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Abstract—The lack of inclusive housing in Australia contributes 
to the marginalization and exclusion of people with disability and 
older people from family and community life.  The Australian 
government has handed over the responsibility of increasing the 
supply of inclusive housing to the housing industry through an agreed 
national access standard and a voluntary strategy.  Voluntary 
strategies have not been successful in other constituencies and little is 
known about what would work in Australia today.  Findings from a 
research project into the voluntariness of the housing industry 
indicate that a reliable and consistent supply is unlikely without an 
equivalent increase in demand.  The strategy has, however, an 
important role to play in the task of changing housing industry 
practices towards building more inclusive communities.  
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S in many developed countries, the Australian population 
is aging and becoming less productive, yet has high 

expectations regarding health and welfare services and quality 
of life [1].  The shape of its cities, in particular, the supply of 
inclusive housing, will play a crucial role in meeting this 
challenge.  In the absence of a national mandatory access code 
for housing, the needs of older people and people with 
disability who wish to live in regular communities have been 
found to be neglected [2].   

In response to the Australian Government’s commitment to 
becoming a more inclusive society [3]-[4], key housing 
industry, disability and community leaders agreed in 2010 to a 
national access code and voluntary strategy to provide all new 
housing with minimum access features by 2020.  If voluntary 
strategies have not worked in the past, what is required for a 
voluntary strategy to work in Australia now?  

This paper first describes the context for the voluntary 
provision of inclusive housing in Australia, and the current 
responses by the housing industry.  The paper then explores 
why residential environments are inaccessible and what is 
typically done about it.  It then describes a qualitative research 
project into the voluntariness of the housing industry in 
providing inclusive housing and concludes by reflecting on 
what is likely to be required for the housing industry to to 
meet its 2020 goal. 

II. TERMINOLOGY 

At risk of appearing to discount important design theory 
debates, the paper uses the term “ inclusive”  to describe 
housing that is accessible to people with disability and older 
people in normative locations; that is, in a manner that 
includes them in the everyday life in regular housing and 
communities.   
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Similar debates surround the terminology describing people 
who have a disability [72].  These debates also are important; 
however, within the limitations of this paper the term “people 
with disability”  is used to describe people with impairments 
that cause limitations in using the built environment in a 
manner that honors the preference of the self-advocacy 
movement to emphasis the person first before their disability 
[5].  The term includes the large cohort of older people who 
have a mobility restriction [6].   

Australia has three levels of government; federal, state and 
local, all of which have a role in providing inclusive housing.  
Their forum for making decisions of national importance is the 
Council of Australian Governments (COAG). 

III. CONTEXT 

The increasing number of older people, with younger 
people with disability, is presenting an unprecedented 
challenge to Australian governments.  How older people and 
people with disability are treated is considered to be 
inadequate, and is under review [7]-[9].  At the same time, the 
Australian governments through COAG have committed to a 
social justice policy direction for an inclusive Australian 
society that enables older people and people with disability to 
fulfi ll their potential as equal and fully participating citizens 
[3]-[4].    

A. Demographics 

The increasing ageing population is considered to be a key 
factor in the decrease in economic growth through decreased 
productivity and increased demand on health and social 
services [1].  In 2009, 18.5% of the Australian population 
reported to have a disability, with over half of the people aged 
60 years, and 87% of this group identifying a specific 
limitation or restriction, that is, an impairment restricting their 
ability to perform communication, mobility or self-care 
activities, or a restriction associated with schooling or 
employment [6]. 

The challenge for Australia, like most developed countries, 
will be how they provide for older people and people with 
disability, maintain their inclusion and participation, and 
increase the country’s productivity in the future.  This 
challenge will be reliant in part on the design of Australia’s 
cities and in optimizing the efficacy and adequacy of its 
infrastructure and housing stock [11].  

