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DIREC TOR ’ S WELCOME

With Covid-19 
digitising the world, 
we have to ask 
ourselves questions 
about accessibility 

Martin Ferguson

Director of policy and 
research, Socitm

We need to ask ourselves some questions. Do 
you incorporate inclusive design at the first 
stages of planning a new service? Do you make 
time for accessibility, diversity and inclusion 
training and professional development? Do 
you earmark time to plan and harness tools to 
develop an accessible service? Do you prioritise 
and have access to usability testers who have 
disabilities? Do you manage accessibility across a 
wide spread of designers and content creators? 

We need to move from compliance to confidence, 
embracing everyone in the richness of their diverse 
capabilities, so that each can play their part as 
purposeful and meaningful active citizens. 

Why is accessibility important now? There are 
new accessibility regulations with which we 
have to comply, but it’s much more than that. 
Last year, Socitm undertook a Covid-19 survey 
covering home working, digital tools, data sharing 
and digital/IT acceleration, and each of those 
areas has an accessibility component to it.  

With home working, does the technology we 
provide enable people with different types of 
disabilities to access and use the services in the 
way they would if they were in the office? With data 
sharing and digital/IT acceleration, have we kept 
pace in addressing accessibility in the way that 
we develop, design and implement our services? 

The pandemic has brought into sharp focus 
inequalities within society, and people who have 
different capabilities are discriminated against 
in terms of their ability to participate and be 
active citizens in a Covid-19 world. Recent data 
assembled by Scope, the disability equality charity 
for England and Wales, reveal that almost one in 
five working age adults in the UK are disabled, as 
well as getting on for half of pension age adults. 

The disabled are more than twice as likely to be 
unemployed and living costs them on average 
£583 more a month. One in three disabled 
people feel there is a lot of prejudice about 
disability, while one in three of all Britons 
see disabled people as less productive. 

Citizens Online, in a report on digital accessibility, 
made the point that everyone is likely to journey 
from relative disability in childhood to periods 
of greater ability and then in later life back again 
to relative disability, with functions such as 
eyesight, memory and dexterity deteriorating. 
The standard web user who is adult, able-bodied 
and literate is actually the minority group. We 
are all, at the very least, not yet disabled.  

This is an edited version of Martin’s welcome 
speech to Share National: Accessibility – from 
compliance to confidence on 9 February 

Recording of speech: bit.ly/3kj5owT

Scope data on disability: bit.ly/2N9nWDC

Citizens Online digital accessibility 
report: bit.ly/2Zlwvhd
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E VENT NE WS

How Microsoft sees 
opportunity in accessibility 

Microsoft has moved from treating 
accessibility as risk mitigation 
to an area with opportunities, 
Hector Minto told Socitm’s Share 
National event on 9 February. 

Minto, an accessibility evangelist for 
the company, said it introduced the 
Sticky Keys features (which makes it 
easier to use keyboards by making 
‘modifier keys’ including Ctrl, Alt or 
Shift continue to apply even after 
release) in 1994, screen reading 
software in 2000 and its disability 
employee resource group in 2008. 

But in 2016, Jenny Lay-Flurrie, who is 
profoundly deaf, joined the company 
as chief accessibility officer. “Maybe 
it took Microsoft too long to put 
someone with a disability really in 

charge of the agenda,” said Minto. The 
company now better recognises what 
those with disabilities can contribute 
and has introduced accessibility 
training that 40% of staff have 
taken, a version of which is freely 
available. “We’re not 100% there, but 
have the structure in place to ensure 
the listening channels are there.” 

Minto turned on Microsoft’s auto-
captioning tool at the start of his 
presentation, noting that it made 
mistakes but that using it signalled 
that an organisation is trying to be 
more accessible. He added that the 
tool has wider applicability, such as by 
allowing what is said in meetings to 
be searched by keyword, and its use 
within Microsoft Teams has increased 
by 30 times during the pandemic.  

