front to support comprehensive health and well-being
from a physical, social, and mental point of view, rather than primarily physical, as has
been done to date [13]. Inclusive Design offers such an approach.

1.2. The Value of Inclusive Design

Academic research has discussed the value in Inclusive Design since the mid 2010s [14—
18]. However, over the past two years, companies, design firms, and governing bodies
have begun to recognise the deeper value in employing designing for Diversity and
Inclusion (D&I), identifying it as an ethical responsibility as well as a decision that
positively impacts the bottom line.
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When COVID-19 hit in early 2020, the pervasive divides across ability, gender, race,
and socio-economic status were exacerbated and could no longer be ignored. Inclusive
Design practices needed to become something that was less a “specialization” as Rieger
and Tantkow (2021) characterise it and more as a paradigm-shifting norm [19].

This paper focuses less on the ethics behind doing Inclusive Design and more on the
newly recognised market value of doing so. McKinsey & Company has presented three
reports on D&I since 2015 [20]. The most recent report published in May 2020 continues
to tout the value of D&I for business in their report entitled “Diversity Wins: How
Inclusion Matters” but turns the D&I on its head, emphasising the idea of Inclusion to
address Diversity in their use of I&D (Inclusion and Diversity), rather than the more
commonly used D&I acronym. It argues that “diversity and inclusion matter more than
ever” when considering the COVID-19 crisis and calls it a “powerful enabler of business
performance” [21].

The application of D&I (or 1&D) principles in the built environment has parallel value.
Companies requiring design, design firms, and design governing bodies all are
businesses in their own right. They have employees and clients. By intentionally
implementing Inclusive Design into design and operational efforts, they are likely to
validate feelings of company care, heighten brand and market valuation, increase client
statistics (i.e., quality and quantity), and improve social [19,22] and environmental
sustainability, given that it requires less adaptation and is therefore more sustainable—
thus good for business and the planet [23]. The difference between design companies
and general business companies lies in their potential for greater impact.

1.3. The Value of Inclusive Design for Design-related Business

The Americans with Disabilities Act and the World Health Organization both recognise
that many physical, social, and mental health challenges whether disability [24] or age-
related [25,26] can be addressed through environmental design [27]. Therefore, it can be
argued that design companies differ in that they do not only benefit from a business
perspective. They also have the ability to support people in their homes, workplaces,
public spaces, and more, through human-centred design.

As Goldhagen argues, “Designers absolutely should have freedom to innovate, to
explore, and to problem-solve. But they need to do so with the framework of human-
centered built environmental design” [28]. Designers have the capability and
responsibility to curate environments that support human health. Therefore, it is
important that the Inclusive Design approach be discussed in an understandable and
equitable way, beginning with its history, to apply as standard protocol in the future.

2. Approach/Method

The primary research methods for this paper include an academic and grey (i.e., industry-
conducted) literature review and semi-structured interviews conducted with five
Inclusive Design-related experts across North America, Europe and the UK, and
Australia in academia and industry. Using these methods, the authors shed light on the
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nuance across Inclusive Design practice by focusing on three areas across the three target
continents: exploring taxonomy lineage, evolution, and current status; highlighting
noteworthy Inclusive Design-supportive projects across typology; and reviewing pre-
existing and new certification bodies that promote Inclusive Design in indoor and
outdoor environments through updated guidelines, principles, protocols, and policies.

3. A History of Inclusive Design

Over the past few decades, the design community has explored methods of human-
centred Inclusive Design. Based on historical origin and regional application, these terms
vary among Accessible Design [29,30], Universal Design [16,31-33], Inclusive Design
[1,3-5,7,14,15,17], and Design for All [34-38]. While all four terms are related, the latter
three are most similar in providing an equitable approach to design rather than a
compliance-focused one.

3.1. Inclusive Design-related Terminology—Origin, Nuance, Status
In this section, all four terms are discussed, including their originating date, geographic
application, origin background, context and considerations, academic definition, and

industry application, as depicted in Tables 1-4.