Current housing and support policies in Australia have been 
found to marginalize people with disability from their 
communities and exacerbate their dependency on family 
carers, support agencies and government handouts [9].  
Saugeres [2] argues that while there will always be people 
who require the assistance of others, it is not the dependency 
in itself that is oppressive but the ways in which it is socially 
constructed.  The lack of inclusive housing prevents many 
older people and people with disability from optimizing their 
participation and contribution to family and community life.   
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Many are forced to rely on their families to support them 
and to have modifications done to their housing.  The 
alternative of government-subsidized housing which is 
required to be adapted to need [12], is elusive as it constitutes 
around 5% of the national housing stock, is limited in its 
location to employment, transport and support services and, 
even with priority allocation, it may take years before suitable 
housing is available [13]. 

A recent study in Australia [14] found older people have an 
incidence of home ownership of around 80% and the vast 
majority wish to remain in their own homes for as long as 
possible.  A third of older home-owners have already made 
some modifications, and over half anticipate more work to be 
done.  This is commonly accompanied by an anxiety about the 
cost [14].  Older people and people with disability who rely on 
private rental housing are significantly disadvantaged by the 
poor design of investment properties and the reticence of 
landlords to modify them [15]-[16].  The housing industry has 
tended to provide housing with access features primarily in 
age-specific or disability-specific developments; however, the 
assumption that this is the preferred option is being 
challenged, given that most older people want to remain in 
their own home or within their established communities [17]-
[18] and younger people with disability typically reject 
segregated settings in favour of a more inclusive lifestyle [9].  

B. Social Justice Framework 

The Australian Government has committed to a legal and 
policy framework of social justice and has enacted the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) [12] to counter 
discrimination.  This resulted in the development of a national 
standard for access to public premises [20] which is now 
included in the Building Code of Australia, the national 
minimum standard for construction [21].  There is no capacity 
within this policy framework or legislation, however, for a 
legally enforceable access standard for the internal areas of 
housing.  The Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD) [10], to which Australia is a signatory, 
brings a new challenge.  With regard to housing design, the 
CRPD obliges participating governments to promote universal 
design in the development of standards and guidelines (Article 
4), to recognize the right of people with disability to live 
independently with whom they choose and to be included in 
the community (Article 19), and not to experience housing 
disadvantage when compared to other segments of the 
population (Article 2).   

How these Articles are interpreted to provide access 
features in housing differs considerably.  Disability groups 
[22]-[23] have advocated for prescriptive regulation which 
ensures the provision of a dignified level of access, adequate 
space for internal mobility and maximum personal 
independence in all new and extensively modified housing.  
Their call for regulation is a response to the limitations of the 
DDA’s individual complaints mechanism and its failure to 
reform building practices.  The protracted negotiations for the 
development of the Access to Premises standard for the 
Building Code of Australia [24] signalled reluctance within 
the building industry to adapt its established practices to meet 
social justice goals.   

The Australian Government opted for a less confrontational 
approach with regard to its recent social justice commitments 
regarding the design of housing [25].  In 2010, it encouraged 
the housing industry and community leaders to agree to a 
collaborative and voluntary alternative, called Livable 
Housing Design with measurable targets towards the provision 
of minimum access features in all new housing by 2020 [26].   

In summary, the lack of inclusive housing in Australia has 
contributed to the marginalization and exclusion of many 
older people and people with disability.  Australia has 
committed to a social justice framework supporting the 
inclusion and participation of people with disability.  There 
are also practical, economic reasons to do so.  While 
advocates are calling for a regulatory approach, the 
Government, community leaders and the housing industry 
consider a voluntary strategy is preferable at this time. 

C. Current Response to the Need for Inclusive Housing 

The agreed voluntary strategy of the housing industry and 
community leaders, called Livable Housing Design [26]-[27], 
has a goal for all new housing to provide a minimum level of 
access by 2020.  Several voluntary access guidelines and 
strategies have previously been offered to the Australian 
housing market [28]-[30] with little effect on either the supply 
or the demand [31].   

