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Introduction
The Israeli Equal Rights for Persons with Disabilities Law, 5758-1998 (Equal
Rights Law), and its 2005 accessibility amendment, defines accessibility as “The ability
to reach a place, move and navigate in it, use and enjoy a service, receive information
provided within or with regard to a service or place, use facilities and take part in
programs and activities, all in an equal, respectable, independent and safe manner“.1
Unfortunately, accessibility rights and needs of people with intellectual disabilities are
often ignored, and are invisible to legislators, professionals and lay people alike.
The Division of Services for People with Mental Retardation (Division) seeks to
ensure within this legislation the rights of individuals with intellectual disabilities. To
realize this mission, the Israel Ministry of Social Affairs and Social Services and the
Burton Blutt Institute (BBI) established a collaborative project which was officially
launched by signing an agreement in the Minister of Social Affairs and Social Services
chamber in June 2007. The Phase I period of this project included the establishment of an
extensive steering committee which includes stake holders from all major authorities and
organizations currently involved in the area of disability rights and accessibility in Israel.
The field of accessibility and universal design is rapidly developing. Best practice
models, guidelines and regulations are available in many countries. However, these are
often geared mainly towards people with physical and sensory disabilities, while models,
guidelines, and regulations applicable to people with intellectual disabilities are
preliminary at best.2 This report assesses the current knowledge in the area of
accessibility and universal design as pertaining to people with intellectual disabilities, and
provides initial recommendations for improving accessibility and thus social participation
for Israelis with Intellectual disabilities. The report is based on the steering committee
meetings and discussions held between July, 2007 and June 2008. In addition, the report
will juxtapose a review of the information garnered from the published literature and the

1

Equal Rights of Persons with Disabilities Law, 5758 - 1998 (including Amendment No. 2, chapter on
accessibility) (Hebrew)
2

Salmi, P. (2007). Wayfinding design: Hidden barriers to universal access. Implications, 5, 106.

3

BBI resources, with an analysis of the information gathered through a series of in-depth
interviews conducted by steering committee members.

Equal rights legislation
One of the important aims of Equal Rights legislation for people with disabilities
is to enshrine their right to equal and active participation in society. In the United States
and other countries disability related policies have undergone a remarkable
transformation over the last three decades. Shifting from an emphasis on people with
disabilities’ limitations and their need for economic support through welfare and social
security (based on the medical model) to an anti-discrimination focus based on a civil
rights framework that emphasizes full social and economic participation.3
In Israel, since its establishment, the policy towards people with disabilities has
been predominantly characterized by assurance of their social security and delivery of
personal, medical, and rehabilitative assistance.4 Accordingly, the legislation in this area,
which was based on the medical model, emphasized benefits and service provision, and
not legislation based on the social model which emphasizes rights and social inclusion.5
The enactment of the Israeli Equal Rights Law in 1998, and its 2005 accessibility
amendment, represented a shift from medical to social model of disability in Israel. This
law combines two legal approaches. On one hand it prohibits discrimination against a
person on grounds of disability, as does the European Community, and in the spirit of the
American statute, it emphasizes human rights. On the other hand it strives to achieve
equality by meeting special needs as is common practice in North and South America,
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and in the Scandinavia, where legislation emphasizes the right to services.6 The
underlying assumption guiding the Israeli legislation was that reliance on one approach
alone would be insufficient to ensure real equality of opportunity.7
Accessibility
Accommodating the needs of a person with a disability enables her/him to live
with maximum independence, privacy and dignity. Thus, most equal rights and antidiscrimination for people with disabilities legislation include an accessibility section.
While some variations exist with regard to the definition of accessibility in various
legislation, it is commonly regarded a major enabler of social and economic participation.
Within the Israeli legislation, accessibility is defined as “The ability to reach a
place, move and navigate in it, use and enjoy a service, receive information provided
within or with regard to a service or place, use facilities and take part in programs and
activities, all in an equal, respectable, independent and safe manner “.1 The legislation
and regulation mandates the provision of reasonable accommodation to ensure access to
all of the above for people with disabilities. Similarly, the British Disability
Discrimination Act (DDA) mandates an anticipatory strategy where service providers are
required to plan continually for reasonable adjustment they may need to make all services
accessible for people with disabilities. 8 Within the Australian legislation accessibility is
defined as a general term that describes the degree to which a system, facility or service
is usable by as many people as possible without modification. 9And the American with
Disabilities Act (ADA) mandates the provision of reasonable accommodations so as to
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ensure equality of opportunity and full participation for people with disabilities.10
Excellent resources on accessibility best practice and models can be found on the
DEBTAC website11, and on the Israeli websites of Access Israel 12 and Accessible
Service13.
Universal Design (UD)
The concept of Universal Design (UD) originated in the 1970s from architect Michael
Bednar’s belief that functional capacity is enhanced when environmental barriers are
removed and a broader and more universal concept beyond accessibility was needed.14
By 1987, architect Ron Mace, who used a wheelchair due to childhood polio, and the
disability community argued that special purpose designs and accessibility laws
unintentionally stigmatize people with disabilities, causing them to stand out and feel
unequal. In contrast to assistive technologies, which aid the user to overcome barriers in
an original design, UD contemplates flexibility to meet broad and divergent needs in the
original design. By the early 1990s, the term “Universal Design” largely was understood
as “the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest
extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design.”15
The Center for Universal Design at North Carolina State University provides
excellent resources on UD that are available online.16 A poster of the core principles of
UD is provided as Appendix 1 of this report.
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In 1997 the seven core principles of UD were articulated by this center to include:
(1)

