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Toolkits on accessibility
The toolkit is divided into seven sections and one Toolbox:

SECTION A:

ADVOCACY FOR 
ACCESSIBILITY:
suggestions on 
how to advocate for 
accessibility and how 
to address common 
objections and 
preconceived ideas

SECTION B:

PROGRAMME- 
RELATED 
BUILDINGS:
an overview of 
accessibility issues in 
programme-related 
activities and in 
managing accessibility 
activities at the 
programme level

SECTION C:

ACCESSIBILITY  
IN EMERGENCIES:
an overview of how 
accessibility should 
be taken into account 
in emergencies and 
disaster preparedness

SECTION D:

UNICEF AND UNITED 
NATIONS COMMON 
PREMISES:
support for managing 
accessibility 
improvements in 
UNICEF offices around 
the world

SECTION E:

ACCESSIBILITY  
ASSESSMENTS:
insight on how to 
conduct accessibility 
assessments 
regardless of the 
specific circumstances

SECTION F:

ORGANIZATION  
OF ACCESSIBLE 
EVENTS:
suggestions on how 
to organize accessible 
events

SECTION G:

ACCESSIBILITY  
CHECKLISTS:
17 checklists to use 
during accessibility 
assessments

TOOLBOX:
a repository  
of useful tools, 
documents and 
examples for 
accessibility 
activities, such as 
terms of reference 
or samples of 
assessment reports

https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-a
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-e
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-b
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-f
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-c
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-g
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/toolbox
https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-d
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Foreword
Dr Omar Abdi, UNICEF Deputy Executive Director, Programmes: 
UNICEF works across more than 190 countries and territories, promoting the rights and 
wellbeing of every child in everything we do.  UNICEF advocates for and supports 
governments to create enabling environments and equal opportunities for all children to 
survive and thrive, including the over 240 million boys and girls with disabilities living in 
the world today. 
Our work on disability inclusion is mandated by the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC) and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(CRPD) and aligned with the UN Disability Inclusion Strategy (UNDIS) and the UNICEF  
Strategic Plan. With the 2017 Executive Directive on Accessibility in Programme-Related 
Construction Activities (CF/EXD/2017-004), UNICEF  reaffirms its commitment to ensure 
physical accessibility is a principle for all the infrastructure that is built through our 
programmes, including in humanitarian action. 
This toolkit is a result of extensive consultations with UNICEF employees, partners and 
persons with disabilities.  It’s a set of technical resources that will help our staff to 
promote and support accessibility and inclusion across our programmes and operations.  
We invite UNICEF colleagues and partners to apply this guidance in their work, to ensure 
that construction related to our programmes, such as school buildings, health clinics, 
water and sanitation facilities, are free of environmental barriers. 

Hannan Sulieman, UNICEF Deputy Executive Director, Management:
UNICEF is committed to promote an accessible and inclusive work environment for every 
employee and is investing to increase opportunities for persons with disabilities to join our 
workforce. This Accessibility Toolkit is an important resource to help us deliver on this 
commitment, respecting and promoting diversity, equity and inclusion in programmes and 
operations across the organization.  
In 2014, a staff survey on accessibility of UNICEF programmes and premises revealed that 
84 per cent of offices required awareness-raising materials and technical capacity on 
accessibility.  In a follow-up All-Staff Survey in 2019, only 39 per cent of respondents 
deemed their office space was physically accessible for persons with disabilities. 
To address the growing internal demand for resources to improve our office buildings, we 
established a  Greening and Accessibility Fund, developed guidance to support 
renovations for environmentally friendly and accessible premises and set up the 
Environmental Footprint and Accessibility Assessment Tool (EFAAT). 
Data as of 2021 shows us that 52 per cent of UNICEF premises meet “level 1”, the 
minimum organisational requirements for accessibility. But we can do better, and we must 
do better.  UNICEF’s Strategic Plan Indicator E2.5 on Percentage of UNICEF offices that are 
disability inclusive and accessible, sets a target of 100% by 2025.  This is an ambitious 
target, but for UNICEF’s 100% organizational commitment on disability inclusion, only a 
target of 100% of accessibility in our premises and operations can be acceptable.  
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The path to inclusion 
starts with accessibility.

Introduction to the toolkit
This toolkit was developed so the work of 
UNICEF programmes can support children 
like nine-year-old Amal, a girl with a 
physical disability who lives in Zaatari 
camp and who can now play with other 
children because the local playground 
has been made accessible to all. It can 
support children like Frinpali, a seven-
year-old boy who uses a wheelchair and 
now receives appropriate education in 
Burkina Faso because his school has been 
made accessible. This toolkit has been 
conceived as an instrument to facilitate 
the dialogue with partners  
and the involvement of organizations  
of persons with disabilities (OPDs)  
on accessibility-related issues. And it  
has been developed with UNICEF’s 
current and future employees with 
disabilities and other 
organizations in mind, so 
that the facilities they work 
in are made more accessible 
and inclusive for all. 

Nine-year-old Amal plays on the seesaw in 
the new inclusive playground in her school 
in Zaatari refugee camp, Jordan where she 
is in third grade.
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This Toolkit on Accessibility: 
Tools to apply universal 
design across premises 
and programmes and 
promote access for all was 
developed to help UNICEF 
programmes and operations 
to become more accessible. 
It facilitates dialogue with 
partners, including OPDs on 
accessible construction.

