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1 ABSTRACT 
 
The paper presents a recent initiative at the Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (K.U.Leuven) 
that explores ways to stimulate knowledge exchange between building users and 
professionals. Within the context of the university’s diversity policy, students of the 
Architecture department and professionals of the Technical Services (TS) and 
Environment Health & Safety Service (EHS)  team up with personnel and students with 
disabilities to assess the ‘universality’ of the campus.  The aim is to map those factors in 
the built environment that (could) act as obstacles, and to look for architectural concepts 
to address them. By way of a first step, TS and EHS professionals inventoried available 
norms and guidelines, and distilled out of these a ‘K.U.Leuven norm’, at some points 
more stringent than the legal norm, which henceforth will apply to all new build and 
rebuild projects on campus. As we write, four architecture students are checking this 
norm against the reality of current university buildings, but also against the experiences 
of building users with various disabilities. In the short run, this initiative should provide 
disabled students and personnel with a mechanism to communicate their views and 
insights with current and future professionals. The concrete norm acts as a vehicle to 
disseminate an inclusive frame of mind, and to trigger motivation in a stimulating rather 
than a pedantic way. In the long run, it should produce a guide that provides 
professionals who (re)build on campus with well-founded support to translate the 
K.U.Leuven norm architecturally. Judging from our limited experience so far, sensitisation 
goes surprisingly smoothly when policy makers explicitly encourage design for all. This 
facilitates the development of an inclusive policy by creating a broad basis of 
enthusiasts—both professionals and users—who take ownership of the initiative. 
 
 
2 INTRODUCTION 

 
Through their daily interaction with buildings and spaces, users develop insights that are 
extremely relevant to architectural design. Moreover, certain user groups, such as people 
with specific impairments and disabilities, are able to detect misfits that most architects 
are not even aware of. Just like a ‘miner’s canary’, these people “are the most vulnerable 
to exclusion by inappropriate design but at the same time the key actors par excellence 
to analyze the characteristics of the misfit and to help in finding better universal design 
solutions” (Froyen 2003). Their experiential knowledge is critical in directing formative 
building design, but also in helping to conceptualise and direct later changes and to keep 
a place adapted to changing needs (Imrie & Hall 2001).  
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Except in participatory design, however, users tend to be held at arm’s length and are 
only allowed in as abstractions (through functional concerns) or as ideals (through 
notions of authentic living) (Till 2005). One way to address this issue is to take the route 
of legislation. Yet, research points out that professionals rarely exceed the legislative 
minima and that information, in and of itself, is insufficient if the mechanisms for 
disabled people to provide professionals with their views are absent or weakly developed 
(Imrie & Hall 2001).  
In view of this, the paper presents a recent initiative at the Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven (K.U.Leuven) that explores ways to stimulate such mechanisms. Within the 
context of the university’s diversity policy, students of the Department of Architecture 
and professionals of the Technical Services (TS) and Environment Health & Safety 
Service (EHS) team up with personnel and students with disabilities to assess the 
‘universality’ of university buildings.  The aim is to map those factors in the built 
environment that (could) act as obstacles, and to look for architectural concepts to 
address them. By way of a first step, TS and EHS professionals have inventoried 
available norms and guidelines, and have distilled out of these a ‘K.U.Leuven norm’, at 
some points more stringent than the legal norm, which henceforth will apply to all new 
build and rebuild projects on campus. As we write, four architecture students are 
checking this norm against the reality of current university buildings, but also against the 
experiences of building users with various disabilities. 
 
The remainder of the paper focuses on two principal objectives. First, the intent is to 
sketch the development and characteristics of the move toward universal design that is 
taking place at the K.U.Leuven (Section 3). The origins and characteristics of the move 
will be described. A second objective is to clarify the characteristics of the K.U.Leuven 
norm concerning accessible and usable university buildings (Section 4). The paper closes 
with lessons learned so far and challenges entailed in further implementing this norm 
(Section 5). 
 
