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Project objectives

In a knowledge-based society of the kind increasingly typical of Europe, where work is intellectual, the workplace is potentially anywhere: wherever the individual is situated at the moment when intellectual work requires to be done. This may be in the conventional setting of an office (although the office itself need not merely for that reason be conventional in its design, layout or underlying thinking), in the home (the home office is not just a passing fad, nor a place where students while away their free time surfing the web, but a real focus of intellectual creativity and development involving increasingly large sectors of the intellectual industry), or indeed anywhere, at any time, as a result of the applications of mobile communication tools.

The inclusion of communication tools in the premise when outlining the characteristics of the modern intellectual workplace obviously presumes its description as an ‘intelligent’ workplace. This far, the premises of the project are no more than the logical development of the requirements of the knowledge industry in the evolution of the many different places where it is undertaken – whether they are designed for the purpose or not.

The new feature in this project is the further inclusion of the proviso “for all”, which of course does not – nor ever could – presume to decree that each and every individual workplace be designed in such a way that it be suitable for each and every individual. The entire principle of Design for All is to change the basic mindset away from ‘individual’ thinking, which tends towards the use of ‘add-on’ alterations after a basic design has been made, and towards the inclusion of the maximum possible number of naturally diverse human beings in the design and planning process from the very outset.

On the technology side, past and recent advances are promising the elimination of  space and time constraints. For instance,  ‘ubiquitous computing’ envisions computers embedded in walls, in tabletops and in everyday objects. In ubiquitous computing, a person might interact with hundreds of computers at a time, each invisibly embedded in the environment and wirelessly communicating with each other. Closely related to the ubiquitous computing vision is the more centralised idea of smart rooms, where a room might contain multiple sensors that keep track of the comings and goings of the people around. Additionally, the progress of mobile and cellular communications is pushing on the ‘wearable computing’ perspective, which suggests that instead of putting sensors and cameras in the room, they can be put on the person. This can contribute to catering for specific difficulties in such areas as privacy management or personalisation of information and services.

Computer scientists and technologists have traditionally studied applications of these techniques in order to make the workplace accessible to all, irrespective of temporary and/or permanent disabilities or personal time/space constraints. 

However, the focus has been mainly on the technical problems themselves, in terms of distribution of computational power, network protocols, data security mechanisms and so forth.

In order to guarantee a strong and sustainable uptake of a radically new way to design and produce workplace infrastructures that can guarantee wider accessibility for all, there is a need to join the efforts of computer scientists and technologists with those of design experts, disability experts and other involved actors, whose contribution is essential to a user-centered conception.

The IDIA project aims at contributing to this goal by establishing a network of such actors that will jointly discuss problems, exchange ideas and experiences, establish alliances, with the final purpose of defining a collection of viable scenarios for the uptake of an ‘inclusive’ approach to the design of the accessible workplaces in the future European knowledge industry.

In particular, the network will pursue the following operational objectives:

· Perform an interdisciplinary analysis along three axes:

· Identifying user needs for the design of an accessible workplace, with particular reference to people with special needs (temporary/permanent disabilities, elderly, people with specific time/space constraints, such as parents of newborn children, etc.)

· Specific analysis and assessment of currently available as well as medium‑term technologies for the design of the accessible workplace, in terms of furniture/infrastructure technology as well as information and communication technology

· Synthesis of the above-mentioned studies, in order to derive a collection of reference scenarios, aimed at prospecting the landscape for implementation and production actions. In particular, it will include the definition of a business model that can foster the uptake of a new market for furniture/infrastructure products with embedded computer technology, specifically targeted at the implementation of accessible workplaces
· Disseminate the IDIA principle of inclusive design among all key actors in the field:

· Implementation of a systematic integrated communication channel (Web site, workshops, electronic forum, etc.) for dissemination of project objectives and results to other actors and stakeholders, beyond the limited number of the IDIA partners, in order to create a EU-wide thematic network that can in principle continue its activities after the end of the project.

· Involvement of manufacturing companies of the office furniture industry – in particular SME’s, – in order to verify the concrete feasibility of project ideas, and the viability of a business case for the design and implementation of IDIA‑based workplace components for accessible workplaces
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