Frinpali, a 7 year old 
boy who is using a 
wheelchair, and his friend 
Hassan at the playground 
of their school in Fada, in 
eastern Burkina Faso.
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Structure of the toolkit
The toolkit is divided into seven sections and one Toolbox:

 Section A. Advocacy for accessibility: suggestions on how to advocate for 
accessibility and how to address common objections and preconceived ideas

 Section B. Programme-related buildings: an overview of accessibility issues 
in programme-related activities and in managing accessibility activities at the 
programme level

 Section C. Accessibility in emergencies: an overview of how accessibility should be 
taken into account in emergencies and disaster preparedness

 Section D. UNICEF and United Nations common premises: support for managing 
accessibility improvements in UNICEF offices around the world

 Section E. Accessibility assessments: insight on how to conduct accessibility 
assessments regardless of the specific circumstances

 Section F. Organization of accessible events: suggestions on how to organize 
accessible events

 Section G. Accessibility checklists: 17 checklists to use during accessibility assessments

 Toolbox: a repository of useful tools, documents and examples for accessibility 
activities, such as terms of reference or samples of assessment reports

This Accessibility Toolkit offers information on how to build or adapt infrastructure both 
in UNICEF-supported programmes and in UNICEF premises, for use by all, including 
persons with disabilities. Its contents can also be applied to non-UNICEF construction 
processes and facilities as it takes into consideration international standards. 

The guidance provided can be used to enhance and promote accessibility when 
planning and designing the new construction of programme facilities and 
infrastructure both in development and humanitarian contexts, and when upgrading or 
adapting existing infrastructure.

To summarize, information can be used at different points in the accessibility journey, 
such as:

1. Planning and designing UNICEF’s offices, guest houses and other buildings
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2. Planning and designing programme-related facilities

3. Remodelling, renovating, extending or repairing UNICEF’s offices, guest houses and 
other buildings

4. Remodelling, renovating, extending or repairing programme-related facilities and 
premises

5. Selecting facilities for leasing, renting or hosting conferences and events

6. Managing and setting up humanitarian and emergency programmes

7. Preparing construction contracts and agreements

8. Monitoring and evaluating projects involving construction, renovation or repairs

9. Conducting accessibility assessments of existing facilities or premises

10. Advocating for accessibility with donors and partners

11. Developing a curriculum for trainings on accessibility or accessible construction 
processes

ACCESSIBILITY IS EVERYONE’S TASK
To enable persons with disabilities to access and use a facility with safety, comfort 
and dignity, the built environment not only must be physically accessible but 
the relevant personnel must be aware of accessibility-related issues and how to 
communicate and assist persons with disabilities. The personnel may include 
people who are in charge of security at entrances and at the reception and of 
facilities management, as well as those involved in emergency evacuation, etc. 
While this toolkit addresses issues related to physical accessibility, simultaneous 
actions are also required to sensitize and train key personnel on the inclusion of 
persons with disabilities. The following videos developed by the Disability Section 
could be useful in this regard:

 Disability Orientation, <https://sites.unicef.org/disabilities/index_66434.html>, 
accessed 4 November 2021

 Inclusive Communication Module, <https://sites.unicef.org/disabilities/
index_90418.html>, accessed 4 November 2021

https://sites.unicef.org/disabilities/index_90418.html
https://sites.unicef.org/disabilities/index_90418.html
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Target audience
While this toolkit is primarily for UNICEF employees involved in construction activities, 
operations focal points or programme colleagues in charge of construction, it can also 
be useful for UNICEF partners, other United Nations agencies, OPDs, non-governmental 
organizations, local authorities and other stakeholders. 

This toolkit contributes to the implementation of the United Nations Disability Inclusion 
Strategy and helps to achieve and exceed most of the strategy’s indicators: lack of 
physical accessibility, specifically recognized as one of the barriers to inclusion in 
Indicator 6 on Accessibility, 6.1 on Accessibility of conferences and events, Indicator 
7 on Reasonable accommodation and Indicator 5 on Consultation with persons with 
disabilities. The toolkit helps to report on United Nations Country Team scorecards and 
to build the capacity of implementing partners on accessibility. 

Bilal Mohammed, 12, signs during his class in the Inclusive Education Program in Mora, in the Far 
North of Cameroon.  He is in class 5 and his dream is to become a photographer. 
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Frameworks and approaches

 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD)1 is an international 
human rights treaty of the United Nations intended to protect the rights and dignity of 
persons with disabilities. It was adopted on 13 December 2006 and describes human 
rights frameworks linked to accessibility, aspects of universal design, reasonable 
accommodation and international standards for accessibility. UNICEF’s existing 
commitments and policies to promote accessibility are aligned with the CRPD.     

The accessibility of spaces and places determines the extent to which everyone – 
including persons with disabilities, older persons and children – can live, work and 
learn independently and participate fully and equally in society. Equal access to 
transportation, media, information and communication technologies, and public 
services and facilities, such as schools, libraries and town halls, facilitates the 
participation of persons with disabilities, in both urban and rural communities. 
Accessibility is also critical in emergency contexts, such as refugee camps, to ensure 
access to humanitarian services and facilities.

