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Book Review:  
Universal Design and Visitability: 
From Accessibility to Zoning
edited by Jack Nasar and Jennifer Evans-Cowley

review by Mikel Breitenstein, Ph.D.
School of Information Studies
University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee
Milwaukee, Wisconsin USA

In 2005, the National Endowment for the Arts invited proposals for its annual Universal 
Design Leadership Initiative, and in December 2005, Jack Nasar and Jennifer Evans-
Cowley received a grant to host an international conference on universal design 
and to produce an edited book derived from the conference. The Universal Design 
and Visitability Conference was held July 13–14, 2006, in Columbus, Ohio. It was 
supported by several schools at The Ohio State University. Two hundred people, onsite 
(125) and online (75), attended the conference. Nine papers from the conference are 
published in this small but very informative book.

“In our routine movement through our communities, we may overlook the need for 
barrier-free design, until we experience an injury, or have to negotiate an environment 
with a stroller, or with someone who uses a wheel-chair or has a vision loss. Then, the 
simple act of entering a building and getting to the desired destination often becomes 
an unpleasant chore. Yet millions of people experience barriers to movement every 
day.” (from Preface, page v.)

Design for universal access is a compelling issue. Most of us just hope we never 
need to need accommodations, but of course from time to time we all do, even if 
temporarily: the sprained ankle, the broken wrist, the concussion, the recovery from 
a bout of flu that causes one to want to take the elevator rather than climb stairs. 
With great relief, the usually-healthy are happy to get back to “normal.” In fact, for 
millions of people around the world, a permanent impairment due to illness or injury 
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or congenital conditions makes ordinary navigation a challenge or near-impossibility. 
In fact, as the populations in wealthy countries like the US continue to have an aging 
center, more and more of us might find stair-climbing and sign-reading and way-
finding a problem. According to the editors, there will be 40 million Americans over 65 
by the year 2010, and 70 million by the year 2030. Impairment due to natural aging is 
an inevitable issue that even preventing birth defects, illnesses, and accidents cannot 
eliminate. Developing countries, with their limited resources and their populations 
with fewer support services, face an even bigger problem of aging and impaired 
citizenry combined.

Revising existing structures, and complying with the costly legal mandates of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, signed into law July 26, 1990) and similar 
other international laws, have been slow steps forward in accommodating impaired 
or encumbered humans of all ages. These requirements have been sometimes an 
unwelcomed change, and often have been handled as a tag-on to other improvements. 
As I write in October 2007, the sidewalk curbs in my semi-urban neighborhood in a 
1950s housing tract in Long Beach, California, are being replaced with ramp style 
concrete slopes, but only as a part of an overdue street repair project. Once done, 
however, those of us who are not really impaired but are burdened by guiding a 
shopping cart, hoisting a book bag, lugging a suitcase, riding a bicycle, pushing a 
stroller, … will enjoy the change. Nobody says, “Gee, I wish they had stairs instead 
of a sloped ramp so I can struggle harder.” Nevertheless, the beauty of an elegant 
stairway in a public space still generates much admiration, as a work of style and 
space-management. And yes, a gently sloping ramp takes more space than a 
stairway. Accommodative design and mainstream aesthetic design sensibilities have 
not merged yet in the built environment.

The editors and authors remind us, though, that many things we love now: the 
sloped ramp, the audio book, the mute button, the closed-caption button, the lighted 
path… many of these have their inspiration in the development of items for people 
with impairments. They were so handy that everyone has wanted them ever since. 
A recent trip I took through a very large airport, using only elevators and handicap 
routes, rather than walking through halls and on those “accommodative” moving 
sidewalks and escalators (challenging in terms of dexterity and balance even without 
a suitcase, computer briefcase, small child by the hand, wearing bifocals, and maybe 
getting over tennis elbow), proved to be a tiring and serious challenge too in terms 



Multi
Volume 1 Number 1 (Autumn/Winter 2007)  Page 26

of instructions, signage and elevator button labels, sense of levels up and down, and 
lighting; the only comfort was that nobody else on the elevators seemed to know 
where we were for sure either, even though some people had airport guides and 
friends assisting them. We were puzzled by where we were at each level when the 
elevator stopped, looking at one another—are we there yet? Adventures in navigation! 
My travel companion and I, both fully ambulatory and unimpaired, found our way. This 
is okay for an anecdotal laugh or cry, a travel tale, or this reviewer’s exemplar-journey, 
but it is a discouraging scenario for every day, and every daily event. We are making 
progress in universal design and access, but we surely are not “there” yet.  

The universal design movement is a much more comprehensive paradigm shift 
toward upfront creative design of all public spaces in ways that prevent barriers to 
begin with. Ramps rather than stairs, lighted floor paths, color combinations that 
do not confuse the sight-impaired (most sight-impaired people are not completely 
sightless, and therefore they can be helped or hindered by color choices that either 
aid or confuse in perceiving edges between walls, doors, stairs, floors…), verbal and 
visual instructions with signs and buttons, controls and alarms of all kinds of things 
at waist rather than shoulder height (these too being sometimes verbal as well as 
manually controlled) are choices that we ought to ask for and expect to see in the 
universal design-influenced environments. It is a new world order that the participants 
in this conference hope we all can embrace. The universal design movement, and the 
more recent “visitability” movement, are responses by architects, graphic designers, 
city planners, industrial engineers, environmentalists, sociologists, and public 
administrators to this unsolved dilemma, a way to integrate all citizens into the main 
flow of society. The ideas introduce a rationale for studying these new models of built-
environmental design, transportation in a barrier-free environment, local and national 
policy initiatives, education for the entire public and the design professions, and the 
cultural obstacles to new design policies. 

