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About RiDC

The Research Institute for Disabled Consumers (RiDC) is
the leading expert in inclusive research involving disabled

people

We are an independent, national charity with over 50 years experience in
commissioned consumer research and insights in this area. We have a strong
track record of delivering unique insights and solutions to businesses,
government and charities, including on digital assistive technologies.

We are run by and for people with a personal experience of disability.
Our approach

We always start from the perspective of disabled people. By working in a

participatory way - listening to their needs and reflecting on real lives in our research,

we make sure nobody is excluded.
Our panel

RiDC was one of the first organisations to establish a UK panel of disabled and older
consumers. Our panel now includes over 4,000 people and is the largest pan-
disability panel in the UK. It is representative by impairment group, gender and
region, based on the overall disability population in the UK as listed in the most
recent Family Resources Survey.

Meet Michelle, one of

our panel members
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The RiDC was commissioned by the Royal Society to explore Research questions
and understand the experiences and views of disabled people

using digital assistive technologies (DigAT) to help inform and The questions that guided our research were as follows:

shape future policy and practice. How/do people with disabilities use digital (or ‘emerging’) assistive
technologies to meet their access needs? What are these technologies
DigAT has become increasingly present in contemporary society and as such is enabling them to do that they wouldn't be able to do otherwise?

becoming ever present in the lives of disabled and older people. More and more of

How do disabled people discover digital assistive technologies, and what

our life is moving onto platforms that allow us to better engage with new :
prevents them from using them?

technologies, our environment, products and services, and which purport to enable
a better life tomorrow. However, unprecedented changes in technology (both in What access needs are not being met by digital assistive technologies?

terms of functionality and adoption) call for innovative approaches to understand What are disabled people’s primary concerns when Using digital assistive

how disabled and older people can and will interact with that technology. technologies (e.g. knowledge, privacy, security, accuracy, utility, obsolescence,
expense, personalization, sustainability, connectivity, unknown risks of Al)?

We understood that the Royal Society wanted to look at the interface between

Where do disabled go for access to, or help with, digital assistive technologies

disabled people and current and ‘emerging’ assistive technologies. As a result,

e.g. to obtain, modify, learn, discard, or uninstall them)?
between February and May 2024, we designed and delivered a mixed-methods g ! it ! uni )

research study to explore and understand the experiences and views of disabled How is the impact of these technologies related to other characteristics or
people using and finding out about digital assistive technologies, with the aim of circumstances (i.e. how does intersectionality affect this)?

providing Royal Society with the data needed to inform future policy and practice.
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Methodology
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The following are some key points about how the scope of the research was defined:

Use of conventional analogue assistive technology (such as glasses or
wheelchairs), technologies used by caregivers, genetic modification, and
technologies for high performance tasks (such as elite sports) were excluded
from the study.

The research did, however, seek to explore ‘emerging’ or ‘intelligent assistive
technology’, and hardware or software external to, worn on or implanted in the
body (e.g. smart assistants, advanced hearing aids, automated lip reading).

We expanded the scope of the research by gathering high-level quantitative and
qualitative insights into artificial intelligence (Al) and the current and future role
it will play in assistive technologies, as we felt it was an important topic to
consider when exploring 'emerging’ technologies.

We also expanded the scope of the research by gathering qualitative insights
into disabled people's experiences of participating in the design of or user (UX)
testing of new digital assistive technologies.

The main research focus was to understand more about disabled people’s

attitudes towards DigAT, rather than the technology itself. To get the most out of
our research, we focused on people’'s broader experiences rather than the pros
and cons of specific models of DigAT.
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Our research ,
approach

The following diagram outlines

the mixed research methods we

used to answer our six research

guestions.

1 Rapid evidence
review

In February and March 2024, we
conducted a review of the Royall
Society's and other relevant
research about DigAT to help
inform our research design and
build on existing research.

Expert by Experience (EbE) 4 UXFocus group

session In May 2024, we held one 90-minute online focus group

In March 2024, we ran a 90-minute online
participatory design session with 8 RiDC
pan-disabled panel members, to help us
design, shape and test our survey.