Minto said this was an example of 
how features designed for people 
with disabilities are then used more 
widely: “As the mainstream starts to 
realise they are available, they start to 
leverage them much more routinely.”

“We’re not 100% 
there, but have the 
structure in place to 
ensure the listening 
channels are there”

Hector Minto, 
Microsoft

He said that red-green colour 
blindness or deuteranopia, which 
affects around one in 12 men and 
1 in 200 women in the UK, can be a 
good way to consider accessibility 
issues. With red and green 
commonly used as indicators, as 
well as setting guidelines technology 
should also help those affected. 

In 2017 Microsoft added a colour 
filter to Windows 10 that makes 
reds stronger relative to greens, 
helping those with this type of 
colour blindness distinguish 
between them. “This is why things 
like auto-captioning are so great, 
because they give people flexibility 
in the workplace,” Minto said. 

Gov.uk shows way 
on accessibility 
says expert

The government’s central Gov.uk 
website was praised by Oliver 
Emberton, chief executive of 
online accessibility specialist 
Silktide. “They are doing just 
about everything right,” he 
said. “If you’re looking for an 
example to learn from, this 
is a pretty great one.” 

Emberton told the event that 
the site worked well for those 
navigating it with buttons rather 
than a mouse, with selected links 
highlighted clearly in yellow, or 
with screen-reading software. “It 
becomes a linear experience,” he 
said of such users’ experience, 
meaning that Gov.uk does 

well to put its most important 
information, currently on 
Covid-19, at the top of the page. 

Emberton said that sites can 
meet accessibility standards 
but still be much harder to use 
than Gov.uk. He recommended 
using a smartphone screen-
reader app or the free simulator 
on his company’s website to 
understand how to improve 
things: “Try to actually experience 
what people go through.” 

Silktide free simulator:  
silktide.com/resources/toolbar

Microsoft’s staff accessibility 
training: bit.ly/3dqRrvk

Colour blindness filters  
in Windows 10: bit.ly/3ppJol1

See more
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Recording of day one:  
bit.ly/3uuT0Pl

Recording of day two: 
bit.ly/3urxMl0

fuelService: fuelservice.org

CityMaaS: citymaas.io

E VENT NE WS

Using technology 
to open access 
to transport  

Technology-based services can 
help disabled people travel by 
providing up-to-date information 
and allowing them to request 
assistance, according to speakers 
on a panel session on 10 February.

Joanna Wootten, an adviser who 
chairs Transport for London’s 
independent disability advisory 
group, said that broken lifts and 
diverted bus routes can cause 
significant problems. “A lot of disabled 
people need information, so they 
can plan and have alternatives 
when things go wrong,” she said. 

Real-time information can help 
those with less obvious disabilities, 
she added. Those with anxiety can 
feel more comfortable on quieter 
services, so live usage data would 
be helpful. Many people need 

reliable toilets and technology can 
help find them and staff who may 
be needed to provide access.

Such services can make private 
transport more accessible as well, 
such as fuelService, which lets 
disabled drivers check if a garage 
has someone able to assist them 
before travelling then say which pump 
they are by when they get there. 

Wootten said the service helps drivers, 
who no longer have to get attention 
by waving or tooting the horn, and 
garages, who can say if they do not 
have anyone available: “There is 
control on both sides,” she said. 

It works through an app, text 
messaging and voice calls, and 
this range of methods is a good 
model for other transport providers 
such as taxi companies: “It’s that 
flexibility that people can choose the 
system that works best for them.”

Wootten added that public sector 
organisations can look to disabled 
people in their own workforce or 
their families to advise them on 
inclusion, although warned against 
assuming that, for example, one 
person with visual impairment 
represents everyone in that group.

Faith La Grange, Microsoft’s UK 
head of local government, said that 
public sector organisations could 
boost  accessibility by including it 
within the scoring for technology 
procurements. Rene Perkins, chief 
executive of accessibility technology 
business CityMaaS, said that in 
some cases the public sector needs 
the motivation of legal obligation 
to include such functionality.

