wayfinding

Enter the
navigators

There are many visual clues and
signs to help us negotiate the built
environment. But how would you
fare if you were among Australia’s
thousands of vision-impaired
citizens, asks Jonathan Green.

ome signs are so familiar we
S generally don’t notice them — ‘Exit’,
‘Toilets this way’, ‘You are here’.

But you couldn’t imagine doing without
them when on holiday at a new location
or just visiting a building for the first time.

These signs are the obvious visual
elements of the architectural concept
of ‘wayfinding’ — essentially, the
navigational guides that help us to
establish where we are and how to get
to a new location. We negotiate our way
with the aid of signs, paths, landmarks,
lighting, edges and even postcodes.

If you then consider how the estimated
400,000 vision-impaired people in
Australia navigate, the concept of
wayfinding becomes far more complex.

In this sense, wayfinding begins to
encompass elements such as audible,
tactile, spatial and even aromatic senses
(the smell of a coffee shop, restaurant or
plants) to act as guides.

In an effort to make the built
environment more accessible to vision-
impaired people, a thorough research
project was undertaken by the Co-
operative Research Centre (CRC) for
Construction Innovation — a national
research and development centre
headquartered at Queensland University
of Technology under the Australian
Government’s Co-operative Research
Centre Program.

The findings have been tabled, and
used in two publications — Wayfinding
Design Guidelines and Wayfinding System

This tactile wayfinding trail and shoreline in Brisbane provides a direction of travel for
a vision-impaired person. Inset: Adding Braille and tactile markers to information signs
is an easy way to help vision-impaired people navigate through a built environment.

Audit — providing tangible strategies and

a user-friendly audit book for the industry.

“Originally the project idea came from
Blind Citizens Australia, which wanted
some work done,” CRC project leader
Dennis Hogan says.

“This was essentially because
wayfinding for people with vision
impairment is not currently considered in
the Building Code of Australia (BCA).

“There are areas that address things
like ramps and access for people
with disabilities, but the specific of
wayfinding is not directly addressed.

“The Australian Building Codes Board
(producer of the BCA) worked with other
partners of the CRC for Construction
Innovation, Building Commission
Victoria, Queensland Government and
CSIRO to put it together.”

The project was conducted through
two separate trials over three years. The
first explored and tested technological
opportunities; the second concentrated
on design and environmental access in
the built environment.
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“Itis very hard to write building
regulations for a specific topic such as
this, so we needed some research and
background work to establish what was
actually out there to assist people who
are vision impaired,” Dennis says.

“We looked at simple scenarios — such
as going to a major building you hadn’t
been to before. Once you’re out on the
footpath, how do you know where the
front door of the building is? And once
you’re inside, how would you know which
lift bank to go to, or where the toilets are?
It’s obviously very difficult.”

With the first trial concentrating on
navigational aids, Dennis says the
initial step was to establish what was
available in regard to technology,
equipment and general developments.
Once the list was created, the objective
was to test some of the innovative
ideas, products and options in a real-life
environment.

“The Melbourne 2006 Commonwealth
Games provided the perfect opportunity
to conduct the trial.
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