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Disabled people make up 22% of 
the UK population, with each person 
having an average of 2 different types 
of Disabilities. They are one of the 
largest marginalised groups, but often 
represented the least. Architecture as a 
profession lacks Disabled voices due to 
the exclusionary nature of architectural 
education, and therefore as well as 
championing Disabled people into the 
industry, non-Disabled architects must 
educate themselves on the issues.

Part M of the building regulations has 
long been held as the ‘gold standard’ 
for accessible design, when in reality 
it is the ‘absolute barest minimum 
requirement’ (A Francis-Smith 2022, 
personal communication, 25 February). 
In addition to this it does not take into 
account the quality of Disabled user 
experience as a factor.

Ableism, is conscious or 
unconscious bias against Disabled 
people. It is highly prevalent in the 
built environment, as well as in wider 
society. 

Anti-ableism, is acknowledging that 
just not being ableist is not enough, 
and will not address the current 
inequality. 
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Architectural  factors and their effect on Disabled people

Towards an ant i -ab le is t  a rch i tecture

In t roduct ion

Therefore, it is imperative to be anti-
ableist, deliberately creating a positive 
bias in favour of Disabled people, to 
provide equity. 

Anti-ableist architecture is to design 
specifically for Disabled people, putting 
the Disabled experience at the heart of 
the design process. Through 
collaboration and engagement with 
Disabled people, innovative and creative 
designs can be forged, replacing the 
negatively perceived and exclusionary 
traditional accessible design. 

This guidance document focuses on 
6 different user types, which span 
across the spectrum of Disabilities and 
disability types, they are as follows:

Physical Disabilities
- Wheelchair User
- Person with Dwarfism

Sensory Disabilities
- Blind person
- Deaf person

Intellectual Disabilities
- Autistic person
- Person with Alzheimer’s Disease
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Fleet Library, Rhode Island School 
of Design

MPdL Studio

1_Case Study



1. Retrof i t
2. Var iety
3. Universal Design
4. Demountabi l i ty

©MPdl Studio

Rhode Is land School  o f  Des ign,  F leet  L ibrary 
MPdL Stud io
2016
55,000sqf t  ( re t ro f i t )

1_Case Study

The requirements of the brief from RISD 
would not have fit into the existing 
space without the creation of additional 
vertical space. This combination of 
retrofit and intervention allows for the 
housing of new systems, with minimal 
interference of the existing architecture.

Two new ‘pavilions’ which contain new 
faclities are placed in the space, and 
their edges are populated with alcoves 
and workstations to maximise use of 
the space.

Retrofit
Accessibility of heritage buildings is a 
multi-levelled problem, however the 
possibility of retrofitting them with 
accessible pavilions or interventions in 
a way which is not perceived to 
be detracting from or interfering with 
the existing building could unlock 
the access of many more spaces for 
Disabled people.

Variety
In this example, variety of space is 
provided in the form of fixed cubicles 
which come in a range of dimensions. 
This allows the user to have a choice in 
what workstation they choose to use. 
However, this fixed solution does 

not allow wheelchair users to access 
the alcoves, nor does it allow for user 
adaptability.

Universal Design
The computer stations are designed 
with surface heights at increments 
which enables users of different 
dimensions to use them comfortably. 
It has the added benefit of being 
accessible for wheelchair users.

Demountability
Although not a driver for the 
demountability of the scheme, 
temporary installations allow for 
the testing of design solutions by 
Disabled people before they are made 
permanent. As part of an extension of 
the RIBA work stage activities, rigorous 
1:1 scale testing in collaboration with 
Disabled people is employed to ensure 
usability and quality of designs.



Lighthouse for the Blind and 
Visually Impaired

Mark Cavagnero Architects
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Lighthouse for  the  B l ind and V isua l ly  Impai red
Mark  Cavagnero  Arch i tec ts
2016
37,800sqf t

2_Case Study

The Lighthouse for the Blind and 
Visually Impaired is the California 
headquarters for the social services 
organisation of the same name.

