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Abstract. 186 countries have ratified The Convention on Rights of People with
Disabilities (CRPD) since 2006. Sweden ratified the CRPD in 2008, Denmark in
2009, and Norway in 2013. In the context of the United Nations, the concept of
Universal Design (UD) introduced in the CRPD is new. Previously, accessibility
was the dominant concept. By ratifying the CRPD, these three countries have agreed
to initiate or advocate for research and development aimed at utilising UD when
designing goods, services, equipment, and facilities. Additionally, they have
committed to encouraging the integration of UD in the formulation of standards and
guidelines. As a starting point for a future debate about the research part, this paper
studies the uptake of UD in national policy in the three countries. The findings show
that the approach in each country differs. Norway quickly developed their own
version of UD (that has been critisised by scholars), thus choosing a top-down
approach. By contrast, Denmark has been reluctant and is still using the concept of
accessibility, waiting for the different sectors to adopt the concept of UD in their
own way — as a kind of bottom-up strategy. While Sweden, has chosen another
approach between these two strategies focusing on UD as a guiding principle,
accessibility, and a third concept: usability. Finally, the paper discusses these
approaches in relation to the built environment, using a framework that distinguishes
between and act (like a process) and a state (as a result). All three counties are
characterised by a dual focus on both act and state in line with the literature; however,
the state dominates. The paper argues that we must acknowledge this duality but
focus more on the process-related aspect to further develop UD as a human right
concept.
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1. Introduction

Universal design (UD) as a concept was originally coined by Ron Mace and
presented as “a way of designing a build or facility, at little or no extra cost, so it is
attractive and functional for all people, disabled or not.” [1, p 147]. The concept is
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dynamic and has been adjusted over time. In 1998, UD was defined as “the design of
products and environments to be usable to the greatest extent possible by people of all
ages and abilities. Universal design respects human diversity and promotes inclusion of
all people in all activities of life.” [2]. Additionally, it has been emphasised that UD could
be viewed as a process [2] highlighting Universal Designing [3].

Today, UD is a human rights concept, implemented in The Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) [4] in 2006. Here “Universal design” means the
design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people,
to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design.
“Universal design” shall not exclude assistive devices for particular groups of persons
with disabilities where this is needed. “(4; Article 2). The CRPD builds on eight
principles, one of them is accessibility [4]. Later, UD was reformulated as “a process that
enables and empowers a diverse population by improving human performance, health
and wellness and social participation.” [5, p. 29] emphasing that UD is not an end state.

Until now, 186 countries have ratified CRPD. Sweden did it in 2008, Denmark in
2009, and Norway in 2013. In a United Nation context, the concept of UD introduced in
the CRPD is new. Formerly, accessibility was the dominant concept, see e.g. (6). By
ratifying the CRPD, these three countries have agreed to initiate or advocate for research
and development aimed at utilising UD when designing goods, services, equipment, and
facilities. Additionally, they have committed to encouraging the integration of UD in the
development of standards and guidelines.

2. Method

The principle of sectoral responsibility is a fundamental pillar of Scandinavian society
and the welfare model. The paper is based on desk research of official documents from
the three countries Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. The languages are quite similar
unlike e.g. Finnish, which made it possible for the authors to read the other countries
documents without translation.

The selection and classification of the document is based on the macro, meso,
and micro levels of an analytical model on implementation of UD [7]. The macro level
characterises the policy level where UD appears as a value, while the meso level pertains
to the instrumental level defined by legal requirements and standards. At the bottom of
the model, we find the micro level, where people experience an environment that is
accessible and usable.