Equitable Use: Does not disadvantage or stigmatize any group of
users.

(2)

Flexibility in Use: Accommodates a wide range of individual
preferences and abilities.

(3)

Simple, Intuitive Use: Easy to understand, regardless of …
experience, knowledge, language skills, or current concentration
level.

(4)

Perceptible Information: Communicates necessary information
effectively … regardless of ambient conditions or … sensory
abilities.

(5)

Tolerance for Error: Minimizes hazards and the adverse
consequences of accidental or unintended actions.

(6)

Low Physical Effort: Efficiently and comfortably [used] with a
minimum of fatigue.

(7)

Size and Space for Approach & Use: Appropriate size and space …
for approach, reach, manipulation, and use, regardless of … body
size, posture, or mobility.

UD is consistent with the paradigm that disability is a social construct caused by
the inadequacies of such things as the built environment rather than inherent in the
person. Examples of UD best practices in product and environmental design,
especially for use by consumers who are elderly or have disabilities, have become
commonplace. Psychological access, ensuring people with disabilities are
comfortable using programs, services and products, and are not initiated by settings,
including layout, sounds, formalities in accessing services is another factor in access.
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The Universal Design New York 217 is another excellent resource of UD best practice
design strategies for implementing universal design, and can be found on the BBIIsrael on-line repository.
Accessibility and UD for people with Intellectual disability
Accessibility and UD are aimed towards ensuring the ability to reach and navigate
a place, the opportunity to participate, use and enjoy a service or facility, and the right
to receive information for all people. Entrance ramps are nearly ubiquitous examples
of common accessibility accommodations and UD. However, the barriers to
accessibility faced by able-bodied people with intellectual disability are not always
apparent and therefore providing reasonable accommodations or ensuring they are
universally included in UD requires exploration and clarification. The main
accessibility challenges faced by people with intellectual disability can be categorized
by four domains: Stigma, Pace, Complexity, and Literacy18
Stigma
The largest barrier to accessibility for individuals with intellectual disability is the
stigma that renders their accessibility needs invisible, and limits the awareness of
their inherent accessibility rights by policy makers, legislators, service providers and
laypersons alike. The basic right of people with intellectual disability to self
determination, independence and access is not universally accepted. People with
intellectual disability are often still treated as patients or people in need of protection
and are expected to be escorted or supervised when accessing community programs
and services. While this might be the case for some people with intellectual disability
who have intensive support needs, the range of functional abilities and support needs
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of people with intellectual disabilities is very wide19, and many could function
independently given a truly inclusive design and appropriate accommodations.
Not surprisingly, recent studies indicate a significant correlation between levels of
self determination and quality of life measures among people with intellectual
disability living in the community.20 21 Moreover, not only do higher levels of self
determination predict better transition from institutional to community setting,22 but
they also correlate with levels of accessibility to health23 and education.24 As more
and more people with intellectual disability are moving from institutional to
community settings, society faces the challenge of providing them with reasonable
accommodation that will enable them to utilize community services and facilities of
their choice25.
Consumers, family members and service providers interviewed all emphasized
attitudes and service providers training as a major barrier to the utilization of public
accommodations and services by people with intellectual disabilities. Take for
example the testimony of R., a 30 year-old self advocate who works with young
19
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children in a nursery, with regards to the extent of her independence and use of
community services “I go by myself only to places I know, places were people will
talk to me nicely and with respect…the  bank  teller they are so impatient, if only
they did not get angry so quickly…I am afraid they will take advantage of me, …”.
And in reference to visiting health services “It is sometimes so hard to understand the
doctor, I ask them to talk to me…would you please talk to me and not to my escort…it
is insulting!”. H. who is a social worker and in charge of in-service training in her
facility when asked about important accessibility accommodations in various
community services “Our guys don’t always look so good; we are trying to be part of
the community here but they are not always welcome…doesn’t matter what the
building is like…if people are willing to except us that is what really counts, then we
can come”
Training and education of service providers is often a key to the promotion of
accessible services for people with intellectual disability. Such training should aim to
increase awareness of accessibility needs of people with intellectual disabilities, and
provide practical guidelines for the provision of accessible, equal and respectful
service to all. An example of guidelines for accessible service found on the
Accessible Service website26 is provided as Appendix 2 of this report.
