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There is substantial evidence that the exclusive provision of 
gendered washrooms and changerooms (e.g., washrooms 
exclusively designated for use by women or men), as well 
as changerooms without privacy options, can cause anxiety, 
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This report outlines the challenges posed by the exclusive 
provision of gendered facilities (e.g., washrooms designated 
for use by only women or only men), discusses the increasing 
move towards gender-neutral facilities, and provides 
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example, a gender-neutral washroom or changeroom may 
officially permit access to all genders but fail to incorporate a 
design that is accessible for people with disabilities, people 
who menstruate, people who are pregnant, people of all 
sizes, parents or caregivers, and so on. By contrast, gendered 
facilities may immediately seem exclusionary as they literally 
are designed to exclude users outside a specific gender—but 
can still incorporate inclusive design standards that make the 
space more accessible overall. It is worth noting that, while it 
is important to adapt gendered wash-rooms and changerooms 
to an inclusive model, these facilities must be provided 
alongside robust gender-neutral options in order for an 
institution to responsibly serve all users. 

This report recommends that between one third and one 
half of all washrooms become gender-neutral and that all 
changerooms become gender-neutral. Achieving this goal 
can take a significant amount of time and funds. In order to 
immediately improve the inclusivity of current facilities, this 
report also recommends a series of short-term accommodations. 
These recommendations include the conversion of all 
single-stall facilities to gender-neutral spaces. As is 
demonstrated in the following review, these short- and 
long-term strategies are necessary to combat the negative 
impacts of exclusionary facilities.

The exclusive provision of gendered washrooms and change- 
rooms has frequently been recognized as a risk to the safety 
and well-being of transgender and/or gender non-conforming 
individuals. That said, the provision of exclusively gendered 
facilities can result in adverse effects for multiple populations, 
including men, women, LGBQ+ people, young people, people 
with disabilities, and social groups that contain people of 
multiple genders. As demonstrated across multiple academic 
studies, industry publications, and design guidelines, the 
move toward facilities that feature inclusive gendered options 
as well as robust gender-neutral options can improve safety, 
privacy, and ease of access for all those who use public 
washrooms and changerooms. Rather than attempt a 
comprehensive review of all populations impacted by 
non-inclusive design, this report will mainly focus on material 
related to transgender and/or GNC people. Nonetheless, this 
review recognizes how gender, sexuality, disability, race, class, 
and related social categories are often connected. As such, 
this report will provide an overview of the myriad impacts of 
exclusionary facilities and outline options for remediating 
washrooms and changerooms at Queen’s University.

Impacts on transgender and/or gender  
non-conforming people
Gendered washrooms and changerooms are frequently sites 
of anxiety, harassment, discrimination for transgender and/or 
GNC people. In 2011, the American National Transgender 
Discrimination Survey found that transgender and/or gender 
non-conforming students at the secondary and post-secondary 
level reported high rates of harassment, bullying, and assault 
in school washrooms (Grant et al., 2011). This same study 
found that 26% of respondents had experienced outright 
denial of access to facilities that match their gender identity. 
Similarly, another USA-based survey (James et al., 2016) 
found that transgender and/or gender non-conforming 
respondents had high rates of avoidance and harassment 
when attempting to access gendered facilities. Nearly 
one-quarter of respondents stated that they had been 
directly confronted about whether they were in the “wrong 
restroom” over the past year, with one in ten reporting overt 
denial of access to public facilities (James et al., 2016, p. 225). 
Twelve percent of respondents also reported verbal harassment, 
physical attack, and/or and sexual assault when attempting 
to access a washroom within the past year.

Impacts of gendered 
washrooms and 

changerooms

This report recommends that between 
one third and one half of all washrooms 
become gender-neutral and that all 
changerooms become gender-neutral.

“

“
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of the respondents avoided using campus washrooms due to 
fear of harassment, being perceived as trans, or being “outed” 
(Laidlaw, 2020, p. 277). Approximately the same number 
reported past negative experiences in campus washrooms. 
The majority of respondents preferred to use gender-neutral 
facilities, with more than half choosing to travel across 
campus for access to such spaces. This number remained 
high among disabled transgender and/or gender non-
conforming individuals, 30% of whom were willing to travel 
to use a safe and inclusive washroom. When surveyed on 
whether there was a need for more “gender-neutral (or 
single-stall) washrooms on campus,” the response was 
unanimous: 100% of respondents indicated the need for an 
increase in gender-neutral washrooms (Laidlaw, 2020, p. 278).