Table 1. Accessible Design Summary

Accessible Design

Date 1990
Geographic Region North America (e.g., the US)
Origin Accessible Design developed out of the Fair Housing Amendments Act

(1988); the Center for Accessible Housing (1989); and the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) (1990).

Context/Considerations The ADA’s instantiation was a landmark event in 1990 [30]. It marked a
global first in the creation of a national law to explore and protect access
for all in the built environment. Thus, it became a model for guidelines in
other (especially English speaking) countries and for the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [39]. The ADA was
the first to use Accessible Design.

Definition (Academic) According to the University of Washington, “Accessible designis a
design process in which the needs of people with disabilities are
specifically considered” [40]

Application (Industry) Accessible Design is often perceived as a means of design compliance for
addressing physical disabilities. It rarely results in meaningful mental or
social health-focused design or in aesthetically pleasing designs.
Therefore, this is a less favourable and less used term, though it is
considered the foundation of Universal Design [41].
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Table 2. Universal Design Summary

Universal Design

Date 1997 (though foundational work began in the 1970s)

Geographic Region North America (e.g., the US) and Australia (with some use in Europe
(e.g., Norway))

Origin Universal Design was the brainchild of Ron Mace of the Center for

Universal Design (CUD) in North Carolina State University (NCSU) [41].

Context/Considerations

The 7 Principles of Universal Design were developed in 1997, by a
multidisciplinary group of built environment researchers and practitioners
led by Mace of NCSU. This work was further developed in 2012 when
the University of Buffalo’s Center for Inclusive Design and
Environmental Access (IDeA Center) created 8 Goals of Universal
Design that focused more on outcomes, rather than goals.

Definition (Academic)

According to IDeA, “Universal design means planning to build physical,
learning and work environments so that they are usable by a wide range
of people, regardless of age, size or disability status. While universal
design promotes access for individuals with disabilities, it also benefits
others” [42]. Both the CUD at NCSU and the Norwegian Ministry of
Children, Equality and Social Inclusion define Universal Design as "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" [22,40].

Application (Industry)

Though built upon the somewhat shortsighted Accessible Design and
though considered more process-driven, “Universal Design is about
democracy—about design for everybody; children and adults, elderly
people, men and women, people of different nationalities, and so on” [43].

Table 3. Design for All Summary

Design for All
Date 1993
Geographic Region Europe (with some use in Australia)
Origin The term Design for All is most attributed to having originated with the

European Institute for Design and Disability (EIDD), which defined
Design for All upon EIDD’s 1993 founding in Dublin [44].

Context/Considerations

While often used in conjunction with Universal Design, the term Design
for All offers a more understandable and actionable terminology that
originated from the 1960s Scandinavian welfare political concept of ‘a
society for all’ [45].

Definition (Academic)

According to the 2004 EIDD Stockholm Declaration “Design for All is
design for human diversity, social inclusion and equality” [35]. It focuses
on human diversity, rather than disability compliance.

Application (Industry)

Design for All is most used in Europe by EIDD member nations,
especially those in Scandinavia (e.g., Norway), with some referencing in
Australia [37,46]. It is likely to continue to gain traction in academic and
industry use due to its relatability. As Paul Hogan, EIDD-Design for All
Europe President Emeritus, put it “Good design enables, bad design
disables” [44]. That simple yet effective quote captures the essence of
Design for All.
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Table 4. Inclusive Design Summary

Inclusive Design

Date 1994

Geographic Region North America (e.g., Canada); the UK

Origin Inclusive Design was first used at a conference in Canada in 1994. [47]
Context/Considerations While Inclusive Design is similar to Europe’s Design for All and the US’

Universal Design terms, it has one important difference. It has evolved
into a more universally accepted taxonomy and accounts for the intent of
the approach, the resulting design, as well as the process pursued.

Definition (Academic) Per Clarkson and Coleman (2013) “Inclusive Design (also known [in
Europe] as Design for All and as Universal Design in the US) is in essence
the inverse of earlier approaches to designing for disabled and elderly
people as a sub-set of the population, and an integral part of a more recent
international trend towards the integration of older and disabled people in
the mainstream of society” [48].