Pace
The stressful temporal demands of modern life are not fully recognized until we
find ourselves in a situation of temporal stress. Studies have repeatedly shown that
people with intellectual disability present slow processing and reaction times in many
different tasks and settings.27 This slow reaction correlates, not surprisingly, with low
performance of everyday tasks.28 Thus, for people with intellectual disability, the
experiences of temporal challenges are not necessarily restricted to atypically
26
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stressful situations, but rather, are routine experiences and a major barrier to social
participation. Traditionally, according to the medical model, people with intellectual
disability were expected to adjust to the above mentioned temporal stress, and
rehabilitation efforts aimed at overcoming pace and reaction time incompatibility.
However, the shift from a medical model to a social model of practice also included a
shift from societal expectation for individual change and adaptation to societal
responsibility for environmental change and accommodations in order to enable full
access and participation.29
Accessibility regulations and standards in various countries provide very limited
guidelines with regards to temporal adaptations and accommodations, a table
providing representative examples of the limited temporal accommodation can be
found as Appendix 3 of this report. When such guidelines are provided, they relate
usually only to relatively obvious domains such as cross-walk signal timing or
automatic door opening timing. But, are these really the only domains were people
with intellectual disability could benefit from pace accommodations?
As R., said in response to the questions with regards to her need for
accommodations in public transportation: “Bus drivers are insulting!...just because I
am a little slower getting my ticket he shouldn’t call me names” and in the bank “I
just need a little more time, they should be patient, let me finish a sentence don’t cut
me off in the middle or say my words for me”
As a rule of thumb, accessibility assessment should always include temporal
aspects. Pace accommodation applies to both environmental design and procedures of
service provision. Research is still necessary to establish solid guidelines for temporal
accommodations, and advocates must employ great efforts to validate the inclusion of
temporal considerations in universal and inclusive design
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Complexity level
Complexity seems to be the most apparent accessibility barrier for people with
intellectual disability. All stake holders interviewed whether policy makers, service
providers or consumers indicated the need to simplify instructions and
communications and “make things easier” in general for people with intellectual
disability. While adults with intellectual disability benefit from simplified
environment or information, these should be provided in an age-appropriate manner.
When asked to simplify instructions and communication, service providers often tend
to comply by speaking louder or adopting a childish vocabulary and intonation. In
fact, publications by self-advocacy groups of people with intellectual disability
repeatedly bring forth the request to refrain from treating them as if they were
children.30 31
As K., a director of an community program for adolescents and adults with
intellectual disability said: ”you know, sometimes it is really frustrating… all you
need to do is rephrase, use three words in stead of twenty but it is not easy to choose
the right words….”
The use of simple, or plain, language appropriate for adults with intellectual
disability is not necessarily intuitive and, like any translation, should follow clear
rules and protocols.32 While the need to provide information in a language that can be
understandable by a person with intellectual disability is recognized in most
accessibility legislation, standards and regulations,8,10 obligatory standards for easy
language translation are yet to be developed. The growing awareness of complexity
as an accessibility barrier, combined with efforts by self advocacy groups led to the
development of guidelines for easy language translation. Good resources include the
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Easy Read Guide33 that was developed by the Disability Rights Commission in
collaboration with the “Easy read” self advocacy group - provided as Appendix 4 of
this report, and Mencaps’ Am I Making Myself Clear34 guidelines that can be
accessed on line. These guidelines were developed mainly for the translation of
written information, however, some of the rules and recommendations provided can
be useful for verbal communication as well. While the above mentioned guidelines
and many others were developed in English speaking countries none are currently
available in Hebrew.
Complexity, in terms of accessibility, is expressed not only in the level of verbal
communication but in many other domains such as: layout of the physical
environment, product operating instructions, and procedures (both formal and
informal) encountered in any service or program. Most accessibility legislation,
standards and regulations recognize the need for simplicity, but, their definition and
implementation are often insufficient. The Israeli accessibility standard mandates the
need for simplicity of the built environment35 as well as communication36. However,
it lacks clear definitions of simple layout or clear guidelines as to how to create
simple communication.
Literacy
The challenges of complexity level faced by people with intellectual disability
are often interrelated with the challenges of illiteracy. Literacy levels among people
with intellectual disabilities are relatively low. Surveys conducted in England and the