3 Survey

In April 2024, we sent a survey to the
entire RiDC panel to explore their
experiences of and attitudes towards
using DigAT. This received 851
responses and the findings were used
to help inform follow-up focus groups.

with six RiDC pan-disabled panel members recruited from
the survey who were identified as having been involved in
testing or designing new DigAT. This was designed to

explore their experiences and involvement in the process.

Focus groups

In May 2024, we held three 90-minute online focus
groups with six RiDC panel members in each (18
participants in total) recruited from the survey. These
focus groups were grouped by broad impairment type
(sensory, mobility and cognitive), and designed to gain a
more in-depth understanding of the experiences of and
attitudes towards accessing or using DigAT.
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Key findings
How do people with disabilities use DigAT to meet their access needs?

A Over half of survey respondents who used DigAT said that without it, they could not
live the way they did or that their daily life would be significantly more difficult.
Just over 6 in 10 agreed that they needed it to access critical services (such as

medical services, online banking, or education).

A The research highlighted that a vast range of technology was being used and
considered by disabled people as DigAT. This DigAT enabled users to meet their
specific needs and fulfil a wide variety of tasks that would otherwise be difficult or
impossible to complete independently in multiple contexts (particularly in the home,

for leisure and travel).

A Survey respondents described using their DigAT for varied tasks which could be
grouped according to three broad functions: performing context-specific tasks;

aiding communication; and addressing specific access needs.
How do disabled people discover DigAT, and what prevents them from using
it?

A New DigAT was mostly discovered online (i.e. via websites or social media), with
nearly 7 in 10 survey respondents selecting this means of discovery. Being informed

by organisations (such as disability groups, charities, community groups, and

manufacturers) was the next most popular means of discovery, with disability groups

being the most significant category within this subset.

A Of those who did not use DigAT, over half (55%) said they did not need to use DigAT for
their disability, access need, and/or health condition, while 19% felt they did not know

enough or feel confident enough to use it.

7

A Nearly 6 in 10 of those who did not use DigAT said they would use it if they knew what
types of DigAT were on the market, while nearly 4 in 10 said they would use it if

training was available to show them how to do so.

A Those who used DigAT felt that the biggest disadvantages of using new DigAT related
to cost (61%) and the risk of it being replaced by something better soon after
purchasing or installing it (51%).

What are the reasons why DigAT can fail to support access needs?

Ve

A A failure to involve disabled users in the design and testing of DigAT and
inaccessible DigAT instructions or a failure to provide a customer service were cited

as reasons for access needs not being met.

A Over half of survey respondents believed that Artificial Intelligence (Al) could bring
improvements in four main areas: creating impairment-specific aids; improving access

to digital technology; reducing social barriers; and improving access to care.
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Key findings
What are disabled people’s primary concerns when using DigAT?

A Survey respondents were most concerned that DigAT companies would
replace their human support-teams with chat bots or Al, with the result that

they would not be able to obtain the support they needed.

A Half of survey respondents said they had concerns about Al being used in a way
that could discriminate against disabled people, believing that this
discrimination could arise from how Al is used or relied upon by society (resulting
in reduced efforts to minimise structural barriers), or Al's inability to take full
account of disabled people's experiences or provide reliable support and accurate

information.

A Nearly half of survey respondents (49%) were concerned that disabled people
were not involved in the testing of DigAT, and that this could result in

inaccessible DigAT features or users’ access needs not being met.

A 46% felt that if they themselves lacked awareness of the latest DigAT, nobody

else would help them access it.

A 43% were concerned about how much data is gathered from disabled users
and how this data is employed when DigAT is in use, particularly in relation to
Al-powered DigAT.

Where do disabled people go for access to, or help with DigAT?

Ve

A 6in10 survey respondents felt that they were able to research and find suitable
solutions to problems with DigAT online. Older participants and those with cognitive
conditions, however, reported a lower likelihood of being able to find suitable solutions to

problems online. Women were also less confident in finding online solutions.

