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Abstract
Purpose – The COVID-19 pandemic has engendered changes in previously unimaginable timeframes, leading
to new ways of working, which can quickly become the “ordinary” way of working. Many traditional
workplace and educational practices and environments, however, are disadvantageous to people with
disability and consequently are under-represented in the workforce and higher education.
Design/methodology/approach – Contributing factors include exclusionary societal and employer
attitudes and inaccessible built environments including lack of attention to paths of travel, amenities,
acoustics, lighting and temperature. Social exclusion resulting from lack of access to meaningful work is also
problematic. COVID-19 has accelerated the incidence of working and studying from home, but the home
environment of many people with disability may not be suitable in terms of space, privacy, technology access
and connection to the wider community.
Findings – However, remote and flexible working arrangements may hold opportunities for enhancing work
participation of people with disabilities. Instigating systemic conditions that will empower people with
disability to take full advantage of ordinary working trajectories is key. As the current global experiment in
modified work and study practices has shown, structural, organisational and design norms need to change.
The future of work and study is almost certainly more work and study from home. An expanded
understanding of people with disabilities lived experience of the built environment encompassing
opportunities for work, study and socialisation from home and the neighbourhood would more closely align
with the UNCRPD’s emphasis on full citizenship.
Originality/value – This paper examines what is currently missing in the development of a distributed work
and study place continuum that includes traditional workplaces and campuses, local neighbourhood hubs
and homes.
Keywords Built environment, COVID normal scenarios, Design for disability, Ordinary working life, Post
COVID-19 design
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Over the last few weeks, the COVID-19 lockdown has given us a shared experience of physical and
social isolation. Many people have struggled. But the COVID-19 lockdown will end. For many people
with disabilities this lockdown is normal life (DRC Advocacy, 2020).
Archnet-IJAR: International
Journal of Architectural Research
Vol. 15 No. 1, 2021
pp. 98-112
© Emerald Publishing Limited
2631-6862
DOI 10.1108/ARCH-10-2020-0225

Enthusiastic predictions about the futuristic world of work are ubiquitous. Much
hypothesising points to ever-developing digital technology along with artificial intelligence
forever revolutionising how and where people do their jobs (Brown et al., 2018; Leopold et al.,
2018; Manyika et al., 2017). A consistent thread in the future of work commentary is that, at
least for those directly involved in the knowledge economy, workers will be able to work from

