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_“As our daily: dlgltal footpnnts grow human soc1ety is grappllng Wlth new concepts, experiences

and understandings of the relatlonshlps between our lives and the technologies that we use.

Who are we as digital beings? Are we able to determlne our ‘selves’ in a data- -driven society?*

How do we locate ourselves as empowered data Subjects} in‘the digital"a‘.ge? How do we re-imagine
human autonomy, agency and so.vereignty"in' the age of datafication?

Digital Self-Determination (DSD).is a valuable concept to consider some of these critical questions.
Self-determination itself has always been a foundational or root concept related to human

- existence, with distinct yet overlapping cultural, social, psychological, philosophical undérstandings

built over time. In a similar vein, DSD is a complex notion to-be viewed from dlfferent perspectlves
re-shaping what we understand as self-determination itself.

DSD funddmen'tdlly.dffirms that a pérson’s data is an extension of themselves in cyberspace,

and we need to consider how to proVide a certain level of autonomy and agency to individuals or
communities over our digital selves. The concept of Digital Self-Determination.implieé much more
than just protecting personal data and privacy. Here, we are talking about determining the self in
new digital life spaces. As such, DSD is a-novel, evolving and multifaceted concept that enables us
to navigate the complex dynamics.of digital transformation.

In 2023, Point of View, Design Beku, Swissnex in India, and the Embassy of Switzerland in India
convened a series of four studios on Disability and Digital Self-Determination. The day-long studios
were held in Delhi in February, in Mumbai in March, and in Bengaluru in April and May, bringing
together persons with disabilities (PWDs); technologists, designers and developers; disability rights
activists; researchers; academics and civil society members. These studios were part of a larger
effort of the International Network on Digital Self-Determination and the Directorate of
International Law of the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs to operationalise DSD. It was
one of several studios carried out in various countries looking at DSD in the context of open finance,
mobile money, migration, education and tourism. We had a total of 92 participants across the four
studios: 82 in- peréon and 10 online. The studios explored DSD thfough the Iens of diverse disabilities:

. V|sual hearing, locomotor and psychosomal We unpacked DSD through an intersectional feminist

lens that recognlsed diverse yet lnterconnected cultural and social contexts

! https://cybe'r.harvard.edu/projects/international-digital-self-determination-netvvork#:~:text:
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In each studib, participants populated the evolving theory of DSD via conérete examples, illustrating
its meaning and value in everyday life. Each studio functioned like a collective learning lab to build
and further our shared ‘understanding of Digital SeIf—Devtermin-ation,th_rough the lens of disability.

The objectives of the four DSD Studios were to:
Understand the root concept of self-determination and its key components
Explore the concept of Digital Self-Determination through the lens of disability
Co-create DSD through theory, practice, lived experience and concrete examples
Operationalise DSD via a set of core principles and policy recommendations




At the first-of-its-kind DSD Studio held.in Delhi in February, we had 25 participants including
peréons with disabilities, technologists, researchers, disability rights advocates, lawyers, digital
entrepreneurs, and queer and trans activists. At this exploratd_ry studio, we thought about the
big:qUestion of d'igital accessibility and beyond: Wayé in which technology enables as well as

. limits'indi\'/AiduaIs with disabilities_ from having a digital life — being present, seen, counted,
be themselves or th'. ‘ '

We began with stories!

| used to paint when | was young - but the funCtionaIity of taking out a paintbfush and
_ drawing paper was inaccessible. Canva takes into account my.access needs more; it’s a
blank canvas, a creative space for my disabled rage and dissent. — a queer disabled woman.



“Ina conversatronal session fac1I|tated by Nidhi Goyal (Rising Flame) and Brshakha Datta

(Point of V|ew) partrcrpants shared a spectrum of experiences — stories and anecdotes of
self-determination in drgrtal spaces Things they did that made them feel they were

self- determlnrng or becomlng more who they are in drgltal spaces experiences that made them
feel they were Iess who ‘they are in digital spaces the takrng away of self-determination.

Partrcrpants spoke about occupying, lnhabrtrng hangrng out and loitering-online: from Facebook,
Twitter and LinkedIn to Canva and Google Docs. They spoke about feelings of safety, un-safety,
vulnerability, freedom, mental health, and communrty across online spaces. There were stories of
accessrblllty, mclusrwty, and the ability to express. Stories of digital spaces offering opportunity,
employment, financial autonomy, and often, a ‘level- playing ground_. Some found a sense of
belonging on the internet — a space where they could assert themse'l_ves and talk about
inequalities they navig.ate. Some talked-about privacy and ano-nymity: While anonymity can
cloak one’s identity vis-a-vis other humans online, every action is still invisibly being-recorded as
data by the machine, whrch means we-are not anonymous to drgrtal mfrastructures How much
power and control do we have in shlftlng tech de5|gns and narratives?

