	ICT accessibility and social inclusion of people with disabilities and older people in Ireland:

The economic and business dimensions




Report commissioned by the
NCBI Centre for Inclusive Technology (CFIT)

Shari McDaid and Kevin Cullen 

Work Research Centre

Dublin

August 18, 2008 

Table of Contents

iExecutive Summary


11
Introduction


11.1
Numbers of people with disabilities and older people in Ireland


11.2
ICTs present opportunities and threats


21.3
Aim and contents of the report


22
Barriers to access and use of ICTs


22.1
People with disabilities


42.2
Older people


53
Social, cultural and economic consequences for individuals


53.1
The social dimension


73.2
Access to public services


73.3
Work and employment


83.4
Education and life-long learning


83.5
Consumer experiences


83.6
Banking


93.7
Health and well-being


93.8
Citizenship


93.9
Summary


104
Wider impacts


104.1
Government / public services


114.2
Business


124.3
Wider economy and society


135
The need for market and policy responses


135.1
Ageing of the population


135.2
Solutions are available but not being implemented


145.3
A stronger market response is needed


145.4
Improved regulation is also needed


156
Conclusion


15References




Executive Summary

'eAccessibility' concerns the design of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) products and services so that they can be used by people with disabilities and is also very relevant for many older people even if they do not have a recognised disability. This report presents new Irish data on the negative social and economic impacts that lack of eAccessibility can have on those affected. It also shows the substantial economic and business benefits that can be gained through increased eAccessibility.

At European level, eAccessibility has been recognised as a prerequisite for participation in the Information Society and hence for social inclusion. The EU has called for intervention by Member States. In the Irish context, there is a need for a focused effort to raise awareness of the importance of eAccessibility and to encourage the relevant stakeholders to increase their efforts to ensure eAccessibility of ICT products and services.

The evidence shows that people with disabilities and older people are a lot less likely to have access to and use ICTs than the general population. Socioeconomic circumstances and accessibility barriers are the key factors underlying this divide, while attitudes to ICTs are also a factor for some older people. The evidence also shows that this divide will not disappear through market forces alone.

A wide range of  ICTs continue to be inaccessible to many people with disabilities and older people in Ireland, including mobile phones, websites, ATMs and TV broadcasting. This can be a source of major social and economic disadvantages, such as:

· exclusion from usage of popular modes of social interaction through mobile phones and the internet

· exclusion from use of online public services and the time and effort savings that others are gaining from this. (It is estimated that if all people with disabilities could access such services the monetised value of their time-savings would be more than €8 million per year.)

· reduced employability given that ICTs are an integral part of the majority of workplaces today, with loss of the average ‘wage premium’ of 10% on earnings that is associated with jobs involving the internet and e-mail

· reduced consumer choice and higher prices because of exclusion from online shopping. (Average savings of €358 per consumer per annum have been estimated.)

Taken together, these economic losses add up to considerable figures. The loss of the consumer savings alone, for example, might typically amount to the equivalent of more than two weeks’ disability payment per person per annum.

There are substantial potential benefits to government and the wider economy from enabling access to ICTs for people with disabilities and older people. There is also a strong business case for making ICTs accessible, with benefits from greater market reach, lower website maintenance costs, lower customer support costs, and increased workforce productivity.  Some examples of the potential scale of the economic benefits include:

· savings of almost €4 million for the Government if just 20% of people with disabilities were enabled to use the internet for eGovernment transactions

· savings to the public purse of €8 to €20 million per annum for each 1% of people with disabilities who transfer from disability payments to employment as a result of being able to use ICTs

· substantially increased markets for online shopping, banking and other services. (If usage levels of people with disabilities were the same as for the general population this would add more than 86,000 consumers to the Irish online marketplace.)

Low-cost solutions exist for many of the eAccessibility barriers currently faced by people with disabilities, and with projected increases in the numbers of people affected, there are more reasons for implementing these solutions. Greater appreciation of the economic and business consequences of the ‘disability divide’ may help to stimulate more effective policy and industry responses.

1 Introduction

'eAccessibility' concerns the design of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) products and services so that they can be used by people with disabilities. It is also very relevant for many older people even if they do not have a recognised disability, as well as for a much wider range of people under various circumstances. The EU Commission has accepted that eAccessibility is a pre-condition for participation in the Information Society for both people with disabilities and older people (EU 2007a and 2007b) and has called for intervention by Member States. 

This report examines the impacts that lack of accessibility of ICTs has on the social and economic participation of those affected in Ireland, and the wider economic and business implications that arise from this.  

1.1 Numbers of people with disabilities and older people in Ireland

In 2006, there were an estimated 222,000 people with a disability in the 15-64 years age range and a further 138,000 people with a disability in the 65+ age range.  Together these represent about 10.7% of the adult population and thus already constitute a large number of consumers, users of government services and current or potential workers. When older people who would not be classified as having a disability as such are taken into account the numbers rise to 690,000 or 20.5% of the adult population.