As of October 2021,184 countries have ratified the CRPD and, increasingly, countries 
around the world have adopted standards, codes and laws to mandate accessibility, in 
line with CRPD requirements. 

Accessibility is one of the primary principles of the CRPD, set out in article 3 as a vital 
precondition for the effective and equal enjoyment of civil, political, economic, social and 
cultural rights for persons with disabilities, for example to health, education, information 
and communication. Other CRPD articles related to accessibility are article 9: Accessibility; 
article 19: Living independently and being included in the community; article 24: Education; 
and article 30: Participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport. 

Universal design

In the 1980s, the American architect Ron Mace coined the term ‘universal design’, which 
means good design that benefits everyone.2 Universal design is defined in the CRPD as “the 
design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, to 
the greatest possible extent, without needing adaptation or specialized design” (article 2).3
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Seven principles underpin the concept of universal design, summarized as follows:

1 Equitable use:
Providing the same means of use for all users, with and without disabilities

 

2 Flexibility in use:
Accommodating individual preferences and abilities, such as left- or right-handedness

3 Simple and intuitive use:
Ensuring easy to understand utilization, including for people with low literacy

4 Perceivable information:
Communicating key information clearly and in multiple ways

5 Error tolerance:
Minimizing hazards and adverse consequences of accidental actions

6 Low physical effort:
Requiring little operating force to use

7 Size and space:
Providing appropriate space for reach and use, if seated or standing

The outcome of using universal design is that environments, buildings and products 
are inclusive of, usable by and accessible to everyone, to the greatest possible extent, 
including children, adults and older persons with and without disabilities, pregnant 
women, parents with children or using baby strollers, and people carrying heavy 
equipment, suitcases, groceries, etc. 

The concept of universal design applies to almost every area of life. While this toolkit 
focuses on the accessibility of infrastructure and spaces, the concept also applies to 
many other areas, programmes and services, such as mobility (e.g., accessible cars, 
buses or trains; inclusive bus stations; accessible communication on mobility-related 
web platforms), communication (e.g., inclusive events, sign language interpretation; 
meetings or lessons; easy-to-read publications; accessible posters) and information and 
communication technology (e.g., accessible web services and mobile apps; audiovisual 
content with captions and transcriptions; accessible files and software).
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Accessibility is one of the core elements of the United 
Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy. While it is 

emphasized in all four pillars, accessibility is included 
also in specific dedicated Indicator 6.  

The accessibility continuum

The accessibility continuum is a concept that describes the experience of children, 
adults with disabilities and older persons departing from their homes, using pathways, 
crossing roads and taking transportation to reach, enter and use services and facilities. 
These facilities can be libraries, public meeting halls, sports fields, health care facilities, 
courthouses, marketplaces, conference rooms, office buildings, etc. A continuous route 
means that circulating through it is safe, unrestricted and possible using a wheelchair, 
a walking frame or a service dog, with no obstacles or barriers blocking the way. Such 
a route must be continuous because, like in a chain, if one link is broken, the chain is 
compromised. 

Four steps ensure the accessibility continuum: reaching a facility; entering a facility; 
moving around a facility; and using specific features of a facility.4 These align with the 
RECU methodology that stipulates that accessible facilities should be easy to reach, 
enter, circulate and use.5

Planning for an accessible environment requires a broad vision of the accessibility 
continuum perspective. For example, if the route from home to school is accessible for 
a child who uses crutches but there are stairs at the school entrance and classroom 
doors are hard to push and pull, the child will have difficulty entering the school or 
learning and participating in activities with his/her peers. 

Similarly, if a UNICEF staff member using a wheelchair has an adjustable desk, an 
accessible work space with appropriate doorway sizes and accessible toilets, he/she 
will be able to work on an equal basis with others. However, if he/she is unable to 
independently access the building because there is no accessible parking space, drop-
off zone or kerb (ramp) to get on the sidewalk, the overall accessibility of the workplace 
is compromised.

At least 10 common pitfalls can be avoided or remedied, often at low or no cost, to 
achieve an accessibility continuum.
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They include the following: 

Common pitfall Plan or remedy

1. Doors are too narrow and the 
doorway cannot be entered 
by a standard or larger 
wheelchair

 Design wide doors and/or change the 
latches on the doors to allow larger 
openings

2. Entrances have steps only  Install a ramp or consider a lifting 
platform

3. Ramps are installed but they 
are steep and unsafe

 Consider going beyond the standards 
and applying recommended values for 
a gentle ramp slope (the less steep the 
better, even if local regulations allow 
steeper slopes)

4. Ramps are installed but key 
safety features are missing, 
with no landing space at the 
top or bottom to move/turn 
in a wheelchair, or without 
handrails or kerbs 

 Add appropriate handrails; make sure a 
flat, wide and sufficiently long square 
circulation or landing space allows 
room to safely open a door or create 
momentum to move up the ramp 

5. An accessible typical 
building plan is used but the 
specifications have not been 
tailored to the actual context, 
so the slope is steeper or the 
entrance path is dangerously 
slanted such that a wheelchair 
could fall sideways or 
backwards

 Always take the actual environment 
into consideration, even when using a 
‘standard‘ building plan; the nature and 
topography of the area might affect the 
accessibility of the overall design

