
  

UNIVERSAL 

DESIGN 

Homes and products that meet everyone's 
special needs. 
hen you were 5 years old, it was a challenge to 
turn on the hot water without getting scalded—
if you could reach the sink at all. At 75, if 
arthritis doesn't keep you from turning the 
knob, you're still burned because your 
sensitivity to temperature has diminished. As 

children, we did not fit in a world designed for adults. As 
aging adults, we do not fit in a world designed for younger 
people. And if we happen to face additional physical 
challenges, we are disabled by a world designed only for the 
fittest. Fortunately, inventive products and home plans are 
beginning to bridge the gap. 
 

From adjustable-height sinks to faucets that sense your 
hands underneath and flow at a preset temperature, innova tive 
design is slowly creeping into the marketplace. It comes in 

many forms: homes that are 
meant to 

empower 
individuals, not 
set up barriers; 

appliances and 
tools that amplify 
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Upper right: Leaf scoops (see page 100). 
Above, top: Universal design in a remod-
eled kitchen (see page 97). Above: Serving 
with this cake cutter is a piece of cake. 

(Continued on page 97.) 
Big numbers on the AT&T Big Button Phone are 
more than great graphic design for someone 
with vision problems. 

The left-handed 
Amefa spoon (see 
page 98). E. K. WAILER HOME   •   OCTOBER 1988     95 



abilities rather than handicapping them. Universal design 
strives to make every place and product work better for 
everybody. It brings great ideas home. 



 

This oversize shower is shared by parents and their teenaged son, 
a wheelchair rider. Interior designer Gay Fly had the roll-in shower 
made with a sloped floor for drainage, eliminating the traditional 
curb to provide easy access. Both wall-mounted and hand-held fix-
tures provide for individual showering styles. 

WHO NEEDS 
UNIVERSAL DESIGN?  

Hard-working, ergonomically designed spaces and 
products benefit everyone; however, universal design is 
more than just a convenience for many Americans. Out 
of the 243.4 million people in the United States: 
• 42.6 million are 11 years old or younger. 
• 26 million are 65 or older. More than 40 percent of this 
older population say they experience problems preparing 
meals, using the telephone or doing housework. 
• Almost 16 million are visually impaired or blind.  
• 21 million are hearing impaired or deaf. 
• 2.4 million have a speech impediment. 
• 3.5 million Americans report that their activities are  
limited owing to chronic mental or nervous disorders. Of 
this group, 407,000 suffer from Senility. 
• More than 14 percent of the population—32.5 million 
people—report that chronic health conditions limit their 
activities. 

—Catherine L. Gottlieb 



 

ome is where we have the most control over our 
physical environment. If we don't like the orange 
bathroom, we paint it. When we're hot, we turn 
down the thermostat. If we enjoy making pastries 
and candies, we put a in a marble slab. While we are 
changing and remodeling homes to fit our needs like 
never before, most of us still put up with a lot of 
inconvenience. Our showerheads are mounted too 
low or too high, kitchen cupboards are unreachable,   
light   switches   are   inaccessible   and there's a 

narrow door frame or a poorly positioned counter that we 
constantly sideswipe. We have to work harder because our 
houses don't work hard enough. 

Universal design represents a new approach for home 
builders and remodelers while challenging inventors, archi-
tects and interior designers to rethink the old rules. It calls for 

creativity and a sensitivity to individual needs in the search for 
better answers to ever-present problems. 

Many HOME readers are already putting universal design 
ideas to work. In Tennessee, Walt Buescher designed his own 
retirement house with a deck, widened doorways and lowered 
windows to take in dramatic views of the Smoky Mountains 
while making painting and cleaning easier. Walt, in his 70s, is 
still active and healthy; but by building in wheelchair-accessi-
ble living spaces and an accessory apartment for a possible 
future caregiver, he staves off moving or remodeling if he or 
his wife face medical problems as they grow olden 

"If you build your dream house at 55, you'd better think 
about what you want to be doing in it when you're 70," 
advises designer and gerontologist Pat Moore, who lived as an 
85-year-old (for more of her ideas see page 104). 

(Continued on page 99.) 
 
 

CREATIVE 
KITCHEN 
REMODEL 

For 18 years Ron Branam 
struggled even to enter his 
West Des Moines kitchen. 

At one end, a narrow door-
way blocked his wheelchair; 
after he had traveled through 
the living room to the other" 
end, Ron was thwarted by 
the kitchen's high cupboards 
and inappropriate design. Be-
fore the kitchen was remod-
eled, he couldn't pop an ice 
cube into a cup—both the 
cabinets and freezer were out 
of reach. "I would have to re -
member to put a glass on the 
counter before I left the 
house," says his wife Sandy. 