USA found that 87% of people with intellectual disability functioned at the lowest
level of literacy skills as oppose to only 21% of the general population.37
33
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Accordingly, many people with intellectual disabilities are largely excluded from
many aspects of information and communication in our predominantly literal society.
Accessibility or UD include not only the right to enter and navigate a place, but also
the right to receive services and information.
By analogy, the experience of people with intellectual disability is sometimes
similar to the case of a western tourist in the far-east were he/she can’t read the
language and no English translation is available. This tourist may find in difficult to
navigate, get information, or even order food. Such literacy barriers are obvious and
most countries try to accommodate for these needs. The literacy barrier is also
obvious for minority groups, and accordingly translations are increasingly provided
and mandated. The lack of such translations (e.g. from English to Spanish) is today
considered obvious discrimination. But this is not always obvious for people with
disabilities.38 A person with intellectual disability, for whom English is the mother
language, but who still needs translation to simple language or to graphic
representations, has a much harder time proving discrimination when such translation
is not provided.
Appropriate accommodations to address the literacy barrier include a) Easy
language translation, b) Signs and pictograms, and c) Alternative modalities.39 These
accommodations are obviously useful not only for people with intellectual disability.
Like many other UD applications, such accommodations would probably be useful
for most people, especially in high-stress situations.40
In addition to easy language translation as described above, the utilization of
graphic representation of information is very beneficial for people with intellectual
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disability.41 Symbols, pictures and pictograms can be excellent replacements for
wordy signs or written verbal information. The development of a systematic, visual
graphic communication system within the built environment contributes to the wellbeing, safety and security in unfamiliar, high-stress environments.40 Various
pictograms can be used for the same activity, and often interpreting these images
themselves can be challenging. Therefore, pictograms and all other graphic
representation should include internationally agreed upon symbols, or as simple and
intuitive graphic illustration as possible. ISO 9186:200142 provides detailed
guidelines and methods for testing the comprehensibility of graphical symbols, so as
to make sure that they are readily understood. However it is important to note that
despite the drive towards international signage, the characteristics of clear and
intuitive signage are culturally sensitive and therefore can not necessarily be fully
adopted as is from another country.
Alternative modalities can also be used to alleviate literacy demands. The
utilization of alternative modalities, such as visual information provided also via
auditory and tactile measures, is well developed as accommodation for sensory
disabilities, and supported by various standards and regulations.43 People with
intellectual disability could greatly benefit from alternative modality
accommodations. However, for these accommodations to be appropriate and effective
for people with intellectual disability, they must of course confirm to the required
pace and complexity levels criteria as described above.
Accessibility regulations
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Developing appropriate regulations, standards and codes of practice is crucial for
the implementation of accessibility rights as mandated by legislation. While in the
USA, Australia, UK and other European countries accessibility regulation have been
in place for the last decade and more, Israeli accessibility regulations are just
currently evolving. This is an exiting era in Israel as we are currently witnessing
intensive progress in legislation, regulation and advocacy efforts, all geared towards
closing the accessibility gap. Ensuring that the accessibility rights and needs of
people with intellectual disabilities are clearly stated and incorporated into the
regulations is therefore crucial so that this population is not excluded from the
developments that are gradually leading Israel towards creating inclusive
communities, thus ensuring the rights of people with disabilities to equal and active
participation in all major spheres of life.
The Equal Right Law mandated the establishment of an Equal Rights for People
with Disability Commissioner within the Ministry of Justice. The 2005 Accessibility
amendment entrusted the commissioner with developing major accessibility
regulation such as the accessibility of the built environment and service accessibility.
Other Ministries are expected to develop and bring before the Knesset Committee
appropriate accessibility regulations to their specific domains such as the provision of
health services by the Ministry of Health or the provision of workplace
accommodations by the Ministry of Ministry of Industry, Trade and Labor.
USA experience
The US National Council on Disability (NCD) is responsible for gathering
information with regards to the implementation, effectiveness and impact of the
ADA. In 2007 NDC concluded two extensive reports: The Impact of the Americans
with Disabilities Act: Assessing the Progress Toward Achieving the Goals of the
ADA (Impact report)44 and The Implementation of the Americans with Disabilities
Act: Challenges, Best practices, and New Opportunities for Success