anywhere (Felstead and Henseke, 2017; O’Donovan, 2020). Working from home, a cafe in the
local neighbourhood or in a co-working hub is already, and will continue to be, an ordinary
occurrence for many. Closer inspection, though, yields differing views on the type and extent
of change as well as differing views on implications for urban environment form and design.
Towards the end of 2019 a major, global, population health threat, COVID-19, began to
appear, and in March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a
pandemic. Although in late 2020, COVID-19 continues to wreak havoc on people’s lives and
livelihoods, worldwide, COVID-19 has been identified in newspaper articles, urban/built
environment industry news, development bank reports and research literature as a potential
“circuit breaker”, as a catalyst for engendering a “new, better normal” urban environment (see
e.g. Smit et al., 2020; Sneader and Singhal, 2020). This “new, better normal” includes spending
less time in conventional office settings. However, the majority of future work scenarios, pre- or
post-COVID-19, do not mention people with disability. How, then, do we get from here in
COVID-19 2020 to our future (post-pandemic) ordinary working life fully encompassing people
with disabilities work-life needs? Whichever lens is selected to create scenarios used to map a
“preferred future”, it is vital that all voices compose a future narrative together if the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities objective of full citizenship is to
be achieved (United Nations. Dept. of Economic and Social Affairs. Disability Division, 2006).
The leading contemporary urban/disability scholar-activist, Victor Santiago Pineda
(2020), has written extensively of the shortcomings of the urban environment including the
ways in which conventional design and delivery contribute to spatial and social injustice.
Built environment accessibility is a precondition to inclusion, or in other words, inaccessible
built environments exclude (Pineda et al., 2017). If one knows where to look, the historical and
continuing schism between the Disability domain and the Built Environment domain in
matters of theory, polity and practice is well documented (Imrie, 2000; Jackson, 2019; Hamraie,
2017; Boys, 2014; Imrie and Wells, 1993). Bridging this rift is key. However, the modern world,
including the world of work, is complex and ever-adapting. No matter what possible future
may have been predicted pre-COVID-19 and whatever “COVID-19 new normal” subsequently
emerges, challenges will remain entrenched if the built environment and people-withdisability interface, the person–environment fit, is not addressed.
This paper responds to Archnet-IJAR’s call for contribution to a Special Issue of the
Journal dealing with Architecture, Urbanism, and Health in a Post Pandemic Virtual World:
Challenges and Opportunities in Education, Research, and Practice. Distillations of academic
research, grey literature and media commentary along with extensive multifaceted
professional and personal experience are utilised to build a narrative case for addressing
people with disabilities work life beyond the pandemic. In highlighting that the journey is as
important as the destination, this paper is also appealing to the built environment domain to
centre consideration of people with disability in deliberations of future, distributed, white
collar work environments at neighbourhood scale, so that people with disability are able to
enjoy the promise of an ordinary working life.
People with disability and work in a complex system
Working and studying environments and practices continue to evolve for all members of
society within the complex, ever-adapting, “systems of systems of systems” that is modern
city life (Johnson, 2012). Well before COVID-19, particularly in the city-based white-collar
working and studying sector, identifiable trends include telecommuting which started to
appear in the 1970s; the increasing quantity of online learning and distance education offered
by universities from around the late 1980s; cost-effective video-conferencing technology from
the mid-2000s; and latterly the rise of co-working spaces. Technological change conjoined
with rapidly increasing urbanisation, evolving workplace design, and other factors further
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influence work systems, iteratively and recursively, all features characteristic of complex,