The Branams took their 
remodeling needs to architec-
tural designer Ann Patterson, 
and the result is comfortable, 
attractive universal design. 

Now Ron can grill at his 
peninsula work area while 
Sandy cooks at the higher 
counter. The KitchenAid re-
frigerator's narrow doors and 
bottom freezer let Ron get 
drinks and ice with ease, 
while the cabinet above his 
work area holds dishes 
within reach. The bar sink 
features single-lever control 
for both water pressure and 
temperature. A microwave is 
set low—beneath the televi-
sion and oven—and has a 
pull-out shelf underneath. 

The Branams' kitchen (above) 
has a microwave  (left) set low 
for wheelchair accessibility. 
Ron (far left) has knee clear-
ance under the 29-inch-tall 
peninsula. 

During the day, while 
Ron   is  on  the job at   the 
county courthouse, Sandy 
uses the peninsula as a desk 
for her home-based dessert  
business. 
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DESIGN 
FOR ALL 

"All people, able or disabled, 
young or old, should have the 
opportunity to fully express 
themselves in their personal 
environment," says interior 
designer Tony Torrice, 
whose award-winning interi-
ors  for  children  emphasize  

universal design. 
Convertibility, in the 

form of movable furniture 
and reversible fabrics, is part 
of his overall scheme. 
"Convertibility provides 
children with A chance to 
change and rearrange their 
living space as they grow up 
and out of things," he ex-
plains. The movable modular 

RESOURCES FOR SPECIAL NEEDS 
 

Until universal design erases barriers and truly provides prod-
ucts and spaces for everyone, people with special needs must 
search for devices that can make the difference between 
dependent and Independent living. 

The National Rehabilitation Information Center (NARC) 
offers help. Funded by the National Institute on Disability 
and Rehabilitation Research, part of the U.S. Department of 
Education, NARIC has access to a vast library and to com-
puter data bases listing thousands of aids and devices for 
anyone with a disability. 

NARICs Internal data base, REHABDATA, Is a computer-
ized listing of more than 13,000 references. In addition, in-
formation from ABLEDATA, a data base containing 
thousands of listings about products and manufacturers, b 
accessible through the center. 

Professionals from NARICs Information team are aval-
able by telephone for consultations from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. 
Eastern time, Monday through Friday. They charge $ 10 for 
the first 100 bibliographic or product citations and $5 for 
each additional 100 citations. 

For more Information about NARIC, contact the National 
Rehabilitation Information Center at 8455 Colesville Rd., Sf- 
ver Spring, MD 20910-3319; I -800-34-NARIC or (301) 588- 
9284. —E.S.R. 

 
unit shown above was part of 
Torrice's design for 10-year-
old Scott, who is deaf. The 
convertible chest's rolltop 
opens to reveal Scott's com-
puter work area. 

Although Torrice began his 
career by creating universal 
design for children, his practice 
has evolved to encompass 
others with special needs, 
including the handicapped and 
elderly. 'As people age, they 
are confronted with 
frustrating problems that 
can turn their own homes 
into prisons," he says. "Fixtures 
should not be unmanageable 
for an individual stricken with 
rheumatoid arthritis. Counter 
heights should be adjustable. 
We need designs that account 
for a person living alone and 
that provide emotional and 
physi- 
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cal stability in one's home. 
"By building houses flexi-

ble enough to accommodate 
clients' changing needs, we 
will be able to adapt their 
environments so that they 
can live independently as 
they grow older." 

Universal design, accord -
ing to Torrice, provides 
spaces in which people of all 
abilities can function and feel 
comfortable. Through his 
seminars for professionals 
and classes for budding inte-
rior designers, he hopes to en-
lighten others. 

"The end user is too often 
overlooked by design firms," 
he believes. "We tend to de-
sign only for the fast and the 
affluent. Innovative universal 
design can give people much 
more control over their envi-
ronment." 



 

reparing for the future propels the 
Skirvins as they build their retirement 
home in Seattle. By designing a house 
within a house, they make it 
possible to restrict their living to 
one accessible floor if their future 
needs demand it. "It will be a place 
where we can live with artifacts 
from our grandparents and drawings 
from our grandchildren," says Elice. 

Universal design also benefits the young. Andrea and Dennis 
Kahn, of North Brunswick, New Jersey, had   toy  shelves   
that   look   like  blocks   securely mounted on the wall of 
their son's room. The blocks have handholds that encourage 
5-year-old Justin, who has cerebral palsy, to stand and walk. 
The Kahns had their home designed to meet the needs of both 
Justin, who uses a scooterboard to get around, and his 8-year-
old sister Danielle. 