Application (Industry) Inclusive Design is described by the Commission for Architecture and the
Built Environment (CABE) as “a process of designing, building,
managing and populating places and spaces that ensures that they work
for as many people as possible, not just some groups. It encompasses
where people live and the public buildings they use, such as health
centres, education facilities, and libraries; and how they get around—
neighbourhoods, streets, parks, and green spaces and transport” [49].
Similar to Universal Design, “Inclusive Design aims to design
mainstream products, services and environments that are accessible and
attractive to the largest possible number of people” [1]. In the paper,
which introduces Inclusive Design, Coleman suggests that the
differentiation relates to HOW design is done. He posits that “fresh
approaches...are needed to bridge the present gulf between mainstream
design and design for the elderly, especially with regard to the scale of
demographic change. The concept of Inclusive Design coupled with
storytelling and scenario building techniques can turn what is often
considered as a branch of design for disability into an exciting gateway to
product innovation and a more user-friendly future for all” [47]. With that,
Inclusive Design offered more than just similar perspectives to those of
Universal Design and Design for All. It questioned how meaningful
design could be done better—making it at once both challenging and
intriguing.

3.2. Reflection (Similarities and Differences)

While Accessible Design played a key role in founding Inclusive Design-related terms
and practices, it is considered more limited in its viewpoint and therefore a less favoured
term. The latter three terms described above are more similar. They all value the
perspective of the user and seek to empower users.

Some practitioners and academics argue that Universal Design, Design for All, and
Inclusive Design are similar versions of the same idea applied in different geographies
(i.e., the US, Europe, and the UK, respectively) [48]. However, the authors believe that
Inclusive Design’s more strategic approach to design makes it a market differentiator. It
ingrains the approach in a ‘design for good’ type mindset and challenges designers to try
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new ways of meaningfully engaging users for design, whether through storytelling and
scenario building as Coleman suggests [47] or through alternative methods.

Inclusive Design is similar to Europe’s Design for All and the US’ Universal Design
terms, but it has one important difference in that it focuses on the WHY, the WHAT, and
the HOW to make this approach come to fruition for organisations that truly wish to
make a difference. In essence, Inclusive Design in its definition becomes its own best
practice and protocol. It is therefore the term that these authors favour and therefore
provide projects and policy examples of in the following sections to emphasise better
Inclusive Design for better business.

4. Inclusive Design Projects to Advocate for Better Design for Better Business

This section highlights noteworthy projects that exhibit Inclusive Design in the built
environment, and in business. While some projects are referred to as representing
Universal Design, Design for All, or Inclusive Design, they are all considered good
practice examples of Inclusive Design, given their robust intentional design and
comprehensive health and wellness-supporting result. The projects below were chosen
based on their diverse geography, diverse design typologies, and case study research the
authors conducted. The projects are organised by continent: North America (e.g., the US,
Canada); Europe (e.g., Sweden, Greece) and the UK; and Australia.

4.1. North American Example Inclusive Design Projects

The chosen examples in North America include a home and a university in the US, and
a museum in Canada.

e Laurent House in Rockford, Illinois, US (1952): This single level home
was built for a paraplegic man and his wife. As Frank Lloyd Wright’s only
building designed for a disability, it is noteworthy in its approach to light
and wind, given its hemicycle footprint, its connection to nature (e.g.,
views, water access), and its accessibility in the interior (e.g., larger
bathrooms) and exterior (e.g., navigable carport) [50]. It is often referred to
as Wright’s “Little Gem”.

