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Abstract

We are now living in a world of a rapidly ageing population, which entails 
a large variety of different physical and cognitive abilities1. We are thus 
facing a cultural upheaval that demands us to rethink existing life and work 
patterns.

How must we adapt commodities, homes and urban spaces to ensure that 
all members of society can live in a self-reliant and independent way and are 
able to maintain social networks and participate in society? Inclusive and 
Universal design can open up interesting opportunities to enrich the lives 
of everyone.

1 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: design for 
the whole population“, Springer Verlag (London, 2003), Foreword by Professor Sir 

 Christopher Frayling
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A few decades ago, it was common for families from different generations
to live together in the same house. As challenges were faced together, 
families offered support to one another. The desire for individualism, 
living farther apart along with increasing divorce rate1 have resulted 
in a break-up of this family model. This has consequently led to social 
challenges: isolation, loneliness, economic poverty, and an increased need 
for help or life support2. Providing care to those in need has been often 
outsourced to professionals. But the more time people spend with care 
staff, the more challenging it becomes for them to cultivate social networks, 
such as families, friends, neighbourhoods, and communities, resulting in a 
lot of people living in social isolationA. As Gregor Timlin and Nic Rysenbry 
assert in a research paper for the Helen Hamlyn Center at Royal College of 
Art, people in need of care should be supported in living as independently 
as possible to increase their social interaction with others3.

How can we make a beneficial contribution to enable all members of a 
society live as independently and self-determined as possible? Finding 
answers to this question is urgently needed as seniors are expected to live 
longerB with medical and technical advances along with ageing population 
continuing to increase. Even though older people are healthier and fitter 
than ever before, their physical, mental, and psychological conditions 
change with age. For most people, this involves impairments in eyesight, 
hearing, dexterity, mobility, and memory. Roger Coleman, a professor of 
Inclusive Design at the Royal College of Art, stated years ago that such 
changes had a significant impact on older people’s independence due to 
an unnecessary mismatch between the designed world and their older 
capabilities4.

What demands does this fact may impose on a city and its society? 
These days, seniors are often not part of the target group of mass-suitable 
products. What does it mean to a designer if the majority of consumers 

1 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: design for 
the whole population“, Springer Verlag (London, 2003), p.31

2 Robert Thiemann, ‚Co-living for Life?“, Frame, Issue 131 (11./12.2019), p.6
3  Gregor Timlin, Nic Rysenbry, ‚Design for Dementia“, Helen Hamlyn Centre, Royal College of 

Art (London, 2010), p.19
4 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: design for 

the whole population“, Springer Verlag (London, 2003), p. 121

A Social isolation is harmful to our body and 
mind; thus, social networks are essential 
for a healthy society. 

 Clifford Singer, ‚Health Effects of Social Iso-
lation and Loneliness“, aginglifecarejournal.
org, 2018: https://www.aginglifecarejour-
nal.org/health-effects-of-social-isolation-
and-loneliness (last visited 29.11.2019)

B According to a recently published study 
in The Lancet, citizens in leading nations 
such as Japan, Singapore, Spain, and 
Switzerland, will most likely live to see their 
85th birthday within the next 20 years.

  Peter Smisek, ‚Designing for Dementia“, 
Frame, Issue 131 (11./12.2019), p.125

Can We Design for the whole Population 
without Excluding Anybody?

The Role of Universal and Inclusive 
Design within an Ageing Society
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are suddenly 65+5? The importance of this question is underlined by the 
fact that it is not only the elderly who suffer from disabilities. According to 
the World Bank, 15% of the world’s population (which equals to about one 
billion people) experience disability6. The fact that so many people are at a 
disadvantage compared to ’normal‘ citizens is not in accordance with the 
current times, as Kat Holmes, a highly experienced designer in the field of 
Inclusive Design, points out in her book ’Mismatch: how inclusion shapes 
design‘: “[I]n a society that sets goals such as a constitutional promise of 
equal rights and opportunity, barriers to that equality are problematic”7. 

It is time to rethink the design of mainstream products and to strive for the 
so-called movement of Universal Design. This means to design products in 
a way they are working for everyone, including all age groups and people of 
different motor, cognitive, and sensory abilitiesC. But is this design approach 
actually possible and feasible? And, what is the responsibility of the 
designer working in this area?

Universal Design seems to be promising if a design is meant to be for 
everyone. But is there an absolute universal product or something that 
would be worth considered as such? I doubt it. In my opinion, it is more 
important to consider who exactly a product should and should not serve 
as well as how the product may benefit the user. This is where the term 
Inclusive Design, which we often encounter when we speak of Universal 
Design, becomes relevant. Tom Bieling, a German design researcher and 
author summarizes in his Book ’Integrative Design‘: “[T]he core message [for 
both concepts] seems to be: the resources of design are to be used in order 
to reduce difficulties for as many people as possible!”8 He also mentions 
that the ethical principles of both terms were roughly identical; and in 
political and commercial contexts, as well as in everyday language, these 
concepts were often used as synonyms9, even though there are important 
differences. Susan Goltsman, an Environmental PsychologistD, explains that 
Inclusive Design, as opposed to Universal Design, does not mean designing 
one thing for all people. Instead, it is about designing a diversity of ways to 
participate10. 