The aim was to create ‘an uplifting, 
positive environment; through the 
thoughtful integration of acoustics, 
materials, and technology’1. 

Although this project is highly specific 
in brief and end users with regards 
to disability, it has many anti-ableist 
qualities.

Circulation
The use of coloured light and high 
contrast signage characterises the 
circulation areas. Stopping spaces such 
as seating areas and reception have 
a change in floor finish from a hard, 
acoustically reflective polished concrete 
floor, to acoustically absorptive carpet, 
letting users know they are safe to stop. 

Colour
Blind and visually impaired people often 
can perceive strong colours and 
contrast. Dark architraves and signage 
against white walls are used here along 
with strong coloured acoustic panels to 
characterise smaller rooms. 

Openings
Windows are raised above FFL to 
prevent collision, and dark window 
framing and reveals enable the greater 
perception of the view.

Wayfinding
The finish to the main stair changes 
from screen to dark timber, with highly 
reflective tread nosings to the top and 
bottom of stair runs, with standard 
matte versions to the rest. The handrails 
have a unique profile which was 
thoroughly tested for ease of use and 
comfort with user groups.

©Mark Cavagnero Architects

1. Circulat ion
2. Colour
3. Openings
4. Wayf inding

©Mark Cavagnero Architects
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Battersea Ar ts  Cent re  -  Re laxed Venue
BAC in  par tne rsh ip  w i th  Toure t teshero
2020

BAC rebranded itself in 2020 as the 
‘world’s first Relaxed Venue’2, which has 
been a collaboration with Touretteshero, 
a charity which explores the untapped 
creativity of people with Tourette's 
Syndrome.

The principles of a Relaxed Venue are:
1. To provide no new barriers
2. To ensure equality of experience
3. To reduce fuss

These principles have not just 
transformed their venue, but also have 
transformed how they work in the 
building, and the nature of shows that 
have been subsequently created. 

Expression
The building has been configured 
to enable the wide range of users 
to express themselves. There is no 
permanent seating in the performance 
venue, which creates a direct 
relationship between performer and 
audience, but also enables people 
to express themselves freely in their 
movement and noise.

Atmosphere
The welcoming environment is 
characterised by friendly staff, and the 

simplicity and availability of apparatus 
such as noise cancelling headphones.

Facilities
The provision of a ‘chill out space’ has 
allowed for a huge variety of people to 
engage with the creative works, but 
also, as employees. Kelsie Acton, the 
Inclusive Practice Manager was unable 
to work at BAC prior to the provision of 
the ‘chill out space’.

Heritage
Despite the setting of the historic Grade 
II* listed Victorian Town Hall, BAC has 
been committed to making the changes 
necessary. The building cannot claim to 
be barrier free, but there is a recognition  
that ‘being a relaxed venue is always a 
work in progress’3. 

©Battersea Arts Centre

1. Expression
2. Atmosphere
3. Faci l i t ies
4. Heritage

©Battersea Arts Centre
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Ed Rober ts  Campus,  Berk ley
Leddy Maytum Stacy Architects
2010
85,000sqf t

The Ed Roberts Campus in Berkley 
California was designed with principles 
of Universal Design. The aim was to 
ensure the building and its services 
were as usable to as many people as 
they can be. Although this project was 
completed over a decade ago, the Ed 
Roberts Campus are committed to 
evolve, making internal or operational 
changes to integrate new knowledge 
of designing and providing services for 
Disabled people.

Environment
The building takes into consideration 
users with multiple chemical 
sensitivities, as well as allergens. The air 
purification system and non-toxic 
materials used ensure good air quality. 
The cleaning products used by the 
maintenance team are also sensitive to 
MCS. The building also operates on a 
fragrance-free workplace policy, 
whereby tenants and visitors are asked 
to refrain from wearing scented 
products. 

Ease of Use
The design and construction process 
for this building was 13 years long. This 
allowed the organisations to design a 
building which is incredibly usable for 
everyone. 

