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ACCESSIBILITY 

 

Definition:  Accessibility is a general term used to describe the degree of ease that something 

(e.g. device, service, environment) can be used and enjoyed by persons with a disability.  

 

Explanation:  The term implies conscious planning, design and/or effort to ensure it is barrier-

free to persons with a disability, and by extension, highly useable and practical for the general 

population as well. 

The concept of accessible design ensures both "direct access" (i.e. unassisted) and "indirect 

access" meaning compatibility with a person's assistive technology (for example, computer 

screen readers).  

Accessibility can be accomplished by mainstream or universal design, which allows a person 

with a disability to use the same facility or service as everyone else (which is preferred) or in a 

segregated manner with a separate solution for people with a disability. 

 

DISABILITY 

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines a disability as any long-term limitation in activity 

resulting from a condition or health problem.  

The Accessibility Working Group expands this definition. 

Definition:  A physical, sensory, developmental or mental condition or a health problem that 

significantly restricts the performance of one or more of a person's daily life activities for a 

period longer than six months, either on a recurring or intermittent basis. 

Explanation:  The way disability is defined and understood has changed in recent decades. 

Disability was once assumed as a way to characterize a particular set of largely stable 

limitations. Now the WHO has moved toward a new international classification system, the 

International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF 2001). It emphasizes 

functional status over diagnoses. The new system is not just about people with traditionally 

acknowledged disabilities diagnostically categorized but about all people.  The new ICF focuses 
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on analyzing the relationship between capacity and performance. If capacity is greater than 

performance then that gap should be addressed through both removing barriers and identifying 

facilitators. The new WHO ICF specifically references Universal Design as a central concept that 

can serve to identify facilitators that can benefit all people. 

Disability is thus not just a health problem. It is a complex phenomenon, reflecting the 

interaction between features of a person’s body and features of the society in which he or she 

lives. Overcoming the difficulties faced by people with disabilities requires interventions to 

remove environmental and social barriers.  

 

BARRIER 

 

Definition:  a "barrier" as anything that prevents a person with a disability from fully 

participating in all aspects of society because of his or her disability. (Ontarians with Disabilities 

Act) 

Explanation:  Barriers may include physical, architectural and attitudinal barriers as well as 

information or communications barriers, technological barriers, or a policy, procedure or 

practice. 

Examples of barriers 

Attitudinal barriers are perhaps the most difficult barriers to overcome. Some people may feel 

that they could offend the individual with a disability by offering help, or they ignore or avoid 

people with disabilities altogether. They may make assumptions based on stereotypes or 

ignorance. 

Architectural or structural barriers may result from design elements of a building such as stairs, 

doorways, the width of hallways and even room layout. 

Information and communication barriers can make it difficult for people to receive or convey 

information. Things like small print size, low colour contrast between text and background, 

confusing design of printed materials and the use of language that isn't clear or easy to 

understand can all cause difficulty. 

Technology barriers can prevent people from accessing information. Everyday tools like 

computers, telephones and other aids can all present barriers if they are not set up or designed 

with accessibility in mind. 

Systemic barriers can occur through an organization's policies, practices and procedures if they 

restrict people with disabilities.  

 

 