 
3  CONTEXT 
 
3.1 The Equal Opportunities & Diversity Policy at the K.U.Leuven 
The attention for people with disabilities at the K.U.Leuven is not new. For more than 30 
years, the Working Group Students with Disabilities (Werkgroep Gehandicapte 
Studenten, WGS) has been devoted to equal opportunities for students with disabilities at 
the K.U.Leuven. The group is multidisciplinary, organises care giving and is coordinated 
by the director of the Study Advisory Centre. Whereas WGS focuses on students with 
various disabilities (physical, sensory, chronic diseases, and also students with dyslexia), 
a second Working Group Psychosocial support (Werkgroep Psychosociale Omkadering) 
was launched five years ago to provide care giving to students with psychic problems. 
As far as personnel is concerned, from 1996 till 1999 a steering committee called Access 
promoted the interests of people confronted with physical accessibility problems of 
K.U.Leuven buildings. The committee served as cooperation and discussion platform. 
Very innovative was the multidisciplinary composition with representatives of amongst 
others the WGS, the EHS Service (Environment Health & Safety), and the Technical 
Services.  
 
In 2005, the theme drew renewed attention as the newly inaugurated Rectorial team 
decided to extend the Equal Opportunities policy of the K.U.Leuven—until then primarily 
focussed on gender—to an inclusive Equal Opportunities & Diversity policy. In view of her 
mission statement as catholic university and Christian vision on personal dignity of every 
human being, the K.U.Leuven considers equal opportunities and diversity an important 
theme. Every individual, every group in our society should enjoy equal opportunities to 
develop oneself as much as possible in study, work and leisure, and this regardless of 
socio-economic background, gender, functional disabilities, religion, ethnicity, age or 
sexual orientation. The Equal Opportunities & Diversity policy wants to emanate the 
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richness of diversity for the K.U.Leuven community. The vice-rector charged with 
realizing this policy launched a Steering Committee Diversity (Stuurgroep Diversiteit), 
which set out two strategic tracks. In the long term, the goal is to establish a 
mainstreaming or inclusive policy, whereby diversity is taken into account at all decision 
levels and is supported by all actors in decision processes. Simultaneously and in the 
short term, there is need for a policy specifically targeted at certain minorities, whereby 
direct actions are taken to overcome structural neglect of the target groups. 
 

In a first stage, the Equal Opportunities & Diversity policy focuses on three minorities: 
people with disabilities, people from different ethnical backgrounds and women.1 In order 
to establish an inclusive policy, the K.U.Leuven wants to acknowledge the coherence 
between the three groups, as well as the diversity within each group. Each target group 
finds itself in a different stage and therefore requires a different approach. However, for 
all three, the approach is aimed at the entire K.U.Leuven community—both personnel 
and students—and tries to strengthen the support for the target group by maintaining 
the know-how where possible and updating it where needed. 
 

 
3.2 Policy in Action 
As far as the first target group—people with disabilities—is concerned, the Equal 
Opportunities & Diversity policy of the K.U.Leuven distinguishes between three important 
forms of accessibility: digital accessibility (ICT applications, Internet), social accessibility 
(both psychosocial and communicative) and—the focus of this paper—physical 
accessibility.  
 
Pursuing physical accessibility requires that buildings, public spaces, tools, means of 
transport, etc. be designed in such a way that everyone can move easily in their 
environment and that all facilities can be reached, entered and used. Physical 
accessibility does not only relate to architectural aspects, but also to transport and 
circulation, and to invisible limitations such as allergies. In general physical accessibility 
is of crucial importance for people with disabilities, but also for deliverers, maintenance 
personnel, auxiliary services, elderly or injured people, etc. In case of educational 
facilities, physical accessibility has an important pedagogical aspect as well. Just like a 
multicultural curriculum is needed to create ethnic and cultural tolerance and diversity, 
universal design is needed to encourage inclusion and acceptance of all abilities (Tepfer 
2001). Indeed, young people are educated as much by example as through teaching. 
Environments that segregate teach acceptance of segregation, and inclusive 
environments teach inclusion. As Polly Welch and Stanton Jones (2001) contend, many of 
the educational environments are rife with examples of non-inclusive settings: “While this 
offers picturesque examples for universal design instructors and powerful experiences of 
exclusion, it also subtly indicates to students that these characteristics are tolerable 
aspects of the built environment.”  
 
