
 
BANANA LIQUEUR WITH  
A DASH OF ACADEMIA
NEW REGIONAL PRODUCT BENEFITS DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS
[ ARTICLE ON PAGE 7 ]

Jasmien Herssens studied architecture 
at the Hogeschool voor Wetenschap en Kunst 
(Arts and Sciences College) and currently con-
ducts doctoral research at K.U.Leuven and the 
University of Hasselt/PHL. Jasmien: “Our topic 
is related to two fields of research: architectur-
al theory and Universal Design or ‘Design for 

All’. With respect to architectural design, we 
address the issue of strong visual dominance. 
Architects know, think and dream in very visu-
al terms, though we actually experience build-
ings in a completely multi-sensorial way.”

“From this point of departure, we enter 
into dialogue with Universal Design, a design 

paradigm that was developed in the ‘90s and 
endeavours to create a human-oriented envi-
ronment that adapts to human beings instead 
of vice versa. To this end, people with disabili-
ties – wheelchair users, people with visual 
or auditive impairments, etc. – are given the 
opportunity to participate in and apply their 
valuable talents to the design process.”

“I decided to work with people with 
congenital blindness. 
Research has indicated 
that they are more at-
tuned to non-visual sen-
sory experience and that 
therefore, when it comes 
to multi-sensorial experi-
ence of architecture, they 
are experts. My research 
is focused on the ‘haptic’ 
qualities of the architec-
tural environment. Hap-
tics is both active feeling 
(when you hold an ob-
ject), passive feeling (the blind, for example, 
can ‘feel’ how high or how wide a space is) and 
dynamic feeling (using a stick as an aid, for 
example).”

Jasmien intends to use this information 
to develop design parameters that may help 
architects to take the sense of touch into ac-
count consciously during the design process: 
“For example, towers in the middle of cities 
are classic visual reference points for design-
ers of public spaces, but if the dimensions or 
building materials of a particular tower do 
not differ from those of an ordinary house, 

blind people are unable to use it as a marker 
to orient themselves.”

Part of Jasmien Herssens’ research in-
volved conducting in-depth interviews with 
congenitally blind adults. “It was a very in-
formative experience, especially because they 
gave us tours around their houses as well, 
which we recorded on photographs and films. 
We also held focus discussions with profes-

sionals who work with 
the visually impaired at 
the Spermalie Royal Insti-
tute in Bruges. The years 
of experience provided 
us with insights into the 
way in which people are 
taught to use their sense 
of touch.”

“For example, peo-
ple are taught mobility 
instructions that focus 
on orthogonality. Very 
rarely do sighted people 

walk in a straight line from point A to point 
B; they like to take their own route and are 
often distracted by various things. The visu-
ally impaired, on the other hand, are taught 
to orient themselves from the axis of their 
own bodies. However, this does not necessar-
ily have to be the case; you can also strive to 
give them the freedom to choose the winding 
road by changing the texture of the ground 
(using a combination of grass and gravel, for 
example).”
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Evolutionary biologist TINE 
HUYSE follows DARWIN in  
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Heinrich Theisen obtains 
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"We all 
experience 
buildings in a 
multi-sensorial 
way."
JASMIEN HERSSENS

spEcIALE EdITIE 

Research

Universal Design: 
blind children 
lead the way
Doctoral project on ‘multi-sensorial’ architecture

WouteR VeRbeylen

Asking blind children to take photographs to contribute 
to the development of better architecture might seem like 
a strange idea. However, architect Jasmien Herssens was 
convinced that it should be tried. “Designers are very visu-
ally oriented. In order to design genuinely ‘multi-sensorial 
architecture’, one must apply the experience and talents of 
user experts.”
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At Spermalie, Herssens also observed blind 
children during their extracurricular activities. 
“Children are a great deal more spontaneous 
than adults, they are far less culturally deter-
mined and thus, observing the way they deal 
with their impairment provided us with very in-
teresting information. there was, however, one 
great disadvantage to this very enlightening ex-
perience, namely that young children have diffi-
culty verbalising their impressions. i had devised 
a kind of hunt during which the children could 
start talking about their experiences spontane-
ously, but it didn’t yield very good results.”

“then i was inspired by a boy who is con-
genitally blind, who asked if he could use my 
camera. He had wanted one for a long time but 
had never been given one. His request inspired 
me to develop a new method; i took the chil-
dren on walks in and around the grounds at 
Spermalie and asked them to take photographs 
of the things they liked, the places they thought 
were pleasant, etc. the results were fantastic. 
Due to the fact that they do not have a visual 
frame of reference, congenitally blind children 
approach photography in a very tactile way, 
which often results in surprising perspectives.”

“For example, on a sloping path, they would 
hold the camera parallel to the slope and thus 
take pictures of the air instead of the slope it-
self. One child took photos of the play mat whilst 
‘feeling’ it; he held the camera very close to the 
mat and took photographs as soon as he moved 
his hand away to feel something else. Another 
child photographed a goldfish in a bowl by 
putting the camera inside the bowl instead of 
next to it – at the time the child was not aware 
of the fact that the bowl was transparent.”

Jasmien Herssens’ method is not as strange 
as it may seem. “photo-ethnography has exist-
ed for a while. it is a research method that also 

allows participants to take photographs and 
then to use those photographs as the subjects 
for discussion. Of course, a discussion of the 
photographs that were taken was not possible 
in this study. in my case, the method resulted 
in interviews about space during the photo 
report, insights into the way in which children 

take photographs and the actual end products 
themselves. the challenge i face now is to trans-
late all those small, concrete observations into 
design parameters that can be implemented.”