6. Accessible toilets exist but 
the door opens inwards 
instead of outwards, which 
takes up needed moving space 

 Make sure the toilet door opens 
outwards and that there is enough 
moving space in and around the 
bathroom
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Common pitfall Plan or remedy

7. Accessible toilets exist but 
they are used as storage 
space or kept locked, so they 
are unusable

 Raise awareness of the need for 
accessible toilets to always be available, 
without needing to request access or 
having to move things out of toilets

8. The main building is 
accessible but the pathways 
leading to it are inaccessible/
unreachable or unsafe, for 
example, unmaintained or 
steep, or with stepped paths, 
slippery tiles or construction in 
or across the pathway

 Remember that persons with disabilities 
must also be able to reach a building; 
create safe, continuous step-free 
paths and engage with urban planning 
officials and people who are blind to 
review the implemented designs and 
solutions

9. The pathway leading to 
the playground or office is 
accessible and safe but there 
is fixed furniture at arrival, so 
persons using a wheelchair do 
not have room to use the table 
or area

 Use light furniture that can be moved 
easily or, where furniture is fixed, 
make sure that it meets measurements 
that allow comfortable access and 
usability, including for persons using a 
wheelchair or who are blind

10. The building, pathways 
and toilets are physically 
accessible for persons using a 
wheelchair but no clear, large 
signs indicate orientation, 
so the main buildings and 
features are difficult to identify 
and reach

 Use clear, large-font, easy-to-read 
wayfinding signs with high visual 
contrast and pictograms to make it easy 
for people to navigate through venues 
and spaces without having to ask for 
assistance

Other considerations to promote inclusion include:

Welcoming, respectful attitudes – If a school is physically accessible but the teacher 
has a negative, discriminatory attitude and does not want to teach a child with a 
disability, unless the teacher’s attitude is changed, the child’s access to education 
will be limited. Attitudes can be improved through role models, interaction with 
other teachers and students with disabilities, experiential training or campaigns, and 
programmes to transform harmful social norms. 
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Culturally appropriate technical resources or assistive devices – If a school is physically 
accessible but a child with mobility impairments does not have a wheelchair to reach it, 
or if no pedagogical tools and assistive devices have been adapted to support children 
who are blind (such as Braille devices or screen-reading software), some children may 
not attend school at all. Some of these gaps can be filled through access to reasonable 
accommodation.

Technical accessibility standards

Many of the technical specifications in this toolkit are based on International 
Organization for Standardization (ISO) standards, developed by a committee of experts. 
In particular, ISO 21542:2011 ‘Building construction – Accessibility and usability of the 
built environment’ applies to construction and the modification of new and existing 
buildings and is available to UNICEF staff via the Supply Division. 

Related ISO standards cover accessible lifts (4190-1), emergencies (22320), assistive 
devices such as tactile walking surface indicators (23599) and graphical symbols for 
public information and accessibility (7001). Some of the common global symbols used 
for accessibility are available in the Toolbox. 

For UNICEF programmes, ISO 21542 can be applied to all construction-related activities. 
While dimensions in the standard are geared primarily towards adults, it also recognizes 
that people across age levels have different needs, so it incorporates, for example, 
accessibility in toilets designed for children. In addition, accessibility for children is 
considered in this toolkit based on other existing guidelines and principles.6

Sustainable Development Goals

As part of the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) framework,7 accessibility of the 
built environment is referred to explicitly in the targets and indicators for:

Goal 4 – Ensure inclusive and equitable  
quality education and promote lifelong  
learning opportunities for all

Target 4.A – Build and upgrade education facilities that are child, disability and 
gender sensitive and provide safe, non-violent, inclusive and effective learning 
environments for all
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Indicator 4.A.1 – Proportion of 
schools with access to (a) electricity; 
(b) the internet for pedagogical 
purposes; (c) computers for 
pedagogical purposes; (d) adapted 
infrastructure and materials for 
students with disabilities; (e) basic 
drinking water; (f) single-sex basic 
sanitation facilities; and (g) basic 
handwashing facilities 

Nupur takes a computer course and 
regularly attends  counselling services. 
She receives UNICEF funded Conditional 
Cash Transfers under the supervision of the 
Department of Social Services, Nilkamal 
Union, Char Fasson, Bhola, Bangladesh. 
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AGoal 11 – Make cities  

and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient  
and sustainable

Target 11.2 – By 2030, provide access 
to safe, affordable, accessible and 
sustainable transport systems for 
all, improving road safety, notably 
by expanding public transport, with 
special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, women, children, 
persons with disabilities and older persons

Target 11.7 – By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible, 
green and public spaces, in particular for women and children, older persons and 
persons with disabilities  

In addition, Goal 6 (Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all) supports 
the principle of inclusion in the following targets:

Target 6.1 – By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and 
affordable drinking water for all 

Target 6.2 – By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation and 
hygiene for all, and end open defecation, paying special attention to the needs of 
women and girls and those in vulnerable situations
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New Urban Agenda
In 2016 during Habitat III, the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable 
Urban Development, global leaders came together in Ecuador with local governments, 
mayors and constituency groups to establish the New Urban Agenda. The New Urban 
Agenda commits governments to promoting: 

 quality public spaces that are safe, inclusive, accessible and green

 accessible and well-connected infrastructure

 adequate investments in protective, accessible and sustainable infrastructure and 
service provision systems

The New Urban Agenda emphasizes the importance of process and implementation in 
a “participatory manner”, which considers “innovative, resource-efficient, accessible, 
context-specific and culturally sensitive sustainable solutions”.8

In 2018, as a follow-on to the Habitat III conference, the World Urban Forum in Malaysia 
issued the Kuala Lumpur Declaration, with an explicit paragraph on universal design, 
committing governments to “adopt accessibility and universal design as core principles 
into national, subnational and local action plans for implementing the New Urban 
Agenda through inclusive, accessible and participatory processes and consultations”.9 

United Nations commitment 
to accessibility – UNDIS

During the twelfth Conference of States Parties to the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, United Nations Secretary-General António Guterres launched 
the United Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy (UNDIS).

