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The Similarities between Universal Design and
Public Health Approach

Syuichi OOKI, Kiyomi HIKO

Abstract

Universal design is the concept of designing products or environments for all people to use as
easily as possible. It originated in the fields of architectonics and engineering and spread in the late
1980s. Universal design differs from barrier-free design in that universal design is an approach for
all users, while barrier-free design is an approach aimed specifically at users who have some
difficulty in using a particular product or architectural structure. These two design concepts are
not mutually exclusive. It is important to adopt universal design as a basic approach and to use
barrier-free design as a supplementary approach. The relationship between barrier-free and
universal design is comparable to that between the high-risk approach and the population approach,
or between secondary/tertiary prevention and primary prevention in public health. The concept of
universal design has spread and has had a ripple effect on many academic and practical domains. It
also provides useful suggestions for both hardware (physical aspect) and software (human aspect)
when supporting people with health problems or when conducting community-based participatory

research in the field of health care.

Keywords universal design, barrier-free, public health, population approach, support for people

with health problems
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