What came through were a range of accessibility ‘pain- pornts that people Wlth dlsabllltles
experience in digital spaces, and the interconnectedness of our- dlgrtal and physrcal expenences:
ableism, gender norms, stigma-and shame that extend to digital spaces. Platforms are Iargely
binarised in their design, where people of marginalised genders and abilities are expected to -
bury their identity: and exist in a non-disabled way: It’s not just technology or digital features
but also socral norms and- parameters that |mpact our nght to self-determine.




An informal panel talked about digital accessibility and more

Sunil Abraham .(Meta), software developer Arun Mehta, George Abraham (Score Foundatlon) and
Brrndaalakshmr K (Pornt of View) drew from the stories and I|ved experiences, . and shared a range of
ways in which mdrvrduals and communities have been usrng technology to self-determine

. themselves, beyond just an unde.rs_tandrng of,dlgrtal accessibility.

We looked at imaginations of universal accesfs, and eXpIored ideas such as having an infrastructure

where accessibility is a part of the_drawing board when the tech design is conceptualised: where it
“would be difficult to create inoCCess.i-bthy, as o.pposed to accessibility.being an afterthought.

A panelist spoke-about h_ow big tech’oompanies don’t conSider people with disabilities a part of
the digital ecosystem and their user base. Accessibility isn’t meaningful when people with

disabilities are not part of development teams or involved in design processes, which shows in
.tech features like screen readers that often read out unnecessary. information and make online

experiences difficult for people with visual disabilities.

We talked about bigger questions of people of marginalised identitie_s_.bein.g historically distanced
"from;t'ech and design Iandécapes —and how we can promote an.enabling environment where they
can create tech that impacts change in their lives. We thought about how we understand Digital
Self-Determination in the.context of intersectional identities: caste, class, religion, disability, gender,
sexuality. How do digital identification documents read people of morginoliéed identities? Digital
experiences of people with disabilities are not homogenous, but are closely mterconnected with
their mtersectlng identities.




We recommended chahges we’d like to see in tech, design, and policy

In facilitated group discussions, particibants thought.abvout how technology, policy and design

can enable Digital Self-Determination for people With disabilities. The discussions led up to a Twitter
Spaces event “Disability and Digital Self-Determination: What’s the Missing Link?” that brought
voices of persons with disabilities to the center in thinking about self-expression, self-determination,
agency, consent, safety (and more!) in digital spaces. Participants shared their recommendations
around accessible design: not an afterthought, mobile phone-friendly, easy interfaces. We spoke
about onus: a multi-stakeholder approach to digital accessibility where the onus is not just on
people with disabilities to fix the problems. There were ideas around designing accessibility and
design curriculums that could help integrate digital accessibility in education. We thought about
how accessible and affordable technology is for people with disabilities across caste and class
locations. Who builds tech? Who is it built for? There were recommendations for robust redressal
mechanisms on platforms to address issues that limit one’s access to the platforim or its features.
And there were iméginations of what an inclusive policy framework can look like: ideas of:
inclusiveness that aren’t h(‘)m‘(‘)genised but are representative of a sb’e’ctrum of disabled
experiences. ’ " o

Through the day-tong st‘udio, we thought of challenges, opportunities, and solutions, and looked at
Digital Self-Determination as not just a-tech response, but as part of being considered a full h,u_rhan
being. These ideas helped shape the next studio in Mumbai.
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The second studio held in Mumbai in March built'on ideas that emerged from discussions around

" accessibility ‘pain-points’ at Studio t in Delhi. The studio was co-designed with Design Beku. This was
a 'hybrid' studio-with 15 bdrticipdnts'i.n-person and.4 online. Among the participants were persons
with disabilities, t_echnolo,gists; researchers, disability rights advocates, and people working in the
intersections of gender and tech. Here, we furthered our imaginations of what DSD could mean to

. persons with disabilities, identified accessibility challenges that they experience in digital spaces,
and bralnstormed ideas for building technologies, tools and platforms that brldge accessibility gaps
and work for aII

We unpacked digital accessibility through the lens of disability
and self-determination

In a conversational session facilitated by Padmini Ray Murray of Design Bek'u, participants shared
their lived experiences and-anecdotes around some of the acceséibility ‘pain-points’ they exp'erience
in using apps, platforms and digital spaces; What works well in terms of accessibility; and
experiences navigating these. technologles in the contexts.of specific d|$db|||t|es They spoke about
pain-points that are experiential, such as multilinguality, interface experlences and usablllty, as well
as concerns and anxieties around data collectlon content moderation, and governance apps that
need personal identification, and. so on. Participants shared about accessibility challenges on
banking apps and platforms, such as, complex speech-to-text features, inaccessible OTP processes
because of the short window of time allowed to enter these passwords, and inaccessible interfaces
for people with visual impairments. There’s a range of accessibility concerns on social media as well.
Blind individuals navigate social media using screen readers which often read out unnecessary
information like emojis, likes, comments etc. that aren’t relevant, but what the person is actually
looking to read is difficult to navigate to.