In spite of the limited outcomes of previous voluntary 
strategies, the Australian Government [4] and a number of 
State Governments [32]-[33] are relying in part on Livable 
Housing Design to increase the supply of inclusive housing.  
The Australian Government’s Productivity Commission, 
which provides independent advice on economic, social and 
environmental issues affecting the welfare of Australians, has 
also cited Livable Housing Design as the main strategy for the 
provision of inclusive housing for the future care of older 
Australians [7], and people with disability [8].   

D. Public versus Private Space  

As mentioned above, public premises in Australia are now 
required to be non-discriminatory by law.  The internal areas 
of housing are not [12].  This raises the question whether 
housing environments have a “public interest” element.  From 
a legal perspective, Malloy [34] suggests that the ephemeral 
concept of “home” as a private space, where intimacy, rest and 
renewal occurs and families are made, should be differentiated 
from the physical structure of a “house” which should be 
considered a quasi-public environment used by many 
occupants, visitors and workers throughout its lifetime and in 
which there is legitimate public interest.  Malloy notes that in 
the USA there are significant publicly-funded subsidies which 
support the provision of privately-owned housing.  Smith, 
Rayer and Smith [35] contribute to this idea by considering 
the implications of the design on the many users of a dwelling 
over time.  If the access needs of both occupants and visitors 
are taken into account, they anticipate a need for minimum 
access features at some point for over 90% of free-standing 
dwellings built today.  Both studies are relevant to the 
Australian context given the similarities to the housing finance 
structures [36] and demographics of aging and disability [37].   
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The design of private areas of dwellings impinges on other 
areas of public interest.  These include the public funds that 
meet the costs of home-based injuries [38], support provided 
by families and informal carers [39] community health and 
welfare staff [40] and assistance for home modifications [16].   

E. Barriers to a Voluntary Approach 

The limited success of voluntary strategies both in Australia 
and in other countries [41]-[43] has shown the housing 
industry has not been able to provide a consistent standard or a 
reliable supply, leading to the necessity for significant 
incentives or regulation.  Four common reasons given for the 
failure of the voluntary approach given by housing providers 
are lack of demand, legitimacy of need, implementation 
issues, and added cost.  

Research on the housing choices of Australians [14]-[15] 
suggest that those people who need inclusive housing are 
unlikely to become buyers of new housing and those buyers 
who are in the market for new housing have little interest in 
paying for extras that they do not consider they need [44].  
Even buyers who are likely to need access features in the 
future, such as imminent retirees or “baby-boomers”, are not 
showing signs of planning for their frailty or the frailty of their 
partners [45] in their housing choices.  With the lack of 
demand for inclusive housing from buyers of new housing, the 
industry understandably can believe that the housing needs of 
people with disability are being met elsewhere [17] and the 
call for regulation by disability advocates is unreasonable [46].   

How the housing industry responds to buyers wanting 
inclusive housing suggests that there are also barriers for 
buyers to obtain access features even if they specifically ask 
for them [47].  Individual variations requiring changes to 
product sizes or building practice are problematic, particularly 
for volume-building companies which are becoming 
increasingly competitive, mechanized, and complex in the 
delivery process [58].  The estimated cost of providing 
minimum access features varies significantly; from the 
housing industry [48] quoting a figure five times that of 
government assessors [49].  This disparity in cost-estimates 
perhaps reflects the difficulties anticipated by the housing 
industry in changing these complex, mechanistic delivery 
practices.  A cost-estimate which takes the change process into 
account is currently not available; however, where regulation 
has been introduced, the provision of access features has been 
absorbed into established practices “with minimal disruption” 
[42].   

The Australian Government is currently relying on a 
voluntary response by the housing industry to increase the 
supply of inclusive housing.  The research project outlined 
further in this paper attempts to discover what is required for a 
voluntary strategy to work.  Given that past voluntary 
initiatives here and overseas have had limited success, it may 
be useful first to explore why housing is typically inaccessible 
for older people and people with disability, and what 
voluntariness means for the various players in the housing 
industry.    