e DeafSpace at Gallaudet University in Washington, DC, US (2005):
DeafSpace represents the approach taken when doing built environment
design at Gallaudet University, an internationally recognized university
designed for deaf or hearing disabled people “to fit their unique ways-of-
being” [51]. This design approach employed at Gallaudet has resulted in
DeafSpace Concepts or guidelines that include ‘sensory reach’ (e.g., open
sightlines, spatial awareness), ‘space and proximity’ (e.g., distancing for
“signing space”), ‘mobility and proximity’ (e.g., communication while
moving), ‘light and color’ (e.g., visual communication without distraction
and eye strain), and ‘acoustics’ (e.g., reverberation and background noise
avoidance). This intersensory approach to spatial design is an excellent
example of Inclusive Design that empowers individuals and promotes
health.
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Canadian Museum for Human Rights (CMHR) in Winnipeg, Manitoba,
Canada (2014): This museum included Inclusive Design in early
conceptual design phases when it hosted public design sessions with the
Council of Canadians with Disabilities (CCD) and other relevant groups
(e.g., activists, researchers, practitioners) [52—54]. This led to a museum
that seamlessly includes tactile wall and floor elements for wayfinding,
mobile and digital media with open and closed captioning, physical
navigating techniques for simplified mobility, intellectual disability-
friendly integrated signage, and specially trained support staff. By
incorporating Universal Access Points (UAP) that blend into the design,
easier navigating is possible and visually appealing. Together, these
demonstrate the intentionality of Inclusive Design in the museum design
and emphasise it as “a landmark built to celebrate human rights” [55].

4.2. European and British Example Inclusive Design Projects

The examples chosen from Europe and the UK include older adult housing in Sweden, a
tourist-friendly historical site in Greece, and a museum in the UK.

SilviaBo Project’s BoKlok Housing for Older Adults in areas of Sweden
(in progress): Given the rising number globally of the older adult
population, there is a high demand for housing that meets their
comprehensive health needs while also being affordable. A recent
partnership among Queen Silvia of Sweden, IKEA, and Skanska resulted
in a project called SilviaBo to create affordable yet beautiful housing that
includes side walkways and entrances, integrated technology for door and
lighting control, and clear wayfinding and signage to assist dementia
occupants [56]. Social interaction is a key emphasis [57], and sustainability
principles have been integrated throughout (e.g., 1% materials going to
landfill) [58].

The Parthenon Template Entrance at the Acropolis in Athens, Greece
(2020): For years, access to the Acropolis challenged people with physical
disabilities. However, late last year, the site was redone to include a
wheelchair-friendly lift and smoother stone paths for easier navigating.
These design updates “make the Acropolis accessible to everyone ...
without the difficulties associated with the classic route up to the Hill of
Acropolis” [59].

The Wellcome Collection Museum in London, UK (2019): Museums are
often the scene of what is known as “routine discrimination” when
considering people with disabilities [60]. In addition to addressing common
accessibility needs [61], The Wellcome Collection’s new Being Human
gallery [62] differs by incorporating tactile models, a variety of audio and
visual guides, more advanced audio description, clearly marked exits for
people with anxiety, and more [63]. By consulting Inclusive Design in
museum experts and including iterative feedback loops with “deaf,
disabled, and neurodiverse people during the gallery’s development and
after it opened”, the gallery has been touted as “a standard-bearer in
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inclusive exhibition design” [60] and dubbed “The World’s Most
Accessible Museum” by the New York Times [63].

4.3. Australian Example Inclusive Design Projects

The examples chosen from Australia include a public walking space for users who are
vision impaired or blind, and an office space.

e The Braille Trail in Brisbane, Queensland, Australia (1989): Originally
established on the Queen Street Mall in 1989, Brisbane’s Braille Trail is a
pathway of paved dots and dash patterns that can be followed by a person
who is blind or has low vision, using a cane [64,65]. Tiles with ridges
indicate the direction of travel along the trail, and tiles with paved dots warn
of changes in direction or upcoming hazards. At about 1.6 kilometres in
length, the Brisbane Braille Trail network is the longest continuous braille
trail in Australia [66].

e Mirvac’s Headquarters in Sydney, New South Wales, Australia (2016): As
a WELL Certified Gold space and award winner, Mirvac’s headquarters in
Sydney is considered the ‘world-first’ timber closed cavity fagcade that
incorporates a shading system [67]. Together, these balance visual interest
from the timber’s natural fractal patterns, access to daylight, and energy
savings. With the incorporation of plants for biophilia, open spaces to
encourage easy access and interconnectedness, and technology (e.g.,
sensors) to anticipate and accommodate occupant needs, an inclusive
approach is taken to designing for health.

