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Ins piring inclus ion – H ow  RSA D e s ign 
D ire ctions  e ncourage  s tude nts  to cre ate  

unive rs ally acce s s ib le  products
In th e  UK, w e  are  curre ntly producing in 
th e  re gion of 140,000 de s igne rs  a ye ar1. 
Many of th e s e  graduate s  w ill be com e  
de s ign profe s s ionals , but m any w ill tak e  
up ancillary pos itions : m anage m e nt, pro-
cure m e nt, account h olding am ong oth e r 
k e y role s. Many w ill also be com e  te ach -
e rs , w ith  th e  opportunity to influe nce  cur-
ricula. Th e re  h as  be e n m uch  de bate  
ove r th is  com parative ly re ce nt incre as e  
in stude nt num be rs  and graduate s  but 
vie w e d from  th e  Inclus ive  D e s ign pe r-
spe ctive , th is  re pre s e nts  a w e lcom e  op-
portunity.

It is  cle ar from  m uch  of th e  work  th at 
th e  RSA (Royal Socie ty for th e  Encourage -
m e nt of Arts , Manufacture s  and Com -
m e rce ) w w w .th e rsa.org h as  unde rtak e n 
ove r th e  last tw e nty ye ars , th at th e  incor-
poration of Inclus ive  D e s ign in a cur-
riculum , w h e th e r as  a discre te  m odule  
or as  part of th e  m e th odology applie d 
w ith in oth e r proje cts , h as  a pow e rful in-
flue nce  on th e  future  practice  of stu-
de nts  be yond graduation. Th e re fore , th e  
m ore  stude nts  w h o e ncounte r Inclus ive  
D e s ign, th e  m ore  be ne ficial ch ange s  w e  
can e xpe ct to s e e  in our products , sys -
te m s , s e rvice s  and e nvironm e nts.  

CO M PETITIO NS

Non-acade m ic institutions , s uch  as  th e  
RSA, can play a ve ry us e ful role  in pro-
m ulgating ide as  and practice s  to e duca-
tion – for e xam ple , by us ing 
com pe titions  to pilot proje cts  th at e n-
courage  e xploration in ne w  are as. Th e  
RSA launch e d its  first proje ct on Inclus -
ive  (Unive rsal or D e s ign for All) D e s ign 
in 19 86. ‘Ne w  D e s ign for O ld’ was  to be -
com e  h uge ly influe ntial in e ncouraging 
and rais ing th e  profile  of is s ue s  around 
de s igning first for olde r pe ople  and 

th e n, as  th e  proje ct de ve lope d ove r th e  
ye ars , for th e  broade st range  of us e rs. It 
was  th e  first national proje ct th at as k e d 
stude nts  to e xam ine  th e  ne e ds  and as -
pirations  of olde r pe ople  inste ad of con-
ce ntrating on e rgonom ic and m e dical 
factors. At th e  be ginning th e  proje ct 
face d th e  h uge  tas k  of e ngaging tutors  
w ith  is s ue s  around age ing and th e  age -
ing proce s s . O nce  e ngage d th ough , it 
was  th e n re lative ly e asy for th e m 2 to in-
volve  and e nth us e  th e ir stude nts. As  th e  
sch e m e  de pe nds  on e xte rnal sponsor-
s h ip, s upport from  bus ine s s  and in-
dustry h as  be e n ne ce s sary but ofte n 
difficult to find. In th os e  e arly ye ars , th e  
com m e rcial cas e  for Inclus ive  D e s ign 
was  m ore  e lus ive  th an today w h e n w e  
now  h ave  m any e xce lle nt e xam ple s  of 
products , syste m s  and s e rvice s  in m anu-
facture  and us e . For stude nts  today 
h ow e ve r, th e re  still re m ains  th e  
struggle  to ge t th e ir w inning de s igns , 
ide ntifie d via th e  com pe tition, into pro-
duction. 