A Just under 3in 10 respondents (29%) did not have anybody they could rely on for help
with their DigAT. However, 53% had someone who could provide support and over three

thirds (66%) felt comfortable asking for help.

Ve

A DigAT customer support issues raised by participants included lack of timely or

satisfactory responses and lack of human support as a fallback.
What societal changes regarding DigAT do disabled people want?

A Survey respondents considered it most important that more DigAT companies test

their products with disabled people.

A Just over7in 10 respondents considered policy changes aimed at removing day-to-day
disadvantages disabled face with DigAT (such as increased cost, data security issues,

and compatibility) as ‘very important.

Ve

A Nearly two thirds of respondents (60%) considered it 'very important’ that there would be

a cultural shift towards society viewing accessible products positively.
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Rapid evidence review

With our evidence review, we wanted to outline the current knowledge base surrounding DigAT
(particularly in terms of how it is categorised) and create a structure on which we could use the knowledge
to inform our research processes.

We used evidence from both academic and social contexts to create categorisations of the existing DigAT
landscape, creating two models of how the technology is currently categorised and used by disabled and Figure 1: The Primary/Secondary Functionality Divide

older people.
? O
eyes

We focused on creating classifications to help us build and analyse our survey and inform subsequent
research stages. We therefore created two main ways of categorising DigAT which build on literature

produced by the Royal Society as well as findings from wider research (see references in appendix). Designed for

disabled
people

Designed for

everyone

When looking into the variety of DigAT available, it seemed that the technology could be grouped under
the following two groups, depending on its target audience:

Ll om

A Technology designed for everyone which serve a secondary assistive function (such as remote or

app-controlled lighting or heating, Google Maps, or virtual assistants like an Amazon Alexa). These
devices are common in society but do not stand out as assistive despite being a significant help to
users with a wide range of access needs.

A Technology designed for disabled People which serve a primary assistive function (such as
Bluetooth hearing aids, Be My Eyes and SeeingAl apps for the visually impaired). These devices and
applications are designed with disabled people in mind to ensure that they are able to access different
aspects of daily living.

RiDC | Royal Society Report Rapid evidence review




We used these two broad categories to help us assess
the most common technologies people use and to

see if there was a correlation between a
initial design and the ways people use it
to-day lives.

broduct’s

INn their day-
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Rapid evidence review

We identified four major categories of DigAT based on all of the literature we reviewed (see references in appendix). The

compass on the right is divided into two axes: access and social presence. By ‘access, we mean anything that could support
or limit a person’s ability to purchase or use DAT (e.g. cost, usability, obsolescence, availability, other factors). By ‘social
presence’ we mean how easy it is to find out about these products (e.g. whether they are widely available in stores, marketed
by charities or organisations, publicised on social media or the news).

State of the art — This category includes devices which are difficult to access but have a high social presence (e.g. Envision, Meta
glasses, Google glass). This is likely because they are too expensive or use complicated programmes which are difficult to learn. Their
social presence is high because companies are likely to want to advertise about their newest inventions, and such technology is often

covered by the news or social media.

Everyday technology — These devices are likely to have a secondary assistive function whilst their primary function is more general.
They are easy to access and have a high social presence and include smart phone, laptops, and virtual assistants which are used by

most people in society daily. Assistive technology is often integrated into the device.

Outdated technology — Disabled and older people can find it difficult to adopt new technologies either in the form of a new device or
software update which can result in them using out of date technology (such as old iPhone) or using technology that is no longer
supported by up-to-date systems (such as older screen-reader that no longer supports new web browsers. This means that the devices
are difficult to access due to a lack of support from the manufacturers and have a low social presence as society and the industry are

only focused on the latest innovations.

Medical Devices — Medical devices have their own category for the purpose of devices which are easy to access in the UK through the
NHS, and yet have a low social presence as it is hard to find information about the newest technologies and how to access them. These

devices are often not the most advanced solutions due to budget issues associated with the NHS.

