Milestones in Universal Design in the United States

Adapted from Global Universal Design Timeline, Ostroff, 1998
1954: Brown vs. Board Of Education. US Supreme Court decision establishes that "Separate is not equal.” Separate facilities prevent equal opportunity in education.

1959: Gunnar Dybwad introduces concept of humane, functional environments. He emphasizes needs of individual residents in planning residential care facilities at the annual convention of the national Association for Retarded Children.

1961: The American National Standards Institute. A117.1 provides the first voluntary standards for accessible design.

1964: The Civil Rights Act of 1964. Martin Luther King’s activism and his dream of equality leads to the first of several major pieces of civil rights legislation in the US. This was the foundation for future civil rights laws such as Section 504 and the ADA.

1968: Architectural Barriers Act. US Congress passes the first law requiring accessibility for people with disabilities in federal buildings.

1973: Section 504 becomes law. First civil rights legislation prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities in programs that receive federal funding.

1974: Ron Mace founds Barrier Free Environments, Inc.  Mace and colleagues found research, design, and educational firm in Raleigh, North Carolina. Their initial work in writing and illustrating access codes in North Carolina puts a human face on accessibility.

1974 – 79: Ed Steinfeld leads research for revised ANSI A.117 Standard. State of the art report includes survey of state and federal regulations, human factors and social science research. Laboratory research on the functional abilities of 200 people leads to recommendations for accessibility standards.

1975: National Center for a Barrier-Free Environment founded. First US center established, to create and distribute educational materials on accessible design. In 1982, they host conference, “Designed Environments for All People” at the UN in New York.

1977: Marc Harrison redesigns consumer product. Industrial design faculty member at Rhode Island School of Design redesigns Cuisinart food processor based upon limited hand function and vision deficits, improving the ease of use for everyone. 

1977: People with disabilities demand 504 regulations. More than 100 people stage “sit in” at federal offices in San Francisco for 28 days until 504 regulations signed. This was the birth of the nationwide disability rights movement.

1978: Adaptive Environments Center founded. Elaine Ostroff and Cora Beth Abel co-found the Adaptive Environments Center at Massachusetts College of Art in Boston. Emphasis is on teaching a participatory design process to teachers, to redesign their classrooms to include disabled children.
1979: Ray Lifchez teaching students about design for someone unlike themselves. Ray Lifchez, Professor of Architecture at the University of California, Berkeley, brings people with people with disabilities into the design studio so that students would learn to design for people unlike themselves.

1979: PLAE is founded, integrating children with disabilities in outdoor play. Robin Moore’s Environmental Yard, Berkeley, is the setting where parents of disabled children initiate integrated program.

1979 – 82: Patricia A. Moore, disguised. Industrial designer tours the U.S. disguised as an older woman, to experience the discrimination faced by elderly people.

1982: Go beyond the codes, design for all people. Adaptive Environments funded by the National Endowment for the Arts to convene symposium of designers and educators. Recommendations: teaching that goes beyond barriers, infused in curriculum, involves the users in real world projects.

1982: Gregg Vanderheiden discusses ‘electronic curb cuts.’ Engineer, co-founder of the Trace Center at the University of Madison, Wisconsin in 1971, he introduces the term to identify communication access solutions that are useful to all users.

1984: Adaptive Environments Laboratory at Buffalo State. Research center established with prototype settings to test usability. In 1992 it becomes the IDEA Center.

1985: Ron Mace introduces term universal design. In an article in Designers West, Ron Mace explains universal design; the first documented use of the term.

1986: Apple Computer builds easy access into operating system. Gregg Vanderheiden works with Alan Brightman to integrate accessibility into Apple products

1988: The Fair Housing Amendments Act. People with disabilities and children are added to the 1968 civil rights law that prohibits racial discrimination to in housing. It establishes guidelines for universal design in new multifamily housing.

1989: The Center for Accessible Housing. National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research funds center at North Carolina State to support the accessible and universal design of housing for people with disabilities, families, and older people. In 1994, it becomes the Center for Universal Design.

1990: The Americans with Disabilities Act. The most comprehensive civil rights legislation for people with disabilities establishes that the lack of access to programs, employment and facilities is discrimination, in public and private settings. It establishes a baseline for universal design.

 1990: National Endowment of the Arts and universal design. NEA convenes a panel on Universal Design and recommends actions to encourage universal design in education and practice.

1990: James Mueller produces Workplace Workbook. Graphic workbook uses functional limitations as basis for design. 1992 edition includes universal design. 

1990: Oxo International debuts Good Grips products. Sam and Betsey Farber work with Smart Design, Inc., Pat Moore to create the model for universally usable kitchen products.

1990: Classic Tupperware redesigned for usability and style. Norman Cousins redesigns products into museum quality objects, inspired by his mother’s need for easier to use tabs.

1991: Universal Design Education Project. Adaptive Environments begins national project for design faculty to infuse universal design in the teaching of design. Strategies for Teaching Universal Design documents the pilot program and is published in 1995.

1992: Access To Daily Living. Pratt Institute’s Centre for Advanced Design Research produces the first US conference on universal design.

1993: Beautiful Barrier Free: A Visual Guide to Accessibility. Cynthia Leibrock, with Susan Behar, shows that aesthetics can be part of universal design.

1993: The Universal Design Newsletter. The first periodical dedicated to universal design, begins quarterly publication. 

1994: Raynes rail provides tactile way-finding and communication. Coco Raynes creates railing system initially for Braille users. Audio additions provide universal usage in museums.

1995: Principles of Universal Design. The Center for Universal Design develops first edition of performance criteria with group of U.S. experts.

1996: Telecommunications Act. New US law extends universal access to communications for people with hearing, speech and vision disabilities.

1998: Designing For The 21st Century international conference. First international meeting on universal design involves 450 people from 21 countries. Sponsored by Adaptive Environments with Center for Universal Design, Eastern Michigan University, Hofstra University and Universal Design Newsletter.

