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Foreword

Universal design thinking has become widely recognised and applied in Norwegian political
documents, statutory framework and technical guidelines. The concept of universal design has
played a constructive role in developing the understanding of good functionality for all as a
beneficial feature of society, and for promoting equality and adequate accessibility for persons
with functional impairments.

However, there has been a need for further elaboration of the substance of the universal design
concept in a number of contexts. This report defines and clarifies the concept of universal
design, thereby establishing a common basis for the application of this strategy in Norwegian
public documents; for theoretical, methodological and practical development; and for use in
information material.

The text has been developed on the basis of feedback and input from government agencies,
specialist institutions, organisations and individual government ministries. !

Activities have been organised and carried out in cooperation with the Delta Centre under the
Directorate for Health and Social Affairs.

The Ministry of the Environment recommends that the definition and interpretation of universal
design employed in the memorandum is used as the basis for future efforts relating to universal
design in the various sectors.

The conclusions set out in the memorandum will form the point of departure for the Ministry of
the Environment’s efforts to further develop of the Planning and Building Act with appurtenant
regulations and guidelines.

This report does not deal with universal design as a legal standard. The Government 2 is currently
drafting legislation to prohibit discrimination on the basis of disability (the Discrimination and
Accessibility Act). The interpretation of universal design as a legal standard in that context will
be assessed in connection with those efforts.

Ministry of the Environment
November 2007

! The substance of this memorandum is the result Research, National Office of Building Technology

of meetings between various organisations, the and Administration, Norwegian Public Roads
Delta Centre (National Resource Centre for Administration, Directorate of Public Roads,
Participation and Accessibility) and the Ministry Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training,
of the Environment in the spring of 2006. A draft Directorate for Health and Social Affairs, National

document was circulated to a number of different Centre for Documentation on Disability, Norwegian
agencies and institutions. Feedback and input were  Federation of Organisations of Disabled People,
received from the following: Ministry of Labourand  Norwegian Association of Disabled, Contact

Social Inclusion, Ministry of Local Government and

Regional Development, Ministry of Health and Care 2 ¢ j result of changes in the Government in

Services, Ministry of Government Administration October 2007, this sphere of activity will be
and Reform, Ministry of Children and Equality, transferred from the Ministry of Labour and
Ministry of Fisheries and Coastal Affairs, Ministry Social Inclusion to the Ministry of Children and

of Justice and the Police, Ministry of Education and  Equality as from 1 January 2008.

Alle foto: Svein Magne Fredriksen
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Universal design - clarification of the concept

Introduction

The concept of universal design
Universal design is a strategic approach to planning and design of products and environments

in a fashion that promotes an inclusive society that ensures full equality and participation for all.

Universal design is defined as follows:
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 *3.

The universal design strategy is normative, providing a framework for specifying the qualities
of products and environments such that these may be used by all members of society on an
equal footing.

The merit of individual universal design solutions is to be assessed in an overall context.
The universal design strategy is intended to be applied in conjunction with other societal
objectives, and is to be incorporated as an integral part of cohesive design activity.

! Examples of this interpretation may be found
in the UN Convention on the rights of disabled
persons and the report of the Norwegian
committee appointed to draft legislation

to strengthen the protection against the
discrimination of persons with disabilities
(Official Norwegian Reports 2005:8 Equality
and Accessibility).

3 A definition of “universell utforming” universal
design appeared in Norwegian for the first time in a
pamphlet on planning and design for all published
by the Norwegian State Council on Disability in 1997.

2 This definition is attributed to Ron Mace and has
been developed by the Center for Universal Design
at North Carolina State University.
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One of the primary aims of the universal design strategy is to promote equality for and ensure
the full participation in society of individuals with reduced functionality, by removing existing
disabling barriers and preventing new ones from emerging *. The concept of universal design
represents a new line of thinking; it incorporates a stronger focus on equality than is implied
in the concept of accessibility for persons with reduced functionality. While it is possible

to obtain accessibility for persons with disabilities by means of specially-targeted solutions,
the universal design principle stipulates that the primary solution must be designed to
anticipate the needs of all users.

In this context, design is understood to be a common term for all work processes involved in
the shaping of the physical environment. This encompasses community planning, land use,
architecture, construction activity, product development and more.