multi-agent, adaptive city systems (Portugali et al., 2012).
In the context of the sub-system of the built-environment, people-with-disability
interaction, the built environment has agency because it is a disabling instrument in itself,
the latter being a tenet of the Social Model of Disability (Jackson, 2019). The inherent diversity
of actors, both animate and inanimate, power asymmetry, temporality and dynamism are
also characteristic of socio-ecological complex adaptive systems. This year the COVID-19
pandemic has engendered workplace system changes in previously accelerated timeframes,
predominantly through increased studying and working from home. New ways of working
can, under the right conditions, quickly become the “ordinary” way of working in the city.
But, will this ordinary way of working ever fully include people with disability?
People with disability are the world’s largest, and most diverse, minority demographic
(Pineda et al., 2017; UNEnable, 2007). Australians with disability are undoubtedly diverse and
numerous (for a breakdown of the 4.4 million people in Australia with a disability in 2018, see
ABS 2019), 2.1 million being of working age, that is, 15–65 years old (Australian Network on
Disability, 2020). People with disability routinely experience discrimination in the workforce
and tertiary education (ABS, 2019; Australian Network on Disability, 2020). In 2018, whereas
35.0% of all Australians aged 20–64 years had a bachelor degree or above, less than half that
percentage of Australians with disability (16.1%) aged 15 and over had attained one or more
tertiary qualifications (ABS, 2019). Graduates with disability take 61.5% longer to gain fulltime employment than other graduates (Australian Network on Disability, 2020). In contrast
to the participation rate for people without disability (84.1% in 2018), labour force
participation for Australians with disability aged 15–64 is 53.4%, considered low for a
developed nation (ABS, 2019; Maritz and Laferriere, 2016). Employers were the sources of
discrimination in almost half of the instances that one in five (18.9%) people with disability
aged 15–24 years had experienced discrimination (Australian Network on Disability, 2020).
On a positive note, driven by an increase in women with a profound or severe disability
working full time (from 5.5% in 2015 to 9.2% in 2018), 11.4% of Australians aged 15–64 with
a profound or severe disability were working full-time in 2018, up from 7.9% in 2015 (ABS,
2019). Approximately one-third (34%) of working Australians with disability hold
managerial and professional positions (Australian Network on Disability, 2020). Working
part-time is common with approximately 40% of employed people with disability work in this
way (Maritz and Laferriere, 2016).
In many areas of the world, across genders and age groups, people with disability are more
likely to be self-employed and/or entrepreneurs than people without disability (Darcy et al.,
2020; Maritz and Laferriere, 2016). Australians with disabilities rate of entrepreneurship, at
13%, is indeed higher than the entrepreneurial 10% of employed Australians without
disability. Government disability employment strategy efforts are, however, often directed at
conventional organisational employment (Darcy et al., 2020). Nonetheless, whether it be
traditional employment within organisations or self-employment or entrepreneurship, people
with disability are entitled to an ordinary working life. Consideration of the “ordinary” has
arisen from the principle of “normalisation” as developed by Nirje, Wolfensberger and others
(Perrin, 1999). Nirje’s work, instigating an emerging grand idea of social inclusion for people
with disability in the community and within the neighbourhood, underpins the (Nordic)
Relational Model of Disability which revolves around the three main tenets of disability being
a person–environment mismatch, situational (contextual) and relative (Goodley, 2016;
Jackson, 2018; Nirje, 1996).
Although the concept of “normalisation” has been criticised for failing to fully valorise
individual diversity, Imrie (2012) and Hamraie (2012) have identified similar issues with the
concept of Universal Design, “ordinary” in this paper is used in the sense of “just like everyone
else”, that is, modern work lives that modern white-collar city dwellers take for granted