Figure 2: The Digital Assistive Technology Compass

High social

State of the art Everyday tech

Restricted

Access

Qutdated tech

ical T
(obsotescence) Medical Technology

Low social
presence
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These four categories helped us think more broadly
about the ditferent types of DigAT disabled people
may use and how certain factors (i.e. access and social

presence) could impact uptake and continued use of
the product.
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Who took part in our EbE session?

After conducting our Rapid Evidence Review, we ran an Expert by Experience
(EbE) session with eight RiDC panel members who used DigAT. The purpose
of this session was to help us design, shape, and test our survey and ensure

that we used appropriate language and questioning throughout our research.

This 90-minute session was conducted over Zoom in March 2024.

Gender

A 5were female
A 3 were male

Age

A 2 were between 18 and 39 years of age
A 5 were between 40 and 59 years of age
A 1was between 63 years of age

Ethnicity

A 6 were white
A 2 were Asian

Impairment type

A 6hada mobility impairment

A 6hada cognitive impairment

A 1hada hearing impairment

A 1hada dexterity impairment

A 1had a communication Impairment

Most of the EbE participants told us in a screener survey that they liked to use the latest

innovations in DigAT as soon as they became available.

“| like to use the latest innovations in assistive
technology as soon as they become available"

B Strongly agree
m Somewhat agree
Somewhat disagree

Strongly disagree
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EbE findings

During the EbE session, we discussed how we
should best define digital assistive technology
and capture disabled people’s use of and
attitudes towards it. We also sought to
understand the typical barriers disabled people
face and the biggest concerns they have when
using DigAT, the context in which it is used and
the possible intersectional characteristics that

could impact its use.

View the EbE discussion guide in appendix

We co-formulated a definition of DigAT

To help survey respondents and focus group participants understand what would be classified as
DigAT, we asked our EbE participants what their thoughts were about a definition of DigAT we
planned to use in our survey and focus groups. With their help, we refined the definition of DigAT to
mean: “Any digital technology that processes information to help make your life easier.”

Participants also asked that we provide examples to illustrate the definition of DigAT.

We discarded an over-simple pre-defined categorisation of DigAT in favour of a

more nuanced data derived one

Initially we had planned to ask survey respondents to categorise their DigAT into two groups:
Mainstream technology which serve a secondary assistive function (such as an Amazon Alexa)
and technology designed for disabled people which serve a primary assistive function (such as a
screen-reader). However, the feedback was that this dichotomy was over-simple and unclear, with
participants perceiving DigAT as covering several and sometimes overlapping categories. For
example, an iPhone is a piece of mainstream technology but includes in-built accessibility features
specifically designed for disabled users.

We identified important insights to gather in the survey

The EbE session helped us sharpen the focus of our survey and plan its subsequent analysis. For
example, the insights helped us create a series of statements aimed at exploring respondents’
concerns about DigAT and frame questions about policy approaches that might improve the
usefulness of DigAT for users. The analysis also benefited from a prior understanding of the
possible intersectional characteristics that could impact access to and use of DigAT (such as age,
impairment, and digital skills).

RiDC | Royal Society Report

Expert by Experience session



Who completed our
survey and took part
in our focus groups?
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Survey sample

Our survey was sent to the entire RiDC panel to explore their experiences of and attitudes towards using DigAT.

The survey was live between the 9th and 24th April 2024 and received a total of 851 responses. The recorded demographic details of survey respondents are provided

below.
Age group n % Region (n= 844)
Under 18 3 0% '
18-39 98 12% 9\ /— Scotland 72 (9%)
40-59 302 36% g North-East 37(4%)
)
60-79 388 47% ‘ North-West 82 (10%)
80 and above 40 5% " Yorkshire and the Humber 63 (7%)
Total 831 100% ‘ East Midlands 71 (8%)

East of England 74 (9%)

Gender n %

: .
Female 475 56% 23'35‘ Midlands 75 ' London 90 (11%)
Male 360 42% Wales 36
(4%)
Ozt 1 L South-West "\, South-East 132 (16%)
100 (12%)
Prefer not to say 6 1%
Total 851 100%

