
DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND INCLUSION (DEI)
S P A C E S    D E S I G N E D   F O R   E V E R Y O N E

D
iv

er
si

ty
Equity Inclusion

D E ID
E

I

TOOL ISSUE 013
BY AMIT ANAFI, SUSTAINABILITY MANAGER 
AND GIULIA DAGRADI, INTERNSHIP ENGINEER AT IL PRISMA



ISSUE 013

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) 
Spaces designed for everyone

Diversity represents the plurality of points of view with which 
each of us, thanks to our unique  and different background, 
contributes to society. When speaking on discrimination, the 
macro-differences that are considered most impacting are the 
following: gender, ethnicity, generation, sexual orientation, disa-
bility, religion. 
 

Equity (also called equality or parity) means guaranteeing that 
everyone within an organization is given equal access to diffe-
rent opportunities. This is possible through the elimination or 
reduction of structural prejudices that in the past prevented full 
participation of some minorities. 

By Inclusion we mean the ability to build an environment where 
everyone is welcome, respected, supported and responsible in 
order to fully participate in common activities.
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Worldwide, the concept of designing space accessible to 
everyone started to gain momentum on in the twentieth cen-
tury.  

Industrialization brought with it new challenges for people living 
with different physical conditions. In the United States of Ame-
rica, for example, the need for defining rules and regulations in 
this regard has led, starting from the 1960s, to the creation of 
different steering committees.

In Italy, the first regulations date back to the 1970s with the 
118/1971 law, promoted in favor of the disabled and war woun-
ded. However, it was on 1989 that the main legislative instru-
ment, the 13/1989 law, was created which grants contributions 
for interventions that aim at overcoming architectural barriers 
in private buildings. 
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While legislative actions have been mainly focused on motorial disabi-
lities, the concept of diversity, seen from a broader perspective, has a 
broader and more complex margin of application.
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All individuals have special characteristics that make them 
different and unique.

Diversity is often conceived as denial of identity, in different contexts, be it cultural, politi-
cal, social, biological or moral: it is a basic concept, closely linked to that of individuality 
and belonging. Diversity is often viewed with suspicion, as it awakens feelings of being 
out of place and, therefore, of antagonism.

There are many situations that can cause distress: for example, it is common to feel dif-
ficulty in orienting oneself in a foreign country without knowing the local language, or 
having to face a temporary disability as a result of a broken or bandaged arm.

Different users experience spaces in a completely different way. The features of each 
human being are what makes her/him different from the others, but it is the contact 
of individuals with the social context and the physical space, or the built environment, 
that could define the perception of diversity in a negative sense of the term. 

Cultural, linguistic, physical, gender and mobility differences can influence the 
perception of the built space, because in some cases, even today, diversity is per-
ceived as a limit, as a problem, rather than an opportunity. 

5

What determines the perception of diversity as 
physical or socio-cultural distress?
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An inclusive environment suitable for everyone, acknowledges and satisfies the different 
ways in which people use the built space. It is a space that facilitates an intuitive, dignified 
and equitable use by everyone. Inclusive places try to not create physical or social separa-
tions and not to isolate or discriminate. 

These are spaces that accept the different necessities of all users – from the youngest 
to the oldest, through all levels of ability and disability, and embrace all backgrounds of 
gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, culture and religion. 

In general, inclusive spaces:

• are easy to use for everyone, in order to ensure safety and dignity;

• are comfortable, adequate to all necessities, offer different possibilities and avoid 

situations of segregation and separation;

• go beyond norms and standards defined by the law;

• acknowledge the advantage and common benefit in continuous improvement in the 

field of accessibility, including the necessities of the elderly, differently abled, families 

with kids or of any other person, even if s/he does not consider her/himself disabled.

Architecture plays a central role in implementing these principles, in complete accordance 
with goal 11 of the SDG¹ (Sustainable Development Goals) which encourages develop-
ment towards inclusive, safe, lasting and sustainable cities and human settlements.

6

Architecture as a response to inclusivity 
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¹ https://sdgs.un.org/goals



ISSUE 013

Universal Design is a design model, conceived and released in the second half of the last 
century, experiencing its renaissance in the recent decades. 

Universal Design² is a design philosophy born in the 60s with the aim of promoting product 
and environment design suitable for all, regardless of age, ability, physical condition and 
background. 

Universal Design overcomes the concept of physical accessibility by facing a wide 
spectrum of disabilities – sensorial, learning, motor-physical, neurodiversity related as 
well as mental and emotional disabilities – trying to create spaces that would be flexible, 
intuitive and usable for all. 