Education
The building commemorates the 
activism and campaigning during the 
‘Independent Living Movement of 
People with Disabilities’. It fosters a 
strong sense of community and social 
justice. It sparked ambitions to create 
national programmes, and had a 
positive effect on the perceptions of the 
wider non-Disabled community.

Escape
Means of escape within the building 
are designed so that, in the event of 
a fire, wheelchair users would not 
have to wait in a Disabled refuge for 
the fire department to lift them out of 
the building. This is a major point of 
operational anti-ableism, that all users 
can escape in an emergency with 
dignity.

©Ed Roberts Campus

1. Environment
2. Ease of Use
3. Educat ion
4. Escape

©Leddy Maytum Stacy Architects
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0_Des ign Ph i losophy

Design Pr inc ip les
The four key principles of anti-ableist design 
are:

1. Choice

The freedom to choose where to sit, which 
entrance to use, which room to occupy 
etc. To design a space which enables and 
empowers Disabled user choice is to design 
an anti-ableist building.

2. Flexibility

Making spaces adaptable, in order to suit 
Disabled user wants and needs. Adaptable 
acoustics, temperature, lighting, spatial 
arrangement, and future proofing in 
structure. 

3. Intersectionality

Disabilities are inherently intersectional in 
nature, the majority of Disabled people have 
more than one disability. It must be observed 
that some spatial characteristics may be 
compatible or incompatible with different 
Disabilities. 

4. Multi-sensory

The senses are integral to anti-ableist 
design, and each one is as important as 
the others. Going beyond the visual to 
design spaces which enhance or calm the 
sensory experience is central to achieving 
intersectionality. 

CHOICE FLEXIBILITY

INTERSECTIONALITY MULTI-SENSORY



Compatabi l i t ies  Key

The Key

Some spatial qualities create compatibilities 
between the needs of different Disabilities, 
while others create incompatibilities. 
For each one of the criteria, this diagram 
demonstrates where the incompatibilities or 
compatibilities are, and additionally  
highlights when criteria are mutually 
beneficial.

Wheelchair User

Person with Dwarfism

Blind Person

Deaf Person

Autistic Person

Person with Alzheimer’s Disease

Mutually beneficial

Incompatible

No line Compatible

0_Des ign Ph i losophy

KEY DIAGRAM
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Physical criteria refers to aspects of 
building geometry, organisation, layout 
and contents. 

1.1_Navigating Corners

1.2_Sightlines

1.3_Resting Places

1.4_Modes of Circulation

1.5_Surface Height

1_Phys ica l  Cr i te r ia



1.1_Nav igat ing Corners

1_Phys ica l  Cr i te r ia

In a wheelchair navigating around sharp 
90° corners, especially in tight corridors 
is difficult, especially when it is in a well 
used area.

Corridors should be at least 2m wide 
to allow for two wheelchair users to 
pass each other comfortably, and 
where possible 90° corners should 
be avoided in circulation spaces. 
Wider corridors aid people using sign 
language, giving them ample room to 
have a conversation without hindering 
circulation.

Curved corners will also aid in 
wheelchair navigation, and additionally 
will allow deaf people to see around the 
corner, avoiding collisions.

Min 2m

Rounded Corners

Corr idor Widths



1.2_Sight l ines

From key navigational points in the 
building, important facilities should be 
highly visible. This includes but is not 
limited to:

- Reception / help point
- Vertical circulation
- WCs
- Exits

From the main entrance of a building, 
reception facilities should be located 
within the 30° focal vision zone. 
Circulation, WCs and secondary 
facilities should be located within the 
60° field of view, and tertiary facilities 
should be located within the 120° 
peripheral vision.

Sequencing of spaces should be 
logical, allowing people to see facilities 
and destinations from key wayfinding 
points, allowing for easy decision 
making and orientation.

1_Phys ica l  Cr i te r ia

Focal Vision
30°

60° 60°

120° 120°

Field of View



1.3_Rest ing P laces

A rest area should be provided no more 
than 10m from the main entrance. This 
will allow for both physical and mental 
decompression after the journey to the 
building. 