TEACH ING M ATERIALS

As  w e ll as  th e  com pe tition, th e  RSA h as  
also addre s s e d th e  principle s  of Inclus -
ive  D e s ign th rough  work s h ops , s e m -
inars  and confe re nce s 3 and, in 2004, 
th rough  th e  launch  of th e  RSA Inclus ive  
D e s ign Re source , an online , acce s s ible  
and us e r-frie ndly tool for stude nts , tu-
tors  and bus ine s s  (w w w .inclus-
ivede sign.org.uk ). In 2003, a h andbook  
to guide  stude nts  – and tutors  – on ap-
plying Inclus ive  D e s ign practice  was  
also produce d providing us e ful back -
ground m ate rial for th os e  tack ling th e  
proje ct for th e  first tim e 4.

Th e re  h as  also be e n th e  valuable  sup-
port give n by Profe s sor Roge r Cole m an, 
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Co-D ire ctor, H e le n H am lyn Re s e arch  
Ce ntre , w h o h as  ch aire d th e  RSA’s  
judging pane l and e nsure d th at th e  stu-
de nts  be ne fit from  th e  re source s  and 
contacts  of th e  ce ntre 5.

In 2003, a ne w  stude nt proje ct calle d ‘In-
clus ive  W orlds ’ re place d ‘Ne w  D e s ign 
for O ld’, com pris ing five  k e y ch alle nge s  
all re q uiring e ffe ctive  re s e arch , inte rac-
tion w ith  olde r us e rs  and liaison w ith  
oth e r discipline s. Th re e  ye ars  and ne arly 
th re e  h undre d e ntrie s  late r, th e  proje ct 
h as  attracte d e ntrie s  from  Gre e ce  to Glas -
gow  w ith  s e ve ral stude nts  h aving pate n-
te d or re giste re d th e ir de s igns  and a 
num be r of oth e rs  h aving progre s s e d 
onto re late d post-graduate  study. In a re -
ce nt surve y w ith  tutors  w h os e  stude nts  
h ad participate d in th is  proje ct, all w e re  
une q uivocal in th e ir e nth us iasm  about 
th e  ch alle nge s  and opportunitie s  th at 
th e  proje ct offe re d th e m . Th e y value d 
th e  introduction to th e  Inclus ive  D e s ign 
approach  to proble m  solving and th e y 
found th at th is  le d to m ore  original and 
appropriate  re sults  am ong th e ir stu-
de nts. Th e  follow ing are  two w inning e x-
am ple s  from  th e  sch e m e :

M icrow ave ab le  pack aging
‘H e alth y ch oice  e asy ve nt pourable  
pack ’ is  m icrowave  pack aging de -
ve lope d by North um bria Unive rs ity stu-
de nt Rich ard Te lford in 2003, focus ing 
on th e  capabilitie s  and ne e ds  of e lde rly 
pe ople  in th e  h om e  (Figure  1). Us e r 
groups  h igh ligh te d th e  fact th at m i-
crowave  ove ns  and re ady m e als  w e re  
ide al for olde r us e rs ’ ne e ds , but th at 
pack s  w e re  be com ing incre as ingly diffi-
cult to us e  for various  re asons. Us e r con-
sultation and ide ation le d to five  
im prove m e nts. Th e  pack  h as  large r 
print instructions  and stay cool h andle s. 
No puncturing is  re q uire d – ve nt h ole s  
h ave  an e as ily re m ove d cove r, aide d by 
an inde ntation. A ring pull and re ce s s e d 
lip aids  film  pe e ling. Th e  th e rm oform e d 
polypropyle ne  tray h as  a V-s h ape d front 

for e as ie r pouring. Th e  pack  was  de -
s igne d to be ne fit any us e r, re gardle s s  
of capability. An e xce lle nt e xam ple  of In-
clus ive  D e s ign.