Another aspect of the framework of the paper is the distinction between an act and
a state. When implementing the general concept and political strategy of UD in specific
national contexts, the states party to the convention are free to decide how to approach
implementation in concrete terms. The three Scandinavian states are both sufficiently
similar and different, making it interesting to evaluate whether UD is implemented as an
act or as a state, or both. By “act” we refer to the act of universal designing [3] like UD
as an activity (a verb), and by “state” we refer to UD as a condition: to be universal
designed. Thus, an act is related to a process and a state is present as a result or solution
(anoun) that becomes defined and prescribed.
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3. Status of UD in the Nordic countries

A summary of the status of the uptake of UD is structured in relation to three countries,
followed by a discussion that spans across them.

3.1. Norway

The term Universal design was first mentioned in 1997 in a booklet published by the
Council for Disabled Persons at state level [8]. In this rather thin booklet, UD was
introduced by the Norwegian concept “universell utforming” [8]. Norway s strategy for
implementing UD across different contexts and political levels has involved
governmental action plans, as well as its incorporation into law, technical specifications,
and standards. The first Action Plan was introduced in 2004, whereas the most recent is
covering the period 2021-2025. There are two definitions of UD in Norway, the CRPD
definition and the definition used in the Equality and Anti-Discrimination Act [9], and
in the Planning and Building Act [10].

The particular Norwegian definition was introduced in a legal report published as an
attachment to the white paper ‘Equal Status and Accessibility (Likeverd og
tilgjengelighet)[11] which served as the preparatory work for the Discrimination and
Accessibility Act [12]. This law was later repealed and integrated into the Equality and
Anti-Discrimination Act in 2018 [9]. Accessibility and accommodation are viewed as a
requisite for equality, as described in the purpose section of the Equality and Anti-
Discrimination Act [9]. CRPD was ratified by Norway in 2013 and signed already in
2007, prior to the adoption of the Norwegian Discrimination and Disability Act [12].
Therefore, the particular Norwegian legal definition, which reads more like a minimum
standard, is to be interpreted in light of the CRPD definition.

There are two issues with the Norwegian strategy we want to discuss here. The
first relates to the use of action plans as a top-down strategy for implementation. The
second is the focus on physical barriers in implementing UD through the specific
Norwegian legal definition. We will use the thematic report Universal Design:
Clarification of the concept [13] as an example of top-down strategy. This thematic
report was translated into English and other languages. The report is the product of a
dialogue with NGOs and governmental institutions. It was published in 2007 and refers
to the CRPD, but the CRPD definition of UD is not used, although Norway signed the
convention March 2007. However, the thematic report delimits UD to concern only
physical and technical environments. In doing this, the Norwegian government, in a top-
down process, changes the content of UD, simply stating that this is how the concept is
to be understood. By ratifying the CRPD, Norway took on a responsibility to support
research on UD as defined in the convention. Through the action plans and calls from
national directorates, there has been funding for smaller projects, but few, if any, more
comprehensive interdisciplinary research projects.

Fifteen years after the first Discrimination and Accessibility Act came into force,
there have been some notable improvements, such as new ferries designed according to
technical specifications for UD. However, there have been fewer comprehensive changes
that strengthen the human right situation for persons with disabilities, particularly
regarding access to education, paid work, public space, transportation, culture and
services.
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At the macro level, Norwegian national law interprets UD more narrowly than
the CRPD. The technical specifications of the Planning and Building Act are national,
representing the macro level. However, these specifications are implemented by local
authorities, institutions and practitioners which corresponds to the meso level. At this
level, the duties of these authorities and institutions in implementing UD need to be more
predictable and grounded in research and knowledge. Some improvements at the meso
level can be seen, such as enhanced access to buildings, public spaces, and transportation
due to the implementation of law and standards. Nevertheless, much remains to be done,
especially ensuring seamless access to resources and arenas. At the micro level there
have been improvements with regards equal accessibility, but we lack knowledge about
what works, why, and for whom.

