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People with Disabilities 

OVERVIEW 
- Employment participation 

depends on more than just 
workplace accessibility. 
Transportation systems, 
workplace environments, and 
workplace practices all influence 
whether people with disabilities 
can access, participate in, and 
keep a job. 

- Universal design (UD) expands 
beyond minimum accessibility 
requirements by supporting 
usability, comfort, independence, 
wellness, and inclusion for a wide 
range of employees and job 
seekers. 

- Findings from NIDILRR-funded 
transportation and workplace 
studies highlight opportunities to 
support getting to, being at, and 
keeping a job. 

BACKGROUND 
Employment participation for people with disabilities depends 
on their successful navigation all aspects of work, from accessing 
the workplace to effectively engaging in workplace tasks, 
interactions, and environments.1,2 This includes getting to work 
through transportation systems that support access and mobility, 
being at work in environments that support performance, 
inclusion, and well-being, and sustaining participation in work as 
individual needs, technologies, and workplace practices evolve 
over time 

While accessibility standards help reduce barriers, they do not 
always address broader issues related to usability, comfort, 
independence, wellness, and social participation.3,4 Universal 
design (UD) expands standards beyond minimum accessibility 
requirements by creating transportation systems and workplace 
environments that support a wider range of users and 
experiences. 

This information brief presents findings from research conducted 
by the Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access 
(IDEA Center) at the University at Buffalo through a series of 
current and former Rehabilitation Engineering Research Centers 
(RERCs) and Field Initiated Projects (FIPs) funded by the National 
Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation 
Research (NIDILRR)1. These research programs investigated 
transportation systems and workplace environments that 
influence participation in employment and civic life for people 
with disabilities. Research areas include transit boarding and 
wheelchair securement systems, on-demand transportation 
services, workplace post-occupancy evaluations (e.g., how 
a space performs after people start using it), and workplace 
experiences of employees with neurodivergent sensory 
processing needs. 

1 This includes the RERC on Accessible Public Transportation (90REGE0007), the 
RERC on Universal Design and the Built Environment (90REGE0015), the FIP 
on Optimizing Accessible Public Transportation (90IFRE0010), and the recently 
awarded RERC on Universal Design Applications (90REGE0031). 



  

   

KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Transit Boarding 

Research on boarding ramps for large accessible 
transit vehicles found that gentler ramp slopes 
improved ascent times and were considered easier 
and more acceptable across users with physical 
and sensory disabilities. 

In contrast, steeper slopes increased boarding 
difficulty and the need for assistance for some 
users, particularly manual wheelchair users.5

 On-Demand Transportation Services 

Interviews with transit agencies found that on-
demand transportation services expanded 
mobility options for people with disabilities by 
providing more flexible scheduling and same-
day trip availability than traditional paratransit 
services (e.g., rides for people who are unable 
to independently use regular public transit) 
alone.8 Surveys with users of both paratransit 
and on-demand transportation services found 
that on-demand services were valued for their 
flexibility, including same-day booking, real-time 
information, and shorter wait times. However, 
many users continued to use traditional paratransit 
services because of their affordability, advance 
scheduling options, and better hours and 
coverage areas than some on-demand services. 

User satisfaction was influenced more by 
operational factors such as wait times and driver 
professionalism than by the type of transportation 
service itself, highlighting the importance of 
service reliability and quality in supporting 
mobility.9 

  Wheelchair Securement Systems 

Research on two newer wheelchair securement 
systems, a three-point forward-facing tiedown 
and a semi-automated rear-facing system, found 
that the semi-automated system reduced the 
need for operator assistance and was perceived 
as supporting greater independence for many 
wheelchair users. However, research also identified 
challenges with the semi-automated system, 
including system design limitations and policy 
constraints, that contributed to misuse or nonuse, 
highlighting the need for further improvements to 
better accommodate the diverse needs of mobility 
device users.6,7 

Post-Occupancy Evaluations 

According to a post-occupancy evaluation (POE) 
study, employees with and without disabilities 
in a UD-certified workplace (i.e., certified 
by Innovative Solutions for Universal Design 
[isUD])2 reported more positive experiences with 
navigation, usability, and workspace options 
than employees in the comparison workplace. 
The study still identified challenges associated 
with open workplace design, including noise, 
reduced privacy, and unclear boundaries between 
circulation and work areas.10 

Building on the previous POE research, we 
are further examining how workplace design 
and indoor environmental conditions (e.g., 
comfortable temperatures and lighting) affect 
health, well-being, and job performance among 
employees with neurodivergent sensory issues in 
the new RERC on Universal Design Applications. 