A perfect example of Inclusive Design is today’s digital technology: We 
can adapt a smartphone to the user’s abilities and preferences by simply 
adjusting settings such as font size, volume or voice control. For physical 
objects without an interface, the inclusive approach is less obvious: Here 
it is not about offering several ways to take part in, but about making the 
object itself usable for differently-abled people (as opposed to the general 
public). As the adjective inclusive does not mean everybody, we need to 
specify who is included. OXO’s Pop Food Storage (Figure 1-3), for instance, 
benefits people who have lost strength with their hands, have limited 
mobility or those with only one available handE . The result is one working 
object: By simply pressing a large button on the lid, the container can be 
easily opened and closed, and the button can also be used as a large 
simple handle11.

C The concept of ’Universal Design‘ is closely 
associated with the American accessibility 
movement. The disabled architect and 
industrial designer Ron Mace, introduced 
the term ’Universal Design‘ during the 
1980s, accompanied by the following 
argument: ‚Design should consider all 
users. Not only the average user. And 
not only those who are designated as 
’exceptional‘ or ’abnormal‘“.

 Tom Bieling, ‚Design and Inclusion“, Ralf 
Michel, ‚Integrative Design, Essays and 
Projects on Design Research“, Birkhäuser 
Verlag (Basel, 2019), p.99

D MIG (Robin Moore, Daniel lacofano and 
Susan Goltsman) is working on different 
projects about bringing people with 
and without disabilities into the same 
environment. 

E Because of a physical handicap, a 
temporary injury or simply because 
one hand is used for other purposes 
(telephoning, carrying a baby, etc.).

5  Oliver Herwig, ‚Silver surfers riding high“, Form, No 209 (07/08.2006), p.8
6 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 2018), p.29
7 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 2018), p.11
8, 9  Tom Bieling, ‚Design and Inclusion“ Ralf Michel, ‚Integrative Design, Essays and Projects   

on Design Research“, Birkhäuser Verlag (Basel, 2019), p.99
10 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 2018), p.53 
11 Examples, universaldesign.ie, http://universaldesign.ie/What-is-Universal-Design/Case-Stu-

dies-and-Examples/Examples/ (last visited 7.12.2019)
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Unlike the examples mentioned above (Smartphone, Pop Food Storage), 
the inclusive Xbox Adaptive Controller for video games (launched 2018, 
Figure 4-9), can be expanded as desired. The controller features large 
programmable buttons and connects to external devices such as switches, 
mounts, and joysticks (Figure 6, 7) to offer various types of controlling and 
allow differently-abled peopleF play the game12, G. Particularly interesting 
with this example is that inclusive thinking does not stop with the product. 
Its packaging is easy to open as there is a loop on the tape to pull it off 
(Figure 9).

The previously mentioned examples show that many impairments are not 
quite the problem; rather it is the poor design of products which often turns 
them into a source of disabilityH. German manufacturer Miele was aware of 
this issue while designing the W1 Classic Washing MachineJ (Figure 10-12) 
in 2017. The combination of graphics and sound enables visually impaired 
people to use the system. The straightforward graphical representation 
(Figure 12) and operation via the fascia panel that eliminates the classic 
push button and displays only what is possible simplify controlling for 
everyone13. Simple products like this may benefit all. Would you not like 
to use a washing machine with lettering that stood out clearly against its 
background?

For reaching an inclusive result, designers and engineers need to think 
carefully about each element in the design that may be unnecessary to 
the key functionality of the object. Added elements often increase the 
marketability but at the same time reduce the inclusivityK. If we find the right 
balance between inclusivity and marketability, Inclusive Design can be a 
great business argument. As in the case of the aforementioned company 
OXO (New York, USA), their sales had increased by 50% each year14 since 
they launched their first inclusive products (Good Grips kitchen utensilsL, 
Figure 13-17) in 1990.

To briefly illustrate OXO’s success story: Founder Sam Faber identified 
a gap in the market with promising potential: kitchen devices that were 
comfortable and functional, not only designed for cooks with hand problems 
but for all cooks15, M. OXO's winning formula to this day consists of extensive 
research, and hundreds of models (Figure 14, 15) tested by users.