(Jackson, 2018; Oliver, 1998). Australia’s National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)
champions people with disability living, working and playing an ordinary life (NDIS, 2016,
2018; Galbally, 2015). The NDIS is based on the notion that, for eligible participants, the cost of
disability should not be borne by the individual. International and national human rights
conventions, legislation and policy also support people with disabilities rights to equal
opportunity in all spheres and that accommodation of such rights should not come with cost
strings attached. The next section explores why, in the third decade of the 21st century, people
with disabilities work and study opportunities remain constrained.
Barriers to people with disabilities employment opportunities
People with disability are often discriminated against due to environmental, attitudinal,
social and organisational barriers (Ruhindwa et al., 2016). Several reviews and reports in
Australia and internationally have identified that employer attitudes play a critical role in the
discrimination of people with disability in securing appropriate employment (Bonaccio et al.,
2020; Ruhindwa et al., 2016; Coleman et al., 2013; Waterhouse et al., 2010; Peck and Kirkbride,
2001). While the matching of job skills with job preference and the support of family and
employment placement agencies are important, employer attitudes have been identified as a
key determinant of success (Morgan and Alexander, 2005). A lack of knowledge and
understanding of disability among employers, uncertainty about the extent and availability
of government support for business and the issue of trust around disclosure (or nondisclosure) of disability by a potential employee are frequently cited (Ruhindwa et al., 2016;
Waterhouse et al., 2010). This has been described as a lack of disability confidence among
employers (Ruhindwa et al., 2016). However, among employers who had experience in hiring
people with disability, several positive benefits to the firm were reported, including consistent
attendance, workforce diversity, long-term employment and co-worker partnerships (Morgan
and Alexander, 2005).
While attitudes can be changed through experience and knowledge, other barriers to
employment and study require different, explicit resources. For workers with or without
disability, the majority of workplaces pre-COVID-19 included an implicit precondition that
work is carried out on company premises, but many barriers exist in the built environment
that place hurdles between a person’s home and their potential place of work. Important
spatial junctures include entering and exiting private houses, accessing public transport and
appropriate provision of amenities at the workplace. The key here is that if any one of these
person–environment intersections is discriminatory, then the whole travel chain is
discriminatory.
Regarding housing, in Australia, Bridge (2005) highlighted the lack of quantifiable data
regarding accessible housing. More recently, Sharam et al., found that “this is very
problematically still the case” (2018, p. 35) and also that “[t]he Australian private sector
housing, like much of the Western world, has, in the absence of universal accessibility
standards, failed to provide appropriate housing for people with physical disability” (2018,
p. 31). Aitken et al. (2019) found that people with disability reported poorer housing quality and
significantly more dissatisfaction with their neighbourhoods and homes than people without
disability and also, that “[o]ur findings suggest that there is a housing crisis for people with
disabilities in Australia which may intensify with the introduction of the NDIS” (Aitken et al.,
2019, p. 138). The need for appropriate house design in terms of safety, independence and
mental health has been widely acknowledged. In response, many jurisdictions have
government-funded home modification programmes to reconfigure dwelling elements,
particularly in high-impact areas such as entrance thresholds (typically ramps) and showers
and toilets (Carnemolla and Bridge, 2020). However, currently no Australian scheme routinely
funds modifying a dwelling for work purposes; modifications are restricted to those supporting
“activities of daily living”. Regulations in Australia exclude private dwellings from “access to
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premises” regulations that apply to conventional locations of knowledge work such as public
and commercial buildings. The Australian Building Codes Board (ABCB) is currently
undertaking a process that proposes to mandate accessibility in all new private dwellings from
2022, but, whether mandatory or not, the ability to easily navigate a front door is a necessary
prerequisite for both social and economic interaction with the wider community (Wiesel et al.,
2015; Carnemolla and Bridge, 2014).
Difficulties in navigating the city have also been widely documented. The condition of a
street has a marked effect on mobility (Rosenberg et al., 2013; Clarke et al., 2008). Several
studies also indicate that land use mix, housing density and employment density in local
neighbourhoods encourage pedestrian movement (Huang et al., 2019). But this is of limited
benefit if people with disability find the public realm pedestrian environment inaccessible. In
addition, the importance of public transport for essential service workers has been
demonstrated during COVID-19; public transport services in many cities have continued even
when a substantial number of businesses have been shut and people told to work from home
when they could. But a lack of access to public transport can have significant effects on the
availability of work. A recent study from Canada has shown that “wheelchair users in
Toronto have access to 75% of jobs that are accessible to users that are not in a wheelchair,
whilst their counterparts in Montreal have access to only 46% of the jobs accessible to other
users” (Grise et al., 2019, p. 280).
Lastly, the design and detailing of workplaces themselves are frequently inappropriate for
many workers with disability. In Australia, regulatory requirements contain provisions for
built environment accessibility in commercial workplaces (Australian Government, 2010).
These provisions are primarily concerned with mobility issues and car parking, although the
Building Code of Australia (BCA) has, over time, introduced some non-binding guidelines
around vision impairment and hearing impairments (BCA 2012 (vision), BCA 2011 (hearing)).
However, many other environmental factors can affect people with disability in a workplace.
Sensitivities to heat, cold, noise (including low-frequency humming from air-conditioning
units) and glare are common for many, including people living with autism (Pfeiffer et al.,
2017). The modularised and standardised layout of many office spaces offer limited
opportunity for customisation of workspaces to accommodate individual needs, that is, to
maximise person–environment fit (Lai et al., 2020, p. 25).
Removal of barriers by design: modifying the built environment pre-COVID-19
Notwithstanding the extant challenges outlined in the previous section, people with
disability, representative organisations and advocates have been working towards removing
built environment barriers through strengthening legislation and policy and engendering
better ways of designing for decades. Much change was kick-started by the civil rights
movements of the 1960s. The American Standard Specifications for Making Buildings
Accessible to, and Useable by, the Physically Handicapped, the A117.1 Barrier Free Standard,
was first published in 1961. Universal Design, generally attributed to wheelchair-using
architect Ron Mace, emerged in the 1980s. Several countries, including Australia, introduced
Disability Discrimination Acts, or similar, in the 1990s. The UNCRPD, which references
universal design and specifically includes the built environment in Article 9 Accessibility, was
adopted in the mid-2000s and subsequently ratified by most of the world’s nation-states
(United Nations. Dept. of Economic and Social Affairs. Disability Division, 2006).
Many guidelines and design best practice publications for better housing for people with
disability and older people exist, ranging in scope from “overview” to “how-to”. Examples
include Wheelchair Housing Design Guide (UK) (Centre for Accessible Environments, 2013),
Summer Foundation Design Insights (Australia) (Ryan and Reynolds, 2015), Age-friendly
Living: Guidelines for Residential Development (Australia) (State Government of South