Juliann Walter wanted a stylish but functional home for 

her teenaged son George, who also has cerebral palsy. He 
cannot walk very far without support, so architect Herschel 
Parnes used painted steel pipe creatively throughout the house 
in Kirkland, Washington. The pipe pops up as everything 
from the necessary handrails to decorative wall sconces and 
useful pot racks. 

Mark Russell's family built a 1,500-square-foot addition 
full of universal design ideas onto their 200-year-old Cape 
Cod-style house in West Harwick, Massachusetts. They also 
remodeled the original house, paying careful attention to its 
historical character. Narrow Colonial doorways were notched 
at the bottom to accommodate Mark's wheelchair. "While the 
adaptations have been essential for my independence, I was 
pleased to find that the changes didn't mar the home's 
beauty—in fact, they often enhanced it," says Mark (see his 
indispensable home on page 102).         (Continued on page 103.) 

MORE THAN A POOL 

An appealing sunlit grotto 
shelters a spa and pool in 
Loren Greenhill's redwood 
solarium. His creative ar-
rangement of rocks and 
shelves acts as steps, enabling 
Loren to lower himself into 
the spa from his wheelchair. 
Swimming in  the pool, 

which he reaches from the 
spa by lifting his legs over a 
tiled shelf, keeps Loren in 
shape for whitewater rafting 
and snow skiing in the local 
Sierra Nevada range with his 
two sons. "Every time I'm 
able to do something like 
swim on my own it gives me 

a feeling of freedom," says 
Loren. "The fewer architec-
tural barriers I encounter, the 
less I feel different—and the 
more I feel like I can do any-
thing. I relish good design." 

The solarium also acts as a 
heat sink for the house's solar 
heating system.  Fans  circu- 

late sun-warmed air under a 
tile floor in the adjoining liv-
ing room, while solar panels 
heat water for the pool. 

Sliding doors  surround the 
room, permitting Loren ac-
cess to redwood decks over-
looking the mountains in 
Cool, California. 

P



"If you build your dream house at 

55, you'd better think about what 

you want to be doing in it when 

you're 70," advises Pat Moora  

 

 

Loren Greenhill 
(left) designed a se-
ries of natural-look-
ing rocks to give 
himself easy access 
to the spa. The so-
larium (right) acts 
as a solar collector 
for the house. 



 

CULTIVATING UNIVERSALLY 

Planting in containers and raised beds makes any garden 
easier to maintain. A universally enjoyable garden takes 
the details a step further: 
• Wide paths of cement, wooden decking or similar materials, 
with a continuous raised edge, help the visually impaired and 
provide support for wheelchair riders and older people. 
• Scented herbs like lavender and bergamot will perfume the air 
if planted where they will brush against wheels. They can also  
act as scented markers for the blind. 
• Dwarf fruit trees grow to only 4 or 5 feet at maturity, making 
harvesting fun for gardeners of any age and size. Many dwarf 
trees grow well in containers. 
• Low-maintenance ornamental grasses and succulents fill out  
areas that are hard to care for. 
• A low-hanging trellis of grapes, or of more exotic fruit like 
kiwis, makes picking easy from a chair. 
• Benches around raised beds give a gardener a place to sit while 
weeding, harvesting —or just reading. — E . S . R . 

 

ACCESSIBLE 
GARDENING 

Raised beds and espaliered 
fruit trees make this univer-
sally designed garden work 
for Grant Richardson. 

He does the planting, 
weeding and harvesting in 
the Seattle-area garden for his 
friend, garden owner Andy 
Baker, who is paralyzed 
below the neck. Cement 
paths provide sturdy support 
and have spacious clearance 
for Andy and Grant's wheel-
chairs as they travel through 
the garden. 

In this universal garden, Grant 
Richardson (right) secures a 
trellis after weeding the raised 
vegetable bed. 

 

 



 

Universal design doesn't impose solutions for 

only the fittest over the needs of the less 

able. It transcends ability with innovation. It's 

design that works for everyone.  

 

Australian-designed, the brass 
UNIversal All-Directional 
Shower (above) adjusts 20 
inches for a wide range of users. 

OPENING 
DOORS WITH 

STYLE 

Universal design does not 
necessarily provide a single 
solution for every challenge. 
The Desipro door handles 
(above), designed by Attilio 
Marcolli for Valli & Co-
lombo, use different transfor-
mations of the same design to 
ease door opening for people 
who face a variety of physical 
challenges. "It is our view that 
being disabled should not 
deprive people of their desires 
for aesthetically pleasing 
designs," explains Carlo 
Valli, president of the 
company. 