What you’ll read in a second, I'll probably read in an hour.

There were conversations-around mental health impact as well. - All these apps assume that
you are monotasklng whereas they are cluttered spaces, overwhelming for many! While
“everyone’s’communicating, | don’t think anyone’s being seen and heard. We need to think
about psychological safety and fatigue whil€e talking about acceSS|b|I|ty._How are we
defining functionality in the design of apps? What kind of harm is task-switching doing?
.Task-sw.i-tching on apps-can. be a major cause of anxiety. There’s a high mental health cost.
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Participants spoke about dating apps,'which do not recognise persons With'disabiiifies as parf of
their user-base, and hence remain largely inaccessible.. There’s alsoa pressure to give out personal -
identifiable information on" dotlng apps, Which raises privacy concerns for persons with disabilities
and gender and sexual-minorities: There were conversations about accessibility on gamlng apps as
well, and feelings of isolation that persons with disabilities experiénce on some games. i

On a gaming app meant for blind. people you have the option to create a private game with
a password on it. But you can’t play it with frlends who aren’t blind - because the screen is
blank and it works only on sereen readers. The assumption is that if you’re blind, you’ll play
only with other blind persons.

Through the day-long studio, we thought of challenges, opportunities, and solutions, and looked at
Digital Self-Determination as not just a tech response, but as part of being considered a full human
being. These ideas helped shape the next studio in Mumbai.




We brainstormed ‘dream machines’!

Ina speculatlve deS|gn exercise in curated small groups, participants thought about what the |deal
accessible tool, app, platform or dlgltal space looks like to them. They thought about technologles
for public, private, classroom or ‘work use, and more! They reflected on the kind of features,
accessibility tools, deS|gn aspects, aﬁordanceg, etc. the ‘dream machine’ might have.

A range of features emeréed as désirable. Technologies where users have full and complete
control of their data. Tech that is based on ferhir_list principles: open source, affordable, accessible.
Apps and platforms that enable local data'sto'ragé are versatile & adaptive, and switch to suit
user needs. Technologies that recognlse informed consent with easily understood data storage
principles, are S|mple conversational, comfortmg joyful, safe, and muItlllnguaI
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‘Ideas that emerged from the exercise:
1. A software and hardware layer framework

A lot of the problems are fixable. The reason why they continue to exist is because the whole
onus of fixing those is on developers who are often not capable of doing this-because of lack
of knowledge, time, or budget What if we take the onus away from developers? This group
imagined three:layers in digital technolog|es _ :
Software layer: Imagining a framework that is placed above the OS and before the apps layer,
_ that Works on-any device; Iaptop phone, tablet, computerI Within this framework are all the
possrble ways of ensuring acceSS|b|I|ty speech-to-text, text- to- -speech, keyboard and so on.
There will be a range of choices within a single framework :
Hardware layer: Devices have their own limitations in terms of weight, h'aptics. the touch and
feel of the devrce and so on. Imaglnlng devices that provrde an accessible experlence to users
" where the output could be anythmg the screen of the phone/desktop/projected screen etc.,
that will work on the basis of mputs like eye movements, gestures, speech, and so on. This will
help solve inaccessibilities around devices and hardware.
.. Privacy: Imagining technologles Where the user has full and complete’ control of thelr data.
This'is based on feminist-principles: open source, affordable, accessible.

2. CheckMate: #ltsAMatch!

We considered what it is that would make us.feel joyful and safe in digital spaces.

This group created a checklist that can be used by developers, designers, produ'ct,ownérs and
technologists. They also envisioned a rating system for digital products based on how much they
match the accessibility criteria in the checklist.

The group imagined four categories in the checklist:
a) Physical: Is the device grippable? Are the buttons prominent? Users should be able to
handle a device easily.
b) Visual: People with different abilities are able to navigate through easily — thinking of
alignments, color combinations, text and fonts, images. Applications need to have accessibility
filters for people to customise their website/app experience as per their own needs.
c) Experience: The device, app or platform should have more prompts for an accessible
experience. It should also have a space for users to share their experience of the product,
and feedback that can help improve accessibility — a community space to share ideas and
concerns that are heard and recognised. ’

.d) Prlvacy It will demystrfy prrvacy concepts in simple, conversatronal Ianguage and be built

around informed consent. The user will have complete mformatlon on what they’re grvmg
consent to: what their data is bemg used for, what cookies are for, and SO on.