Jasmien hopes to complete her doctoral 
project, in which she intends to present a se-
ries of descriptive design parameters, by spring 
2011. “these will enable designers to start inte-
grating haptic qualities in the design process 
from the outset. For many designers, designing 
to meet the needs of accessibility still has the 
connotation of ‘wheelchair accessibility’, and, 
what’s more, people often incorrectly fear that 
aesthetics must be abandoned to meet the de-

mands of accessibility. the message we are try-
ing to convey is that it is perfectly possible for 
‘multi-sensorial’ architecture to be aesthetically 
acceptable on the condition that designers take 
the principles of ‘Design for All’ into account 
from the very beginning.”

this research is funded by a specialisa-
tion scholarship of the institute for the 
Encouragement of innovation through 
Science and technology in Flanders (iWt-
Flanders). Supervisors: professor Ann 
Heylighen (K.U.Leuven), professor Bert 
Willems (UHasselt), professor Hubert 
Froyen (pHL).

One child took photos of a play mat: he held the camera very close to the mat and took photographs as soon as he moved his hand away.

Research

Universal Design: blind  
children lead the way

“UniFOS is geared towards increasing the capabilities and 
facilities of universities in developing countries, amongst other 
things by awarding scholarships to students and scientists from 
these countries and assisting professors and students from Leu-
ven who are interested in working in these countries to promote 
and foster development co-operation.”

“in the first instance, UniFOS is directed specifically to 
Congo, but the ultimate intention of the fund is of course that it 
becomes much broader. For a long time, Congo has occupied an 
important place in K.U.Leuven’s commitment to development. 
it started with the foundation of the University of Lovanium in 
1954 and has continued until the present day. the need for uni-
versity and scientific progress and development is particularly 
acute in Congo.”

“there are most probably countries where we could earn 
a greater return for each euro spent. the demand that our con-
tributions be profitable must certainly not be overlooked, but it 
is not the only criterion. Development co-operation in general, 
but especially when it is related to Congo, is based on a moral 
obligation to collaborate in bringing about a higher degree of 
justice in the world. One might even suggest that it is exactly 
the countries in which co-operation is the most problematic and 
where positive results cannot be guaranteed, at least not in the 

short term, that are the most appropriate partners. indeed, that 
is where the need is felt most keenly and where the most work 
needs to be done!”

“partner is precisely the right word. Development co-
operation cannot be conducted in terms of one-way traffic; it 
must not be paternalistic. in a contemporary context, we pre-
suppose mutual commitment and thus the forging of a mutu-
al relationship. in point of fact, these relationships consist of 
much more than only the two partners of donor and receiver 
because modern development co-operation is only one element 
in a much larger network. the time of the individual benefactor 
is well and truly behind us. As a result, the entire framework 
of co-operation has undoubtedly become more complex, but 
on the other hand, there is much greater expertise to rely and 
fall back on; much more experience. Concretely, this involves 
K.U.Leuven’s collaboration with VLir-UOS (Flemish Interuniver-
sity Council – University Development Cooperation, ed.), nGO’s, 
the government and international bodies. We must make a con-
certed effort to secure a larger range of possibilities and better 
results. One important factor in this process is that networking 
results in greater awareness, which after all is a key factor when 
it comes to any kind of development co-operation: whoever 
gives, feels and knows that this giving is necessary. this feeling 

and insight must be preserved.”
 “in its first years, UniFOS will be specifically focused on 

bringing Congolese students – in time the number of partner 
countries will be expanded – to Leuven for short research pe-
riods to prepare a doctorate. the research has to be conducted 
partly in the home country and partly in Leuven. the explicit 
intention in doing so is that once they have completed their doc-
toral studies, they will return to their country of origin. this can 
be contractually agreed upon, but we would also like to articu-
late this aspect clearly as a moral commitment.”

“Our goal is that these young researchers will form the es-
sential basis for the rejuvenation of the academic context of Con-
golese universities. indeed, there is an acute need there for the 
reinforcement of the critical mass.”

“One could say many things about Congo. the country suf-
fers from a completely disintegrated infrastructure, its political 
life is frighteningly chaotic and its economy is at its last gasp. But 
on the other hand, there is a great deal of good to counterbal-
ance these things: the population has developed great inventive-
ness and creativity to be able to survive in the midst of all this 
misery; the people are infectiously optimistic. these are aspects 
of the country we would like to contribute to with the fund we 
have established. We are convinced that the university commu-
nity in Leuven, as well as across Flanders, nurtures a great desire 
to assist in this process. We will not forget Congo.”

“UniFOS currently has a starting capital of 150,000 euro at 
its disposal, which comes from our Fund for Development Co-
operation and from the first donation. the fund must now grow 
and derive means both from its own revenue, but especially from 
donations and bequests. Any and every contribution is very wel-
come, irrespective of its size. We are counting on the input of 
members of the university community and also very much on 
that of our alumni, many of whom have first-hand experience of 
development activities. they and others will undoubtedly wish 
to support their Alma mater in Leuven in the fulfilment of its 
scientific and social duty to take part in development work ac-
tively and, as far as Congo is concerned, to collaborate in the 
reconstruction of the social and economic fabric of that country. 
the university formation of a competent, local intellectual class 
is absolutely essential in this effort and this is where UniFOS 
intends to contribute all that it can.”

For more information 
Send an e-mail to martine.dekoninck@int.kuleuven.be. 

Development Co-operation

UNIFOS cares about Congo
new fund increases capabilities of universities in developing countries 

Ludo MeyVis

the University Fund for Development Co-operation, or UniFOS, was founded on 10 
July 2009. in collaboration with professor mart Buekers, who was the vice-rector for 
Student Affairs and internationalisation at the time, and martine Dekoninck, head 
of the Development Cooperation Unit, professor marc Vervenne made a special ef-
fort to establish the fund before the end of his term in office as rector, as the crowning 
achievement of the development policy he had worked so hard to implement.
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