Australia and URPS, 2011), Lifetime Homes Standard (UK) (Lifetime Homes, 2010) and the
Livable Housing Design Guidelines. The Livable Housing Design Guidelines (LHDGs) break
housing down into elements and put forward requirements for dwelling access and entry and
various types of rooms, fittings and finishes; three levels of certification are available: Silver,
Gold and Platinum (2020). The LHDGs are presented in an easy-to-understand format (unlike
built environment regulatory codes), the requirements are not particularly onerous from a
design perspective and the certification process is straightforward. Aligned with “what
ordinary Australians [with or without disability] want – a home where they feel safe and
included and where they can age in place”, housing accessibility advocates champion the
LHDG’s Gold level as the minimum standard necessary for accessible housing (Australian
Network for Universal Housing Design, 2020). Given that in Australia, the incidence of
disability increases from 9.3% in the 15–24 age group to 49.6% for people aged 65 and over
(ABS, 2019), designing ageing in place, in the context of working from home, is critical. And the
significance of living and working, at home, takes on new meaning when considered in the light
of historical institutionalisation, a society-sanctioned form of lockdown of people with disability
which reached its peak in the 1960s under the Medical Model of Disability (Jackson, 2018).
Housing, as a subsystem of urban environments is, in itself, multifaceted and rich in interrelationships. The one in three households in Australia accommodating one or more people
with disability is neither static nor homogeneous, so addressing housing appropriateness
requires a broad approach that includes attention to legislation, policy, the market and
design. One market response has been the creation of registers of accessible housing to buy or
rent (Disability Housing, 2020; Young, 2019; Satsangi et al., 2018; Sharam et al., 2018; Stack,
2014). On the other hand, although in principle support for the LHDGs is widespread amongst
built environment housing accessibility advocates, voluntary market take-up to date has
been limited and the current push to incorporate aspects of the LHDGs in the BCA is being
met with cost-based resistance within the regulatory process (The Centre for International
Economics, 2020). Meanwhile in the United Kingdom, the (partial) incorporation of the
Lifetime Homes Standard in the national Part M building regulations has caused some
tension as it has diminished the capacity for local government to impose more stringent
controls at the planning approval stage (Simpson, 2018). And, in common with other preCOVID guidelines, neither the UK’s Lifetime Homes Standards nor the Australian LHDGs
address working from home.
In modern, urban, built environments connectivity has many dimensions, not solely the
connecting of physical infrastructure to facilitate people with disabilities personal movement.
Enabler legislation, policy and design are important, as is meaningful interaction between
experts (built environment practitioners) and expert users (people with disability) (Jackson,
2018). Significant enabler projects endeavouring to achieve better connectivity include the
UNCRPD (2006), Norway’s Norway universally designed by 2025 (Norwegian Ministry of
Children and Equity, 2009), Singapore’s Universal Design Guide for Public Places (Building
and Construction Authority, 2016), Aimi Hamraie’s participatory mapping and data
visualisation project – Mapping Access (Critical Design Lab, 2020) and Jos Boys’ Dis/Ordinary
Architecture Project (2018). The UNCRPD is the most extensively recognised disability rights
instrument in the world currently. Its wide-ranging, holistic outlook covers, for example,
human rights specifically for women and children with disability; built environment,
transpor, and ICT accessibility; independency; education (at the highest attainable level) and
health; equal opportunity in the workplace; adequate standard of living; and the right to
participate in politics and cultural life. It also brings together the social model and human
rights models of disability and legitimises universal design. But, although Australia is a
signatory, the UNCRPD has not been incorporated into the Disability Discrimination Act nor
the DDA’s subordinate Disability (Access to Premises – Buildings) Standards 2010, nor the
BCA. And, in general, built environment practitioners are not aware of the UNCRPD and
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related concepts such as the Human Rights Model of Disability and duty-bearer
accountability (Jackson, 2019).
Beyond the pandemic? Opportunities and obstacles
During the passage of the COVID-19 pandemic, several features in existing city sub/systems
have been exacerbated and brought to the fore. Housing inequality, particularly in terms of
access, privacy, overcrowding and access to technology, has been highlighted (Campanella,
2020; Duckett and Mackey, 2020; Grodach, 2020). The precariousness of CBD-focussed
business models with their inherent concentration of high-paying jobs in centralised locations
is another (Lasker, 2020; Seibert, 2020; Visontay, 2020). In addition, a culture of presenteeism
even when ill and workplace layouts that encourage gathering and clusters of people, but are
inadequately ventilated and cleaned, have been shown to be problematic from a public health
perspective (Eisen, 2020; Margo, 2020). On the other hand, travel restrictions, along with an
increase in working from home, have rekindled a knowledge of local neighbourhoods and
supported local businesses (De Poloni, 2020). And, having the space and job flexibility to be
able to work from home has proved, for knowledge workers, to be largely effective and viable
(Foon, 2020). More broadly, transdisciplinarity as an enabler in addressing complex urbanscale problems is beginning to be recognised in the built environment domain (Salama, 2020).
These developments present opportunities to better match the person–environment fit for
everyone in society.
Pandemic-exposed inequality provides impetus for broadening built environment
education and practice, at systemic levels, in several ways. Firstly, in order to address the
imbalance in tertiary qualification attainment, it would be opportune for built environment
faculties to enable the increased enrolment of students with disability (Pitcher, 2020).
Secondly, there is opportunity for embedding human rights concepts in updated pedagogy,
leading to understanding that normal life includes people with disability not enduring
physical and social isolation, but rather, being integral to the work and study place. Thirdly,
in achieving this normal work life, the concept of a “place of work” needs to be reconsidered, in
temporal as well as geographical terms. Technology has provided a platform for that change,
but the physical built environment needs to adapt as well (as noted previously, the built
environment has agency). Work has, for some, become when, not where, and so the same
spatial location needs to flip from work, to social, to rest space depending on temporal
demand. Also, temporally, employed Australians with disability (40.0%) are more likely than
counterparts without disability (31%) to work part-time (ABS, 2019). Post-pandemic,
investigation of the degree to which this temporal difference is due to systemic (built
environment) barriers is warranted. Fourthly, rethinking housing design and delivery offers
significant opportunity for obviating future, societal, cost. Flexibility and adaptability along
with ease of access and egress, strengthening the ability to exercise choice and control, are
critical. In Australia, incorporating LHDG’s Gold level requirements into housing design
(whether new or retrofitted) is a starting point. But in all endeavours “experts” working
directly with people with disability are imperative in bridging the schism between built
environment and disability domains.
Urban scale is another key factor, offering both opportunity and obstacle(s). With cafes
and emerging co-work hub spaces acting as key linking places for the home and the office, the
travel chain from home–cafe–co-work hub office also becomes critical (see Figure 1).
Nonetheless, the process of coalescing home–workplace–home for the purposes of facilitating
distributed workplaces requires meaningful engagement between organisations, built
environment practitioners including architects, urbanists and academics, government
through policy and regulation and, critically, workers.