The policy establishes the highest levels of commitment and a vision for the United 
Nations system on disability inclusion for the next decade, and aims to create an 
institutional framework for the implementation of the CRPD and the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, among other international human rights instruments and 
development and humanitarian commitments.

The accountability framework tracks the implementation of the policy for the entire 
system. It facilitates the assessment of progress and gaps in the work of the United 
Nations on mainstreaming disability inclusion with a view to advancing system-wide 
planning and action, promoting synergies and reducing duplication. The accountability 
framework comprises two related components: an entity accountability framework and 
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a United Nations country team accountability scorecard on disability inclusion. Each 
component includes a set of common system indicators focused on four core areas: 
leadership, strategic planning and management; inclusiveness; programming; and 
organizational culture.

Accessibility is one of the core elements of the UNDIS. While it is emphasized in all four 
pillars, accessibility is included also in a specific dedicated indicator.

UNICEF commitments to accessible 
programmes and premises

 UNICEF executive directives

Two executive directives issued by UNICEF relate to disability and inclusion. The first, 
CF/EXD/2011-005 on disability, sets out the minimum requirements for the accessibility 
of UNICEF premises and procedures for employing staff with disabilities. A disability 
accommodation fund was also established by UNICEF to support staff with disabilities. 

The second directive, the Executive Directive on Accessibility in UNICEF’s Programme-
Related Construction Activities, was issued in December 2017 (CF/EXD/2017-004) to 
systematically address issues related to the accessibility of the physical environment 
in programmes. This directive requires UNICEF to adopt accessibility and universal 
design in all projects with governments and partners across all programme areas, and 
applies to all new construction, remodelling, extensions or repairs both in development 
and humanitarian contexts. As stated in the directive, “Accessibility is an enabler that 
allows children and adults with disabilities to enjoy their rights and entitlements. It is 
also a precondition for children and adults with disabilities to live independently and 
participate fully and equally in society”.

This executive directive supplements the existing requirements for the accessibility of 
premises in Property and Equipment Policy, Supplement 6 – Guidelines for Premises 
Management and the UNICEF Greening and Accessibility Fund (GrAF) procedures. The 
GrAF was established in 2015, generated by a 3 per cent air travel surcharge, with 2 per 
cent of the fund to be used to finance eco-efficiency projects and 1 per cent to be used 
for accessibility projects (see also Section D of the toolkit).

Accessibility is an enabler that allows children and adults 
with disabilities to enjoy their rights and entitlements. It is 

also a precondition for children and adults with disabilities to 
live independently and participate fully and equally in society.
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A mother proudly 
introduces two of her 
six children at the the 
Alida Arana Special 
Education Center 
for children with 
disabilities, supported 
by UNICEF, in the city of 
Guatemala. She attends 
stimulation classes 
twice a week with her 
son who was born with 
microcephaly due to 
Zika virus.
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Advocacy for 
accessibility
UNICEF is in a strategic position to influence how accessibility is taken into account 
in development and emergency projects. In fact, as UNICEF collaborates with diverse 
stakeholders – including governments, United Nations agencies, donors, civil society, 
non-governmental organizations and academia – UNICEF staff members are well placed 
to advocate for accessibility of programmes and premises to promote the inclusion and 
participation of children and adults with disabilities. 

Therefore, when working with implementing partners, UNICEF should reinforce the 
necessity for infrastructure accessibility in both development and humanitarian 
contexts, by making accessibility a requirement when working on new projects. 

To be able to do so, UNICEF staff members must first become familiar with accessibility 
frameworks and principles, both internal and international, so their advocacy is 
informed, efficient and convincing.

SECTION A of this toolkit provides strategies to advocate for accessibility with 
stakeholders and partners (tips, FAQs) and arguments to reply to common objections 
and preconceived ideas (misconceptions).

Children with disabilities, their parents and disability rights activists joined UNICEF in a Makani 
centre in Zarqa supported by UNICEF and run by the Ministry of Social Development.
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Tips on promoting accessibility

TIP 1: 
Check whether the country has ratified the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

Governments that have ratified the 
Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD) are legally bound 
to it because they have committed to 
implementing the Convention in their national 
laws and practice as well as to reporting on 
progress on accessibility as part of these 
commitments. The CRPD should be used as 
a basis for action on the part of government 
departments, civil society organizations, 
educators, school boards and municipalities. 
The status of ratification can be checked on 
the United Nations CRPD portal.

UNICEF can raise the awareness of 
governments about accessibility (whether or 
not they have ratified the CRPD).