As designers, we can contribute to making commodities, mainstream 
products, and accessories more accessible to a wider audience. But what 
does Inclusive Design mean for assistive products? As designers, we tend 
to specify each task for people with special needs and create a unique 
design solution for every situation. Which is no more inclusive–rather 
exclusive. This usual luxurious ’exclusivity‘ ends in exclusionN.

Donald A. Norman, the 83-year-old author of the book ’Design for Everyday 
Things‘, describes why: “[W]hen companies do design things specifically for 
the elderly, they tend to be ugly devices that shout out to the world “I’m old 
and can’t function!””16. These mostly brown, beige, and boring objects lack 

12 Xbox, ‚Xbox Adaptive Controller: A Brief History - Inside Xbox“, youtube.com, 21.05.2018: 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7y7cAQb21DQ (last visited 08.12.2019)
13 DirectSensor / Washing machine, ifworlddesignguide.com, https://ifworlddesignguide.com/

entry/204000-directsensor (last visited 7.12.2019)
14 ‚3 case studies on UD“, universaldesign.ie, http://universaldesign.ie/What-is-Universal-De-

sign/Case-Studies-and-Examples/3-case-studies-on-UD (last visited 10.12.2019). 
15 Margalit Fox, ‚Sam Farber, Creator of Oxo Utensils, Dies at 88“, nytimes.com, 21.06.2013, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/06/22/business/sam-farber-creator-of-oxo-utensils-dies-
at-88.html (last visited 08.12.2019)

F Common controllers for video games all 
require two hands and a high degree of 
manual dexterity and hand strength for 
playing the games.

 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion 
shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 
2018), p.42

G The game itself remains the same and 
 is not simplified. 

H If small print were not so small, we would 
not have to search for reading glasses all 
the time. Our limited eyesight would be 
less present in everyday life. 

J It won the Universal Design Consumer 
 and Expert Award 2017.

K In the example of a kettle, a smaller 
capacity may increase the inclusivity as 
people with less strength are able to lift 
and use it, but possibly decreases the 
marketability. 

 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon 
Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: 
design for the whole population“, Springer 
Verlag (London, 2003), p.95

L As a pioneer product, the rotary peeler 
(Figure 13-17) can still be seen today as a 
design icon in the Museum of Modern Art 
in New York.

M According to Holmes, their handles were 
rounded to fill the hand and were made of 
flexible rubber to shape to the unique grip 
of each user.

 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion 
shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 
2018), p.52

N  Bieling describes it as a dilemma of 
design: “Design for the disabled designs 
disability.” 

 Tom Bieling, ‚Thesis 1: Dilemma of Design“, 
Ralf Michel, ‚Integrative Design, Essays and 
Projects on Design Research“, Birkhäuser 
Verlag (Basel, 2019), p.7
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16, 17 Donald A. Norman, ‚I wrote the book on user-friendly design. What I see today horrifies me“, 
fastcompany.com, 08.05.2019: https://www.fastcompany. com/90338379/i-wrote-the-book-
on-user-friendly- design-what-i-see-today-horrifies-me (last visited 9.10.2019) 

18 hewi.com, https://www.hewi.com/de/unternehmen/designauszeichnungen 
 (last visited 8.12.2019)
19 ‚System 900“, hewi.com, https://www.hewi.com/de/sanitaer/system-900/ (last visited 8.12.2019)
20 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: design for 

the whole population“, Springer Verlag (London, 2003), p.47
21 Joseph F. Coughlin, ‚How ‘old age’ was invented - and why it needs to be reinvented“, MIT 

Technology Review, Old age is over!, Vol. 122, No 5 (09/10.2019), p.36
22 deafmetal.store, https://www.deafmetal.store/page/8/story (last visited 27.12.2019) 
23 Ralf Michel, ‚Integrative Design, Essays and Projects on Design Research“, Birkhäuser Verlag 

(Basel, 2019), p.7 

grace and elegance and send an unwanted signal of fragility. Consequently, 
people who need walkers, canes or hearing aids resist using them. Norman 
emphasises we should design assistive products as items of pride, which 
are stylish enough that everyone will want17.

Global sanitary accessory manufacturer HEWI (Germany) proves with its 
accessible bathroom System 900 (launched 2018, Figure 18-20) that design 
can be stylish as well as inclusive18. Due to the large variety of materials, 
it offers design optionsO – whether in a patient bathroom in a hospital, a 
private clinic, a retirement home or a hotel19. System 900 is particularly 
universal because it works perfectly for all possible users: nursing staff, 
patient and guest (functionality, durable quality), architects (timeless, clear design 
language), installers (clever mounting), and cleaning staff (hygienic surfaces).