In view of this, the K.U.Leuven decided to address physical accessibility problems by 
resuming the activities of the former Access committee in a new Working Group Physical 
Accessibility. This working group is a multidisciplinary consultation platform whose 
advisory competence is explicitly acknowledged by the university authorities, and which 
differs from the former Access committee in several ways. It is a small, focused group of 
motivated people from carefully selected areas of expertise. Not only the Working group 
Students with Disabilities, the Environment Health & Safety Service and the Technical 
Services are represented, but also the Rectorial Office Equal Opportunities (link with 

                                                      
1 Other minority groups such as people from a socially underprivileged background, from 
developing countries, or from the international community are already embedded in 
consultation structures for social services, developing cooperation and the office for 
international students and scholars. 
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Steering Committee Diversity), the Department of Architecture (link with Universal 
Design teaching and research) and—last but not least—K.U.Leuven personnel who have a 
long record in living with disabilities in their personal lives. All members actively 
collaborate based on their specific function and/or expertise regarding physical 
accessibility. The agenda of the working group is driven by an overall policy of 
inclusiveness, as outlined by the Steering Committee Diversity. Rather than detecting 
and solving individual accessibility problems, the working group triggers initiatives and 
investigates how they can be implemented in a distributed, inclusive manner. Compared 
to the former Access committee, the main difference thus lies in the fact that the working 
group itself does not implement the inclusive policy, but ensures that initiatives are taken 
at the most optimal levels or places in the existing K.U.Leuven structures. The following 
section zooms in on one example of such an initiative: the development of the 
K.U.Leuven norm.  
 
 
4 THE K.U.LEUVEN NORM 
 
Two major reasons for architects and other designers not to comply with accessibility 
requirements are ignorance and obstinacy (Wijk 2001). Most building designers and 
construction professionals lack an understanding of the changing needs and abilities of 
our society and thus of how to develop appropriate universal design solutions (Salmen 
2001). Being drawn from a relatively select and privileged group in society, the present 
generation of architects has had little involvement with and, consequently, little 
immediate understanding of the needs of those who struggle to access the built 
environment. As Ruth Morrow (2001) points out, architects could in fact be seen to 
represent the antithesis of those who are environmentally disadvantaged. Indeed, it is 
not uncommon to find architects who tolerate a certain amount of physical discomfort in 
their own homes or offices in order to maintain architectural purity. 
 
According to Maarten Wijk (2001), ignorance can be tackled by providing architects and 
construction professionals with good information and inspirational, ingenious and 
imaginative examples. Because good information is hard to find, Koen De Backer 
(prevention advisor at EHS) spontaneously had started to inventory which accessibility 
norms apply to university buildings and campuses, even before the working group 
existed.  Once the working group was launched, the development and dissemination of 
this inventory soon became one of its priorities. Gradually it was further developed into a 
‘K.U.Leuven norm’ through collaboration between the Environment Health & Safety 
Service and Technical Services in dialogue with the other working group members. The 
document is conceived as a guide for all parties involved to provide in the K.U.Leuven 
buildings, as well as on its premises, the necessary accommodation that meets the 
principles of design for all. Doing so, the K.U.Leuven norm tries to kill several birds with 
one stone: one the one hand it tackles the ignorance of architects and construction 
professionals by providing them with clear guidelines; on the other hand it tackles 
obstinacy, not only by enabling the K.U.Leuven as client to be selective in the architects 
it contracts with (Wijk 2001), but also by implicitly disseminating a new, inclusive frame 
of mind.  
 
Content wise, the K.U.Leuven norm was set up following logical principles and uniformity, 
and is at some points more stringent than the legal norm. The guidelines are based on 
the norms elaborated by working groups of the provinces Antwerp2 and Vlaams-Brabant,3 

                                                      
2 Zie Provincie Antwerpen/Centrum voor Toegankelijkheid, 2005, Handboek Mobiliteit en 
integrale Toegankelijkheid, +/-250 p  
3 Zie Provincie Vlaams Brabant, Toegankelijkheid (Cd-rom met adviezen en richtlijnen); 
en Toegankelijkheidsbureau, Provincie Vlaams-Brabant, 2006, Toegankelijkheid, 
Powerpointpresentatie, 58 p.  
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which form the basis for the new legislative initiatives in this domain. Great care was 
given to the development of the guidelines. The document contains K.U.Leuven norms on 
the one hand and recommendations on the other hand.  

• The K.U.Leuven norms are acknowledged as the code of good practice for both 
new build and radical refurbishments, and are by consequence compulsory. 
Deviations from this norm are possible if well-founded and -motivated 
arguments are provided. 