People with disabilities and older people are overlapping groups in the population. There is a close correlation between ageing and disability - more than one third of people with disabilities in Ireland are aged 65 and over, and almost three-fifths are aged 50 or over (CSO 2007). In addition, those impairments that are particularly relevant to ICT accessibility are more prevalent amongst older age groups, with vision, hearing and dexterity impairments all increasing substantially with age. 

1.2 ICTs present opportunities and threats

In recent years, ICTs have come to play an increasingly central role in many aspects of everyday life.  They are now basic tools in the majority of workplaces, a key mode of access for many services and an important medium for social engagement and leisure pursuits. These trends present both positive and negative possibilities for people with disabilities and older people. On the one hand, ICTs have great equalisation and inclusion potential by offering new ways of doing things that remove traditional barriers for people with disabilities and older people. On the other hand, lack of access to ICTs can be a source of new barriers, generating new forms of exclusion of those who cannot use them. For people with disabilities and older people, such threats may occur both through socioeconomic factors (e.g. lack of affordability or lack of opportunities to familiarise with ICTs and learn how to use them) and through lack of provision of eAccessibility features in ICT products and services.  

1.3 Aim and contents of the report

The aim of this report is to provide new data and analysis on the economic and business dimensions of eAccessibility in the Irish context. By documenting the tangible negative consequences of lack of eAccessibility, not just for the individuals who are affected but also for the wider economy and for businesses, the report highlights the urgency of increased policy and business attention in this field. 

Section two begins by describing the barriers to access and usage of ICTs for people with disabilities and older people. Section three presents new data and insights on the manifestations of social exclusion for people with disabilities/older people as a result of lack of access to ICTs in Ireland, including barriers to communication and social participation, higher costs in accessing public services, disadvantage in employment, exclusion from the benefits of education and life-long learning, and more generally increased costs of goods and services. Section four explores the wider economic costs of this social exclusion, as well as the business benefits of incorporating accessibility into ICTs. Section five then considers the future outlook and the need for market and policy responses in order to remedy the situation.  

2 Barriers to access and use of ICTs

Different technologies and features pose difficulties for particular disabilities. For example, people with hearing impairments may have difficulty using voice-based services such as telephony as well as in accessing the sound content of TV programming, DVDs, audio-visual content on the internet and so on; people with vision impairments may have difficulty using screen-based technologies such as computers and the internet, bank machines and ticket kiosks, as well as in accessing the visual content in TV programming, DVDs and so on. People with dexterity impairments may have difficulty using the small keys on mobile phones or manipulating a computer ‘mouse’, while wheelchair users may have difficulties using bank machines, phone boxes and ticket machines. Those with a cognitive impairment may find it difficult to manoeuvre through complex menu systems on digital TVs or websites. 

2.1 People with disabilities  

ICT access and usage

Available evidence from Europe (Eurobarometer 2002) and the US (Dobransky & Hargittai 2006) indicates that people with disabilities tend to have lower rates of access to and usage of ICTs than the general population.  Studies show that access rates (living in a house with a computer; having home access to the internet) and usage rates (usage of computers; usage of the Internet) amongst people with disabilities can be as low as one-half of that amongst the general population.

Although there is a paucity of data on the situation of people with disabilities in Ireland, the available evidence suggests that a similar picture prevails. A survey conducted for ComReg in 2007 found that rates of computer access and internet usage by people with disabilities were a lot lower than the general population: the authors report that just 29% of people with disabilities had a PC, laptop or both compared with 46% of the non-disabled population and that 24% of people with disabilities used the internet compared with 48% of the general population. As regards telephony services, the survey found that people with disabilities had the same likelihood of having a fixed line connection to the home as the general population but were a lot less likely to have a mobile phone subscription (67% compared to 85%) (Amarach Consulting 2007).

Underlying factors - socioeconomic disadvantage and inaccessibility
Although to date there has been relatively little investigation of the factors underlying the lower levels of access to and usage of ICTs by people with disabilities, recent research from the US provides some new insights in this regard (Dobransky & Hargittai 2006).  This shows that two sets of factors are at work.  

On the one hand, people with disabilities are more likely to have characteristics that are associated with lower levels of access to and usage of ICTs amongst the population more generally - they are more likely to be disadvantaged socioeconomically (have lower income, be unemployed, or have less education) and also more likely to be older because of the increasing prevalence of disability amongst the older age groups. Thus, people with disabilities have a high risk of experiencing the more general socioeconomic and age-related factors that underlie the pervasive 'digital divides' that exist in Ireland and other countries.

