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Abstract. This paper and the accompanying poster will present a case  
study of the development of The Great British Public Toilet Map 
http://greatbritishpublictoiletmap.rca.ac.uk/ through the use of UK open data. 
The map acts as an information resource but also as an access point for 
members of the public to campaign for open data to be released concerning 
publicly available toilet provision in their local area. In addition, the map also 
provides members of the public, who may be unfamiliar with the concept of 
open data and the possibilities for greater e-democracy it may hold, an entry 
point for engagement through the seemingly mundane, yet essential issue of 
public toilet provision. 
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1 Introduction 

The Great British Public Toilet Map was developed through a participatory design 
methodology conducted by the authors at the Helen Hamlyn Centre for Design; Royal 
College of Art. It formed a key deliverable for the TACT3 (Tackling Ageing 
Continence through Theory Tools & Technology) research project. Incorporating an 
inclusive design philosophy and participatory design methods, the researchers worked 
with two stakeholder groups to identify how toilet provision could be made more 
accessible, especially regarding the needs of an ageing population.  

This paper will describe how through interviews and participatory design games, 
the research was able to identify a singular issue for both stakeholder groups and 
design an intervention to meet their needs. Identifying a shared concern between users 
and providers was paramount, as previous research (Greed, 2003) [1] had noted that 
within the design and management of public toilet provision there is often conflict 
between what users require and desire for toileting in comfort and dignity, and what 
providers can deliver within wider management concerns.   

Often the resulting design solution has met the needs of the providers over the 
users and focused on the anti-social behaviour of a minority opposed to the access 
requirements of the majority. Such a design lead creates an ‘access versus fortress’ 
agenda which finds many users withstanding uncomfortable and sometimes unusable 
provision, which in moments of urgency can be unpleasant.  
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2 Methodology 

Working under the title ‘Challenging Environmental Barriers to Continence’ the 
authors undertook 101 interviews with members of the public as users of publicly 
accessible toilets, and members of professional bodies involved with the delivery of 
publicly accessible toilet provision. This second group included architects who 
specialise in the siting, design and planning of provision, managers of provision from 
local authorities, department stores and transport terminals, and community groups 
interested in promoting local provision.  

The interviews focused on the contexts of use and provision and were directed 
towards both users and providers. Initially the research focused on the physical design 
and management aspects of the environment such as the need of a larger toilet cubicle 
and assurance from cleaning regimes. However, following the interviews the project 
developed a participatory design game in which participants worked together in teams 
to design their own toilets.  

Whilst these games highlighted design and management needs they also directed 
the research to consider the effective technological solutions concerning provision 
both from a users and providers perspective (See Bichard et al, 2013) [2]. 

3 The Great British Public Toilet Map  

To address the need for providers to distribute accurate information about toilet  
provision, and for users to be able to access such information, the research team developed 
The Great British Public Toilet Map http://greatbritishpublictoiletmap.rca.ac.uk/ as a  
key deliverable for TACT3 a multidisciplinary collaboration between: 

• Brunel University 
• the Universities of Sheffield 
• the West of England and Manchester 
• the Dalarna Research Institute and  
• the Bristol Urological Institute and the Royal College of Art.  

TACT3 ran between 2008-2011 and was funded by the New Dynamics of Ageing 
(NDA) Research programme http://www.newdynamics.group.shef.ac.uk/ ‘a seven 
year multidisciplinary research initiative with the ultimate aim of improving quality 
of life for older people’.  

The NDA, which was funded by all of the UK’s research councils, has been 
considered ‘the most ambitious research programme on ageing ever mounted in the 
UK’. 

The projects user driven refocus moved away from critiquing physical space to 
exploring the opportunities of digital space to deliver a framework for improved 
service delivery. Initially, the research explored an inclusive philosophical 
perspective through consideration of crowd sourcing as a data capture method on 
current toilet provision. However an analysis of a series of smartphone applications 
that had incorporated crowd-sourced data revealed a number of inaccuracies and 
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highlighted how crowd-sourced information alone is insufficient as it can be 
inaccurate and quickly become obsolete [3].  

Within the UK there is currently no centrally collated information, database or 
inventory of UK publicly accessible toilets. The research saw an opportunity to 
address this with the UK government’s call for more open data to be released 
especially in relation to public services, by requesting local authorities to collect 
collate and release their data regarding their public toilet provision. The open data on 
provision would then be used to populate The Great British Public Toilet Map.  

However, the Great British Public Toilet Map also incorporates public 
participation features in which it not only retrieves released open data on public toilet 
provision but also provides a platform for members of the public to request that such 
data is made available by their local authorities to populate the map.  

 

 

Fig. 1. The Great British Public Toilet Map  

4 Conclusion 

The development of the Great British Public Toilet Map through a participatory 
methodology would incorporated a participatory function for members of the public 
to request that open data be released on local toilet provision. This information not 
only populates the map but helps raise awareness that open data on local authority 
services and expenditure exists and where released can be accessed and used by 
members of the public.  
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