• The recommendations are complementary desires of diverse target groups, 
can make an extra contribution to the integral accessibility, and serve as an 
additional point of attention when designing buildings and premises. 

 
The document is subdivided in several chapters: parking lots; access road; doors; 
entrance hall; internal circulation; bridging level differences; sanitary accommodation; 
office windows, counters, receptions, refectories, cafeterias; auditoria, seminar rooms, 
etc.; student rooms; signing; principles of conduction. Each chapter starts with an 
overview of the applicable legal norms, and continues by explaining the K.U.Leuven 
norms and recommendations. These are described in text and, where needed, graphically 
illustrated in a straight, unambiguous way. Figures 1, 2 and 3 contain excerpts from the 
K.U.Leuven guide that illustrate respectively the legal norms, K.U.Leuven norms and 
recommendations for elevators. 
 

Figure 1: Excerpt from the K.U.Leuven guide: legal norms for elevators 
 
 
Koen De Backer (prevention advisor at Environment Health & Safety Service) and Steven 
Lesage (director of the Campus service (TS)) took care of the coordination, redaction and 
lay-out of the document. Their engagement in the development of the K.U.Leuven norm 
is crucial for its successful implementation and follow-up. First of all, their daily contact 
with building professionals provides them with a good view of what type of information 
building professionals need. Secondly, the involvement of the Environment Health & 
Safety Service should assure that accessibility and safety are considered together rather 
than as two separate entities. Accessibility requirements may conflict with other 
requirements, and safety is often one of these. Moreover, accessibility can often  
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Figure 2: Excerpt from the K.U.Leuven guide: K.U.Leuven norms for elevators 



POLIS/BAS Conference – 16 & 17 November 2006 – Page 7/10 

 
 

 

Figure 3: Excerpt from the K.U.Leuven guide: recommendations for elevators 
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gradually disappear if there is no strict follow-up, even when it was thought to be 
permanent (Grosbois 2001). As John Salmen (2001:12.8) points out, “[m]aintenance 
workers can replace a movable trash receptacle to a position where it blocks an 
accessible route, thus negating the carefully designed plans of the architect.” Because 
pursuing physical accessibility has important implications in terms of facility management 
and maintenance, the involvement of the Campus service is critical. Last but not least, 
the EHS and TS have taken ownership of the initiative rather than being imposed 
something ‘from above’. This seems to be the best strategy to keep the K.U.Leuven norm 
alive—in the sense of implementing and evaluating it on site, but also in the sense of 
updating or extending it when needed.4 
 
Despite these promising omens, however, it is surely critical to view sceptically the new 
K.U.Leuven norm until real gains are evident. An important point made by several access 
studies is that too often regulatory initiatives are poorly implemented and their 
performance not evaluated (Gleeson 2006:70). In view of this, four students of the 
Department of Architecture, Urbanism and Planning are currently checking the 
K.U.Leuven norm against the reality of current university buildings, but also against the 
experiences of various building users. To this end, they are consulting students with 
disabilities and people from the University for Senior Citizens (Universiteit Derde Leeftijd) 
about their experiences with and expectations towards the buildings on campus. The 
experiential knowledge of these ‘miner’s canaries’ is critical for the successful 
implementation of the K.U.Leuven norm, and of the universal design concept at large.  

 
5 LESSONS LEARNED & FUTURE WORK 
 
This paper has presented a recent initiative at the K.U.Leuven to foster universally 
accessible university buildings by joining the perspectives, experiences and resources of 
users/experts with disabilities, building professionals and student architects. The 
initiative has grown ‘bottom-up’ and, at the same time, enjoys the explicit support of the 
university authorities. So far it has resulted in the development of a K.U.Leuven norm, a 
set of guidelines and recommendations that will henceforth serve as the code of good 
practice for all new build projects and radical refurbishments on campus.  
 
The advantages of this initiative are manifold. In the short run, it provides disabled 
students and personnel with a mechanism to communicate their views and insights with 
current and future building professionals. The concrete norm acts as a vehicle to 
disseminate a new, inclusive frame of mind and to foster motivation among those who 
(will) shape the university premises in a stimulating rather than a pedantic way. In the 
long run, the further development and extension of the K.U.Leuven norm with 
inspirational examples of ‘good practices’ should result in a guide that provides architects 
and other professionals who (re)build on campus with access regulations, but also with 
well-founded support to translate these regulations architecturally. 
 