The above demographics are closely representative by age group, gender, and impairment, based on the overall disability population in the UK as listed in the most recent Family Resources
Survey (2022-2023)

Impairment type n %
Mobility 721 85%
Dexterity 355 42%
Cognitive 335 40%
Visual 293 35%
Hearing 210 25%
Communication 124 15%
Total (count) 2,038 -
*Please note that many panel members have more than one
impairment so therefore fall into multiple impairment groups.
Ethnicity n %
White 770 92%
Ethnic minority 55 7%
Prefer not to say 8 1% View the
Total 833 100% survey scit

in appendix
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UX focus group sample

6 participants, identified as having been involved in designing or testing new Ethnicity Region
DigAT, were selected to take part in a 90-minute UX focus group. The aim of this A 4were White A 1was based in the South-West A Twas based in Wales
: : : : ) ] A 1was based in Yorkshire and
focus group was to explore their experience and involvement in the process. A 1was Asian A 1was based in East Midlands the Humber
A 1was Mixed Race A 1was based in London A 1was based in East of England

The focus group was conducted online via Zoom in May 2024.

Gender Most participants had been actively involved in testing or designing a wide range of DigAT

A 4were male including downloadable/installable software or applications (such as Google's speech

A 2 were female - . o o
recognition software, diabetes management apps, Soundscape app), online digital assistive

Age

technology (such as TextHelp, NVDA screen-reader) and physical devices or wearable

A 2 were between 18 and 39 years of age technologies (e.g. to monitor or manage different health conditions).
A 2 were between 40 and 59 years of age

A 2 were between 60 and 79 years of age
Types of DigAT involved in testing or designing

Impairment type
o ) Downloadable/installable software such
4 had a mobility impairment as screen readers, etc. _ 4
4 had a dexterity impairment Online digital assistive technology such _ 3
3 had a visual impairment as colour contrast settings, etc.
2 had a cognitive impairment Physical devices (such as wearable _ 3
technology

1had a communication impairment
View the UX focus group

discussion guide in
appendix

> v v D

*Please note that many participants had more than one impairment.
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Focus group sample

18 participants were selected from the survey to take part in a follow-up focus

group to further explore their experience of and attitudes towards accessing or

using DigAT.

Three 90-minute focus groups were conducted over Zoom in May 2024, and each

consisted of six participants. These focus groups were organised by three broad

impairment groups — sensory (i.e. visual and hearing), cognitive (i.e. learning

differences, dyslexia, autism or ADHD), and physical (i.e. mobility and/or dexterity).

Gender

A 11 were female
A 5were male
A 2 did not disclose their gender

Impairment type

Ve

13 had a cognitive impairment

11 had a mobility impairment

8 had a visual impairment

7 had a communication impairment

6 had a hearing impairment

v > D> > D

5 had a dexterity impairment

*Please note that many participants had more
than one impairment.

Age

A 9 were between 18 and 39 years of age
A 7 were between 40 and 59 years of age
A 2 were between 60 and 79 years of age

Ethnicity

A 11 were White
A 2 were Black
A 2 were Asian
A 3 were Mixed Race or ‘Other’

Region

A 5were based in London A 1was based in the East of England
A 4 were based in the West Midlands A 1was based in the East Midlands
A 3 were based in the South-East A 1was based in Scotland

A 2 were based in Yorkshire and the Humber A 1was based in the South-West

More than half of participants used DigAT throughout their day, while 6 used it a couple of
times a day, week or month. 2 participants never used DigAT but indicated that they would

use it if it was more affordable, easier to use or designed with their access needs in mind.

Frequency of using DigAT

m Throughout
my day

m A couple of
times a day

A couple of
times a week

A couple of

times a month View the focus group discussion

m Never guide in appendix
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Survey and focus
group findings
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How/do disabled people
use digital (or
‘emerging’) assistive
technologies to meet

their access needs?































































































































































































