Shashwati Das, Head teacher, with Rabbi 
Mia, 8, a child with a physical disability 
at the Amtail Boys Government Primary 
School in Moulvibazar Sadar.
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TIP 2: 
Explain how promoting and adhering to accessibility 
will help realize the Sustainable Development Goals 
and the commitments to “leave no one behind”

Governments that have committed to implementing the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) are expected to adhere to several targets related to accessibility in 
facilities. Accessibility is also a condition for reaching Goals 11 (sustainable cities and 
communities), 4 (quality education), 5 (gender equality), 8 (decent work and economic 
growth) and 10 (reduced inequalities).

To contribute to these targets, building codes and standards can be applied when 
assessing the accessibility of facilities.

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=IV-15&chapter=4&clang=_en
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People with disabilities and organizations of persons 
with disabilities should be involved in all phases of  

an accessibility project. 

• UNICEF can support governments to implement existing accessibility policies and 
practices, for example by sharing case studies on accessible construction and 
accessibility achievements from, and with, persons with disabilities as part of SDG 
monitoring and reporting.

TIP 3: 
Check the accessibility requirements in national  
building codes, regulations and disability-
related policy/legislation

Many countries have legislation that requires infrastructure to meet the obligations of 
the CRPD or of laws and policies related to disability or anti-discrimination accessibility. 
For example, it is mandatory in Uganda for school buildings to be accessible to all. 

• In countries that do not have national laws or regulations that consider accessibility, 
UNICEF can support governments to develop national building codes and standards 
and/or integrate the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) standards on 
accessibility and usability of the built environment into existing codes and standards. 
For example, national law in India mandates that all public buildings be made 
accessible within five years of notification by a relevant authority. 

TIP 4: 
Partner with organizations of persons with  
disabilities as key allies 

People with disabilities and organizations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) should 
be involved in all phases of an accessibility project. People with disabilities can be 
encouraged to test, create or provide input on construction-related solutions that can 
improve accessibility, such as issues related to elevators. In addition, it is possible to 
encourage their capacity development and their ability to advocate for accessibility, 
conduct accessibility assessments, understand if something is correctly designed, 
provide input on how to improve existing or new features, etc.
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• UNICEF can host a specific consultation on accessibility with persons with 
disabilities. For example, UNICEF can create opportunities for persons with 
disabilities, including children with disabilities, to share their stories and experiences, 
including on the barriers they face when accessing facilities and services. 

• UNICEF can engage with children and adults with disabilities in accessibility 
assessment processes or campaigns to raise awareness of accessibility. UNICEF 
communication for development (C4D) staff could engage OPDs to help with work on 
changing attitudes towards children with disabilities. Accessibility should be included 
as one of the main components of this initiative.

• The requester can ensure the Request for Proposals is announced in accessible 
formats (e.g., accessible in Word10). This will increase opportunities for persons with 
disabilities to participate in public processes and procurement.

(See Section F of this toolkit on accessible venues and events.) 

On 7 August 2019 in Colonia Juan de Salazar, Limpio, Central Department, Paraguay, Arturo Javier 
Rivarola Gimenez, 11, raises an arm in excitement following the end of an assembly at Escuela 
Pabla Ferreira. Arturo, who lives with cerebral palsy, has attended Escuela Pabla Ferreira since 
preschool.
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https://www.accessibilitytoolkit.org/reports/section-f
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TIP 5: 
Engage donors and development partners 
to develop or implement organizational 
policies on disability and accessibility

Donor countries that have ratified the 
CRPD are required to provide international 
cooperation that is inclusive of persons 
with disabilities (article 32).

Donors such as the Foreign, 
Commonwealth & Development Office 
(FCDO) of the UK Government (which 
replaced the Department for International 
Development – DFID), the American 
Bureau for Humanitarian Assistance (BHA), 
the Australian Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (DFAT) and the Japan 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) 
require that investments fund inclusive 
and accessible construction. To monitor 
the SDGs, the Development Assistance 
Committee of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
conducts peer reviews of policies and 
practices on human rights, which can 
include disability-inclusive aid investments.

In addition to policies on accessibility and 
disability, donors can promote disability-
related innovation and the use of assistive 
technologies through their programmes. 
They can embed standard clauses stating 
that any construction funded by them 
must be in line with ISO standards.

• When communicating with donors 
or applying for the funding, UNICEF can highlight the need to adopt policies on 
accessibility or to effectively monitor them in funded projects.

• UNICEF can also include accessibility as part of the proposal. 

A teacher gives sign language lessons  to 
two young students who have hearing 
disabilities. They go to a school for deaf 
children in the city of Bouaké, in central 
Côte d'Ivoire.
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TIP 6: 
Share examples of affordable and 
sustainable accessible facilities

If construction integrates accessibility at the design stage, the extra costs are generally 
only in the range of 1 per cent.11 This information can be communicated, along with 
reports and case studies that demonstrate the low approximate costs of incorporating 
accessibility into design and the potential cost-savings that can be achieved.

• UNICEF should require construction projects to consult with persons with 
disabilities and incorporate cost-saving measures to achieve accessibility from  
the beginning, at the design and concept stages. Approximately 1-2 per cent of  
the total construction budget should be set aside for accessibility, or a fund of 
$20,000–50,000 should be started.

