Accessible Product Design Alliance

POSITION STATEMENT
Products and packaging should be designed to be accessible for all consumers, regardless
of their level of ability. Inaccessible products and packaging can cause day to day frustration
for people without disability, but for those who have a chronic condition or a disability
these products and packaging can become impossible. Inaccessible products and packaging
can cause unnecessary physical pain and discomfort, stress and frustration and impact a
person’s independence. With the population ageing, and the increasing prevalence of people
with chronic conditions and disability, accessible products and packaging should be at the
forefront of design.

Key points
Accessible design is a process that aims to make products and packaging easier to use for all
consumers, regardless of their level of ability.
Up to 20% of the population have impairments that limit their ability to open, use and enjoy
standard consumer products. These impairments include poor vision, issues with mobility
and limited strength and dexterity. Those affected include older people, people with disability
and people with chronic conditions such as arthritis and other musculoskeletal conditions,
chronic pain, neurological conditions, movement disorders and other related degenerative
disorders.
In addition, population ageing and the increasing prevalence of chronic conditions means
that more and more people are being significantly affected by accessibility issues1. Those
affected include:
•
•

More than four million Australians (18% of population)2 and one million New Zealanders
(24% of population) have a disability3.
Older people, including 3.8 million Australians4 and 700,000 New Zealanders5 aged 65
years or over.

People without impairments also struggle with difficult to use products and packaging.6 7
Inaccessible products and packaging can cause unnecessary physical pain or discomfort,
stress and frustration, and can undermine a person’s health, independence and self-esteem.
In some cases people may injure themselves from using sharp objects to open packaging to
access products.
Measures to improve the availability of accessible products and packaging offer new
opportunities for government and industry to support inclusivity and independence for
people with disability as well as a more positive consumer experience for all.
The Accessible Product Design Alliance has been established to advocate to government and
industry to improve access to products and packaging that are easy to use for consumers
with physical and other impairments. The objectives of the Alliance are to support the
development of more inclusive product and packaging design through awareness raising,
research, and the adoption by government and industry of systemic changes to policy and
standards that incorporate accessible design principles.
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1.

Why is accessible design important?

A large proportion of the population experiences disability, chronic conditions, or age-related
impairments that can affect their ability to use standard consumer products and packaging.
Inaccessible products and packaging can cause unnecessary physical pain or discomfort,
stress and frustration, and can undermine a person’s health, independence and self-esteem.
Designing accessible products and packaging that are easy to use for as many people as
possible contributes to a more inclusive society and improves the consumer experience for
all.

1.1

Disability

More than four million Australians2 and one million New Zealanders3 live with disability, or
around one in five people.
The social model of disability views disability as the interaction between an individual and
society. A person is ‘disabled’ when they encounter a barrier that stops their full and effective
participation in society on an equal basis with others. This model is internationally recognized
in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, to which both Australia and
New Zealand are signatories.8
The UN Convention sets out the obligations of signatories to enable persons with disability
to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life, including through the
identification and elimination of obstacles and barriers to accessibility. This includes a
general obligation to promote accessible design, being ‘the design of products, environments,
programmes and services that are usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible,
without the need for adaptation or specialised design’.8
Accessible product and packaging design strongly aligns with the principles of the Convention
by supporting people with disability to live as independently as possible by reducing existing
barriers that exclude them from using and enjoying a product on an equal basis with others.

1.2

Chronic conditions

One in two Australians lives with one or more chronic health conditions.9 Many of these
chronic conditions can affect a person’s ability to use standard consumer products and
packaging. While some of these conditions are more common in older people, many of these
conditions can occur at any age.
Conditions that affect people’s ability to use products and packaging include arthritis and
other musculoskeletal conditions, chronic pain, neurological conditions, movement disorders
and other related degenerative disorders. These conditions affect more than five million
Australians (see Table 1) and can lead to impairments in strength, dexterity and coordination,
as well as fatigue and tremors that make packaging and products harder to use. Poor vision
can also affect a person’s ability to read and understand product information on packaging or
how to use a product. More than 114,000 Australians were estimated to have uncorrectable
low vision in 2004, with this number expected to double by 2024.10
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A 2020 Accessibility in the Home survey of people in Australia and New Zealand living with
these conditions identified a range of difficult to use products in the home including:
•
•
•
•
•