IV.  WHY HOUSING IS NOT INCLUSIVE  

This section of the paper explores why housing is not 
designed to be inclusive and what commonly is done in 
response.  From a broader urban geographic perspective, 
Gleeson [50] offers a useful framework to consider why 
contemporary urban environments are inaccessible and 
exclude people with disability.  Gleeson suggests there are 
three reasons: the idea of “natural limits” of disability, the 
notion of “thoughtless design”, and socio-spatial influences 
that arise particularly from the formation of capitalist 
societies.     

A. Natural Limits 

The idea of “natural limits” comes from the understanding 
that the challenges people with disability face are 
physiological in origin and have natural limitations.  This idea 
accepts that the person with disability experiences space 
differently; that urban design can exaggerate this difference, 
not cause it [19].  The challenge is primarily physiological and 
can be ameliorated by technological solutions, such as aids 
and equipment, home modifications and individual housing 
design.  Minimizing these natural limits is the goal of 
“universal” design which aims “to be usable by all people, to 
the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or 
specialized design” [51]. 

B. Thoughtless Design 

The second idea of “thoughtless design” shifts the focus 
from the natural limits of the disabled body to one of social 
construction [52].  Poor design from unconscious or 
thoughtless decisions of developers, designers and builders 
accumulate inadvertently to cause inaccessibility and 
exclusion.  Leder [53] in his work on human sensation and the 
perception of reality offers a generous explanation for this lack 
of consideration.  He argues that people are typically unaware 
of how their bodies work in an environment, until it no longer 
works for them personally, causing limited movement, 
dysfunction or pain.  It follows that able-bodied people have 
ongoing difficulty generalizing the particular access issues of 
a relatively small disabled group to be a concern for everyone.  
Hahn [52] suggests that this systemic unconsciousness can be 
overcome by laws and policies specifically addressing 
“thoughtless design”.  Australia’s Access to Premises standard 
[20] now included in the Building Code of Australia is one 
such example.  For building designers, who find professional 
and ethical meaning in understanding how people use space 
and how space affects people [54], the idea of thoughtless 
design is likely to be unacceptable.  A further explanation for 
neglecting the access needs of older people and people with 
disability is needed.     

C. Socio-Spatial Influences 

Gleeson [50] offers a third reason.  He suggests 
architectural space is produced as a consequence of complex 
influences resulting from our history, economic and social 
structures, and beliefs and a particular consequence of 
capitalist societies is the devaluation and marginalization of 
vulnerable, impaired or unproductive people.   
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To ignore this and to rely simply on technological solutions 
either to improve the capacities of the person by better 
designed equipment or dwellings, or to regulate the built 
environment through policies and laws does not assure the 
inclusion of older people and people with disability.  
Wolfensberger’s [55] extensive work on the devaluation of 
people with developmental disability is based on a similar 
understanding of these socio-spatial influences.  He offers a 
comprehensive schema that acknowledges their persistent and 
unconscious presence, and how intentional strategies, centered 
on the power of valued roles, can assist to “address the plight 
of people devalued by others, and especially by major sectors 
of their society” [55].   

This paper cannot do justice to Wolfensberger’s schema; 
however a brief description of his understanding of the 
consequences of devaluation is useful here [56].  
Wolfensberger suggests that when people are devalued they 
tend to be rejected, leading to many losses, including their 
dignity, competence, personal safety and health.  How 
devalued people are perceived, say, of little use, a burden to 
society or a menace or deviant, will then manifest in how they 
are treated.  Finally, how a devalued person is perceived and 
treated by others will then influence how that person thinks 
about themselves and behaves.  This typically leads to a loss 
of self-esteem, self-respect and self-care.  The opposite is also 
true.  The more valued roles a person has, say, employee, 
family member, helpful neighbour, participating community 
member, the better they are perceived and treated by others, 
and this reflects on how they think of themselves and behave 
to others.  In intentionally gaining and maintaining these 
valued roles people with disability and older people can 
continue to develop capacities and avoid rejection.  

