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ILLEGIBLE BUILDINGS
INACCESSIBLE 
MEANS OF EGRESS

Improving Fire Safety + 
Building Evacuation for 
People with Disabilities

RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES

INADEQUATE 
AREAS OF REFUGE

CASE STUDY ANALYSIS

INTERVIEWS

Comparing two buildings at the University of Oregon 
campus that are different based on the following criteria:

A small sample of interviews were made to get a glimpse 
of what the potential issues are with the accessibility of 
evacuation methods. All interviewees spend most of 
their time on campus at the University of Oregon, either 
as students or as employees. Two of the subjects have 
physical disabilities. Four subjects do not have visible 
disabilities: three spend most of their time in Lawrence 
Hall, one spends most of her time at the Jaqua Center.

WHAT ARE THE ISSUES?

“Sometimes, in hotels, I’ll ask 
for an orientation, but usually 

I am totally unprepared to 
evacuate a building.”

 -- Audrey Medina, 
Blind woman with minimal 

peripheral vision

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS

Robust, fire-resisting
construction

5-foot turning diameter

Glazing for visibility 
from the outside

Room for two
wheelchairs

Recessed doorset with
glazed vision panels at high
and low levels. Door swing
out of the way

Evacuation Chair

Fire Extinguisher

Intercom System

DN

Flow
 of evacuation

SOLUTIONS OUTSIDE OF ARCHITECTURE

“...given the number of 
people who cannot find 
their way daily under 
normal conditions, I 
would imagine a true 
evacuation emergency 
would be a real danger 
to many people.”

-- Kassia Dellabough, 
Director, Offi ce of 

Professional Outreach & 
Development for Students

Rescue elevators, 
which are getting 
cheaper and 
faster can allow for 
accessible vertical 
egress. The rescue 
elevator, shown 
here, was part 
of the Statue of 
Liberty’s Life and 
Safety renovation 
in 2012.

Assistive 
technology is 
improving the 
way that people 
with ambulatory 
disabilities interact 
with the built 
environment. 
The SoftWheel 
shown here, for 
instance, can allow 
wheelchairs to go 
down stairs.

Handheld 
technology now 
has the capability 
to navigate inside 
buildings through 
indoor positioning 
systems that uses 
wifi  and Bluetooth 
networks.

FUTURE OF THIS RESEARCH

Evacuation maps 
are often too high 
and too small

Inaccurate evacuation 
maps, like the third 
fl oor map in Lawrence 
Hall, shows an 
accessible egress path 
that leads to steps

Confusing 
circulation 
at the Jaqua 
Center

Fire exit that 
leads to 
steps on the 
ground fl oor of 
Lawrence Hall

Lack of consideration 
during maintenance 
leaves egress 
pathways 
inaccessible

All glass building hides 
the location of doors 
at the Jaqua Center, 
making exits invisible

Call boxes are often 
too high for people in 
wheelchairs to reach

Stairwells in Lawrence is too 
small to fi t a wheelchair 
and have a safe fl ow of 
ambulatory evacuation

Stairwell exits become 
inaccessible because 
of storage use

Stairwell conditions 
are often inhabitable

Environmental graphics 
can both be decorative 
and improve wayfi nding  

Color-contrasted and 
tactile maps for people 
with vision impairments Texture, color, 

daylighting, and simple 
circulation can create 
beautiful and visually-
accessible spaces 

Multi-story ramps, like ones found 
in many art museums can make 
evacuation more independent 
for those with mobility 
impairments 

Exit doors and egress 
are easily located in 
Lawrence Hall, even 
by those with low vision 
through use of axes, and 
color + light contrast 

“[The firefighters] were amazed - a building full of pwds [persons with 
disabilities] had evacuated BEFORE the fire department had even arrived.  

It just shows - Universal Design really IS good design.  And safe design too!” 

-- Dmitri Belser, President/CEO 
of the Ed Roberts Campus

Glazed emergency 
stairwells can 
decrease feelings of 
invisibility and can be 
aesthetically-pleasing 
both inside and out

Revised diagram 
of C.J. Walsh’s 
area of refuge 
recommendations

- A larger sample size of buildings analyzed can give 
a better idea of the breadth of this problems, as well 
as explore and determine strategies that work and 
those that do not work
- A larger sample size of interviews. By exploring 
a wider range of disabilities, including invisible 
disabilities, more issues that need to be solved can 
be discovered, making the research more complex, 
but still a necessary step.
- Exploring the economic implications of these 
solutions and creating cost-benefi t analyses. 

Given that the sole legal responsibility of an architect is 
to ensure that buildings are safe for its inhabitants, it is 

necessary to ensure that these provisions are accessible 
to everybody. These solutions do not just benefi t the 
small percentage of people with mobility and visual 
impairments. These changes can make architecture 

beautiful and widely usable, thus gaining the potential to 
change the term “universal design” into “just design.”

Inclusive. Seamless. 
Beautiful. SAFE.*special thanks to nicholas katagiri for the media assistance
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