Rest points should also be provided 
throughout the circulation, both 
vertical and horizontal. For horizontal 
circulation, a rest point every 10-
20m should be provided. For vertical 
circulation at least one rest point per 
floor should be provided.

1_Phys ica l  Cr i te r ia

Min 10m

Distance Between Rest ing Places



1.4_Modes of  C i rcu lat ion

Ramps, lifts and stairs all must be 
provided in all cases. Lifts should be 
highly visible and conveniently located, 
and there should be several, to alleviate 
queueing. 

Where possible, ramps, stairs and lifts 
should depart and arrive at the same 
location in the building as each other. 
No one mode of circulation should have 
priority over the others.  

1_Phys ica l  Cr i te r ia

Arr ival

Departure



1_Phys ica l  Cr i te r ia

1.5_Sur face Height

All elevated surfaces must be height 
adjustable or multi levelled. These must 
have a range that includes a minimum of 
600mm above FFL, up to 1400mm above 
FFL. This is to ensure that any person, 
whether working or visiting, can access 
the surface. 

The example on the next page shows 
an adjustable reception desk which 
enables it to be a standing or seated 
desk for any person, including people of 
short stature. 

Max 1.4m

Min 0.6m

Arr ival

Departure



Sensory criteria refers to aspects 
of buildings which are experienced 
through the 5 senses: sight, sound, 
smell, touch and taste. This research 
recognises that there are additional 
senses that could be explored further.

2.1_Orientation

2.2_Handrails

2.3_Scenting Architecture

2.4_Textural Wayfinding

2.5_Visability

2.6_Acoustics

2.7_Transparency

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia
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2.1_Or ientat ion

Building plans should maintain as 
regular a circulatory diagram as 
possible, enabling orientation for blind 
people and people with intellectual 
Disabilities. Primary facilities should be 
located in exactly the same place on 
every level to ensure ease of navigation.

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

Stairwell
WCs

Meeting
Room

Stairwell
WCs

Cafe
Helpdesk

Level 1

Level 0



2.2_Handra i ls

Handrail design is key to anti-ableist 
architecture, the profile of the handrail 
should be ergonomic for use by blind 
people, but also handrails should have 
two sets of rails, one between 900mm 
and 1100mm from FFL, and one 
between 600mm and 700mm from FFL 
to allow for people of short stature and 
blind children. 

Additionally, the use of braille located 
on the handrails should denote key 
thresholds and wayfinding points, but 
there should also be areas of braille 
which describe the visual experience of 
the space, to spark the imagination. 

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

Brai l le Handrai ls



2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

2.3_Scent ing Arch i tecture

Highly scented environments such 
as WCs, kitchens, plant rooms and 
the surrounding context should be 
environmentally sealed from adjacent 
areas, ensuring that circulation and usable 
spaces are neutral in scent.

Air purification should be implemented 
as part of the ventilation strategy, and 
where feasible, heat recovery systems 
should be applied. 

WCs

Kitchen

Seating Area

Neutral ly Scented Publ ic Areas



2.4_Textura l  Wayf ind ing

Horizontal textures should be distinct 
enough to allow detection using a white 
cane, but not so high friction or raised 
that it would be difficult to traverse in a 
wheelchair. Zones of circulation should 
contrast in texture from zones of pause 
or stopping, such as reception areas or 
seating. 

Vertical textures should enhance 
the sensory experience of a space, 
providing blind and visually impaired 
people tactile interest. Materials used 
should always be real i.e. natural timber, 
brick etc. rather than laminates or faux 
bricks. Vertical textures can also be 
used to aid wayfinding.  

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

Servery

Textural  Transit ions



2.5_V isab i l i ty

Depth of vision for those with medium 
to severe vision loss can be <6m, down 
to <2m. Spaces should be naturally well 
lit, with augmentation of bright, high 
quality artificial lighting. 

Reception areas should be highly visible 
from the main entrance, no more than 
10m in distance, with textural and 
colour contrast to its context.