5. Inclusive Design Policy to Mandate Better Design for Better Business

This section explores policies that have been put in place to document best practices and
establish them as an achievable bar against which to measure progress. The two examples
explored are both based in the US and have international applications—one relates to the
internal built environment and the other, to the external.

Given the US’ early history with Accessible Design, it had an early start when
considering “barrier-free design”. While this can be seen as an advantage, it has also
resulted in a hesitancy and inability to achieve more. For example, the existence of the
ADA in the US led to many designers becoming complacent, satisfied when their designs
met the minimal threshold standards instead of seeking to do more. For some time, this
prohibited true comprehensive design. In an interview, an interior designer shared “The
designers were constantly quoting ADA, and I was constantly criticizing them...and so
sometimes, I have to say, okay, here you’ve got to walk in people’s shoes. I will give
you a real simple example: I was working on a community college and trying to explain
to the architects what American Sign Language (ASL) interpreting was like. If you had
an ASL interpreter in a classroom, what does that mean? And they were just not getting
it. So I set up a meeting where I brought a very well respected member of the deaf
community with me, who brought an ASL interpreter and we spent four hours in the
architect’s office reviewing drawings and at the end of it they got it” [54].
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Fortunately, recent efforts by the American Society of Landscape Architects and the
International WELL Building Institute provide hope for a more proactive approach for
design and the policy that governs it.

5.1. American Society of Landscape Architects Guidelines for Exterior Space Design

Established in New York in 1899, the American Society of Landscape Architects
(ASLA) was founded on a vision that promoted “healthy, beautiful, and resilient places
for all” [68]. For years, ASLA protocols aligned with ADA requirements. However,
given the number of underserved individuals (e.g., age, gender, race, disability,
neurodiversity) [33] and the need for design equity in the public domain [69], ASLA
recently recognised that simply meeting ADA requirements was no longer enough.

In September 2019, ASLA released Universal Design Guidelines for 5 topics-
Neighborhoods, Streets, Parks and Plazas, Playgrounds, and Gardens to raise awareness
of the need for more inclusive exterior spaces and provide guidelines on how to do that
[8]. The new guidelines consider a variety of physical, mental, and social disabilities and
explore landscape as a means to welcome and support those unique needs. lan Dillon and
Jared Green, the authors of the guide, go beyond the best practices discussed to offer
simple examples that encourage adoption.

As the guidelines state “If we want everyone to participate in public life, we must design
and build an inclusive public realm that is accessible to all. Public life can’t just be
available to the abled, young, or healthy” [8]. Indeed, as the Curbed article comments “It
sounds like good design 101... It turns out that designing a space that’s accessible to
people of all abilities ultimately leads to better, more thoughtful spaces for everyone”
[69].

5.2. The WELL Building Standard for Interior Space Design

The WELL Building Standard™ (WELL™) was launched by its parent company Delos
Living LLC in New York in 2013. It is administered by the International WELL Building
Institute (IWBI) “whose mission is to improve human health and wellbeing through the
built environment” [70] and is certified by Green Building Certification Incorporated
(GBCI). Because buildings play a significant role in the health and well-being of
occupants, it is important they are designed with intention, in a way that is built on
research and practice.

The first version of the WELL Building Standard (v1) provided guidance on how
buildings could be designed for health, using science-based research to inform 100
features across 7 concepts: Air, Water, Nourishment, Light, Fitness, Comfort, and Mind
[71]. Now in its second version, WELL v2 has updated the certification to include 108
features across 10 concepts: Air, Water, Nourishment, Light, Movement, Thermal
Comfort, Sound, Materials, Mind, and Community [72].

The difference between the first and second versions, other than a few additional features
and concepts, is its foundational focus on inclusivity. As Rachel Hodgdon, CEO of the
IWBI, states “Aspects of universal design and inclusive design are peppered in



J. Mikus and J. Rieger / Inclusive Design as a Market Differentiator 23

throughout the entire standard” [73]. One such change involved transitioning WELL v1’s
Fitness into WELL v2’s Movement concept to emphasise general mobility over physical
fitness. Another involved reevaluating WELL v1’s Feature 72: Accessible Design into
v2’s Feature C13: Accessibility and Universal Design to ensure physical access as well
as a design for all approaches.