See more

Do the right thing, 
argues Sense

• Tony Colson, director of ICT 
at disability charity Sense 
and chair of the event, 
started it by asking what 
more organisations can do 
to be inclusive. “Why do we 
have to wait for legislation 
to tell us to do something 
that we all know is the 
right thing to do?” he said.

• Software-based 
transcription of Welsh 
is now about 70% 
accurate and the Welsh 
Government is working 
with Bangor University 
to improve this. Gareth 
Morlais, a Welsh language 
technology specialist for 
the government, said that 
speech has become a key 
interface with technology, 
hence the need for 
openly-licenced research.

• Accessibility work should 
start early and run 
throughout the design 
of a service, the Scottish 
Government’s head of 
digital accessibility Kevin 
White told the event. This 
includes developing an 
inclusive culture through 
training; including 
disabled people in all 
research work; testing 
services with common 
assistive technologies; and 
prioritising accessibility 
fixes when a service is live.

“Disabled people need 
information, so they 
can plan and have 
alternatives when 
things go wrong”

Joanna Wootten, 
Adviser to Transport for London
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To pass on local authority IT news, email inourview@socitm.net

Scotland

Councils in Scotland have increased 
their use of technology as a result 
of Covid-19 but further progress 
may be held back by lack of skilled 
staff and insufficient workforce 
planning, according to the Accounts 
Commission, part of Audit Scotland. 

bit.ly/3ansj6S

Wales

Rhondda Cynon Taf Council has 
installed six touchless pedestrian 
crossings which are activated 
by movement sensors, in a trial 
funded by the Welsh Government. 

bit.ly/3u3w4pQ

Northern Ireland

Antrim and Newtownabbey 
Borough Council is introducing a 
project that will help local small 
businesses provide customers with 
high-quality digital support and 
develop digital acceleration plans.  

bit.ly/3u3vrN9

Republic of Ireland

Fingal County Council has 
introduced a cloud-based Covid-19 
chatbot, based on IBM technology, 
which answers questions in Irish 
or English on non-emergency 
and non-medical issues. 

bit.ly/2N2aYYx

Yorkshire and the Humber   

City of York Council launched a 
tailored online booking system for 
Covid-19 testing in mid-December, 
following the service’s development 
in three days with public sector 
booking specialist Stopford.  

bit.ly/3rR6Lpg

North-west England  

Liverpool City Council has moved 
its contact centre infrastructure 
to the cloud, allowing employees 
to work from home. Assistant 
director of ICT and Socitm vice-
president Alison Hughes said this 
will help reduce staff travel time 
and the council’s carbon footprint.    

bit.ly/3dfryyN

Stockport Homes, a housing 
management company owned by 
Stockport Council, has launched an 
app allowing users to report incidents 
of anti-social behaviour and for 
case officers to send responses.     

bit.ly/2LVlDn7

West Midlands

The West Midlands Combined 
Authority is planning to introduce 
a mobility-as-a-service app for 
the area’s transport, including 
a journey planner, booking and 
payment, according to a prior 
information procurement notice. 

bit.ly/2ZkvBkW

East Midlands

Nottinghamshire County 
Council plans to expand its use 
of an email distribution service 
provided by Granicus, having used 
it to update 86,000 subscribers 
on service closures and changes 
during the pandemic.  

bit.ly/2ZjcNCV

East of England

Norfolk County Council ’s libraries 
service has set up a technical support 
helpline for parents and carers 
using new computer hardware for 
home teaching, including equipment 
provided by the council through its 
‘Every Child Online’ programme.  

bit.ly/2ZptDzK

London

The Mayor of London and London 
Councils have started a taskforce led 
by the capital’s chief digital officer 
to tackle digital exclusion, such as 
by providing new and refurbished 
technology for adults and children.   