2 The isUD program provides more than 500 Universal Design 
solutions to help organizations evaluate, improve, and design 
more inclusive facilities. It also offers certification for projects 
that demonstrate the implementation of Universal Design. 
See https://thisisud.com/ 
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Advancing Universal Design 

Regulatory and accessibility standards are essential to evidence-based building design 
because architects rely on experts to translate research into clear guidelines.11 However, 
adoption of UD is often slowed by disagreements on its application and confusion around 
compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act.12 With NIDILRR funding, the IDEA Center 
addressed this by developing voluntary UD standards through the innovative solutions for 
Universal Design (isUD) website and certification program, which includes over 500 UD 
strategies that go beyond existing building codes and promote safety, health, and social 
participation. isUD has been applied across diverse settings, including corporate, financial, 
hospitality, cultural, and recreational environments. It supports adoption by providing a clear 
framework for implementation, branding opportunities, reduced legal risk, and improved user 
performance and satisfaction. Ongoing efforts continue to expand and refine isUD to better 
meet the needs of both users and design professionals. 

IMPLICATIONS 
   Transportation Professionals and Policy Makers  

The transportation studies highlight that access to employment depends 
on more than simply providing transportation options. Vehicle boarding, 
wheelchair securement, travel information, and service delivery all influence 
whether people can travel safely, independently, and reliably. Findings suggest 
that transportation systems should support a range of user needs by focusing on: 

- accessible vehicle design, ensuring ease of entry, boarding, and use; 
- wheelchair securement systems, accommodating diverse mobility devices and 

user needs; and 
- flexible service options, supporting different travel needs. 

Continued improvements may further support independence and access to 
work, including: 

- boarding and securement technologies that reduce assistance needs, 
- user interfaces that provide clear information and feedback, and 
- automation technologies that support independent use of transportation 

systems. 

Additionally, transportation systems can support more positive user 
experiences by: 

- providing multiple transportation options, 
- offering real-time information for better trip planning, and 
- ensuring predictable travel experiences. 

Together, these features can support greater choice, flexibility, and 
independence in the journey to work. 
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 Employers 

The workplace studies demonstrate that inclusive employment requires more than 
physical accessibility. Creating positive workplace experiences involves attention to: 

- inclusive wayfinding systems (e.g. tactile floor guidance, large, high contrast 
lettering, universal symbols), supporting ease of navigation throughout the 
workplace; 

- diverse workspace options (e.g., accessible workplaces, sensory friendly rooms), 
accommodating different work styles and needs; and 

- supportive indoor environments (e.g., accessible layouts, ergonomic furniture, 
natural lighting) enhancing comfort and usability. 

At the same time, effective workplace design should balance multiple priorities, 
including: 

- collaboration and productivity, 
- comfort and privacy, and 
- a wide range of user needs and preferences. 

Beyond physical design, inclusive workplaces also rely on: 

- an organizational culture that values inclusion, 
- employee engagement in shaping workplace practices, and 
- ongoing efforts to understand and respond to employee experiences. 

Together, these findings suggest that sustaining participation in employment 
requires continuous attention to both transportation and workplace 
environments. This includes: 

- recognizing that employee needs, technologies, and workplace practices 
change over time; 

- moving beyond one-time accessibility solutions or accommodations; and 
- prioritizing ongoing evaluation, maintenance, and continuous improvement. 

These efforts help ensure that transportation systems, workplaces, and 
organizational practices remain usable, adaptable, and supportive of long-term 
participation in work. 

RELATED RESOURCES 
- IDEA Center 
- innovative solutions for Universal Design (isUD) 
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