WELL continues to evolve with the COVID-19 pandemic. The WELL v2 standard now
incorporates robust validation techniques to ensure buildings continue to meet the criteria
and do not stray from previous performance. WELL has also formed a Task Force of 500
global experts to advise on COVID-19 and other respiratory infections. “Task Force
members span dozens of countries and hail from a variety of sectors and industries,
including public health, government, academia and businesses worldwide, as well as
global architecture, design, building science and real estate communities™ [74].

5.3. The WELL Health-Safety Rating for Interior Space Maintenance

WELL also launched a new WELL Health-Safety Rating in late January 2021 that
ensures occupant health, well-being, and safety are foremost when considering facility
operations and management. By providing 22 strategies relating to “best practice
operational policies, maintenance protocols and emergency plans”, WELL provides
building owners and operators with the guidelines and tools they need to ensure their
buildings are safe for occupants. In turn, occupants feel safer to enter those buildings and
occupy those spaces.

While it is early days to assess the efficacy of the Rating, it can be considered a
progressive step to provide policy and evidence-based actionable guidance on building
operations, maintenance, and management, especially during a crisis such as COVID-
19. Regardless, the WELL standard and the brand itself is a paradigm of Inclusive Design
to date, believing that “spaces can be great equalizers” [31], and designing for that in the
research they enact into guidelines, the standards and services they provide, and the
advocacy they do for health and wellness for all.

6. COVID-19’s Exacerbated Demand for Inclusive Design

While having example projects and policies can help guide the design of communities,
sometimes the unexpected occurs.

The year 2020 brought circumstances that heightened levels of anxiety and widened the
divide among populations that differ (based on disability, race, gender, socio-economic
status). However, design has the ability to overcome health, situation, and wealth
disparity through design equity. Design focusing on diversity, inclusion, and more
recently belonging [75] provides hope for the future and has the potential to ameliorate
the inequities of today and the future.

6.1. Designing for the Extraordinary (People, Environments, Circumstances)

One researcher who argued for designing for differences was Alan Newell. He argued
for Designing for the Extraordinary [76] back in 1993. While his work was situated with



24 J. Mikus and J. Rieger / Inclusive Design as a Market Differentiator

the field of Human Computer Interaction (HCI), the approach applies to other industries.
His idea suggests approaching users as ordinary people in extraordinary environments or
as extraordinary people in ordinary environments. By doing so, it is possible to design
for people as their circumstances change temporarily (e.g., broken leg), situationally
(e.g., multi-tasking activities), genetically (e.g., disability), or naturally (e.g., ageing)
over time.

It can be argued that COVID-19 has situated humans in an extraordinary environment
since March 2020 and is likely to continue to do so for a long time to come. The
businesses that have succeeded most during COVID-19 are those who put employees
first, had an agile foundation upon which to build, and made change happen proactively
[77,78]. One key to doing this work well is meaningful user engagement, whether
discussing with employees or clients. Therefore, as the Harvard Business Review article
proposed in 2018 before COVID-19 became a reality, it is vitally important to “focus on
inclusion—not just diversity” by “understanding who [people] really are” when working
to design for people’s needs and wants [79]. This is true in business, and continues to be
true when designing in the built environment.

6.2. Designing with and for Extraordinary People

COVID-19 offers an excellent case study in preparing for the unexpected. Indeed, “In
pandemic times, designers are newly aware of uncertainty and the need to prepare for
sudden changes of plans” [29]. Designing for this uncertainty can be done by practicing
Inclusive Design with and for users.

Some of the most appreciated and sustainable designs are derived from designing with
and for intended users, not relying on guidelines alone. This is true throughout academia
[80] and industry [29]. In an interview with an access consultant in Canada, she reflected
on the underwhelming results of policy-driven projects, stating that “doing evaluations,
having feedback from users, [and] looking at unsolicited feedback [made it] very
apparent [to her] that...if minimums were being met, they weren’t satisfying users,
[especially] users of a range of abilities, conditions and personal situations” [54].
Academia [80] and industry [29] agree that lackluster designs and corresponding
responses result when policy alone drives design. Engagement with user groups offers
the perspectives needed to make a difference and therefore must be included.