Heavy pots, pans and kettles (50% of respondents)
Mattresses and beds that were difficult to manage due to their weight and
difficulties in tucking in sheets (69%)
Baths including sinks and taps (65%) and hairdryers (48%).
Vacuum cleaners and ironing boards (69%)
Product packaging that was difficult to open.11
Table 1: Prevalence of selected chronic conditions associated with disability
Condition
Arthritis (in Australia)
Arthritis (in New Zealand)
Stroke
Parkinson’s Disease

Est. prevalence
4,000,000
704,000
445,000
81,000

Cerebral Palsy
Multiple Sclerosis (MS)
Muscular Dystrophy
Cystic Fibrosis Australia
Motor Neurone Disease (MND)
Huntington’s Disease
Total

34,000
25,600
20,000
3,500
2,100
1,800
5,317,000

Difficult to use products and packaging can affect people’s ability to manage their health, as
well as undermining independence and self-esteem. An Australian study on patients with
rheumatoid arthritis, for example, found that difficulties opening medication bottles was a
major impediment to adherence to prescribed treatment.12

1.3

Ageing population

More than 3.8 million Australians4 and 700,000 New Zealanders5, or about 15% of the
population, are currently aged 65 years and over. This proportion is expected to increase in
Australia by around 22% by 2066.13 Ageing is associated with increasing impairments in many
faculties, including vision, hearing, mobility, dexterity and strength.
As a result of changes in physical capabilities and social circumstances, older people often
face particular challenges in using standard consumer products and packaging.14 Studies
have found that struggling with difficult to open packaging, for example, leaves older people
feeling vulnerable, powerless and frustrated. It also increases their risk of injury as they resort
to using sharp objects such as knives or scissors as aids.15
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Poorer eyesight can also make it difficult for older people to read product information
on packaging. This can affect safety, for example, by hindering their ability to read safety
precautions in the use of household products with harmful chemicals. Difficulties in reading
use-by-dates on food packaging or dosage instructions on medication can also put their
health at risk.12
Having to seek assistance from others to handle difficult to use products and packaging
undermines the independence of older people and is particularly difficult for the one in four
older Australians who lives alone.16
Supporting independent living among older people has been identified as a significant
strategy for alleviating some of the fiscal and service implications of an ageing population.
Accessible product and packaging design can support the desire of older people to remain
independent and live in their own home for as long as possible.

1.4

Hospitals and aged care facilities

Difficult to open food packaging has also been found to contribute to malnutrition in
vulnerable older people. The Report of the NSW Special Commission of Inquiry into Acute
Care Services in NSW Public Hospitals 2008 (Garling Report) found that single serve foods
used in health environments such as hospitals were often difficult to open for many patients.
Research conducted in NSW hospitals revealed that one in two patients had some form of
malnutrition, which could double hospital stays and triple complications, with one in four
patients becoming malnourished during their stay in hospital. Hard to open food packaging
for hospital meals contributed to this issue, with over 70% of elderly patients experiencing
difficulties or being unable to open one or more food packaging items. This issue was not
limited to older people, however, with nearly 50% of patients of all ages struggling to open
the food packaging of an average of three items.17

1.5

Consumer experience

All consumers are impacted by hard-to-open packaging. For instance, when packaging is
unable to be opened it fails to meet one of packaging’s key functions, which is to provide
convenience of use for the end consumer.18
Research on consumer experience with packaging, for example, has found high levels of
dissatisfaction and injury:
•