Touch  b y date
‘Us e  by’ date s  on food and drink  pack -
aging do not curre ntly cate r for th e  
blind or partially s igh te d consum e r. 
Th e y re ly on graph ics  and as sum e d 
k nowle dge  of today’s  date . Th is  proje ct, 
s ubm itte d for th e  2005/06 com pe tition, 
by th re e  graph ic de s ign stude nts  from  
K ingston Unive rs ity, aim e d to re de s ign 
th e  ph ys ical m e ans  by w h ich  ‘us e  by 
date s ’ are  confus ing. Alice  Boardm an, 
François e  D offay Sm ith  and K irste n Elli-
ott unde rtook  e xte ns ive  re s e arch  w ith  
us e rs , young and old, polym e r scie nt-
ists , m icrobiologists  and th e  food in-
dustry its e lf. Th e ir proposal ‘Touch  by 
date ’ (Figure  2) e nable s  consum e rs  to 
touch  a pe tal-s h ape d de te ctor, w h ich , 
by be ing bas e d on natural gas e s , allow s  
ch e m ical com pounds  to e xpand by up 
to 300% as  th e  food de te riorate s , m ak -

Figure  1: ‘H e alth y ch oice  easy vent, 
pourable  pack ’, W inning project 
2003/04, Rich ard Telford
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ing it s im ple  to de te ct w h e th e r or not 
th e  product is  fit to consum e . Th is  solu-
tion aim e d to le ad to an im prove d die t, 
gre ate r inde pe nde nce  and a re duce d 
ris k  of food poisoning for olde r con-
sum e rs  and th os e  w ith  im pairm e nts  or 
disabilitie s . Th e  solution was  also e xe m -
plary in th e  way in w h ich  th is  te am  
work e d toge th e r and w ith  oth e r, non-
de s ign discipline s. Th e  te am  are  now  
s e e k ing to pate nt th e ir de s ign.

M AK ING TH E CH ANGE

D e s ign D ire ctions , th e  RSA’s  curre nt stu-
de nt award sch e m e  of w h ich  ‘Inclus ive  
W orlds ’ is  a part, de ve lops  proje cts  th at 
e nable  young de s igne rs  to link  th e ir 
s k ills  and cre ativity dire ctly to th e  force s  
of social, te ch nological and e conom ic 
ch ange . Th e  sch e m e  tak e s  up th e  ch al-
le nge  to com m e nt on th e  broade r de -
bate  in th e  de s ign profe s s ion about th e  
m e aning and purpos e  of de s ign. It 
provide s  tom orrow ’s  cre ative  le ade rs  
w ith  a voice  and judging from  th e  re s -
ults  th e re  is  a de te rm ination to apply in-

novation and cre ativity w h e re  it re ally 
m atte rs  – in th e  cre ation of sustainable  
and re s ilie nt com m unitie s .

CO NCLUSIO N

Ke y fe ature s  of th is  com pe tition th at 
could be  duplicate d e ls e w h e re  are : (i) 
stude nts  be com e  fam iliar w ith  Inclus ive  
D e s ign m e th odology and re le vant le gis -
lation – m axim is ing cre ativity w ith in 
fixe d param e te rs; (ii) re q uire m e nts  to 
work  w ith  us e rs , action-re s e arch  and, 
w h e re  pos s ible , to unde rtak e  work  w ith  
oth e r discipline s , can le ad to rapid de -
ve lopm e nt and im prove m e nt in unde r-
graduate  work  and a s ignificant num be r 
of products  be ing re giste re d, pate nte d 
or prototype d; (iii) s h aring k nowle dge  
th rough  work s h ops , s e m inars  and w e b-
s ite s  is  critical for th e  e ncourage m e nt 
of Inclus ive  D e s ign.
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Figure  2. ‘Touch  by D ate ’, W inning pro-
ject 2005/06, Alice  Boardm an, 
Françoise  D offay Sm ith , Kirsten Elliott