Awaiting these long-term results, the initiative has already produced several interesting 
insights. Judging from our limited experience so far, sensitisation goes surprisingly 
smoothly when policy makers explicitly encourage design for all. This facilitates the 
development of an inclusive policy by creating a broad basis of enthusiasts—both 
professionals and ‘canaries’—who take ownership of the initiative. As such, the recent 
developments at the K.U.Leuven underscore the strength of combining a ‘bottom-up’ 
with a ‘top-down’ approach. On the one hand, the initiative to launch a Working Group 
Physical Accessibility was taken by individual members of the K.U.Leuven community 
who live with disabilities in their personal lives; on the other hand, the working group is 
firmly anchored in the university’s policy structures. The latter is more important than 
first meets the eye. While it may be obvious that the practice of universal design 

                                                      
4 As the applicable legal norms in Flanders are currently being revised, it is likely that a 
major revision will be needed in the near future. 
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philosophy will lead to long-term social benefits, universal design does not provide 
organizations with short-term profits, and is therefore often perceived as a negative 
factor, leading to higher costs and limitations on design. Much of the middle 
management, seeking short-term profits, is reluctant to make a commitment to universal 
design. By consequence, it is crucial to gain top management’s understanding and 
commitment, so that universal design will be seen as a corporate goal and investment in 
universal design will be implemented (Ikeda & Noriko 2001: p.55.15). 
 
Nevertheless, the implementation of universal design—and, in this case, of a universally 
accessible university—is and remains a far-from-trivial task, especially when it must be 
operationalized through on an existing campus. The challenges for the future are so 
manifold and diverse that we close this paper by naming but a few. 

 
First of all, enforcing accessibility of university buildings and premises through a 
K.U.Leuven norm may have a negative side effect, which may spoil its advantages. Any 
legislation with concrete measures can be an alibi for architects and other building 
professionals not to develop quality awareness on its own and to look for solutions 
beyond the minimum (Wijk 2001). They may consider the K.U.Leuven norm as a 
needless complication to meet the needs of a limited number of people, instead of 
considering it as an opportunity to increase the quality and usability of a building. 
A major challenge therefore will be to encourage those who (re)build on campus to start 
from the K.U.Leuven norm and to take it from there. 
 
In case of the K.U.Leuven, this implementation may turn particularly challenging due to 
the nature of its facilities: many of the university buildings are historic buildings, often 
protected as heritage. As Brendan Gleeson points out, heritage protection laws and 
access regulations have often conflicted: “historic buildings apparently cannot be made 
accessible without their ‘integrity’ being compromised. A contest of human values 
ensues, between preservationist and democratic instincts, often waged without much 
result in formal administrative settings, such as the appellate bodies that serve building 
and planning regulatory regimes” (Gleeson 2006:81). In view of this, it might be 
advisable to extend the Working group Physical Ability in the future with experts from the 
university’s Raymond Lemaire International Centre for Conservation, and to involve 
students from the Centre’s Master program in Conservation of Monuments and Sites. 
 
Secondly, universal design is said to be invisible design, but when accessibility is first 
implemented, the improved portions of facilities should be clearly indicated to the 
university community. For the sake of the development of universal design, it is 
necessary to let society know the existence and the rights of such diverse citizens as 
people with disabilities (Takahashi Gihei 2001). Here an important role may be reserved 
for the university’s Communication Service.  
 
Finally, the fact that a K.U.Leuven norm has been developed does not free the university 
authorities from its responsibilities in pursuing a universally accessible university 
campus. As mentioned above, the K.U.Leuven norm tries to tackle two reasons for 
architects not to comply with accessibility requirements: the ignorance of architects and 
building professionals is addressed by providing them with clear guidelines, while their 
obstinacy is cured by enabling the K.U.Leuven to be selective in the architects it 
contracts with. However, there are other reasons why architects may not to comply with 
accessibility requirements, such as a complex building location, conflicting requirements 
or other unfortunate conditions (Wijk 2001). Such conditions can only be tackled by the 
client—in this case, the K.U.Leuven—which consistently has to put its priorities straight.  
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