Using housing design to exemplify this idea, the lack of 
easy physical access to the family home may necessitate a 
person leaving and, as a consequence, losing the valued roles 
of family member, neighbour, friend or home-maker.  
Displacement to “special housing” and the consequential loss 
of opportunities for normal contact with family and 
community can lead to isolation, loss of capacities and self-
worth [39].  In contrast, the housing market in Australia 
exploits the positive roles of home-maker, entertainer and 
consumer to sell housing [57]-[58].  With the exception of 
some social housing providers who intentionally design for the 
inclusion of vulnerable people, awareness within the housing 
industry of these socio-spatial reasons for the exclusion of 
access features and the consequences for people with 
disability and older people is appears to be low.   

Gleeson [50] suggests that a deep systemic commitment to 
social inclusion needs to occur before the reasons for 
exclusion through urban design are addressed, and inclusive 
design is valued, conceived and produced as a matter of 
course.  Livable Housing Design has a significant challenge 
ahead of it in achieving this level of commitment, addressing 
the reasons for inaccessible design and meeting its 2020 goal.  

  
D. Response by Livable Housing Design 

The Livable Housing Design guideline [27] attempts to 
address the notion of natural limits by addressing 
physiological challenges with a code which will meet the 

needs of most people, and allowing for individual 
modification by giving priority to some features that would be 
difficult to retrofit (step-free entry, width of corridors and 
doorways).  In relying on the voluntary response of an 
industry to respond where and whenever it considers is 
suitable for the market, it discounts the notion of thoughtless 
design or any requirement to safeguard against it.   

Livable Housing Design acknowledges to some degree the 
more complex socio-spatial influences and how design 
practices can enhance or diminish the roles people with 
disability can have in society.  Wolfensberger’s [56] schema 
suggests that when devalued people are aligned with people 
with valued roles and positive imagery they are likely to be 
viewed more positively.  Livable Housing Design 
acknowledges this by using positive terms, such as, “livable”, 
“easy living”, and “quality of life” [26], and assuming the 
needs of older people and people with disability to be similar 
to, and as important as, those of other people with valued 
social roles, such as, parents with prams, shoppers with 
trolleys, and the young injured sportsperson.  Juxtaposing the 
access needs of older people and people with disability with 
the much lesser access needs of a larger number of valued 
citizens allows people with disability to be seen as an integral 
part of normal life.  This does raise a concern that this lack of 
focus on the particular needs of older people and people with 
disability in order to make the program palatable to the 
general public will result in their access needs not being met.  
For example, the minimum dimensions for the toilet and the 
corridor-doorway relationship specified for the minimum level 
of access would be considered inadequate by many people 
using mobility aids and wheelchairs [27].     

By examining why housing is inaccessible and what is 
commonly done in response, the paper suggests that the 
voluntary strategy of Livable Housing Design is unlikely to 
work, let alone the 2020 goal to be met.  A brief exploration 
into the concept of voluntariness and responsibility is useful at 
this point to place in context the task the housing industry has 
set itself. 