HIGH TECH 
OPTIONS 

Computers, infrared sen-
sors, voice-recognition pro-
grams and talking appliances 
are all more available and 
less expensive than ever be-
fore—and they are on the 
cutting edge of universal 
design. 

The common telephone 
has evolved into a machine 
that understands your voice, 
writes notes to you, talks to 
your friends and goes almost 
anywhere. 

Entrepreneur David Hunt 
uses the phone to open win-
dows, draw drapes, adjust 
the heat and turn on lights 
and appliances at his South-
ern California home. Smart 
systems make life easier for 
everyone, but they are espe-
cially important to David, a 
victim of retinitls pig-
mentosa who is slowly los-
ing his sight. 

Other computer-driven 
systems like The Home Man-
ager can be programmed to 
run security checks, control 
the temperature, manage 
appliances and turn on lights. 

Even at the low end of 
high tech, universal design 
abounds. The Big Button 
Phone (page 95) is easier for 
everyone to read. AT&T 
provides it and additional 
supportive telephone equip-
ment from their Special 
Needs Center. 

Voice-activated, the Free-
dom Phone from South-
western Bell (right) stores 
up to 63 telephone numbers 
that can be dialed by simple 

COURTESY OF SOUTHWESTERN 
BELL 

voice commands: "Call 
Mary" is as easily done as 
said. For those unable to 
physically dial a phone, and 
for others who cannot re-
member phone numbers, 
the Freedom Phone may be 
a llfesaver. 

Computer users have an 
assortment of both hard-
ware and software to 
choose from. The IBM Na-
tional Support Center for 
Persons with Disabilities arts 
as a clearinghouse for com-
puter information. 

Another source of special 
programs and equipment is 
ComputAbility. Their plastic 
keyboard templates provide 
support and a resting place 
for the hands of typists with 
wayward fingers. 

A Personal Emergency 
Response System (PERS) sig-
nals for help from a base sta-
tion during an emergency. 
PERS provides independence 
and quickly summons assis -
tance for victims of heart 
disease, women with osteo-
porosis, stroke victims and 
the frail elderly. A variety of 
models are now available. 
See the Buying Guide on 
page 108 for further in-
formation. 

—E.S.R. 
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After studying various 

body movements and the 
abilities needed to open a 
door, the designer created a 
set of handles, in a variety of 
bright colors, that fit any ex-
isting door. While each han-
dle is designed for a specific 
physical challenge, they 
make opening a door easier 
for everyone—young or old, 
short or tall. 

The various handle grips 
provide support for arms that 
lack motor coordination and 
precision, have impaired 
strength, are spastic, have 
only a light grip, or are capa-
ble of movement but cannot 
rotate a handle. 

—E.S.R. 



 

INDISPENSABLE HOME 

At 7 this morning, my alarm 
went off in an ungodly com-
bination of bleeps, buzzes and 
clangs. After a series of yawns 
and stretches, I managed to 
clamber from my cozy bed 
into a hot shower, and 
eventually found myself facing 
a glass of o.j. and a piece of 
jellied toast. 

No big deal, right? 
Wrong. Oh, I'm sure my a.m. 
routine, plus or minus a cup of 
coffee, is common among 
millions, but my house is not 
Without it, this would all be 
impossible. 

Three years ago I found 
myself In a wheelchair. Since 
that time I have developed a 
new and higher regard for my 
home. While Its special 
features are hardly noticed by 
the common eye, to 
someone on wheels—and t 
don't mean roller skates— 
they are obvious. 

Take, for example, my 
kitchen table. An antique 
trestle, it is extra-high to al -
low for chair and leg 
room—a point many res- 

taurants neglect. Another 
often unnoticed feature is 
that the thermostats are 
conveniently placed at my 
eye level. 

The intricacies of univer-
sal design and accessibility go 
beyond the usual ramps. 

Consider my bathroom 
sink. It's shallow and stylishly 
mounted In an overhanging 
counter with the drainpipe 
below angled away from my 
incoming knees. Everything 
is within my reach, an Im-
possibility with most vani-
ties. Seamless vinyl flooring 
allows free wheeling into my 
spacious roll-In shower. 

Everyone who has 
searched frantically for a 
spatula in a friend's kitchen 
while the eggs burned real-
izes why home isn't just the 
place you park your car at 
night. In my home I'm Inde-
pendent and free of any 
structural barriers. In a 
world of stairs and deep pile 
rugs, I know how truly indis-
pensable my home is. 