On the other hand, many people with disabilities also face barriers due to lack of accessibility of ICTs (eAccessibility). The evidence from the US shows that, independent of the socioeconomic and other factors, being disabled is associated with lower levels of internet usage (Dobransky & Hargittai 2006). The US data also shows that certain types of disability, such as vision impairment and difficulties in typing, are especially linked to lower likelihood of using the Internet. This led the authors to conclude that technical accessibility barriers were probably the main cause of lower usage rates in these cases. A similar pattern has been found in a recent survey of people aged 50 years and older in 6 European countries, where having a long-term health condition or impairment negatively impacted on likelihood of being a computer or internet user (empirica & WRC 2008). As regards other technologies, the Irish data on mobile phone usage also suggests that lack of accessibility may be a significant factor in the lower levels of mobile phone subscription by people with visual/hearing and physical disabilities.

A recent major European study has found that many ICTs remain inaccessible due to a lack of attention to accessibility by the ICT industry (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007a).  The study found low levels of website, telecommunications, broadcasting and ATM accessibility across Europe. In addition, even where eAccessibility solutions are available, lack of awareness and costs can be key barriers.  User organisations across Europe who were surveyed in the study reported generally low levels of take-up of ICT product models with good accessibility features as well as of 'assistive technology'
 add-ons that can be used with mainstream products and services to make them accessible. Lack of awareness and information as well as higher costs and lack of affordability were reported to be key barriers. Similar conclusions can be drawn from the recent research on people with disabilities and ICTs in the Irish context which found low levels of awareness and usage of eAccessibility solutions for fixed and mobile telephony and for the internet (Amarach Consulting 2007).
2.2 Older people
ICT access and usage

Older people comprise a very heterogeneous group in terms of health / functional status, income, educational level, lifestyle and many other factors.  Nevertheless, the available data shows that as a group they tend to have much lower levels of usage of 'new' technologies such as computers and the Internet.

There is more data available on ICT access and usage by different age groups than there is in relation to people with disabilities. In Ireland, for example, the Central Statistics Office (CSO) generates annual data on home computer and internet access and usage broken down by age. The data show that older persons' households
 are a lot less likely to have a home computer or internet connection than the general population. In 2007, just 34.2% of older person households had a home computer (compared with 65.4% of households overall) and just 28.1% had an internet connection (compared with 56.8% overall) (CSO 2008b). Data for actual usage of ICTs by older people show that in 2007 just 25.9% of those aged 65-74 had used a computer (compared to 60.7% overall) and just 18% had used the internet (compared to 54.9% overall).  Although computer / internet access and usage by older people has grown substantially over the past five years, similar increases across the other age groups have meant that the size of the age divide has remained about the same.

Age divides are not so pronounced for some ICTs, such as mobile phones. Preliminary results from a survey conducted under the Department of the Taoiseach's ASC programme indicate that a large majority of people aged 65 and over have used a mobile phone and currently own or have the use of one, even if penetration rates are not quite as high as for the population overall (WRC & Age Action, forthcoming).

Underlying factors - socioeconomic disadvantage, attitudes and inaccessibility
For older people the same factors as for people with disabilities - socioeconomic and inaccessibility - have been found to be associated with lower levels of access to and usage of ICTs. On the socioeconomic side, educational level is a key determinant of likelihood of access to and usage of ICTs. Previous occupational exposure to ICTs is also a significant factor (WRC and Age Action, forthcoming; empirica & WRC 2008).  The recent European research cited above also found that presence of disability (or functional limitation) amongst older people was associated with lower levels of usage of the internet (empirica & WRC 2008). Finally, in the case of older people (but not younger people with disabilities), lack of interest and less positive attitudes to technology are also a factor, although generally not as widespread as might sometimes be thought.  In fact, the results of the recent survey of older people in Ireland indicate that large numbers are interested in learning how to use ICTs and to improve their skills in the ICTs that they already use (WRC & Age Action, forthcoming). 

Overall, the available evidence shows that people with disabilities and older people are availing of ICTs less than the general population. Socioeconomic factors and accessibility barriers influence these two digital divides, with attitudes to ICTs also a factor for some older people.
3 Social, cultural and economic consequences for individuals

Direct research on the impacts of lower levels of access to and usage of ICTs amongst people with disabilities and older people has been very limited to date.  However, there is sufficient evidence to show that people can benefit socially and economically from using ICTs and that there can be substantial negative implications for non-users.  For younger people with disabilities, being able to use ICTs is central to many aspects of their inclusion in mainstream social, cultural and economic life. For older people, lack of access to ICTs and to ICT-based services can also be an important source of social exclusion. 

3.1 The social dimension

ICTs play a central role in social life in Ireland today, including communication with one's social network and more general social, cultural and political participation. 

Communication

Key ICTs for communication include ordinary (fixed) telephony, mobile telephony and communication via the Internet.  The survey for ComReg in 2007 found that fixed and mobile communications were rated equally frequently (by 44% each) as the most important service for meeting communication needs by the people with disabilities who were surveyed. The internet was rated most important by 3% of those surveyed, and 7% said that all three were equally important (Amarach Consulting 2007). This means that access to and accessibility of fixed and mobile telephony services remains a crucial requirement for people with disabilities in Ireland.  