3.2. Sweden

Sweden differs from Norway in its interpretation and implementation of UD. In 2019,
UD was put forth as a guiding principle for the realisation of the Swedish disability
policy, stated as “To do the right thing from the beginning” [14, p.97]. By planning and
designing society based on the whole population, one can avoid having to make
adaptations and special solutions later down the line. Overall, Swedish disability policy
is closely aligned with the CRPD and how, e.g., the term UD is used there. The approach
is more bottom-up than top-down, i.e. more governing than government.

In Swedish policy, UD is used alongside the terms accessibility and usability.
On a macro level, this entails applying UD as a value-based concept in national policy
and guidelines. UD is also used outside of disability policy. As an example, systematic
work based on UD is highlighted in the national architecture and design policy, ‘“Policy
for Designed Living Environments” [15]. It is important to note that in Sweden, UD is
not defined or used as a measurable concept. Instead, UD is used together with the terms
accessibility and usability, which can be assessed or measured. Both these terms have
been implemented in Swedish regulations and guidelines for many years. One example
is the Swedish Planning and Building Act, where accessibility and usability are used, but
not UD. Chapter 2, §3 states that planning according to the act should support “a social
good living environment which is accessible and usable for all groups in society” (our
translation) [16].

On a meso level, the Swedish municipalities are encouraged to base their work
on UD. In 2017, the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, introduced
UD as part of a positioning paper meant to guide the municipalities and regions work
[17]. In Sweden, some barriers are called “Easily Eliminated Obstacles” (“enkelt
avhjélpta hinder”), a definition that was introduced in Swedish legislation in 2003 [18].
In most cases, removing an easily remedied obstacle is the municipality’s responsibility,
but the legislation is national and was introduced to meet the national goal that public
spaces and environments should be accessible for all [19]. The requirements concern
both the elimination of existing obstacles [18] and the accessibility of new buildings,
places, and environments [20].

The three terms UD, accessibility and usability are used together also on a micro
level. While UD sets the direction and mindset, focusing on inclusion and non-
stigmatisation, accessibility and usability make it possible to operationalise and realise
UD in practice [21].
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3.3. Denmark

In contrast to the other countries, Denmark has been cautious about implementing UD
despite the ratification of the CRPD. UD was present in one of the visions in the National
Disability Action Plan launched by the Government in 2013 [22]. It is interesting to note
that even though Denmark has been criticized for not following up on this action plan
[23] there are no current plans to create and implement a new action plan [24]. The focus
of this summary is the built environment because of the deficiency of UD in other fields.

An expert group is working on a white paper for a new architectural policy.
Lately, this group has identified several central societal challenges, where an
architectural policy can and should play an active problem-solving role, and UD is
mentioned as a future focus [25]. Concerning architecture at the macro level, the building
act has been revised 24 times since 2008 without implementing UD. In 2010, a goal to
promote accessibility (handicap-tilgeengelighed) was included [26].

At the meso level, the building act results in the buildings regulations.
Practitioners understand accessibility as the prescriptive requirements in the Building
Regulations. This means special solutions for a specific group: tactile guidance paths for
blind people, ramps, and spacious lavatories for wheelchair users [27]. The new version
of the building regulations from 2018 has removed the word ‘accessibility’ but
maintained the prescriptive requirements. UD is mentioned in a guideline about the users
and is characterised as a methodology that acknowledges a wide view on the users
meaning everybody, encouraging the building sector to think in architectural solutions
that encompass a wide range of potential user needs [28]. Thus, a website about UD was
launched in 2019 to support the building sector’s shift in practice [29]. It was ordered by
the agency behind the building regulations, however the report from 2020 stress that the
website will promote “...education and information on the accessibility requirements of
the Building Regulations [24, p. 9]. Besides an annual grant to Aalborg University for
research and this website, the state does not fund any research about UD [24].

Related to this meso level, we find among frontrunners different understandings
of UD e.g. ‘not just about ramps’ and as a design driver for social sustainability [30]. In
addition, two organisations have recently embraced UD. The Danish Association of
Construction Clients (DACC) integrated UD in their policy on social sustainability in
May 2024 [31], and Disabled People’s Organisation Denmark (DPOD) launched their
first policy on UD and accessibility in February 2024. DPOD understands UD as the sum
of a palette of accessible solution [32]. The situation in Denmark is characterised by a
buttom-up approach to UD.