V. RESPONSIBILITY AND VOLUNTARINESS 

The responsibility for the task of providing a reliable supply 
of inclusive housing has been handed over to and taken up by 
leaders in the housing industry.  A further discussion about 
who should be responsible would be informative, however, is 
beyond the limits of this paper.  Certainly Young [59] and, 
more specifically, Gleeson [50] raise important philosophical 
questions about the level of responsibility that individuals and 
systems need to take to win social justice for marginalised and 
devalued people.  With regard to the built environment, 
Gleeson suggests that this will require a “lasting 
transformation of the political-economic, institutional and 
cultural forces that shape our cities and societies” [50] and 
Young suggests many groups of agents, in this case, 
governments, the housing industry and disability advocates, 
may need to take responsibility.   
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This paper focuses here on the responsibility taken by the 
housing industry and its voluntariness in providing access 
features in housing.  Williams [60] delimits the notions of 
voluntariness and responsiblity to “fully voluntary actions 
[that] are all and only the actions for which an agent is (fully) 
responsible” [60].  Olsaretti [61], on the other hand, defines 
voluntariness by examining its converse.  She describes an act 
as voluntary “if it is not made because no other acceptable 
alternative was available” [61] and the value people place on 
their level of voluntariness is contingent on their level of 
informedness and motivation [62]-[63].   

Williams’ [60] definition also suggests there are levels of 
responsibility which are conditional on people’s roles and 
duties and offers a framework of three theoretical levels.  The 
first level is when a person takes no responsibility for the 
outcome of his or her actions.  The second level is when the 
person takes responsibility for his or her actions, in the sense 
of being able to accommodate his or her actions to public 
requirements.  The third level is when the person freely 
deliberates and takes voluntary action in its full meaning, 
thereby ideally taking full responsibility for the actions.   

Scanlon [64] suggests a person can also have different 
reasons for valuing the choices they make and that this can be 
both conditional and relative.  He offers three values of 
choices people make in these circumstances.  The first is 
instrumental where the future enjoyment of the person or of 
others connected to them is paramount.  The second is 
representative where the outcome is likely to represent 
something about the person.  The third is symbolic where not 
having the opportunity for choice would infer the person was 
not competent – a choice is important here because not having 
a choice is unacceptable.  The research outlined in this paper 
uses these theoretical frameworks for levels of responsibility 
and the values of choice in the analysis of accounts by 
developers, designers and builders. 

The Australian government is relying on the voluntariness 
of the housing industry to provide housing that assists the 
inclusion of people with disability, and the housing industry 
leaders have agreed to take that responsibility by committing 
to a national voluntary code to provide all new housing with 
minimum access features by 2020.  Not known is what is 
required by the housing industry to do this.  The paper 
describes below a qualitative research project into the 
voluntariness of the housing industry in providing access 
features, and concludes by reflecting on what may be required 
if Australians want housing that includes everyone.   

VI. RESEARCH 

The qualitative study outlined below forms the basis of a 
PhD research project which aims to understand what is 
required for the housing industry to provide an increased and 
reliable supply of inclusive housing voluntarily.  The study is 
currently being carried out in Brisbane, in the State of 
Queensland, Australia within three housing contexts: the 
private housing market, social housing and housing 
constructed within developments of the Queensland 

Government’s Urban Land Development Authority.  The 
study is expected to be completed at the end of 2012, at which 
time Livable Housing Design should be well on its way to 
meeting its first goal of providing minimum access features in 
25% of all new housing built in 2013.   

The research aims to contribute to the understanding of 
voluntariness within the Australian housing industry and what 
is required to increase the supply of inclusive housing.   

A. Methodology 

The study has taken an interpretive approach using twenty-
eight semi-structured interviews, related documents and site 
observations of eleven newly-constructed dwellings.  The data 
is analyzed in two ways; first, through a framework of 
program theory [65] and second, by analyzing the 
interviewee’s accounts [66]-[67] on the voluntariness of 
providing access features within their current housing practice.  
Given the timing of this paper in relation to the study, the 
analysis is not complete and the paper offers an interim 
discussion. 

Each of the housing contexts has a different experience of 
providing access features.  Privately developed housing in 
Queensland has no requirements for access features in the 
internal areas.  Social housing, that is, government-managed 
housing and community-managed housing have access 
features regularly included to meet the needs of anticipated 
tenants and to ensure the legal requirements of non-
discriminatory housing service can be met [12].  The 
Queensland Government’s Urban Land Development 
Authority (ULDA) currently requires ten per cent of the 
housing in its multi-residential developments to include access 
features [68].  With this in mind, a selective sample of 
dwellings was taken representing each housing context.   