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

2m 6m

Vision Depths



2.6_Acoust ics

Any areas where conversations with 
multiple people may occur, such as 
reception, break out spaces, offices, 
meeting rooms or cafes should be 
highly acoustically absorptive. Every 
effort should be made to minimise 
ambient noise to enable ease of 
conversing for people with hearing 
loss. These areas should be audibly 
contrasting from the circulation. 

Where feasible, acoustics can be 
enhanced to heighten the experience 
of a space. Volume of spaces can be 
perceived by blind people through 
acoustics. 

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

Acoust ic Absorpt ion to Breakout Spaces



2.7_Transparency

For deaf people and people with 
hearing loss, transparency is important. 
Doors should have vision panels 
or be glazed to avoid collisions or 
interruptions to activities.

Visual connection between spaces 
and between floors should be allowed 
for where possible. Openings allowing 
people to see each other working or 
socialising promotes inclusion and 
reduces feeling of isolation. 

Balustrades should be frosted glass 
where possible, to negate glare and 
reflections but to retain visual perception 
of the space behind.
 

2_Sensory  Cr i te r ia

Visual Connect ion Between Spaces

Visual Connect ion to Spaces
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3_Inte l lectua l  Cr i te r ia

Intellectual criteria refers to aspects of 
a building which may aid or hinder an 
intellectually Disabled person. These 
may be a combination of physical 
and multi-sensory experiences.

3.1_Aggregation of Space

3.2_Quiet Architecture

3.3_Entrances

3.4_Adaptable Environments



3.1_Aggregat ion  of  Space

Buildings should have a range of 
spaces varying in volume, from the 
larger open foyer or reception area, 
to more intimate quiet spaces. This 
variation in volume will allow users to 
determine where they will be most 
comfortable in the building. 

3_Inte l lectua l  Cr i te r ia

Open Semi-intimate Intimate

Open Semi-enclosed Enclosed

Degrees of Volume

Degrees of Enclosure



Quiet Lounge

3.2_Quiet  Arch i tecture

As well as allowing for artistic 
expression and joy through richness 
and intense colour, anti-ableist 
architecture also requires the ability to 
design quietly. 

For intellectually Disabled people, 
such as autistics, spaces which are 
calm, understated, acoustically and 
visually quiet are preferred. Every effort 
should be made to provide a range 
of environments from the loud and 
expressive, to the quiet and subtle.

Specific sensory rooms or relaxation 
spaces should be provided along with 
noise cancelling headphones and 
other apparatus, to offer users the 
chance to recuperate.

3_Inte l lectua l  Cr i te r ia



3.3_Entrances

As mentioned previously, there is a 
need for quiet spaces. This also goes 
for entrances, where a loud and a quiet 
entrance are provided. 

Loud entrances are located on the 
primary facade of buildings on the 
busiest street. These are highly visible 
and express the ambitions of the brief 
within. They lead directly into a foyer 
space where people can congregate in 
groups.

Quiet entrances are located where 
possible on secondary or tertiary 
facades, where noise from the 
streetscape has the least impact. The 
quiet entrance should lead directly to a 
smaller, more intimate space where the 
user can get orientated and be directed 
to their destination. 

3_Inte l lectua l  Cr i te r ia

3.4_Adaptable  Env i ronments

Internal spaces should be adaptable 
by the users, allowing for choice in 
environment. Lighting, acoustics, 
temperature and degree of visual 
separation should be able to be 
calibrated. Spaces such as meeting 
rooms, offices, cafes, bars and break 
out spaces should all have the ability to 
be adapted. 

For physical separation this could take 
the form of adaptable elements such 
as acoustic curtains or folding walls, 
or more permanent features such as 
acoustic booths or pods.

3_Inte l lectua l  Cr i te r ia



SECTION B

Operational factors refers to aspects 
of the operation or management of 
a building which may aid or hinder a 
Disabled person.

4.1_Employment

4.2_Maintenance

4.3_Escape

4.4_Education

4_Operat iona l  Factors



4.1_Employment

Spaces should be as anti-ableist in their 
design for visitors, as in their design for 
employees. This includes provision for 
Disabled front of house staff as well as 
back of house staff such as cleaners. 