4. Concluding discussion

The implementation of UD in the three countries differed in strategic approach and
interpretation of UD. In this discussion of the implication of the different approaches, we
focus on policies in relation to the built environment, and we use the distinction between
an act and a state.

In both Norway and Sweden, the areas of planning and buildings are combined into
a single act, while they are separated in Denmark. The situation on the macro level varies
across the countries. Norway has developed its own legal definition of UD, implemented
at the macro level. While Sweden and Denmark have not implemented the term UD at
the macro level in their building acts, Sweden operates with UD as a guiding principle
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in other policies on that level. In the concrete implementation of CRPD, Sweden focuses
on accessibility and usability for all people, and Denmark focuses on accessibility for
people with disabilities even though the word accessibility is not used.

There exist a kind of choice in Denmark because it is up to the individual actor in
the building sector to define and engage in UD, which might create a kind of ownership
different from when a concept is imposed from the top, and a dynamic understanding of
UD. However, the result can also be different individual understandings and definitions,
leading to confusion.

Regardless of approach, the meso level in the three countries is defined by technical
specifications, e.g. maximum gradient of a ramp. The specifications are strikingly similar
(33). Even though Norway claims to have a UD mindset, these technical specifications
do not cover the diversity of the users' needs and situations in relation to equal
accessibility and usability.

What Norway and Denmark have in common is an understanding of UD and
accessibility as a state rather than an act, while in Sweden, UD on the contrary is a
principle guiding the acts. This difference in focus has profound implications for how
UD is understood and practiced on macro, meso, and micro levels. To focus on a state is
not unique because, as the introduction has shown, the UD discourse is characterised by
a certain confusion regarding UD as an act or a state, or both. There is a risk that
practitioners working with UD find themselves torn between several competing
interpretations and tendencies related to UD. Some of those in the “UD as a state camp”,
have previously worked based on guidelines and technical specifications related to
accessibility, as this has been the existing practice in the planning and building field. By
contrast, those in the “UD as an act camp” are more interested in strategies and policies,
striving to advance the implementation of the CRPD.

The understanding of UD as primarily a process concern can be traced back to Mace
(1) in the mid 80’s and has repeatedly over the years been highlighted by Steinfeld and
colleagues (2, 3, 5). In the Nordic context, several researchers have developed this aspect
e.g. [34, 35]. It is problematic if UD is reduced to a state, as we can see in the findings
where the state dominates. As a state it requires a certain precision. Telling a passenger
that a station is UD is not usable information because the passenger does not know how
UD has been interpreted in the design of the station.

We argue that UD in the future should be understood more as an act than as a state
if we are to avoid a reproduction of measurable accessibility (prescriptive requirements)
and instead ensure a conceptualisation of UD that embraces human diversity and
contributes to the creation of a society grounded in citizenship for everybody. However,
we cannot only focus on the act; we must acknowledge and explicitly highlight the
duality of the concept as both an act and a state to avoid further confusion and
ambivalence. Thus, we argue that we need this dynamic. Moreover, we recommend
policymakers and practitioners to become aware of the dynamic between an act and a
state and use this distinction in the continued development of UD as interdisciplinary and
inclusive processes.

Looking at the future for UD, we aim to further research and develop the knowledge
regarding UD as a human rights concept included in the CRPD. In 1985, Mace expressed
that “Universal design is ultimately about changing attitudes throughout society,
emphasizing democracy, equity, and citizenship. Universal design denotes a process
more than a definite result.” (cited in 36). The CRPD calls for a shift in attitude
emphasing the human right aspect of UD alongside accessibility as a guiding principle
of the convention.
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