The dwellings were considered to be of regular stock 
designed with no specific client in mind, and not requiring 
access features due to any policy or funding requirements.  
Once a dwelling was identified, a semi-structured interview 
was held with the developer, designer and builder identified 
with each dwelling.  In some cases an interviewee had 
multiple roles, that is, designer/builder, or developer/builder 
and in others there was also the presence of a site supervisor.  
The questions were structured around the elements of program 
theory (see Fig. 1) and Livable Housing Design’s minimum 
level was used as an example of a standard required from a 
voluntary code.   For the relationship between housing 
contexts, dwellings and interviewees, see Fig. 2.   

 
 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 1 Elements of Program Theory [65] 
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Fig. 2 Relationship between dwellings and interviewees 

B. Findings – Program Theory 

The findings from the analysis using program theory [65] 
indicate there is little reason for the housing industry to 
respond voluntarily unless there is a significant increase in 
demand.  The two strongest moderators, that is, what assists or 
gets in the way of the program, reflect those identified in other 
constituencies [41]-[42].  They are cost or anticipated loss of 
profit, and lack of demand.  A consistent demand for access 
features from buyers is the most persuasive moderator 
intervention; however, how to increase the demand for access 
features was considered to be problematic by the interviewees.   

The cost of access features was consistently raised as an 
issue, yet, there was no consistency regarding the extent of the 
costs, beyond the obvious use of extra material in wall 
reinforcement and the use of non-standard items, such as 
870mm door leafs.  Some features, such as seamless transition 
into the bathroom, larger bathrooms, and hob-free showers, 
were generally accepted as the norm for higher-priced 
developments, reflecting that some demand was already 
evident, though not related to the access needs of older people 
or people with disability.  These buyer preferences were 
ignored, however, in budget-priced dwellings.  The lack of 
consistent response begs the question whether concerns about 
cost was a concern regarding any change per se from 
established building practices, and not related specifically to 
the provision of access features.   

C. Findings - Accounts 

Most of the accounts by developers, designers and builders 
reflected their formal role, that is, the level of responsibility 
they took in decisions regarding their voluntariness providing 
inclusive housing.  The builders’ accounts reflected a low 
level of responsibility and offered little resistance to the idea 
of providing access features in housing.  For example, one 
builder stated, “We can build anything an architect...can 
draw”.  In contrast, developers’ accounts reflected a high level 
of responsibility for the outcome and with that an overall 
reluctance to make any change to established practice unless it 
was profitable.  One developer epitomised this by stating, “It 
will only work voluntarily if they make money out of it”.  

All but three interviewees placed instrumental value on 
their reasons for supporting or not supporting a voluntary 
response.  They appeared to be concerned primarily about the 
tangible benefits a voluntary response would have or not have 

for them or for others connected to them.  A supportive 
response from a developer was, “I also see [the inclusion of 
access features] as one opportunity for us to lead the market”, 
whereas an unsupportive response was, “The developer's not 
going to do it unless he gets a premium for it or gets all his 
money back”.  Three interviewees placed representative value 
on their response, that is, their choice represented who they 
were and what they stood for, and these were supportive.  One 
designer said, “I would consider [it] a minimum for any good 
design – any reasonable design”.  No interviewee presented 
their value of choice to be symbolic, that is, making a choice 
because simply having the choice was important.  Levels of 
responsibility and values of choice within the accounts of the 
twenty eight interviewees are shown in Table I. 