In the 90s, a research group of the North Carolina University developed a design method 
that implements the different theories by inflecting them in the seven principles of Univer-
sal Design: 

How to develop the principles of equity 
and inclusivity in architectural design?  
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Application of the Universal Design principles often leads to the development of projects 
focused, above all, on the inclusivity of different categories of disability, while the common 
thread was meant to be the creation of products and environments usable by a public as 
wide and various as possible. 

A further contribution in this sense was given by a research center called IDEA, of the Uni-
versity at Buffalo, which set 8 specific goals for more inclusive projects:

1. Physical dimensions: 
      suitable for all physical sizes;

2. Comfort: 
      suitable for all physical functions and needs;
  

3. Awareness: 
      easy perception of most critical information;

4. Comprehension: 
       intuitive, clear and unambiguous instructions of operation;

5. Wellness: 
      contributing to health promotion, prevention of disease and injury;

6. Social integration: 
      treating all social groups with respect and dignity;

7. Personalization: 
      giving the opportunity for choice and freedom of individual expression;

8. Cultural appropriateness:
      the design reflects and reinforces local cultural, social, economic 
      and environmental values. 
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Today, through the use of these principles and goals, the Universal Design strategies 
meet the needs of all categories of age, physical ability, gender, sexual orientation, cul-
ture and religion. 

Indeed, many examples of the use of a more inclusive and equitable design transcend the 
concept of disability and include such solutions like gender-neutral bathrooms, strategies 
of orientation in space to overcome linguistic barriers, use of art, graffiti and street art to 
involve artists and local excellences, in addition to the inclusion of flexible spaces suitable 
for religious services as well as meditational activities etc., in the buildings with different 
intended uses. 

The project therefore must take into consideration, at the preliminary stage, the neces-
sities of end users, which means developing strategies that respond to the needs of 
all.  First of all, critical points and potentialities of the intervention must be examined in 
order to develop flexible and intuitive strategies that require minimum effort to tackle an 
“obstacle” and, if a single strategy is not sufficient, a multiple choice compensation for the 
difficulties must be provided. 

² https://resources.wellcertified.com/articles/universal-design-a-tool-for-creating-equitable-spaces-after-covid-19/
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Technological progress consists in a critical mechanism of support for the new ways in 
which we use our spaces. 

Among the accessories we can find: automatized sensors, smart light devices, manage-
ment software, apps and many other technological solutions that are becoming increasin-
gly popular nowadays. 

Although technology has the potential for providing higher levels of accessibility, it is im-
portant to assess operational requirements through the Universal Design goals and princi-
ples in order to ensure inclusive interpretations. 

For example, in the post Covid-19 environments, smartphone-controlled elevators will host 
touch-free and easy to reach controls, but they will be based on the access to smartphones 
and to the necessary compatible technology, which might be unavailable for all. 
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Technology at the service of inclusivity 
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The concept of inclusivity in fact goes hand in hand with the idea of sustainability. A more 
holistic approach includes, in addition to environmental issues, also the aspects relative 
to the social and governance spheres. 

In order to assess the environmental, social and operational impact of an intervention, 
the Environmental, Social e Governance (ESG) criteria come to our aid. By applying this 
methodology, it will be possible to assess simultaneously the environmental parameters 
with the social ones, which comprise  inclusivity, equity in compliance  with the human 
rights, in rejection of all forms of discrimination. 

Focusing the design efforts on the principles of equity and inclusivity reinforces the con-
cepts of diversity (in a positive sense) and justice. In this way, the architectural result leads 
to health, wealth and conscious commitment for all.³
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The climate crisis is a threat for the human health all over the world. The necessity to act 
on the negative impact on the climate in a timely and audacious manner is often perceived 
stronger in emarginated communities who are the first to feel the effects of a global tem-
perature rise, and usually in a much more intense way. Communities of color, communities 
with low income, indigenous tribes and people with disabilities are just some of the groups 
that too often are totally left out of the conversation on the climate crisis. 

The critical link between sustainability and DEI

³ https://be.uw.edu/about/equity-diversity-and-inclusion/#equity-diversity-inclusion
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Now that we begin to imagine what the post-pandemic era will look like, with health and 
prevention as its core themes, equity and inclusion become aspects of utmost importance. 

Architecture thus takes on a fundamental role. Through innovation, collaboration and cre-
ativity, it has the power to transform buildings, open spaces and our cities in places that 
enhance diversity, becoming increasingly inclusive, creating a more equitable society.
 
Il Prisma “Design Human Life” approach explores the unique, authentic and engaging expe-
rience but goes even beyond, creating spaces for everyone.

Design (All) Human Life 
A world for everyone 
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