Fixed telephony
Like other European countries, the importance of meeting the needs of people with disabilities for fixed telephony services is recognised in Ireland. The Irish regulator (ComReg) has placed a number of obligations on the designated Universal Service Provider (USP), including that the USP offer accessible fixed line telephone equipment, a text relay service, accessible public payphones and access to directory enquiries free of charge. The available data indicates that people with disabilities have similar levels of connection to fixed telephony as the general population, although there has been little recent Irish research on whether people with disabilities still experience accessibility problems and whether they have an equivalent quality of service. Also, consumers are restricted in their choice of service provider, since the accessibility provisions such as free directory enquiries are only available through the USP.  Therefore, people with disabilities may be disadvantaged when it comes to choosing on the basis of cost or service quality grounds. Some evidence supports this conclusion, with the survey for ComReg finding that people with disabilities were less likely to have shopped around for their fixed line service provider than other consumers (Amarach Consulting 2007). This issue is increasing in importance since fixed telephone services are now often bundled with mobile and internet services.

Mobile telephony

There are no similar regulatory provisions regarding mobile telephony in Ireland and this may be a factor underlying the generally lower likelihood of mobile phone subscription by people with disabilities. From the social point of view, lack of access to and inaccessibility of mobile telephony can have important consequences at both ends of the age spectrum. For the younger age groups, mobile phones and texting are now ‘de rigueur’ in the context of peer interactions.  However, texting remains inaccessible for many people with disabilities and this is likely to be a major disadvantage in social communications for the younger age. The available evidence from a recent European survey of disability organisations suggests that for people with vision impairments, barriers continue to arise because of lack of implementation of text-to-speech software and/or high costs for end-users (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007a). In addition, people with dexterity impairments are especially underserved when it comes to mobile phone accessibility, with little attention being given to their needs in handset design.  For the older age groups there is evidence of a continuing problem of lack of compatibility with hearing aids (empirica & WRC 2008) as well as lack of suitable handsets to meet the needs of people with dexterity impairments. 

The internet

Although telephony remains the bedrock of basic social communications for the majority of people today, communication over the internet has also come to have a major place in everyday communications and in social engagement more generally.  In fact, internet users report that it improves their contacts with people, their sense of inclusion in society and their sense of being integrated where they live (Eurobarometer, Oct. 02, cited in EU 2003, p.39). In Ireland, about one third of those who use the internet regularly have said that they would feel socially excluded if they did not have internet access for one month (WRC 2003, p.43).  

One benefit of using the internet for communication is the possibility of free telephony through VoIP
 and latest data for Ireland show that one in eight Internet users had engaged in telephony/teleconferencing over the Internet in the previous three months (CSO 2008b). VoIP is not currently regulated and therefore, unlike the case of the traditional public switched telephone network (PSTN), no specific accessibility obligations are imposed on any provider. In addition, people with disabilities and older people who are excluded from access to the Internet are de facto excluded from the possibility to avail of such services, which can be especially disadvantageous for those on low incomes. 

Apart from the cost savings from being able to make free telephone calls, the internet also opens up a range of new forms of communication.  Email is the most common online activity amongst Irish internet users, while other applications and services such as instant messaging, chat, and social networking sites are increasing in usage, particularly amongst younger people. However, alongside these innovations new barriers have arisen for people with disabilities. For example, the accessibility of social networking sites has developed unevenly, with some sites making efforts to ensure they are accessible while others do not. The effect of this is that people with disabilities are restricted in their social interactions over the internet, limited to those websites that are accessible and to interacting with people who use accessible sites.

Social and cultural participation

Apart from communication, ICTs also play an important role in enabling more general social and cultural participation.  Watching TV or DVDs with family or friends is a core social activity for many.  To be able to participate, people who have hearing or vision impairments require that access services such as subtitles, Sign Language interpretation and audio-description are provided. However, although most of Irish broadcasting is now subtitled (making it accessible to people with a hearing impairment), very little is interpreted in Irish Sign Language and no regular programming is audio-described. Thus the possibility to enjoy TV broadcasting is severely restricted for people with vision impairments who cannot otherwise access the visual content. In addition, due to a lack of regulation, digital satellite broadcasting may not be accessible since the regulations requiring access services such as subtitling for Irish broadcasting do not apply to foreign channels provided through digital satellite TV.
3.2 Access to public services

One of the main benefits of the internet and web has been the ease of access that it can provide to public services. Ireland, along with our EU partners, has a commitment to implement a set of key eGovernment services for citizens.  The available data shows that interacting online with public authorities is one of the more common activities of internet users, with more than one-half reporting having done this in the previous three months in the CSO's survey of 2007 (CSO 2008b). However, in Ireland the available evidence suggests that the majority of public websites still fail to pass the internationally accepted accessibility test (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007b).