To illustrate the concepts of accessibility in design, examples from the sector can be 
used, such as from the Zero Project, which gives annual awards for innovation.12 

Children play in the inclusive kindergarten in Alaverdi community, Lori province, Armenia.
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Frequently asked questions 
on accessibility (FAQ)

Q1: Do we need to hire accessibility experts to work on universal design?

Hiring accessibility experts depends on the context. If the activity is simple and not 
overly technical, anyone with knowledge of accessibility can follow up on certain 
activities without being an expert. To achieve quality results in more complex and 
technical interventions, however, as is the case in any other sector, it is important to 
have expertise on the topic. 

Q2: Do we need to change and improve everything all at once?

No. The actions need to be prioritized. Some may need to be taken as soon as possible, 
including to address areas that are potentially dangerous or have restricted access. 
While many laws require accessibility, it is possible to identify and progressively 
implement improvements as part of a sequenced approach. People with disabilities can 
advise on which interventions will promote universal design and inclusion and may be 
able to share innovative ideas.

Azzam, 12, lost his mobility at the age of 5 when shell fell on  his house. Today Azzam plays with 
his friends during a sports class in the yard of Al-Nashabieh Al-Mohdatheh school in Nashabieh, 
Rural Damascus, Syria. 2022.
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The cost of accessibility and inclusion is marginal, especially 
when considered in the planning and design stages.

Q3: What if governments do not have accessibility laws?

UNICEF has a role to play to encourage national governments to integrate accessibility 
into their policies, codes, standards and construction projects. Many countries are 
increasingly introducing laws and standards and can invest in accessible construction 
and monitoring; every project realized in those country must comply with national 
accessibility regulations.

Governments that do not have existing accessibility or non-discrimination laws, 
regulations and codes should use the ISO standards13 as a reference for accessibility 
implementation. UNICEF staff and partners can: 

• Highlight that the cost of accessibility and inclusion is marginal, especially when 
considered in the planning and design stages

• Explain that accessibility and universal design also enable children, pregnant women, 
older persons and people with temporary impairments to gain greater and safer 
independence

Q4: What if donors do not want to fund accessibility/universal design?

UNICEF aims to promote equity and inclusion in line with the SDGs. Several donor 
governments require that accessibility standards be met in infrastructure-related 
projects and often already mandate adherence to standards in procurement. Donors are 
increasingly prioritizing accessibility and disability inclusiveness in aid. For example, 
the DFID used to refer to the Australian Government’s Accessibility Design Guide14 
as part of its commitments to inclusive education. In addition to confirming existing 
commitments, UNICEF staff and partners can: 

• Explain how accessibility is an obligation in the framework of the CRPD, SDGs and 
national and international frameworks, as well as a human right

• Highlight that the cost of disability inclusion is marginal, especially when considered 
in the design and planning phases

• Explain that the cost of exclusion is high15
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Misconceptions vs facts

M1: It is too expensive. 

FACT: 
Integrating costs of accessibility into designs is often possible at 1 per cent of 
the total cost when considered early.16 Even when undertaking renovations, 

the extra costs may be no more than 1–3 per cent of total construction costs.17 

M2: Very few people with disabilities need access. 

FACT: 
According to the World Report on Disability, an estimated 1 billion people 
live with some form of disability (around 15 per cent of the global 

population) and 1 in 10 children is born with or acquires a disability.18 Consulting with 
local OPDs helps to understand the challenges and priorities that children and adults 
with disabilities face in accessing services, and they should be asked for their 
recommendations and ideas. Persons with disabilities are often invisible because of 
the lack of accessibility in their environment.

Omar Faruk poses in front of the camera with his friends at their house at Ahmedpur Union, Char 
Fasson, Bhola on 27 October 2021.
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When built with accessibility and universal design  
in mind, services and facilities are more comfortable  

for everyone to use.

M3: Accessibility only benefits people with disabilities. 

FACT: 
When built with accessibility and universal design in mind, services and 
facilities are more comfortable for everyone to use. For example, easy-to-use 

door handles and ramps with handrails benefit people using wheelchairs and crutches, 
pregnant women, persons carrying heavy loads, older people, etc. Everyone benefits 
from accessibility.

M4: Countries do not need to integrate accessibility standards. 

FACT: 
Each of the 182 countries (as of 15 February 2021) that have ratified the CRPD19 
is legally bound to its requirements by the international community and is 

required to report on accessibility compliance and progress (article 9). Many countries 
have accessibility laws, standards and provisions, even if partial or if relevant only to a 
specific sector. In Uganda, for example, it is mandatory for school buildings to be 
accessible.20

M5: Engaging with people with disabilities requires expert knowledge. 

FACT: 
It is not necessary to be an 
expert to start working towards 

accessibility and disability inclusion. 
Hosting meetings and policy dialogues in 
accessible venues can help to support 
the participation of people with 
disabilities (see Section F). OPDs can be 
invited to join construction-related 
conversations, and children and adults 
with disabilities can be provided with 
opportunities to contribute and share 
ideas. It is necessary to keep in mind, 
however, that the support of partners 
specialized in disability inclusion is 
essential for the success of more 
articulated interventions. 