These results were replicated in another study of post-
secondary transgender and/or GNC students, and the lack of 
access to safe, inclusive, gender-neutral facilities was placed 
as the highest priority among all survey respondents 
(Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 2019). Multiple studies before 
and following these examples have found that transgender 
and/or gender non-conforming people prioritize equitable 
access to gender-neutral facilities as a foremost point of 
concern, followed closely by the need for more inclusive 
anti-discrimination policies (Goldberg, Beemyn, & Smith, 
2019; Grant et al., 2011; James et al., 2015; Laidlaw, 2020). 

While there are many challenges faced by transgender and/
or gender non-conforming populations, safe and accessible 
gender-neutral washrooms and changerooms remain a 
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gender non-conforming people who menstruate often find 
male-designated facilities difficult to navigate due to a 
frequent lack of menstruation-related products and few 
locations for easy disposal and/or cleaning of said products 
(Frank, 2020). Relatedly, male-designated facilities frequently 
fail to address the needs of people who are pregnant. 

Users of male-designated facilities may go so far as to harm 
themselves or others in order to prove their manhood 
(Herriot, Burns, & Yeung, 2018). This is a chronic issue among 
many men—including cisgender men—as gendered 
changerooms can quickly become sites for ‘hazing’ rituals 
among male athletes that incorporate practices of 
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse (Fogel & Quinlan, 
2020). Such instances of violence can have serious, long-term 
medical and psychological consequences for the victims and 
costly lawsuits for the institutions where these transgressions 
take place. In this way, many men may share the experiences 
of transgender and/or GNC people more broadly, as 
washrooms and changerooms become spaces of stress, 
harassment, exclusion, and abuse. 

Impacts on women
Exclusionary, female-designated washrooms and 
changerooms are often sites of stress as well. Users of 
female-designated spaces often experience increased wait 
times and overall usage frequency in comparison to male-
designated facilities (Bovens & Marcoci, 2020; Moen, Westlie, 
& Skille, 2018; Qiu, 2018). Female-designated washroom 
design also frequently fails to account for the needs of 
pregnant people and people who menstruate, most but not 
all of whom are women (Frank, 2020; Greed, 2016). 
Washrooms have also been named as spaces of insecurity 
among women who are concerned about sexual violence 
(Hartigan, 2020; Quinlan, Clarke, & Horsely, 2009). 

Transgender women in particular are systemically excluded 
from female-designated spaces such as washrooms and 
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identities (Herrick et al., 2020; Oakleaf & Richmond, 2017). 
While the provision of gender-neutral spaces remains a 
necessity, larger buildings can likely accommodate a variety 
of facilities—including gendered options—so long as all are 
designed in an inclusive manner. Inclusive design explicitly 
recognizes and vocally supports the access needs of trans-
gender and/or GNC women within all gendered and gender-
neutral spaces. 

Impacts on lesbian, gay, bisexual,  
and queer people
Considering the strict pressure to perform the ‘correct’ kind of 
gender in public facilities, it may come as no surprise that 
many gay, lesbian, bisexual and queer populations report 
harassment and hostility within in male- and female-
designated wash-rooms and changerooms (Cavanagh, 
2011; Leahy, 2020; Roper & Halloran, 2007; Shaw, 2013). For 
instance, a survey of bisexual and lesbian women with 
experience as student athletes reported a discriminatory 
changeroom culture, which was defined by interpersonal 
surveillance, internalized pressure to conform to 
heterosexual standards, overt anti-gay comments, and 
homophobic graffiti (Shaw, 2013). Studies on the attitudes of 
male student athletes have also shown homophobia to be 
commonplace within the change-room atmosphere (Roper & 
Halloran, 2007). Transgender and/or gender non-conforming 
people who also identify as queer may feel alienated from 
their peers on levels related to both gender and sexuality. 

Inclusive design can address many of the concerns among 
LGBTQ+ people as they navigate washrooms and change-
rooms. Both gendered and gender-neutral facilities can be 
designed with an emphasis on privacy and safety for lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, queer, transgender and/or gender non-
conforming people. Long-term inclusion practices should 
also incorporate policies and codes of conduct that welcome 
and protect all users (Barkowsky et al., 2019; Goldberg, 2019; 
Leahy, 2020). Finally, through the option of single-stall 

facilities and private changing spaces, the need for self-
regulation can be more appropriately placed on cisgender 
and/or heterosexual users with discriminatory beliefs and 
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Oakleaf & Richmond, 2017; Pirics, 2017; Porta et al., 2018; 
Seelman, 2016). An inclusive approach to facilities design 
recognizes the potential presence of transgender and/
or GNC people in all facilities, including those which are 
designated for men, for women, or are gender neutral. 
Additionally, as discussed above, many cisgender people 
may also benefit from inclusive facility options, as they 
offer increased ease of access and personal privacy. As 
institutions begin to adopt inclusive design standards, it is 
important to consider both short- and long-term strategies to 
incorporate the principles of inclusive design in gendered and 
gender-neutral facilities alike. 