•
•
•

In the UK, 49,000-60,000 people annually required hospital treatment due to injuries
caused whilst opening difficult packaging, mainly due to consumers undertaking
desperate actions and using tools such as knives to open the packaging in a way not
intended by the manufacturer.19
1-in-2 Australians have injured themselves opening packaging, including deep cuts &
chipped teeth.6 7
89% of consumers in Australia, New Zealand and Malaysia experience frustration or fury
when struggling with packaging.6
65% of consumers often have to wait for someone to open packaging for them.6 7
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Recent surveys comparing consumer and packaging industry professionals’ perceptions
relating to difficult to open packaging have found that industry substantially underestimates
the extent of the problem and the way in which consumers are affected. These surveys
revealed that 44% of consumers struggle with packaging everyday while industry perceived
that consumers would most likely struggle with packaging only once or twice a week. In
addition, 92% of consumers reported spilling or damaging a product when trying to open
the packaging, while industry perceived that only 25% of consumers would report this
experience.20 These surveys highlight the importance of improving industry understanding of
the experiences of consumers with a diverse range of abilities and impairments in using their
products and packaging.
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2.

Benefits of accessible product design

While accessible product design usually centres on the needs of people with disabilities,
improved design can benefit everyone. The benefits of accessible product design include:
•
•
•
•

Allowing more people to use and enjoy products.
Supporting independence, enablement and empowerment for people with impairments
that affect their ability to use standard consumer products.
Contributing to a more inclusive society.
Improving the consumer experience for everyone.

A commitment to accessible product and packaging design also offers commercial benefits,
including:
•
•
•
•

The capacity to address the needs of a growing market of disabled and older customers.
Improved customer satisfaction.
A competitive advantage in the market place.
Improved brand image and customer brand loyalty.

Nearly 20 percent of older consumers, for example, make the decision to stop purchasing
a product or change products/ brands based on difficult experiences with packaging.21
Improving the consumer experience with packaging adds value and a competitive
advantage22 and easy to use packaging also creates brand loyalty.23

3.

Advocacy for accessible design

Designing products and packaging to consider the differing needs of a broader and more
diverse consumer base is part of inclusive and universal design principles, but these concepts
are still considered relatively new.22 Most designers are aware of research in the field of
inclusive design, but there is a gap in knowledge around how it can be implemented, which
needs to be addressed.22 Many organisations consider packaging development mainly in
terms of technical criteria, with the development of functional specifications seen as an extra,
rather than a specific requirement.22 This attitude can be a barrier to developing packaging
that meets the needs of the consumers.
Arthritis Australia established its Accessible Design Division to advocate for and work with
government and industry to improve the design and packaging of products so that they
are easier to use for people who have arthritis and other physical limitations. The Division
provides a testing and advisory service for companies wishing to improve the accessibility
of their products and packaging. Furthermore, the Division provides accessibility ratings for
portion controlled food items to assist food service managers involved in making purchasing
decisions for products supplied in hospitals across Australia’s health system.
In 2019, Arthritis Australia and ten other not-for-profit consumer health organisations
representing consumers with chronic conditions associated with physical limitations, formed
the Accessible Product Design Alliance. The aim of the Alliance is to advocate to government
and industry to improve access to products and packaging that are easy to use for these
consumers and to increase research in the area. The objectives of the Alliance are:
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1. To raise awareness of accessibility issues relating to product and packaging design for
people with limited dexterity and mobility
2. To support the development of more inclusive product and packaging designs
3. To promote accessible product design principles to the government and industry, in
both Australia and New Zealand and to advocate for whole-of-government, systemic
changes to policy and standards that incorporate accessible design principles.
4. To support research into accessible product and packaging design.
5. To work with Accessible Product Design Alliance member’s stakeholders to encourage
wherever possible consideration of the accessibility needs of all members of the
community regardless of their level of ability.

Next steps
To fulfill the objectives of achieving more inclusive and accessible product designs, the
Alliance is committed to developing initiatives that respond to changes in Australia’s health
environment. These activities include; collaborating with Alliance consumers to identify
problem accessibility areas and possible solutions; developing accessibility resources for
industry partners; recognising good product and packaging design with awards; and raising
awareness of accessibility issues through media engagement and government submissions.
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