From the user point of view there are major convenience gains and time savings associated with accessing services online.  While a visit to a website may take just a few minutes to obtain information and an application form, and even to complete and submit the form in some cases, getting the information over the phone is likely to take longer to obtain the information. There are also the delays if forms need to be posted out, completed and returned. For someone unable to use the phone, obtaining the same information could require a visit to the nearest public office, involving both time and transport costs. A survey in the European Union, for example, found that the average time-saving was 69 minutes for each transaction conducted online instead of through more traditional media
 (Ramboll Management 2004). When such time savings are monetised to give an economic value to the person concerned, the average saving per transaction, based on the Irish minimum wage, would equal almost €10 per on-line transaction. Were these savings to be achieved for all of the people with disabilities in Ireland who currently do not use the internet, even if they used the internet for only 3 transactions per year, the time savings would be valued at more than €8 million per year. Looked at another way, this is an indication of the scale of the costs for people with disabilities.

3.3 Work and employment

Having a job provides a substantially greater income for a person with a disability than reliance on social welfare payments (Gannon & Nolan 2006). However, employment rates for people with disabilities in Ireland are a lot lower than for the general working age population, with working  aged disabled people being two-and-one-half times less likely to be in employment compared to others (NDA 2004). Given that ICTs are now prevalent in most workplaces, lack of eAccessibility will present a barrier to employment opportunities for people with disabilities. On the other hand, if accessible, ICT-based work as well as teleworking may be particularly suitable for some people with disabilities. 
Even if a person with a disability is in the workforce, lack of eAccessibility can put them at an economic disadvantage through reduced wage prospects. On average, the wage premium for using the internet and e-mail has been estimated to be about 10% (Dolton & Makepeace 2007). Thus people with disabilities who are unable to use computers may lose out on this wage premium.

3.4 Education and life-long learning

Inaccessible ICTs can also hinder the achievement of educational qualifications. Internet and computer use are now considered essential to completion of most degree courses, while many third-level institutions in Ireland now have intranet or internet-based communication networks that enable social communication between students, provide university news broadcasts, and ensure course-related communication between teachers and students. A student unable to access the internet would thus find it virtually impossible to fully participate in third-level education. 

In terms of tangible educational impacts, there is evidence that being able to avail of e-learning can impact positively on the achievement of qualifications. A case study in the UK found that students in lower education attainment groups achieved nearly half a grade higher on their GCSE’s when they had more than 10 hours of e-learning (FreshMinds & UK Online Centres 2008, p. 10).  Where e-learning is inaccessible to people with disabilities, this will add to the educational disadvantages that they already face in comparison to their peers.
3.5 Consumer experiences

On-line shopping can have economic benefits for consumers (FreshMinds & UK Online Centres 2008). Increased competition from on-line retailers may serve to promote competition and drive down prices in the marketplace. In the UK, uSwitch.com have found that online costs are 13% lower for food and basic shopping needs, 15% lower for travel and 21% lower for other services (FreshMinds & UK Online Centres 2008, p.7). In Ireland, rail travel can be as much as 47% cheaper by purchasing online. With savings on this scale and depending on the destination, a traveller who took just four train journeys per year could save as much as €116 by purchasing online.
Overall, research in the UK has suggested that consumers who shop online on average save €358 per annum through reductions in search time costs and in the actual costs of products (FreshMinds & UK Online Centres 2008, p. 8). Similar savings for people with disabilities in the Irish context would be the equivalent of more than a week and a half of income for those on either a disability benefit or old age pension.  Exclusion from this possibility because of inaccessibility of websites would thus be a significant economic disadvantage.  Unfortunately, the available evidence shows that very few commercial websites in Ireland pass the internationally accepted accessibility test (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007b).

3.6 Banking

In the case of banking, cash machines (ATMs) are a very important medium of access, with Irish banking customers being much heavier users of ATM cards compared to others in Europe. ATM machines can be made accessible by incorporating software that facilitates talking menus. However, the accessibility situation in Ireland remains very poor, with just two accessible models in the whole country in 2007 (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007b).

Furthermore, telephone and internet banking have become prevalent and people who do not have access to telecommunications or the internet may incur additional charges for banking services. Some banks provide free maintenance and transaction banking to customers who use their phone or internet banking service. Customers who cannot avail of these options could face additional costs estimated at €32 per annum. In addition, online savings accounts offer higher rates of interest. This means that on a lump-sum deposit of €5,000, a person who cannot avail of an online account could have a reduced income of as much as €61 gross for a one-year deposit compared to someone who can access the best online savings rate.  Although on their own these numbers may seem relatively small, many people with disabilities and older people are on low incomes where every penny counts and the value of each marginal euro is a lot more than for those on higher incomes.  Also, when all of the savings from web-based and phone-based transactions are combined, the amounts become quite substantial.
3.7 Health and well-being