44
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(Implementation report)45, both reports can be found on the BBI-Israel repository
website. The Impact report indicates that while the ADA seems to have had a
significant effect on the lives of many people with disabilities, others still do not fully
understand or enjoy many provisions of the law. The greatest impact was noted for
people with physical disabilities, especially with regards to their access to public
accommodations and services, while people with sensory or communication
disabilities reported less significant progress. For people with intellectual and
developmental disabilities, the most significant effect was in terms of Olmstead
decisions and class actions with regard to release from institutions and the
development of community services (p. 217). Similarly, the Implementation report
suggests that while significant progress was achieved in some areas such as increased
architectural accessibility or wheelchair accessibility accommodations in public
transportation, progresses in other domains, such as stop announcement in public
transportation, that are potentially significant for people with intellectual disability,
are far from satisfactory.
The ADA, as well as most derivative guidelines and regulations such as the
Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines for Buildings and
Facilities (ADAAG) (Appendix 5), are not disability specific. The ADAAG provides
technical requirements for accessibility to buildings and facilities by individuals with
disabilities under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990. The ADAAG
provides detailed accessibility guidelines by facility characteristics though some
specific references to physical disability or hearing impairment accommodations are
provided. In order to infer applicability of the ADAAG for people with intellectual
disability, it should be reviewed in light of mentioned barriers (i.e. stigma, pace,
complexity, and literacy)
Israeli accessibility regulations
As oppose to the USA, the Israeli Equal Rights Law as well as accessibility
standards and regulations are disability specific to a large extant. The Israeli Service
45
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Accessibility Regulation Draft (5-7-08) which is pending Knesset approval includes
many specifications pertaining to specific population groups. For example section 31a
which regulated information accessibility opens with a general clause stating the right
to receive any information provided to the general public and continues with a list of
specific accommodations for people with visual impairments and learning disabilities
(sec 31a2), people with intellectual disabilities (sec 31a5) and so on. This pattern
renders it crucial for the Division to ensure that all aspect pertaining to people with
intellectual disabilities are covered under the regulations. Appendix 6 of this report
includes the Israeli Service Accessibility Regulation Draft (5-7-08), highlighting all
sections pertaining to people with intellectual disabilities.
Summary and Recommendations
Accessibility describes the degree to which a system, facility or service is usable
without modification by as many people as possible. The accessibility barriers faced
by people with intellectual disability are not always apparent and their accessibility
needs are often invisible, and are ignored by legislators, professionals and lay people
alike. Therefore, ensuring universal design and providing reasonable accommodations
for people with intellectual disabilities requires extensive exploration and
clarification.
This report, which is based on steering committee discussions, published
literature, BBI resources and a series of in-depth interviews, provides a general
overview of current knowledge about accessibility and people with intellectual
disability. It portrays the overarching barriers to accessibility and social participation
facing people with intellectual disabilities, and provides a number of tools currently
in use in the US and other countries.
Our major findings are as follows:


