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solving

Disability can lead to problems in people’s lives, either di-

rectly or indirectly. These problems are either viewed as be-
ing inherent in an impairment itself, or as being created by
the designed environment and other people’s behaviors. The
respective terms people with disabilities and disabled people
(people disabled by the society they live within) emphasize
each of these perspectives. Either way, exclusion and discrimi-
nation remain serious problems at both an individual and 2
social scale.

The educational background of medical engineers attunes

them to problems. A typical engineering methodology might

start with Step 1: problem definition, followed by Step 2: solution gen-
eration, and so on. Some theorists even try to define design in
its broadest sense as problem solving. Because of the nature of
disability and the culture of engineering, design for disability
and inclusive design are usually approached as an exercise in
problem solving, as can be seen from respected books on the
~subject. This also has something in common with the clinical
 tradition of diagnosis and treatment.

But what if some of the challenges facing design for dis-
ability were not best described as problems to be solved? And are
issues not easily defined as problems likely to be overlooked?
Might valuable new directions emerge only by adopting
different approaches?

exploring meets solving
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Design exploration may still require solving problems that
arise along the way, but frequently as a means to an end rather
than as an end in itself. This is a subtle yet fundamental inver-
sion of engineering methodologies that will usually include a
creative exploration of alternatives, though as a means to the
end of solving the core problem.

Beyond an individual project or the work of an individual
designer, designers responding to or reacting against each
other’s experiments advances design as a discipline and a cul-

ture. Designers learn as much by being inspired as from being

informed.

tension
Designers' obsession with endlessly exploring details—details

that the public may not even consciously notice—can lead to
accusations of self-indulgence, of designing for themselves

and not for others. In the field of disability, where so many

real yet soluble problems are still unsolved, how could mc¢

open-ended exploration ever be justified within the lim

resources available?
Again, our language can skew the debate. Describing
sign as problem solving implies a tactical '

important one, whereas broader defin

activity, alb

investment more akin to technical or cl
chapters will consider design’s role in provokl
and changing attitudes.

Many within design for disability view thei
tithesis of what they see as the irresponsibili
design and somehow in opposition to this
leading figure in accessibility research and «
nounce that he had chosen not to involve any desig
team because he wanted “solutions that were usable,
pretty.” This misguided statement implies that design ha

role beyond beauty and that beauty has no role in design |

levelo

disability.
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In return, many designers see design for disability as part
of engineering and human factors, and perceive disability in
terms of approaching legislation that threatens to compromise

their creativity, rather than as a source of fresh perspectives

that could catalyze new directions and enrich the whole of

their work.

There is not so much a clash of design cultures as a yawn-
ing gulf between them. The result of this distance is that
industrial and interaction designers, fashion designers, and
furniture designers are unlikely to be part of the teams de-
signing products, interfaces, clothing, or furniture for people
with disabilities. Sometimes this is an oversight, but at other
times it stems from a deep cynicism about art school design
disciplines. And this situation is being perpetuated:
|

more likely that an engineering undergraduate wi

S
11

to design a wheelchair than will a furniture design st
it is more likely that a computer science studz
a communication aid than that an inter
will do so. Design for disability would
balance of these complementary ap
moment one dominates almost to th
This chapter will start by illustr
tures through related products that ¢
chairs and chairs. The wheelchair has become
disability, to the extent that accessibility signage uses
in a wheelchair to represent disability in general. The ¢
its many forms is a design standard, perpetua
by successive designers. Later [ will consider
amples of open-ended exploration and their value

for disability.

wheelchairs converge
The history of wheelchair design is revealing.' In the eight
eenth century in the French royal court, wheelchairs or rou-

lettes were considered stylish enough to be used by disabled
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and able-bodied alike.” 1n nineteenth-century England, Path
chairs were a fashionable form of transportation for wealthy
visitors to spas and seaside resorts.? These wood and wicker
chairs owed much to contemporary conservatory furniture,
exhibiting similar styles and an equivalent degree of stylistic
variation—a closeness to mainstream furniture design that is
absent today.
: In 1932, the company Everest & Jennings developed a tu-
------ bular steel wheelchair, a breakthrough in strength and porta-
bility. At the time it also evoked modernism, sharing this new
material with the Wassily chair designed by the Bauhaus tutor
Marcel Breuer in 1925 and the cantilevered MR chair designed
by the architect Mies van der Rohe in 1927. But later, in the
1950s, while domestic furniture moved on to the molded
plywood and fiberglass forms of the Eameses and Robin Day,
the wheelchair remained the same. Its utilitarian chromed
construction became more reminiscent of hospitals, where
tubular metal remained prevalent for hospital beds and trol-
! eys, IV stands and crutches, and thereby reinforced the medical
model of disability as a condition to be cured, not the social model
that acknowledges wider social and cultural issues.”
In the 1970s, following the war in Vietnam, the Veterans
Association in the United States successfully lobbied for invest-
ment in wheelchairs better suited to young, otherwise active
war veterans, challenging a previous stereotype of wheelchair
users as elderly women. There followed an impressive applica-
tion of space technology and, perhaps appropriately, military-

elchairs, often less inherently stable but more
y an occupant with good upper-body strength.
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diverse chairs
[n contrast to this convergence in wheelchair design, the evo-
Jution of the chair continues to generate increasing diversity.