3. Forever Learners

A learning ecosystem focused on accessible experiences.
The features are: . )
© o a) Accessible- by-design: It |s Iess like a phone and more like' a Klndle with  multi- sensory

features. . . N _ _. .
b) Something that would get children excited about learning, and also cater to people
in school, out of school, in open school. It will also integrate entltlements that students of
different socio- economic backgrounds have.
c) Open access and continuous Iearnmg While |t is focused on schools it is relevant to
life-long Iearners and is open for aII to access and use. ‘

4. LevelUp!

Adevice that gives equal opportunity-to persons with disabilities to participate in events,
conferences, community spaces, etc., connect with each other, and more.

The input that one feeds into the device would give them the preferred information. The device

works across- the following in praviding an accessible experience for persons with disabilities.
a) Visual impairment '

b) Scanning for non-verbal cues”

c) Lip reading ' -

d) Cross- disability inclusion .

e) Identifying emotions
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We reviewed accessibility curriculums and identified gaps

In a small group activity, participants reviewed various existing accessibility ourriculums to .examine
if these would help 1 them build their proposed products, and if they: meet the criteria and
accessibility checks they proposed They identified gaps and made recommendcrtlons Portrcrponts
talked about how the curriculums can be more exploratory towards evolvmg technologies and also
look at hardware deS|gn aesthetics and so-on. There were discussions around accessibility
education as a core'idea and not an ‘add-on’ — about integrating accessibility courses in
malnstream education programs such a$ architecture, englneermg design, technology, etc.
Part|C|pants observed that most of-the accesslblllty curriculums they reviewed had a Western,
US-centric approach, which doesn’t apply to a fully international context. They_also ‘observed the
need for accessibility curriculums.to make the leap from being simply fonctionol to being fulfilling
and joyful to use. Overall, they observed that most of the accessibility curriculums faII short in terms
of pract.lcallty and |mplementat|on

The day ended with a Twitter Spaces event where we shared our experiences from the day-long
studio, talked about our imaginations of dream machines, and made recommendatlons to address
the gaps that currently exist on platforms apps and devices.




At the third studio held in Bangalore in April we explored DSD primarily through-the lens of
ac'cessibilityflby-desigh'for persons.living with disabilities: The studio co-designed with Design Beku
built on ideas that emerged from discussions at Studio 2 helid_ in Mumbai, around ‘dream machines’
and _building inc'l‘usive and accessible tech,nologiés that work for all. Among the 26 participants at

3 ASt»udvio 3 were bersons with disabilities, technologists, designers and developers, researchers,

“disability rights advocates, 'pdliby experts, and people working in the space of assistive and
accessible technolbgies. Here, we thought about how the ideas of ‘dream machines’ can be

_ transformed into reality, with focus on accessibility-by-design. o




We deepened our exploration of DSD and what it looks like for persons with disabilities

Ina con_versationél session facilitated, by Padmini Ray Murray of Design Beku, we invited persons
with disabilities, organisations wquing' with the community, and technologists to share what DSD
means to them and their community. Participants shared their per.s'pectives on DSD-as achieving
full independence over digi'ta'l tech that a person.uses, having accessibility-by-design as a core idea
right from the drawing board in designing teChnOIogies and having more customisable options in
digital technologies for meaningful accessibility. ' ’

Participants also talked about the rural—'u'rbar'] div'ide'_in'accessing technoldgi'és' and digital media'.
“Websites that take 10 seconds to load in Bengaluru take 20 minutes to load in some rural areas.
Even ‘accessible’ infrastructures are not functional in rural areas - we don’t have lightweight
versions of these that would run locally on a.device to be able to provide a basic experience if not
the whole; or versmns that can run on 2G. From government websites to platforms for pleasure —
like just scrolling on Instagram — many platforms that are ‘accessible’ are heavy on bandW|dth and
don't work in rural areas." Participants questioned the power that _plotforms hold in defining
people's experiences online and reflected on the expectations to reveal one's marginqiised»identity
on platforms and the: Unequal experience‘that these requirements can create. “Being spotted, '
isolated or discriminated against based on your identity as a person with a disability is a major
concern. | feel more and more vulnerablé as we are living incréasingly in a world of digital twins.”
There were experiences of DSD at the intersections of gender and disability, where women. with
disabilities are disproportionattely affected by inaccess to di'gital devices and social network.