The main accessibility challenges faced by people with intellectual
disability can be categorized by four domains: Stigma, Pace, Complexity,
and Literacy.
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Training and education of service providers is often a key to the
promotion of accessible services for people with intellectual disability.
Such training should aim to:
o Increase awareness to accessibility needs of people with
intellectual disabilities
o provide practical guidelines for the provision of accessible, equal
and respectful service to all.



As a rule of thumb, accessibility assessment should always include
temporal aspects, pertaining to both environmental design and procedures
of service provision.



Further research is required to establish solid guidelines for temporal
accommodations, and to validate the inclusion of temporal considerations
in universal and inclusive design.



Providing accessible service for people with intellectual disabilities
requires service providers to simplify all instructions and communications



The use of simple, or plain, language appropriate for adults with
intellectual disability is not necessarily intuitive and, like any translation,
should follow clear rules and protocols



Appropriate accommodations to address the complexity and literacy
barriers may include
o Easy language translation
o Signs and pictograms
o Alternative modalities.

Our preliminary analysis of Accessibility for People with Intellectual Disabilities
leads us to propose that the Division of Services for People with Mental Retardation
in the Ministry of Social Welfare and Services complete five action steps over a 12month period:
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1. Closely review all current and pending accessibility regulations, and provide
recommendation to the appropriate Ministries, so as to ensure sufficient
representation for people with intellectual disabilities.
2. Assess and prioritize needs
a. Survey clients and their families as to knowledge and concerns.
b. Survey service providers as to accessibility awareness and training
needs.
c. Survey Division residential and employment facilities to ensure
accessibility.
3. Develop a Comprehensive Plan for Universal Design and Access for Israelis
with Disabilities, with guidance for implementation from government and
corporate stakeholders, people with disabilities and advocacy organizations.
4. Create manuals, training materials and informational resources.
a. Develop a Hebrew guide to easy read.
b. Develop a service accessibility training guide.
5. Develop and deliver training and follow up technical assistance to prepare
public, and social service agencies, business, industry, and transportation
concerns for employment planning and implementation of universal design,
access programs and practices that facilitate employment of Israelis with
intellectual disabilities
This is an exiting era in Israel as we are currently witnessing intensive progress in
legislation, regulation and advocacy efforts, all geared towards closing the
accessibility gap. As oppose to the USA, the Israeli Equal Rights Law as well as
accessibility standards and regulations are disability specific to a large extant.
Therefore, the Division of Services for People with Mental Retardation (Division)
seeks to ensure, within this legislation, the rights of individuals with intellectual
disabilities. To realize this mission, this reports provides the Division with a menu of
next steps upon which to build the Phase II work plan and ensure that BBI as its
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contractor succeeds in addressing the implementation priorities the Ministry has
established.
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Appendix 1

The principles of Universal Design
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Appendix 2

Accessible Service Guidelines - Eilam, G.
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Appendix 3

Table 1: Representative Accessibility regulation that consider temporal constrains
Country

Year Regulation

Domain

USA

2002 ADA Accessibility Guidelines for Elevator hall signal
Buildings and Facilities (articles

timing; door protective

4.10.6 & 4.10.7)

and reopening device.

Australia 1992 Design for Access and Mobility

Time delay for lights at

for Buildings and Facilities

pedestrian crossing; rate

Standard (AS 1482.1 & 1438.2.)

of information transition
in electronic display
boards.

Austria

1991 ANSI/BHMA A156.10

Speed of closure of
power operated
pedestrian doors
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Appendix 4

Disability Rights Commission: Easy Read Guide
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Appendix 5

Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility Guidelines for Buildings and Facilities
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Appendix 6

Service Accessibility Regulation Draft (5-7-08)
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