The Milan furniture fair and the NeoCon world’s trade
fair in Chicago are among the events at which contemporary
furniture 1s exhibited and celebrated. Each vyear, designers,
manufacturers, retailers, journalists, and an interested public
converge on Milan to see the launch of new designs for seat-
ing and lighting. While some new chairs each year depend on
advances in materials and production techniques, progress is
not measured in terms of technology. Many new arrivals will
be variations or reflections on previous designs, involving new
ideas or expressing new values.

This proliferation is reflected in books with titles like
1000 Chairs and 1000 Lights, but it provides much more than
an overwhelming choice for the consumer.” One of the ways
that design progresses is through standards. Designers return (o
ubiquitous products like chairs and lights in much the sam
way that musicians revisit and reinterpret old tune

is not restricted to furniture design and industrial d

interaction design students have recently used |
dium to explore new interactive exhibits in a pi

Forgotten Chairs.” Outside a design culture, this obs
misinterpreted: the familiar criticism, “Does the

another chair?” is a little like asking, “Does th

another version of ‘A Night in Tunisia'?” As much a

new product, each chair is a mechanism by which 1
proaches to design are explored and new design lang
disscmi11;1lul~~—appr()aclles and languages that can then
applied to other products as well as to chairs. Many respected
and famous designers have chairs to their name, whatever elst
may have been the focus of their careers, whether architecture
or products rather than furniture. These chairs often embody

a distillation of their design philosophy, and by serving as a
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.
common medium, illuminate comparisons between difterent

designers that might not otherwise be so evident

japanese manutacturer Maruni launched no fewer than

sfferent haire ' ;i :
ten ditferent chairs at once in its nextmaruni collection

\cknowledging the relatively recent presence of the chair in

[ sramen R M«
Japanese turniture, 1t commissioned ten leading designers to

each define an archetypa Japanese chair. Each response com

bined elements specific to the brief—the designer's interpreta

ton of the essence of a chair. wood vimaterial, and Japanese
(l('\l:,'_ll with elements of hi WIT DeT 11 3"““”“']‘['\ that
he nn;,jhl have .|!1]»h' d to other product And in turn, a brief

like this has the power to influence philo ophy in

the future

For the London-based Japanese d i and
Tomoko Azumi, a Japanese aest W in
which “consideration and at ’ n a
tonishing degree while ' e
simplicity is maintained A\t f |

tiful yet austere, offer
ing comfort. On further
panels prove not to b
appear but instead are yieldi
For English furniture de
maruni project revealed the
in Japan. In the West, he say
ally limited to “It's beautiful”
the conversation will progre
really like the shape and the
but as Morrison explains, ”
one who analyses an object in mor
Certainly, for some in design for disal
tions would represent all that is wrong with
sign: a degree of obsession that could be seen
self-referential, and devoid of relevance to the prof

that design faces—one of which is exclusion on
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a disabilit).'. What is the value in pursuing diversity, seemingly

for its own sake?

diverse wheelchairs
Diversity already plays an important role in some areas of

design for disability, though. Motivation is a charitable or-
ganization that designs and builds wheelchairs in low-income
countries.'® In each country it visits, twenty in the last twelve
years, Motivation has established sustainable local manufac-
ture, which means that any wheelchair must be appropriate
to that country and community. This has resulted in a different
chair design in each country, based not only on local needs,

evalent types of disability and terrain, but also on
e

e wheels, so that spares are readily
- Bangladesh owes a lot to Western

rrain in Cambodia dictates a three-wheeled layout
central wooden spine supporting a single front wheel.
 The aesthetic of each wheelchair is quite different: some al-
lude more to a conventional wheelchair or bicycle design, and
others to local domestic furniture. And as the design changes,
so the spatial and visual relationship between the chair and
the user’s body is changed. The user’s posture within the chair,
actual and apparent, changes between four- and three-wheeled
layouts as well as between different-size wheels.