Designers can also contribute significantly to breaking down stereotypes 
of older people that do not apply to the senior citizens of today20 and 
reduce prejudices by setting new trends. The emerging field of ’hearables‘, 
such as earbuds, which are capable of performing tasks such as real-time 
translation and the extension of certain ambient sounds, could lead to 
assistive hearing aids being destigmatized21. Projects such as Deafmetal 
(Figure 22-25), also known as Hearing Jewellery, support this. Like many 
other pioneers, the founder, Jenni Ahtiainen, has created Inclusive Design 
based on her own experiences of exclusion. In 2018, the young designer 
was diagnosed with a hearing impairment and could not believe that she 
had to wear hearing aids for the rest of her life. While those with eyesight 
problems could easily choose eyeglasses that suit their preferences –
regardless of age or personal style, with hearing problems, one is stuck with 
the unattractive hearing device22. Therefore, Ahtiainen began to fine-tune 
hearing devices and has been since successfully selling her collection of 
hearing jewellery. 

Even though designers may not always be the ones who actually suffer 
from an impairment, they should consider smart design solutions in order to 
make life easier and more enjoyable for those in need. To do so, we should 
observe and recognise similarities and differences in human behaviour and 
abilities in everyday life, and put ourselves into the shoes of others. Once we 
understand the needs of all users, we see that it is actually not difficult to 
achieve inclusiveness. We just have to do it consciously. Our task is making 
something specific without looking specific for impaired people. Besides, 
many inclusive products do already exist, which shows that it is a possible 
goal to reach. If the designer fulfils a good job, inclusive products are not 
perceived as anything special but rather as normal, good items. 

Designers as the protagonists of a discrete and often misunderstood 
discipline need to redefine their role. Being the ones developing and 
visualising new possibilities, we have a kind of power over change. And, as 
curator and designer Ralf Michel assumes, we take a great responsibility for 
the future: “Designers need to be aware of the implications of their actions, 
and must ask how their proposals lead to decisions or improve situations.”23

O The system is, among other things, 
available in a matte finish (Figure 21) in 
various colours and thus visually distances 
itself from standard accessible bathroom 
systems using either stainless steel or 
plastic.
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Today, designing for the ageing population means more than just thinking 
about safety and care. Older people need design solutions that allow them 
to be part of the workforce, be mobile, and to show the youth-centred
society that they still have a lot to offer24. It is not a matter of developing 
specific aids for the elderly or disabled, but rather a matter of designing 
mainstream products in such a way that they can also be used by impaired
people. Additionally, the issue of social acceptance should not be 
overlookedP.

In general, there is no single solution that fits for everyone. According to 
Holmes, accessible solutions were always, inevitably, accessible to some but 
not to all people25. To succeed with an inclusive product, designers need to 
be aware that they cannot design functional things for other people without 
understanding what makes them happy. Designing with our own abilities as 
a baseline was dangerous, warns Holmes. It led to solutions that work well 
for people with similar abilities and circumstances but could exclude a much 
wider group of people26. Yes, the personal preferences between a 25-year-
old designer and an 80-year-old user are often different. But in order to 
understand these differences, designers have to be courageous and ask 
questions, have prototypes tested, and observe and listen carefully to the 
users. Designers need to question their profound assumptions about how 
and why people move, speak and interact (or do not), and start to design 
objects with rather than for excluded users27. Inclusive products will enable 
people in need of care lead more fulfilled and independent lives, which will 
benefit individuals, families, and society at large28. 

Design shapes our ability to participate and contribute to society and 
the world. Ability is one of the few categories that accompanies all types 
of human diversity. We all gain and lose abilities during our lifetime and 
they change constantlyQ. And, as Gideon Lichfield, editor-in-chief of MIT 
Technology Review, pointed out recently: “[W]hich future we get depends 
on choices we make today.”29

24 Katharine Schwab, ‚Why You Should Be Designing For Your 73-Year-Old Self“, 
 fastcompany.com, 18.01.2017: https://www.fastcompany.com/3067220/ why-you-should-

be-designing-for-your-73-year-old- self (last visited 09.10.2019) 
25 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 2018), p.9
26 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion shapes design“, The MIT Press (Cambridge, 2018), p.50
27 mitpress.mit.edu, https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/mismatch, (last visited 27.12.2019)
28 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: design for 

the whole population“, Springer Verlag (London, 2003), p.32
29 Gideon Lichfield, ‚From the Editor“, MIT Technology Review, Old age is over! , Vol. 122, No 5 

(09/10.2019), p.2

P Consumers who want to maintain their 
individuality, diversity, and normalcy will 
not purchase stigmatizing products.

 John Clarkson, Roger Coleman, Simeon 
Keates, Cherie Lebbon, ‚Inclusive design: 
design for the whole population“, Springer 
Verlag (London, 2003), p.91

Q Due to illness or injury, resulting in 
over 6.4 billion people are temporarily 
incapacitated for work. 

 Kat Holmes, ‚Mismatch : how inclusion 
 shapes design“, The MIT Press 
 (Cambridge, 2018), p.29
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