For a growing number of people in Ireland and elsewhere, the internet has become a key source of health information. Searching for and sharing health-related information are some of the most common uses of the internet. People are using the internet both in preparation for a visit to the doctor and for follow-up afterwards, as well as for more general information about health matters. US evidence shows that people with disabilities, once online, are more likely to use the internet for health information than non-disabled people (Dobransky & Hargittai 2006). Self-help and support groups have also proliferated and are heavily used.  Where online health sites are inaccessible, people with disabilities are excluded from these new opportunities to become better informed and better manage their health.
3.8 Citizenship

Although electronic voting has received a lot of negative publicity and seems unlikely to become widespread soon, ICTs have an increasing role to play in supporting democratic processes and in enabling people to have their voice/opinion heard.  In formal policy processes, for example, webcasts of local or national government debates and texting-based public opinion polling are being used to enable wider and more instantaneous reach of citizens in the UK and elsewhere. The internet is being used to access parliamentary debates and legislative proposals, participate in policy consultations and mobilise political support. More generally, the internet provides an unprecedented opportunity for people to express their opinions on matters of concern to them. Again, those for whom lack of eAccessibility prevents usage of the relevant ICT media are excluded from such political participation.

3.9 Summary

There is substantial evidence that people with disabilities and older people in Ireland are at a greater risk of social exclusion and poverty (Gannon & Nolan 2006, NDA 2004). In principle, ICTs can help to remove or at least reduce some of the traditional barriers to social inclusion. However, the lower levels of access to and usage of ICTs by these groups suggest that these positive opportunities are not being fully realised and that new sources of disadvantage and exclusion are emerging.  People with disabilities and older people who cannot use technologies such as mobile phones or the internet because of inaccessibility or other factors face not just social but also economic disadvantages. In the case of the web, for example, lack of access to online public services and to online travel, banking and shopping services, may mean that people with disabilities and older people lose out on savings that would amount to as much as the equivalent of two or more weeks of disability or old age payments per year.

4 Wider impacts

4.1 Government / public services

Online services (eGovernment)
The Irish Government is committed to reaping the benefits of eGovernment, both in terms of increased efficiencies and better services to citizens (Dept. of the Taoiseach 2002).  Although the majority of eGovernment projects have not measured their efficiency gains, the Revenue Commissioners have estimated that they saved €6.4 million in 2004 and €10.6 million in 2005 from their online filing and payment system (Comptroller and Auditor General 2007). 
Some efforts to quantify the savings to government from online transactions compared with more traditional ways of delivering services have been carried out in other countries (OECD 2005). One estimate of savings per transaction of €18.22 in the UK has been used in a number of studies (e.g. FreshMinds & UK Online Centres 2008). Using this figure, it can be estimated that if the barriers to internet access were removed for just 20% of people with disabilities in Ireland, and each person with disabilities who became an internet user had three eGovernment transactions per year, the efficiency savings for government would be almost €4 million per annum.  

A key requirement for the achievement of these savings would be to ensure that eGovernment sites were accessible to people with disabilities. However, the available evidence to date suggests that even if some progress can be detected, many government websites in Ireland still fail the internationally accepted accessibility test (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007b).

Employment of people with disabilities
As mentioned earlier, given that ICTs are now an important feature of the majority of workplaces, improving eAccessibility may also help some people with disabilities to move from unemployment or reliance on disability payments into employment.  This has the potential to provide major financial savings for the public purse.  For example, it can be estimated that an increase of just 1% in the employment rate of people with disabilities of working age would result in savings to the public purse (based on avoidance of disability payments and increased tax take) of between 8 and 20 million euro per annum, depending on whether the employment is in a minimum or average wage job (based on calculations by David McDaid, LSE, personal communication, 11th August 2008).

4.2 Business

There are a number of ways that business can benefit from increased accessibility of ICTs. For producers of ICTs, eAccessibility of products and services means a larger potential market; for employers there are the possibilities of greater productivity of the workforce, retention of older workers and a larger labour pool to draw upon. For online businesses and those that directly sell ICTs, making ICTs accessible can result in wider reach amongst the potential customer base as well as reductions in the need for support calls and alternative service delivery routes.  In the Irish context, if computer and internet usage levels of people with disabilities reached those of the general population this would add more than 86,000 consumers to the Irish ICT and online marketplace

For the ICT industry there is clearly a large untapped market amongst people with disabilities and older people.  More efforts to design accessibility into mainstream ICT products and services are needed if this market is to be reached. In addition, some research has suggested that up to sixty percent of the working age population would be likely to benefit from accessibility because of minor disabilities or other usability difficulties that they experience (Microsoft/Forrester Research 2003). In fact, there is a much wider potential market for accessibility features such as adjustability of displays and alternative output modes (e.g. text-to-speech) that are useful for anyone using ICTs under particular circumstances (such as noisy/silent environments, poor lighting or hands-free situations like when driving).  