Home

• Interior focus
• Transition points from home to immediate
local environment

• In accordance with Article 9 UNCPRD
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Localized working space

• Working hub
• Localized travel
• Neighborhood focus
• In accordance with Article 9 UNCPRD

Traditional office

• Office as destination
• Business hub focus
• In accordance with Article 9 UNCPRD

Business-oriented commentary and literature, however, tend to speak of distributed work in
organisational terms (see e.g. Morrison-Smith and Ruiz, 2020; O’Neill and Wymer, 2011); urban
environment implications, particularly at neighbourhood scale, are little discussed. In this
paper we are considering distributed work in the more general sense of modern technologyenabled workers working from anywhere including from home, the neighbourhood or other
non-CBD precincts, and we are speaking from a built environment perspective. At the
neighbourhood or precinct scale, built environment locations of distributed work include cafes,
libraries and public outdoor spaces along with more office-style environments such as
co-working hubs and start-up incubator facilities. The worldwide rise of co-working has
resulted in many dedicated hubs offering a range of facilities in a variety of geographical and
topographical locations and within a variety of built forms (Roth and Mirchandani, 2016).
Entrepreneurial start-up and innovation incubator precincts such as the Sydney Start-up Hub,
in Australia, are also increasingly common throughout the world (AICD, 2019). The current
trajectory of the “ordinary working life”, with its much greater flexibility around workplace
location and employed people with disability being more likely than people without disability to
be self-employed and/or entrepreneurs, makes consideration of the needs of people with
disability in the design of distributed workplaces important (Darcy et al., 2020). Engaging with
people with disability, particularly women with a profound or severe disability, in the design
and delivery of distributed workplaces offers opportunity for redressing the current,
stagnating, level of labour force participation.
Prior to the arrival of COVID-19, impediments to the movement of people (with or without
disability) both to city centres and around neighbourhoods had already been identified as a key
obstacle in modern work–life balance. However, government-imposed lockdowns triggered by
the rapid spread of COVID-19 have slowed the movement of people (in some cases dramatically)
and increased the awareness of “being stuck at home”. COVID-normal, and beyond, needs to
recognise people with disabilities right to an ordinary work life. Such recognition need not
reinvent the wheel, the design tools and guidelines to make the city accessible already exist as
noted earlier, but it does require commitment to centring people with disability in the redesign
of streetscapes, transport and public space, with a focus on interconnected local neighbourhood