4 The terms “reduced functionality” or “functional regarding functionality. The main challenge in
impairment” mean that a part of the body or one of  relation to achieving full participation and equal
the body’s physical or cognitive functions has been  status in society is linked to the way in which
lost, damaged or in some other way diminished. society is designed. (From Official Norwegian
“Disability” arises when there is a discrepancy Reports 2005:8 Equality and Accessibility and
between the ability of the individual and the design  2001:22 From User to Citizen).

of the physical environment or demands of society

Alle foto: Svein Magne Fredriksen
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Universal design - clarification of the definition

- of products and environments -

The universal design strategy is applicable to products and environments within all
sectors and subject areas. The term environments refers to all the physical and technical
environments that are shaped by humans.

The term products here also encompasses products and software in the ICT sphere as well
as products used in the provision of services. Universal design requirements in the service
sector are linked to the physical and technical conditions governing access to or use of the
relevant service. In the educational sphere, universal design is linked to the physical and
technical features of theteaching environment.

- to be usable by all people -

The phrase “usable by all people”is to be incorporated as a first starting point without
exception. Environments and products are to be designed such that they may be utilised
by persons of all ages with different levels of skill, ability and functionality. Factors relating
to mobility, vision, hearing, comprehension and sensitivity to the environment (asthma/
allergies) are important in this context.

- to the greatest extent possible -

A key feature of the universal design strategy is its focus on seeking ever-better solutions.
Universal design is an innovative strategy. Technology, knowledge and awareness levels
are subject to rapid-paced change. The principle of universal design is a dynamic tool that
reflects the need for ongoing consideration of new means of minimising limitations.

The ability to design products and environments such that they are usable by all may be
inhibited by certain limitations relating to current knowledge, technological development,
access to products and solutions and practical and formal circumstances.

The universal design strategy may come into conflict with other areas of statutory regulation,
such as conservation and safety considerations. In such cases an effort should be made to
seek solutions that satisfy universal design requirements
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- without the need for adaptation or specialized design.

This phrasing emphasises that the primary solution chosen is to be usable by all. Primary
solutions are presumed to give adequate consideration to use of technical aids for personal
use, such as wheelchairs, hearing aids, etc.

There should not be a need for any supplementary activity or work to make a solution
usable for individual groups. Separate solutions for persons with disabilities should not be
established, nor should the solution in any way signify that it has been specifically designed
for persons with functional impairments. Special solutions intended to compensate for
general solutions that are not usable by all, such as stair lifts, should be avoided.

In the event that special solutions or technical devices must be employed to render a solution
universally usable, the primary solution must be designed in a manner that functions alongside
or in an integral fashion with the special equipment.

Current development trends indicate that roles traditionally filled by people are increasingly
becoming automated. The self-service solutions that are introduced must be based on the
principle of universal design, but this should not exclude the provision of personal service
and assistance.

Alle foto: Svein Magne Fredriksen
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Universal design in the context of society

Universal design and other societal objectives

Universal design reinforces societal objectives in a number of areas, such as sustainable
development, safeguarding diversity and the environment, safety in use and in case of fire,
aesthetic considerations, etc. Every effort must be made to ensure that objectives in these
spheres can be realised in conjunction with the universal design strategy.

The universal design strategy promotes sustainable development, primarily in terms of the
social dimension of the sustainability concept.

Consistent attention to aesthetic perspectives is important to making products and facilities
attractive, and may help to ensure that accessibility and usability features are seen as a
natural, integral component of the design.

Development processes and follow-up

The universal design strategy necessitates cross-disciplinarity in planning, follow-up,
implementation and assessment activities. Appropriate processes for participation are
needed to encourage the involvement of a wide array of users, and such processes play

a fundamental role in promoting democratic decision-making. Universal design thinking
does not necessarily entail the establishment of new work procedures, but requires broad
participation from user organisations and various types of user groups. Insight from
persons with disabilities is of central importance, and relevant special interest organisations
thus comprise a key partner in development processes and quality control of solutions.

Participation may not be needed in the case of simple tasks for which tried and true solutions
and standards are already in place. Complex tasks, planning in accordance with the Planning
and Building Act, innovative development activities and stipulation of universal design
specifications must be based on broad participation to ensure that solutions are constructive
and generally applicable.

Universal design in practice requires great accuracy in terms of design, operation and
maintenance needs. The margin for error is small, and imprecise implementation or
insufficient maintenance may cause the inclusive element to dissipate. Operation and
maintenance must be carried out exactingly, summer and winter alike.
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