Many innovations to provide accessibility have subsequently proven to have much wider value and appeal (NCD 2005). For example, audio-books were first developed for blind people but the general market for audio-books now exceeds blind readers. Closed captioning of broadcasting is widely cited as an innovation which, though originally designed specifically for people with hearing impairments, has found wide application for language students as well as viewers in public spaces such as pubs and restaurants.
Apart from the positive market potential, there are also increasing regulatory pressures / incentives on the ICT industry to mainstream accessibility into their products and services. For example, legislation in some countries requires that accessibility criteria are included in public procurement of ICTs. This has stimulated attention to eAccessibility by the ICT industry in the US, in particular.

Recently a lot of attention has been given to the business case for web accessibility. For service providers such as in the banking, travel and retail industries, the web is now a key transaction medium and there is a strong business case for accessibility to reach a wider potential market.  In this regard, the evidence suggests that implementation of accessible design principles can not only enable access for people with disabilities but also provide a range of other benefits, including better overall usability, the avoidance of the need for multiple versions to cater for different end-user technologies (mobile connections, small screen devices, slow bandwidth users and so on), better search engine optimisation and reduced hardware and maintenance costs (Thatcher, et al. 2006). Some research in other countries has suggested that leading businesses are choosing to make their websites accessible in order to attract more customers and that gaining the loyalty of disabled customers has a multiplier effect through word-of-mouth to their relatives and others (The Customer Respect Group 2008). A much quoted example of the benefits that can be achieved is the case of Legal and General in the UK, as summarised in the box below.

Source:  Jim Thatcher et. al. (2006): Web Accessibility – Web Standards and Regulatory Compliance, p.xxxviii
4.3 Wider economy and society

There are also quantifiable benefits for the broader economy simply from getting individuals to be digitally-engaged. A UK report, for example, has estimated that each additional digitally-engaged citizen adds more than £200 (€252) to GDP over three years (Gov3 2007). Therefore, if the 76% of Irish adults with a disability who are not currently using the internet were to become internet users, the increased Irish GDP over three years could be more than €68.9M.

A more specific potential benefit to the economy would be through the overall productivity from increased employment of people with disabilities. As well as the savings on disability allowance and increased tax take mentioned earlier, it can be estimated that an increase of just 1% in the employment rate of people with disabilities of working age would result in a productivity gain for the overall economy valued at between €39M and €99M per annum, depending on whether the employment is in a minimum or average wage job (based on calculations by David McDaid, LSE, personal communication, 11th August 2008).
Finally, ICTs can increase the possibility for people with disabilities and older people to live independently and thus have the potential to provide significant contributions in terms of both reduced formal care costs and reduction of the burden on informal (family) carers. 

5 The need for market and policy responses

The available evidence shows that people with disabilities and older people currently face barriers to access and use of ICTs deriving from both socioeconomic factors and lack of eAccessibility. This has various practical and economic consequences as well as contributing to social exclusion. In the policy arena, the EU has made commitments to addressing eAccessibility as part of the i2010 strategy (EU 2005), establishing a target for 2010 of a reduction by half in the gap in usage of the internet by older people and people with disabilities (EU 2006). The Irish government has also acknowledged the need to ensure that people with disabilities and older people are not excluded from the Information Society (Dept. of the Taoiseach 1999 & 2002; Information Society Commission 2000, Government of Ireland 2007). Without effective intervention the scale of this digital divide can be expected to increase. 

5.1 Ageing of the population

Given current population and ageing projections, the size of the core group at risk of exclusion due to lack of eAccessibility is likely to grow. With 21% of the current Irish population aged 50+ having a vision, hearing or dexterity impairment, it can be conservatively estimated that by 2021, 240,000 people aged 50 and over would require accessible ICTs in order to remain engaged in the information society (based on CSO 2008a). Overall, more than 450,000 people aged 15 and over (12% of the population) can be expected to be classified as having a disability by 2021, representing an increase of 90,000 over today's figures. When older people who would not be classified as having a disability as such are taken into account the numbers are projected to rise to 988,000 or 25.9% of the adult population.
5.2 Solutions are available but not being implemented

Many ICT products can be made accessible relatively easily, and many of these accessibility provisions are low cost. A survey of the ICT industry in Europe found that costs were not seen to be a major barrier to including accessibility features by many companies (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007a).

Mobile phones with voice recognition software and text-to-speech output allow people with vision impairments to make calls and listen to text messages, and these are being made available to those who need them in a number of countries. For example, in the US, a mobile phone with talking menus and limited text-to-speech for SMS messaging has been on the market for $29 ((Vanderheiden 2007). Similarly, the cost of adding coupling to a telephone for hearing aid users has been assessed as being very low, and the cost of adding tactile markers such as a raised number 5 key as no cost (Gill and Shipley 2007). In some countries, mobile operators are required to offer a proportion of models that have good hearing aid compatibility. However, there have been no significant efforts to date in these areas in the Irish context.

ATMs and other self-service terminals with speaking menus are now available and have been widely introduced by banks in a number of countries.  As note above, however, the banking sector has yet to make any concerted effort to make these available in the Irish context.