An inclusive approach to facilities design supports ease of 
access to private, gender-neutral facilities for all users. 
Inclusive design supports the provision of a mirror in each 
facility stall. Mirrors in all stalled areas allow for management 
of one’s own appearance, an accommodation particularly 
important for individuals requiring privacy from other 
genders during this activity, such as Muslim women who veil 
(Roy, 2016; Laidlaw, 2020). All mirrors should be placed at a 
strategic angle to accommodate wheelchair users and other 
disabled users (Broyer, 2020) as, overall, inclusive design 
needs to consider accessibility standards for disabled people 
as well (Poggiali & Margolin, 2019). Gendered and gender-
neutral inclusive facilities should provide options for wide 
stalls that can accommodate users of all sizes, users with 
mobility aids, and multiple individuals at once, such as 
caregivers and care-receivers. Paper dispensers, toilet design, 
and other amenities in inclusive facilities should also 
accommodate larger body types, including pregnant people, 
and wherever possible, inclusive facilities should provide a 
changing table (Frank, 2020; Greed, 2016). An inclusive 
approach to facilities design should also provide ungendered 
menstrual products and easy sites for their disposal, such as 
small bins in each private stall (Frank, 2020). Menstrual 
products and related materials should be designed in a 
manner that is not gendered or coded as feminine, with 
reflection that not all people who menstruate are women 
and not all women menstruate. 

As part of easing access for all users—including disabled 
individuals and social groups with people of multiple 
genders—inclusive facilities need to prioritize the strategic 
placement of single- and/or multi-stall gender-neutral 
facilities across all floors within all buildings of the institution 
and/or organization(s) in question (Hartigan, 2020; Laidlaw, 
2020; Poggiali & Margolin, 2019). Guided by the research of 
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gender-neutral model. These guidelines may need to be 
adapted for smaller institutions and organizations where the 
ratio of such spaces is more even. 

Inclusive signage standards

Signage for inclusive facilities should be clear, direct, and 
easy to understand. Working with the Canadian Signage 
Association, the architecture firm Entro (2016) has provided 
clear diagrams of recommended washroom signage for 
gender-neutral facilities. As shown below in Figure 1, 
inclusive signage—especially gender-neutral signage—
should avoid the use of identity-based icons. Instead, 
Entro recommends a use-focused diagram that explains 
exactly what amenities are available within the 
washroom or changeroom. According to Entro, gender-
neutral washrooms can most often be indicated through a 
simple pictogram of a toilet placed along with the word 

“washroom” (p. 7), as shown in Figure 2.  

Short term: Steps towards inclusion can take the 
form of single-stall, gender-neutral changing 
options and increased privacy in multi-stall 
facilities through the provision of privacy curtains 
or similar partitions in changing areas and showers.  

Long term: Changing facilities should be 
redeveloped to become entirely gender-neutral 
through the provision of private changing stalls 
and private showers, shared locker space, and 
spaces for entry to recreation facilities that do 
not pass through changerooms at all. 
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As displayed in Figures 1 and 2, the move away from identity-
focused signage reflects an emphasis on use-based content. 
An inclusive approach to signage design supports users in 
making informed choices about whether the facility provides 
what they need. This recommendation remains consistent 
across scholarly studies, trade literature, and design 
guidelines (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2019; 
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However, among the webpages surveyed for this scan, some 
appeared to be incomplete and/or neglected since their 
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and streamline this process. Overall, Queen’s needs to develop 
consistent standards for inclusive facilities, including appropriate 
signage, and adopt related policies.  

Queen’s University has multiple single-stall washrooms 
across campus. To find a gender-neutral washroom at 
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This report has demonstrated the clear need for inclusive 
washroom and changeroom design in higher education and 
beyond. To accomplish this change within new and upgrading 
facilities at Queen’s, focus must remain on overall public safety, 
personal privacy, and ease of access. A practical approach 
to applying inclusive design would incorporate a short-
term “accommodation model” to implement small, 
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Each column indicates a best 
practice for inclusive washroom 
and/or changeroom design. The 
data in the table was retrieved 
from each university’s public-facing 
online communications, and is 
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Appendix: Environmental Scan
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