Cleaner stores should be large enough 
to accommodate employees in 
wheelchairs, with surfaces and storage 
as described in 1_Physical Criteria. 

4_Operat iona l  Cr i te r ia

4.2_Maintenance

In order to provide a truly anti-
ableist environment, maintenance is 
key. Products used in cleaning and 
maintaining the building must be 
selected to minimise risk to people 
with multiple chemical sensitivities 
and allergies. 

4_Operat iona l  Cr i te r ia



4.3_Escape

Escaping buildings in an emergency 
should be a dignified experience for all 
users. This includes wheelchair users, 
who generally are required to be carried 
out of buildings by firefighters. 

Where possible, fire compartmented 
ramp cores should be provided (if 
accommodation/feature ramp does not 
comply with fire regs), as well as fire 
protected evacuation lifts.

4_Operat iona l  Cr i te r ia

4.4_Educat ion

Anti-ableist architecture is a matter of 
social justice. It is the responsibility 
of non-Disabled people to educate 
themselves on the Disabled experience, 
and anti-ableist spaces should therefore 
have an educational element.

Whether this is a physical educational 
provision such as exhibitions, sensory 
experiences or seminar rooms, or a 
buildings’ presence in the digital realm, 
the aim must be to spread awareness 
to non-Disabled people, especially 
designers of the built environment. 

4_Operat iona l  Cr i te r ia



Twenty, Tottenham Street, London W1T 4RG
+44 (0)20 7323 5737 london@fcbstudios.com

Bath Brewery, Toll Bridge Road, Bath BA1 7DE
+44 (0)1225 852545  bath@fcbstudios.com

Carver’s Warehouse, 77 Dale Street, Manchester M1 2HG
+44 (0)161 883 2544  manchester@fcbstudios.com

5 Commercial Court, Belfast BT1 2NB 
+44 (0)28 9099 2760 belfast@fcbstudios.com

Studio 2, 15a Calton Road, Edinburgh EH8 8DL
+44 (0)131 285 7370 edinburgh@fcbstudios.com

NW3453 17/02/2020

© 2020 Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios LLP

fcbstudios.com

Endnotes
1 Mark Cavagnero. 2022. LightHouse for the Blind and Visually Impaired - Mark Cavagnero. 
[ONLINE] Available at: https://www.cavagnero.com/project/lighthouse-for-the-blind-and-visually-
impaired/. [Accessed 01 June 2022].
2 Battersea Arts Centre. 2022. Relaxed Venue | Battersea Arts Centre. [ONLINE] Available at: 
https://bac.org.uk/relaxed-venue/. [Accessed 01 June 2022].
3 Battersea Arts Centre. 2022. BATTERSEA ARTS CENTRE RELAXES | Battersea Arts Centre. 
[ONLINE] Available at: https://bac.org.uk/battersea-arts-centre-relaxes/. [Accessed 01 June 2022].


	Yr 3_Katie Shannon_Ableism in Architecture_Journal Article
	Appendix 1
	Appendix 1 - Interviews
	Interviews Summary
	Interview Transcripts
	Jos Boys
	Amy Francis-Smith
	Jordan Whitewood-Neal
	Poppy Levison
	Graham Findlay


	Yr 3_Katie Shannon_Ableism in Architecture_Design Guidance - THESIS VERSION
	tde_e1 Arch 09-02-22_KS
	Consent_form_Architecture_Interview_Student Researcher Individual Project AFS
	CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS / FOCUS GROUPS
	Please initial box
	     Yes              No

	Consent_form_Architecture_Interview_Student Researcher Individual Project GF
	CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS / FOCUS GROUPS
	Please initial box
	     Yes              No

	Consent_form_Architecture_Interview_Student Researcher Individual Project JB
	Consent_form_Architecture_Interview_Student Researcher Individual Project_JWN
	CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS / FOCUS GROUPS
	Please initial box
	     Yes              No

	Katie Shannon_Intensive [3.4] - Bibliography