—Mark Russell 



 

rofessionals are also awakening to the power of uni-
versal design. The American Society of Interior De-
signers (ASID) and the National Kitchen and Bath 
Association (NKBA) both offer seminars and classes 
full of universal design ideas. "I have quite a few 
clients who can't see themselves clearly unless 
they're close to the mirror," says interior designer 
Gay Fly, a teacher for the NKBA program. "In my 
bathroom designs, I scoop out the counter in front 
of the mirror so the client can stand closer. And for 

better task lighting, I put in another 100 watts for every five 
years over age 40." 

The National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) pre-
sented universal design ideas in an adaptable house that was 
open to the public last summer. Constructed as part of the 1988 
Portland, Oregon, "Street of Dreams" project, it was designed 
with removable base cabinets in the kitchen and bath, lowered 
light switches, a roll-in shower and a raised whirlpool. While 
the NAHB adaptable house looks like any other, it works 
much harder (see Home Plans section). 

Members of the American Institute of Architects are begin-
ning to strategize an approach to the future with their "Vision 
2000" survey. The study identifies a major demographic shift 
in our aging society, and universal design will become part of 
the Institute's plan for addressing it. 

Working with rehabilitation therapists, architects and other 
professionals, The Northern Trust Company in Chicago uses 
universal design ideas to make homes work for clients who are 
in guardianships administered by the company. 

(Continued on page 104.) 

Providing extra 
counter space and 
ready accessibil-
ity, this shallow 
horizontal refrig-
erator (shown 
open above and 
dosed at left) can 
be installed with-
out the slide-out 
pantry drawers to 
allow for wheel-
chair clearance. 

  

ADJUSTABLE 
COUNTERS  

Accommodating a changing 
variety of short, tall, sitting, 
standing, grownup and juve-
nile cooks is a problem in 
kitchens with fixed-height 
counters. The Scandinavian-
designed Granberg Interior 
Mobile kitchen adjusts to the 
cook. Cupboards and coun-
tertops are fastened to a 
backplate that moves up and 
down electrically. The 
counters hold either an elec-
tric cooktop or a shallow 
sink. Cabinets move under 
the counter on casters, and 
overhead shelves are fitted 
with counterweighted, verti-
cally sliding doors for easy 
access. 

More than 14 percent 

of the U.S. popula -

t ion— 32.5 mill ion 

people —report that 

chronic health condi -

tions limit their 

activities. 
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UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR THE AGING 
 

More than 10 million older 
Americans have difficulty 
with daily tasks at home. 

Designer and gerontologist 
Patricia Moore knows this 
firsthand. Using various 
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Patricia Moore (right) 
discovered the importance of 
universal design when she 
periodically "became" an 
older woman (above): 
Bandages stiffened her walk, 
taped fingers simulated 
arthritis, her ears were blocked 
and her vision was blurred. 

 

  

mal aging, the youthful 
Moore lived as an 85-year-old 
woman periodically for three 
years. After struggling in a 
world without universal de-
sign, she offers some sugges-
tions for adapting your home 
to meet age-related changes. 



 

• Vision can become cloudy. 
Try edging counter and van 
ity tops with contrasting col 
ors   to   provide   a  clearly  
defined surface. 

• Borders and paths on the 
floor are also  useful—ask 
anyone  who  has awakened 
blurry-eyed and slightly con 
fused for a nocturnal trip to 
the   bathroom.   Moore  sug 
gests laying an attractive con 
trasting path from bedroom 
to bath  in carpet squares,  
which can be replaced as they 
show wear. 

• Louvered shutters fight  

Making changes today 

will irrpove 

tomorrow's quality 

of life. 

 

glare problems for sensitive 
eyes, Moore advises. She also 
strongly suggests installing 
effective task lighting. 
• "The two biggest problems 
in American homes are the 
kitchen and bath," states the 
designer.  Kitchen  cabinets 
should   be   positioned   no 
higher than the shoulder and 
no lower than the knee. Non- 
perishable food can also be 
stored in decorative contain 
ers right on the counter. 

• A large pantry and freezer 
are important when food  
preparation   and   grocery  
shopping become more diffi 
cult.  "Single-serving  frozen 
dinners may be more cost-ef 
fective for older people liv 
ing alone if they can't finish 
all   the   fresh   ingredients 
they'd have to buy to prepare 
that  same  meal,"  Moore 
explains. 

• In the bathroom, textured 
grab bars are a must. She also 
suggests using indoor/out  
door carpeting to reduce the 
chance   of slipping   and   to 
cushion any falls. 

"It is important for us to 
realize that we are looking 
into the mirror of the fu  
ture," Moore concludes.  
"Making changes today will 
improve tomorrow's quality 
of life." —E.S.R. 

• For further information, see 
Buying Guide on page 108. 
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