By employing creative methods, as suggested by Coleman in his initial Inclusive Design
paper, with the intended users, it is likely that more effective design will result.
Treviranus encapsulated this thought when she stated “we need to recruit the most
relevant and authentic expertise to the design team, namely the edge users or pioneers
themselves...not as research participants and subjects of study and analysis, but as full-
fledged design team members, or co-designers”, [thereby putting substance behind the
‘nothing about us without us’ terminology known throughout disability literature] [4].

6.3. Ensuring Extraordinary Design with Extraordinary Designers
One of the best ways to ensure Inclusive Design is to involve designers—professional

architects, engineers, projects planners—who identify as physically, mentally, or socially
diverse. If this can be done in addition to engaging users or occupants of the spaces, even
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better. To ensure that these professionally diverse voices can be “heard” and “acted on”
to ensure inclusion, it is important that there be diversity and a sense of belonging
instilled as a core value in professional communities.

Indeed, “Diversification is critical in architecture because ideas about race, gender,
ability, and disability are formed and reproduced in the design and construction of
buildings and urban spaces. The absence of disabled architecture students, architects, and
particularly academic and institutional leaders within the US relegates people with
disabilities to being a topic of discussion versus agents of change.” [81] Groups
emphasising race (e.g., National Organization of Minority Architects) [82] and gender
(e.g., Society of Women Engineers) diversity exist but require further support [83,84].

Unfortunately, there has been little emphasis on understanding and encouraging
disability representation (physical, mental, or social) in design professions. In July 2017,
the American Society of Civil Engineers’ Committee on Diversity and Inclusion (CDI)
and Committee on Ethical Practice (CEP) proposed Canon 8 of the Society’s Code of
Ethics “to address concerns about, and the realities of, inequities and inequalities in the
civil engineering profession” [85]. However, the architecture profession is even further
behind. “In the United States, people with disabilities in the architecture profession and
architectural academia are statistically invisible. Neither the American Institute of
Architects, the National Council of Architectural Registration Boards, nor the
Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture collect data on the number of
architects or architecture students in the United States who self-identify with physical or
cognitive disabilities” [81].

To truly ensure diversity, it is important to bring awareness to these issues and enact
transformational change relating to educational spaces, design pedagogy, and
professional development support. This is the next step in ensuring Inclusive Design can
became a pervasive element in all design.

7. Conclusion

In this paper, the authors explored Inclusive Design across three continents: North
America, Europe and the UK, and Australia. Through this exploration, the authors
identify lessons learned, best practices, and key takeaways relating to how and why
Inclusive Design is theoretically good as a design practice but also excellent for business.

While there is variation across terms within the Inclusive Design “continuum” it is
important to maintain an agile approach to related terminology. While flexibility is
important to deter exclusive design language, this research team prefers terms that are
human-centred [28] and recognises the uniqueness and celebrates the diversity and
abilities of each individual. Some terms that meet this criteria include Newell’s
Designing for the Extraordinary, Herssens’ Designing for More [86] and Winance’s
Designing for Uniqueness (i.e., Unique User Design) [16].

No matter the terminology, Inclusive Design cannot be fully realised through research,
best practice implementation, and policy enactment alone. It is critical that diverse users
be included in the design process to ensure fairness in design [15] and exercise their right
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to participate [80]. Indeed, as Stefan Johansson suggests, “design for participation and
inclusion will follow” [87]. It seems a logical approach then for Inclusive Design
research and practice to be inclusive of co-design, as a

means towards designing with and not just for user groups.

By building on Inclusive Design’s research definition and industry practice to date and
layering in Co-design as a pluralistic approach that values designing for the
‘extraordinary’, ‘more’, or ‘uniqueness’, the authors believe that it is indeed possible to
design for Inclusion, as both a market differentiator and a diversity-driven participatory
initiative.
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