Websites can be relatively easily designed according to the WCAG guidelines to facilitate access to the internet by people with a range of disabilities including vision, hearing, cognitive and dexterity impairments. The costs of making a website accessible can be negligible if undertaken at design stage (Heerdt & Strauss 2004). However, the majority of public and commercial websites in Ireland remain inaccessible.
5.3 A stronger market response is needed

Despite the availability of many solutions and the potential value of the eAccessibility market for the ICT industry and for business more generally, a recent study for the European Commission concluded that the levels of eAccessibility available to those who need it are very inadequate across Europe (empirica & WRC 2007a). The lack of accessibility is due to a market failure to ensure that the available solutions are implemented and that consumers know about them and can afford them. This failure arises at all levels of the supply chain, from ICT manufacturers, to website designers and owners, to service providers and employers who deploy ICTs in the workplace and in their service offerings.  An important part of the problem is the lack of awareness of the business case for accessibility. It is also clear that a stronger regulatory response is needed in order to incentivise industry and business to give eAccessibility the attention that it deserves.
5.4 Improved regulation is also needed

The evidence from the recent European study (empirica & WRC, et al. 2007a) shows that eAccessibility legislation and regulation is essential in order for industry, businesses and, indeed, the public sector to be motivated to adequately address eAccessibility.  Levels of eAccessibility are a lot higher where strong legislation and regulation is in place and, often, there is little or no attention given to eAccessibility in the absence of legislation or regulations that require this. In addition to direct obligations on the ICT industry and other relevant stakeholders, inclusion of eAccessibility requirements in public procurement has been shown to have a strong positive influence on the marketplace (e.g. in the Section 508 regulations in the US).  Anti-discrimination legislation has also begun to be invoked in relation to eAccessibility in the US and some European countries, with positive results in the areas of web accessibility and bank machine (ATM) accessibility.

In Ireland, there has been a lack of overall coordination of eAccessibility policy and uneven policy intervention across sectors. There is sectoral legislation specifying eAccessibility requirements for broadcasting and fixed-line telecommunications, and the anti-discrimination legislation has potential to be invoked in other areas. However, there is an absence of specific policy intervention in relation to websites, mobile telephony, internet-based telephony and other ICTs such as ATMs and information kiosks. There has also been a slowing of political impetus, with no new e-inclusion policy since 2002.
Based on international experience, a focused effort to expand the existing Irish legislation/regulation on eAccessibility and to better leverage the existing legislation/regulation of relevance would be expected to have a considerable positive impact. As indicated by the evidence presented in sections three and four of this report, this would have substantial benefits for people with disabilities and older people, for industry and business, and for public sector finances.
6 Conclusion

This report has provided evidence of the risk of social exclusion for people with disabilities and older people, both as a result of inaccessible ICTs and of other socioeconomic factors. People with disabilities are currently half as likely to use the internet as those without a disability and fewer than one-in-five older people are currently using the internet. ICTs are now an integral part of daily living, yet as Ireland’s population ages and given the rate of digital innovation, there will be a persistent risk of what Solomon has called a ‘disability divide’ (Solomon 2006).  There are real costs to individuals who cannot access ICTs that amount to the equivalent of as much as two weeks’ disability payments per year. Individuals gain economically through increased wages, and socially through greater social connectedness, when they can access and use ICTs. Government gains from more efficient delivery of services, businesses gain from larger markets that can be reached, and the economy as a whole gains from having more digitally-engaged participants.  

Solutions exist for many of the accessibility barriers that ICTs can present. However, the evidence shows that there has been insufficient progress in the levels of eAccessibility available in Ireland.  A greater understanding of the social exclusion consequences of inaccessible ICTs, as well as wider appreciation of the business and economic case for eAccessibility can help to bring about the industry and policy responses so that older people and people with disabilities in Ireland can fully participate in the Information Society.
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Benefits of web accessibility - case study: Legal and general


30% increase in natural search-engine traffic


significant improvement in Google rankings for target keywords


75% reduction in time for pages to load


elimination of browser-compatibility complaints


accessible to mobile devices


reduced time to manage content (ten-fold)


savings of £200,000 annually on site maintenance


95% increase in visitors getting a life insurance quote


90% increase in insurance sales online


100% return on investment in less than 12 months








� Assistive technology refers to specially-designed devices that can enable a person with a disability to use mainstream technology that might otherwise be inaccessible to them. Examples include software such as screen-readers which enable people with vision impairments to read web pages, or dedicated text telephones that enable people who are deaf to use the phone.


� CSO classifies households by age of 'reference person' – this provides a rough indication of the household type.


� VoIP is the abbreviation of Voice over Internet Protocol and refers to a type of voice communication that operates over the internet rather than using analogue telephone lines.


� . This indicated that consumers can save between 37 minutes (applications for planning permission) to 81 minutes (public library services) (Rambøll Management, 2004)