Figure 1.
Description of
relationship between
home, localised
working spaces and the
traditional office. Alt
text description: Home,
localised workspace
and traditional office
surrounding diverse
group of people with
different types of
disability
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environments. Unfortunately, examples of “best practice” built projects focussed on people with
disability are few, particularly at neighbourhood scale. The Design for Dignity Guidelines
arising out of the urban regeneration project undertaken at Barangaroo South in Sydney,
Australia, and pre-dating COVID-19, are, however, instructive (Lendlease, Westpac Group,
Australian Network on Disability, 2020). In common with built environment design guideline
typology, the Design for Dignity Guidelines break the built environment into functional
elements and illustrate good and poor examples. Moving beyond typical built environment
design guidelines, however, attention is paid to both disability demographics and built
environment accessibility legislative frameworks, including the UNCRPD. Case studies are
presented, covering engagement, building design and public domain design. In another
departure from typical guidelines, extensive thought is given to engagement, and a key
principle put forward is that designers must consider the diversity of disability when designing.
However, Barangaroo is a high-profile, well-resourced project undertaken in inner Sydney, not a
neighbourhood precinct in the suburbs where most Australians with or without disability live.
Conclusion
We can decide that we are at an inflection point, see Dator (1979), and plan for alternative
future scenarios, create new feedback loops, in which people with disability are meaningfully
engaged in decision-making about how we all live and work. Embedding the UNCRPD’s
guiding principles of accessibility, equality of opportunity, respect for difference and
acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of human diversity and humanity and full and
effective participation and inclusion in society, into built environment education and practice,
are crucial. Failures in the current system must be examined thoroughly, rather than simply
accepting solutions that inadvertently become a “new ordinary” that still shuts out people
with disability. On the one hand, this provides a framework around which decision-making
towards a preferable future can be based. On the other, however, these scenarios generally
reflect the experience and perspective of their authors. Currently, the majority of proposed
COVID-normal scenarios emanate from large think tanks, business groups and consulting
firms that service the business sector. While it is encouraging to see attitudes towards nontraditional working patterns being embraced, the work-life needs and wants of people with
disability are rarely foregrounded.
This paper, however, has highlighted how the built environment including housing,
streets, neighbourhoods and public transport systems is all critical in enabling people with
disability to participate in an ordinary working life. Changing attitudes is not enough, the
physical city must change and adapt as well. Therefore, when we as built environment
practitioners reimagine the city, whether in terms of technology, infrastructure or the design
of homes and neighbourhoods, our focus should always be on how we, in meaningful
partnership with people with disability and other marginalised groups, engender a built
environment that is equitable. In itself, this is not a novel idea, people with disability,
representative organisations and advocates have been working towards removing built
environment barriers well before the advent of the current pandemic. COVID-19 has,
however, laid bare the structural inequality of our urban environments.
Built environment form and detail should support the development of an accessible and
inclusive distributed work and study place continuum. A continuum that includes traditional
workplaces and campuses, local neighbourhood hubs and homes thereby maximises people
with disabilities choice and control to self-determine an ordinary working life. In addressing
the UNCRPD’s objective of full citizenship, all voices need to compose a future narrative
together. This will require coordination across multiple government and non-government
agencies and interaction between the built environment and disability domains hitherto not
often seen. But the current COVID-19 experience in Australia (and elsewhere) has
demonstrated that a high degree of social cohesion and community-wide action and new

ways of thinking and doing education, research and practice are possible in times of crisis. It
would be a greatly missed opportunity if government-led stimulus, such as the Victorian
Government’s recently announced “COVID recovery” budget – billions of dollars pledged to
employment creation with a focus on small business and a 5-billion-dollar investment in new
social housing (Victorian Government, 2020) were not linked and coordinated in terms of
working from home and neighbourhood. Actively involving and accommodating people with
disability in the planning and design of urban, work-life environments would ensure that
“normal-life lockdown” is consigned to history.
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