Motivation founder David Constantine, speaking in Eng-
cance of seating posture in

hai desgne b land, brings up the social si
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wheelchairs. He finds his own wheelchair perfect for the of

fice, where it puts him on a level with his colleagues around a
meeting table. But at home he can feel as though he is sitting
to attention, with his friends relaxing below him in armchairs
and on sofas. A wheelchair that let him slouch at that level
would help him to feel more comfortable

Could and should some of this diversity be brought back
to wheelchair design in Europe and North America, as a tool
to break away from conventional solutions and open up new
directions, or even as a j.{n.l[ in itself, in order 1o increase vari

ety and choice? Would it be inappropriate to apply inspiration

from this low-income program to a more affluent Western

market? Could the concerns of the Milan furniture fair ever b
relevant when pressure sores are still so prevale en her
But moving from a medical to a social mod ihility
means acknowledging the importance of und
cultural issues when designing wheelchair th

expense of the l)llll‘l', but both

chairwear

I spectacles have become evewear and he

HearWear, what shift in ipproach miy

e it inspire thinking of

(

1 1ser, ricder, or L
y () ind YOUuTr (
I FeCeIve ot
O 1 (o M 1t j o
{ t thiinki il [ { .
| each suggests different types of design
AL ‘ 'fv,f"fl'!H
tuation would be if the vieelchalr

1Yn tandards that de \gZners ‘:‘l‘,‘il' (8]

the dining chair and the armchair, This

vould connect the Milan furniture fair

ibitions of so-called equipment for the
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disabled such as Naidex in the United Kingdom or RESNA in
the United States. What if leading wheelchair and furniture
manufacturers such as Quickie and Herman Miller collabo-
rated with each other and commissioned leading furniture
designers? How different if one could go to Habitat or Knoll
to browse the latest trends in wheelchairs, not just a specialist
retailer of aids for daily living. Perhaps the most interesting
wheelchair designs would occasionally be offered as vari-
ants with legs, for jealous ambulatory consumers, because
approaching chair design from the direction of wheelchair
design would lead to new ideas.

Similarly, other design events have a natural affinity with
other products for disabled people, such as Paris fashion week
with hearing aids or Ars Electronica with communication
devices for people with speech impairments. The potential
range of manufacturers and designers could be diverse and
challenging; it is interesting to speculate how fashion design
ers like Issey Miyake might change forever the w ay fabrics are
employed within medical engineering. More ideas for design
collaborations are discussed later in this book.

With even more profound implications for the futur , W

might look forward to the best young design students b
drawn in—not just those destined for mainstream com
success but also the enfants terribles. We would benefit fro
attempts to undermine our preconceptions of what a

chair should be, whereas at the moment, design for disabi
often attracts students seemingly more motivated by use
centered design than by stirring up design itself. The irony is
that ¢

gn for disability needs both types of young designer.

designing braille for the sighted
This argument relates as much to the environment we all
share as to products for people with disabilities and as much
1o Inclusive design as to design for special needs. To give one

example, when braille is employed in inclusive design, rather

exploring meets solving
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than in publications or products specifically for people who
read braille, it inevitably becomes part of the visual and tac-
tile experience of sighted people—a visible, if illegible, part
of their environment. We need designers to explore new visual

languages that might emerge when braille is combined with
visual information and even decoration. Seeing this as a problem
to be solved is probably not the best frame of mind with which
to engage with it. Here are the beginnings of more playful
approaches.

The artist and designer Shelley Fox has repeatedly explored
raille and Moon writing in her work. (Moon is another form

‘embossed writing, derived from simplified letterforms
' ‘the,ROman alphabet, and so mainly used by people who

e

ctions of braille are illegible to visually

rovoke reflection on the inevitable role

ity but could inspire future work that is. The best inclusive
design depends on addressing this secondary agenda, just as
the best of any design is enhanced by necessary elements, not

compromised by them.

concept for a telephc
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be intrigued and delighted by a design that does not rely on

visual explanation.
Another page shows a bone china plate with a texture

reminiscent of braille. The designer, Bodo Sperlein, was ex-
ploring how this texture can define the design, and what its
relationship is to the overall mass and surface. But this is it not
braille, and it was not even inspired by braille but rather by
“the fluidity of the material.”"* And yet, this work has some-
thing to say about integrating braille in the design of acces-
sible though beautiful objects and interiors—far more to say,
indeed, than current lifts and elevators in which braille is so
obviously applied as an afterthought and with no sense of its
visual impact; as a regulatory requirement, not an opportunity
for influencing the whole. The highest goal today seems to be
that braille should not overly detract from the environment,
rather than that it could ever enhance it. Whereas Sperlein
“wanted to invite people to touch the plates, and also to in-
trigue them.”'*

Inclusive design demands these profound new perspec-
tives; it deserves the involvement of our leading designers.
When designing braille into the visual environment, it may
be more appropriate to consider it as much from a decorative
as a practical point of view. We do need solutions that are pretty
(among all kinds of other qualities) not just usable.

In this instance as in many others, it may actually be most
appropriate to involve designers who are not experts in inclu-
sive design at all, nor who even wish to become specialists.
My recommendation is for inclusive design to become more
open to attracting and absorbing diverse positive influences,
to adapting and adopting more radical approaches, even those
that may not at the moment be producing inclusive results.
Nor is this contradictory to inclusive design’s role of exerting
a strong influence on design. Quite the opposite: the more
cross-fertilization there is, the more mutual influence there

can be,

slorina meets colvina
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