Atika, 12, a girl with an intellectual disability, 
sits with her mother in front of their home in 
Ungaran, Central Java.
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Glossary and 
abbreviations
accessibility “Accessibility is a precondition for persons with 

disabilities to live independently and participate 
fully and equally in society. Without access to the 
physical environment, to transportation, to information 
and communication, including information and 
communications technologies and systems, and to 
other facilities and services open or provided to the 
public, persons with disabilities would not have equal 
opportunities for participation in their respective 
societies.” (Source: General Comment N°2 of the CRPD)

accessibility of buildings The provision of buildings or parts of buildings for 
people, regardless of disability, age or gender, to be 
able to approach, enter, use and exit from and evacuate 
a building independently, in an equitable and dignified 
manner and to the greatest extent possible21

alternative formats Formats of documents and other information that 
include options that can be read via touch, sound or 
sight, e.g., the format can be read easily by screen-
reading software, such as EPUB, DAISY, HTML or Braille 
readable format, or has been designed with pictures or 
icons and simple, large letters/type or font

Braille A system of raised dots that people who are blind can 
use to read with their fingers 

built environment Defined by the ISO as “external and internal 
environments and any element, component or fitting 
that is commissioned, designed, constructed and 
managed for use by people”;22 examples include 
schools, playgrounds, toilets, health centres and UNICEF 
premises
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CART Communication Access Realtime Translation; the 
instantaneous translation of spoken language into text 
that can be displayed in various forms and on a screen 
or monitor

clear headroom Space above walkways to prevent hazards, particularly 
for tall people, persons with low vision or who are 
blind (from, e.g., cupboards, signposts, the bottom of 
stairways or tree branches)

cm Centimetre (1 cm = 0.393 inches)

colour blindness The inability to determine some colours; for example, 
green or red colours may appear to be grey 

CRPD Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

DAISY Digital Accessible Information System; a global 
standard for digital books with audio supporting people 
who are blind or have other disabilities, such as dyslexia

EPUB Electronic publishing; the current standard is 3.223 

flush Completely level or even with another surface (not 
raised)

going The horizontal part of a stair or step; also the horizontal 
distance between the start and end of a ramp

grab-bars/railings Bars/railings that are placed beside bus seats, toilet seats, 
showers or bedsides to provide support, e.g., for transfer 
from a wheelchair to a toilet or for passengers to safely 
stand on a bus

GrAF UNICEF’s internal Greening and Accessibility Fund
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hearing loop (audio 
induction loop)

A sound system (built-in or portable) that produces an 
electromagnetic signal in an area of a building that can 
be received directly by hearing aids

HTML HyperText Markup Language

ISO International Organization for Standardization; a 
worldwide federation of national standards bodies that 
prepares widely used standards through its technical 
committees

JAWS Job Access With Speech; a computer screen reader 
program for Microsoft Windows that allows blind and 
visually impaired users to read the screen either with a 
text-to-speech output or by a refreshable Braille display

kerb ramp A lowered kerb that provides a ramp for easier access to 
roads at sidewalk crossings; also called a ‘dropped kerb’, 
‘sidewalk cut-out’ or ’curb ramp’

km Kilometre (1 km = 0.62 miles)

landing space Space at the top and bottom of stairs and ramps or in 
between and in front of lifts that helps people to safely 
rest or manoeuvre; there can be intermediate landings if 
a ramp or a flight of stairs is very long

leaf The main part of a door or window, which may swing 
outwards or inwards, or slide sideways

LRV Light Reflectance Value; a measure of colour contrast, 
which makes it easier for people with vision impairment 
to differentiate hazards and objects (on a scale of 0–100: 
0 = black, 100 = white)

lux The unit of measuring light (= to 1 lumen per square 
metre)
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m Metre (1 m = 1.09 yards = 3.28 feet)

manoeuvring space Space needed to make a U-turn or to change position 
or direction of movement, especially for persons using 
wheelchairs or walking frames, or when a person is 
being carried on a stretcher during an emergency

mm, mm2 Millimetre, square millimetre

OPD Organization of Persons with Disabilities; sometimes 
referred to as Disabled People’s Organization (DPO)

persons with disabilities Includes those persons with long-term physical, mental, 
intellectual or sensory impairments that in interaction 
with attitudinal and environmental barriers may hinder 
their full and effective participation in society on an 
equal basis with others

PIDB Programme Information Database; a UNICEF database 
with codes to report financial expenditures on activities

ramp Sloped pathway/surface that allows easy level change 
for people using bikes, strollers, wheelchairs and other 
objects with wheels 

RECU The reach, enter, circulate, use concept

rise/riser The vertical part between each stair/step

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals

SRV Slip Resistance Value; a form of measuring slip 
resistance

tactile A raised or bumpy surface that can be felt through 
touch 
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threshold A low step (less than 2.5 cm) that can be found at the 
bottom of a doorway

ToR Terms of reference

tread The horizontal part of a step, excluding the step nose

TWSI Tactile Walking Surface Indicators; tactile guiding 
pavements (tiles, strips) often required before hazards 
like roads or stairs that provide bumpy patterns on the 
ground or surface, which assist people who are blind or 
have vision impairment to feel (using a cane or feet) a 
clear pathway to walk or to alert them to hazards

universal design The designing of products, environments, programmes 
and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest 
extent possible, without the need for adaptation or 
specialized design

upstand A vertical support piece alongside a path/ramp for 
safety and guidance

WASH Water, sanitation and hygiene
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