bit.ly/3jSiG3g

Sutton and Richmond upon 
Thames councils are piloting 
the use of sensors in the homes 
of 200 vulnerable residents 
of the two boroughs’ social 
housing, which generate alerts 
if they become less active.  

bit.ly/3jUMxrJ

Nations and 
regions news
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OVERVIE W

This is our time  

Yes, it is one fraught with danger, 
as the storm clouds of social 
inequality and climate emergency 
gather, compounded by the ravages 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

As ‘digital’ permeates every aspect 
of our lives, we have a deep-seated, 

ethical responsibility to help lead 
and shape how technologies and 
data are employed to enable people, 
communities and our natural world 
to thrive. The designs we use to 
collate, analyse, present and harness 
the data generated by emerging 
technologies are critical, whether 

they are in supporting vulnerable 
people, ensuring accessibility 
and usability of digital services, 
sustaining an environment in which 
education, training, business and 
employment can flourish, managing 
the quality of the air we breathe or 
conserving diverse wildlife habitats. 

Socitm is embracing this challenge 
as it positions its research advice 
and guidance within a framework of 
equitable and fair social foundations 
and a sustainable ecological 
ceiling – Doughnut economics – as 
advocated by Kate Raworth. Our 
ethical, digital place-making model 
has these foundations at its heart 
and is providing a framework for 
rethinking our policy and research 
priorities for a post-Covid world. 

Over coming months, we will be 
developing a range of practical 
resources and tools for use by our 
members. These resources will 
pick up on a number of the themes 
set out in our Digital Trends 2021 
briefing. We would be delighted to 
hear from you about your views and 
suggestions for what is needed. 

It is our choice. Will you be able to 
look your grandchildren in the eye 
and say: “I made a difference”?

Doughnut economics: 
bit.ly/3qzgwZ3

Digital trends policy briefing:  
bit.ly/digital-trends-2021 
-policy-briefing

Infographic:  
bit.ly/digital-trends-2021 

-infographic

See more

Ethics, fairness and sustainability are essential to rebuilding after 
Covid-19, argues Socitm’s policy and research director Martin Ferguson 

Socitm’s ethical, digital, 
place-making model
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Socitm’s ethical, digital, 
place-making model

Socitm In Our View Focus | 6

http://bit.ly/3qzgwZ3
http://bit.ly/digital-trends-2021-policy-briefing
http://bit.ly/digital-trends-2021-policy-briefing
http://bit.ly/digital-trends-2021-infographic
http://bit.ly/digital-trends-2021-infographic


C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

Our View.pdf   1   05/08/2019   09:14:10

http://microsoft.com/enterprise/government


Socitm, 
8a Basset Court, 
Northampton, 
NN4 5EZ 

ISSN 2055-7892 

Editor: 
SA Mathieson 

Editorial advisors: 
Martin Ferguson 
David Ogden

Contact us: 

Advertising: hello@socitm.net 
Feedback: inourview@socitm.net  
General enquiries: 01604 709456 

Connect with us: 

socitm.net  |   @Socitm  |    Socitm

Production & design: 
Magdalena Werner  
Benjamin Hughes 

SOCITM SHARE

Local and national events calendar

February 2021

Date Event Location

23rd Share Local – Northern Ireland
Virtual

26th Share Local – North-west

March 2021

Date Event Location

2nd Share Local – East

Virtual12th Share Local – South-west

26th Share Local – London & South

April 2021

Date Event Location

14th Share Local – Yorkshire & Humber

Virtual

23rd Share Local – North-east

28th-29th

Share National – Leadership, diversity and skills
This two-day event chaired by Sandra Taylor will consider what 
we define as ‘work’ and how we work given the changes that 
we have experienced in response to the pandemic. Sessions 
will run from 10am to 2pm and 4 to 5.30pm on both days. 

Published by:

Full details of all our events can be found 
online at: socitm.net/events
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