 
TABLE I 

LEVELS OF RESPONSIBILITY AND VALUES OF CHOICE WITHIN ACCOUNTS 
Levels of 
responsibility 

Supportive  Non-supportive 

1 Doer 
(taking no 
responsibility for 
the outcome) 
 

I 5 builders I 1 builder 

R 0 R 0 

S 0 S 0 

2 Interpreter 
(taking qualified 
responsibility) 
 

I 4 designers I 3 designers  
1 developer 

R 2 designers 
1 builder 

R 0 

S 0 S 0 

3 Conceptualiser 
(taking full 
responsibility) 
 

I 4 developers I 8 developers 

R 0 R 0 

S 0 S 0 

I = Instrumental, R = Representative, S = Symbolic  

 
The findings thus far indicate that those interviewees who 

assume the greatest responsibility (the developers) are the 
least unsupportive.  It is their choices which are likely to have 
the greatest impact on whether a voluntary response by the 
housing industry will work.  Their preference for instrumental 
value of choice suggests that if the process offered tangible 
benefits to them and others connected to them, they would be 
more supportive.  This matches with the findings using 
program theory where it was found that if buyers demanded 
access features or the provision of access features increased 
demand, then the developers would support the inclusion of 
access features.  In contrast, those interviewees who assumed 
the least responsibility (the builders) were generally 
supportive of the inclusion of access features.  This may be 
due to the interview process.  It is generally easier to be 
amenable and to agree, particularly when their assumed level 
of responsibility towards the outcome is negligible.   

In summary, the analysis to date indicates that a voluntary 
strategy will work only if there is an increase in demand for 
access features to the level that it would warrant a change in 
established housing provision practices, and that as a 
consequence, there would be tangible benefits to the 
developers.     
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VII.  DISCUSSION 

The paper previously suggests three reasons why housing is 
inaccessible and that a deep commitment to social inclusion 
needs to occur before this practice is overcome.  The findings 
of the research indicate that a voluntary response by the 
housing industry in providing inclusive housing is unlikely to 
provide this level of commitment.  A voluntary strategy will 
respond only to the natural limits of disability when the 
industry considers it to be of tangible benefit to them and 
others connected to them.   

A voluntary approach avoids regulation or over-riding 
policy that would intentionally safeguard against thoughtless 
design or adverse socio-spatial influences.  If awareness-
raising is used as an alternative, Leder [53] suggests that the 
experience must be significant, perhaps life-changing, before a 
real understanding and ensuing long-lasting adjustment to 
established design and building practices occur.  Regulation 
with education and awareness training has been found to be 
the most reliable method to alter established practices [69].  
Regulation also meets with resistance, and the ensuing 
negotiations typically lead to compromise, with the needs of 
more severely disabled people typically not being met [41]-
[43].   

The research indicates that it will be the level of buyer 
demand that will stimulate the intentional supply of inclusive 
housing, thereby the level of inclusion of older people and 
people with disability in communities.  This should not be 
confused with fashion or the “invisible hand” [70] within the 
housing market, which has unintended positive consequences 
for older people and people with disability.  Currently, many 
housing designs in Australia offer larger entries, open-plan 
living, large ensuites and hob-free showers which make some 
parts of some housing more accessible.  Many proponents of 
universal design aim for a greater consciousness of the value 
of these trends for older people and people with disability.   

Imrie [71] questions the reliance on market-driven 
strategies to provide accessibility.  He raises the fundamental 
question whether inclusion is a social justice issue or a by-
product of a profit-driven housing market which has adopted 
universal design practices because it suits them.  The 
Australian Government and COAG has a responsibility to 
interpret their social justice commitments into policy 
regarding inclusive housing, to monitor the progress of the 
voluntary strategy, and intervene if the targets are not being 
met.     

VIII.  CONCLUSION 

Older people and people with disability in Australia have 
been marginalized and excluded from communities, in large 
part, due to the lack of inclusive housing.  The housing 
industry and community leaders consider an increased supply 
of inclusive housing can be provided voluntarily.  The 
research outlined in this paper indicates that a voluntary 
strategy is unlikely to work without the significant incentive of 
increased and consistent buyer demand.  It also calls to 
question whether the social justice goal of inclusion should be 
left to the interests of the housing industry and the buyer 
market.   
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