After the introductory essays by the conference planners, nine chapters report on a 
wide variety of topics on the universal design movement and related issues. 

Chapter 1. Integrating the Seven Principles of Universal Design into Planning Practice 
—Wolfgang F. E. Preiser, pp. 11–30. The author addresses universal design by 
discussing seven principles developed at the Center for Universal Design at North 
Carolina State University: 1) equitable use; 2) flexibility in use; 3) simple and intuitive 
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use; 4) perceptible information; 5) tolerance for errors in system use; 6) low physical 
effort; and 7) size and shape for approach and use.

Chapter 2. Toward Inclusive Housing and Neighborhood Design: A Look At Visitability 
—Jordana L. Maisel, pp. 31–43. With an understanding that the US population is 
aging, this research reports on the evolution of accessible housing policy in the US, 
and on needs, initiatives, programs, trends, and possible threats to the visitability/
accessibility design strategy. 

Chapter 3. Universal Design, Architecture and Spatial Cognition without Sight— 
Shohreh Rashtian, pp. 45–49. This chapter presents background information about the 
nature of vision, and the needs of blind and visually-impaired persons, who number 
close to 5 million in the US, and more than 45 million worldwide.

Chapter 4. Universal Design in Public Transportation: “Segway” to the Future— 
Katharine Hunter-Zaworski, pp. 51–67. We are reminded that people with disabilities 
rely more on public transportation than do people who can easily drive their own cars. 
Translink, an accessible, multi-modal transit system in Vancouver, B. C., illustrates a 
number of aspects of universal design in transportation.

Chapter 5. As Your Country Gets Older…Planning for Senior Housing Needs in Howard 
County, Maryland—Stephen Lafferty, pp. 69–96. This county is between Washington, 
D. C. and Baltimore, and has a median age of less than 35 years old… but by 2030, 
31%  of that population will be over 55 years of age. The county has developed a 
Senior Housing Plan that will address this demographic and the stated desire to age 
in one’s own home.

Chapter 6. Making Universal Design Work in Zoning and Regional Planning: A 
Scandinavian Approach—Olav Rand Bringa, pp. 97–113. The process of integrating 
universal design into planning policy has caused Norway to revise government 
regulations, and professional expectations. The relationships of universal design to 
sustainable development, cultural heritage, and landscape development are discussed 
here.

Chapter 7. Research and Teaching of Accessibility and Universal Design in Brazil: 
Hindrances and Challenges in a Developing Country—Christiane Rose Duarte and 
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Regina Cohen, pp. 115–146. Most of the chapters in this book deal with accessibility 
design and regulation in developed and affluent countries. This report and the next one 
address these issues in countries that are still developing their economic and social 
services. Brazil in 2000 had 24.5 million (14.5% of the population) persons with some 
kind of disability. This is a broad view of a variety of concerns and new accommodative 
initiatives for the disabled of all ages, but with some focus on students.

Chapter 8. Universal Design Guidelines to Accommodate Wheelchair Occupants 
in the Thai Context—Antika Sawadsri, pp. 147–158. Universal design initiatives and 
guidelines have developed in the Western hemisphere, largely. How well do they 
apply to other countries with distinctly different cultures? This study found that social 
and cultural norms, especially the extended-family living arrangement that is less 
common in the West, creates certain concerns and problems for wheelchair-bound 
persons and their co-residents.

Chapter 9. Universal Design in the Institutional Setting: Weaving a Philosophy into 
Campus Planning—L. Scott Lissner, pp. 159–169. In this concluding chapter, an 
approach to using the philosophy and principles of universal design as the basis 
for academic, strategic, and campus planning is described—a truly integrative and 
universal approach to accessible environments. Reference is made to application of 
the seven points discussed in Chapter 1 above.

References at the end of some articles provide a base for further exploration, and 
appear to touch on fundamental resources (e.g., Zipf on The Principle of Least Effort) 
as well as design-specific and community-specific matters. An author index is also 
helpful for those who know this area of study and practice already. Within these 
papers there is some circularity that demonstrates leadership within the movement.

Readers new to this topic will get a stimulating, though brief and scattered, introduction 
to the concerns and goals of universal design and visitability in this book. There is 
plenty of room within almost all disciplines for a focus on the creative possibilities of 
the initiatives presented. Additional study about architecture, color theory, physiology, 
sociology, public administration, and politics will be required to give the readers from 
various disciplines a really deep appreciation for the problems addressed here, before 
solutions suggested and demonstrated here can be understood fully. The ultimate 
goal is a shared vision of a world fair to all, at least in terms of physical navigation. This 
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book reporting international conference themes provides the suggestion for all readers 
to integrate barrier-free thinking into what each one of us does going forward.  
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