Participants shared enabling resources as crucial tools for DSD, such as Enable India’s Vaani whit:h '
is a multilingual platform where people with disabilities share information and extend community
support in rural areas. They refIvect‘ed on contradictions. th‘ey observed with the term 'accessibility’
itself, and thought of digital accessibility not as a-matter of chécking boxes but about being just
and fostering an equally enabling environment for persons with disabilities. “A lot of accessibility
approaches are one-size fits all...” “The RBI came up with an app called the money app which is
supposed to tell you what currency you’re holding. But in using it in a marketplace, a blind person
will have a cane in one hand, shopping bags etc...it’s inconvenient.” There were conversations
about barriers to DSD for persons with disabilities in accessing government welfare schemes,
benefits and provisions that are often buried under multiple layers of digital portals that are
inaccessible.

Participants reflected on the Chollenges with un|modc1l design as a major limitation to achieving
DSD for persons with dlsabllltles and the problems with design inclusion as an afterthought or just
an imagination or a specral case’ without any con5|derat|on of the fuIIness of |nd|V|duaIs for whom '
the digital product is deS|gned ' : '




PWD stakeholders and technologists, designers and developers speed-dated!

Persons with disabilities. and those WOrking in the disability rights sector were paired with people'
from the tech, desrgn and developers communrty In a speed dating actrvrty, PWD stakeholders
discussed what they wished people in the tech sector understood about their relationship Wrth
technology with their conversation partner; similarly designers and developers discussed what they
wished they knew about how persons with disabilities navigate technology. Participants then

shared their learnings on post-it notes, and the activity then moved to an affinity mapping exercise
conducted by Padmini Ray Murray of Design Beku to map the intersections, interactions and
relationships between the learnings gathered from the conversations.

Participants spoke about challenges and barriers related to standards, thought about how
standards can be simplified and made more accessible, reflected on protocols around accessibility
at workplaces, and identified ways in which banking and tax paying processes can be made more
accessible for persons with disabilities, especially for Deaf and hearing impaired consumers.

There were conversations on pan-disability design — Design for disabled people as people,
and not as a space for ‘inclusion’. Participants reflected on the importance of providing choices
through customisation, which is crucial to designing with an intersectional lens: for persons with.
disabilities across rural and urban demographlcs

There were a range of ideas around guidelines for building accessible and‘in'olusive tech, while
recognising diverse disabilities as opposed to a 'one-size-fit-all" approach, centering the Iiv'ed
experiences of persons with disabilities and involving them in design and decision-making processes
in building. technologres g

Technologists, design_e.rs and developers shared challenges they-have to navigate in terms of
awareness gaps related to the diverse needs of persons with disabilities and the problems with
assumptions that persons with disabilities do not need access to certain digital spaces that exclude
them from the tdrget user base, and reflected on ways in which these gaps can be addressed.




We furthered our imaginations of ‘dream machines’ in a speculative
design exercise

In a small group octJV|ty, port|C|ponts reflected on how best we can Work together to moke d|g|tol
products that Work for everyone This was a speculatlve deS|gn exercise that.drew on outputs from
Studio 2; partrcrpants discussed the feasrblllty of and steps reqwred to create inclusive and
accessible digital spaces and technologles

1) LevelUp: Participants built on the i'dea‘of a device that enables equal opportunity for
persons with disabilities to participate in-events. They reflected.on what communication
looks like in these spaces. The conversation started with the ~ass0mption that the device
would be for persons with disabilities, but then evolved into an idea for persons without
disabilities; that will help them be aware of the people present, the kind of disability they
have,.how they can approach or engage with a person with a disability, and understand
different kinds of expressions without havmg biases, with the help of visual indicators.

The idea included components such as lip readlng, and participants thought of how this
can be localised, recognlsmg how I|p reading is multlllngual and can be translated

This idea would also include somethlng I|ke a first aid box where people can share resources,
materials, devices, etc. This would also include a tool to help people make sense of

an environment and enable them to navigate itin a more.,accessible way.

2) A software and "hard,ware layer framework: This would be an open source and modular

tool catering-to the 21 disabilities recognised officially. This is a product that also learns with
persons with disabilities over time. It is seIf-expon'sive and efficient in the backend —  one line of -
code is enough for developers to build it, as opposed to complex tech building processes. '
There is a range of hardware options to plugin to make it accessible to anyone. This would be
built by tweaking the code of already_extsting similar tech ideas, where developers learn from
people who have already been solving these issues, and from lead users who are persons

with disabilities.

3) Forever Learners: Participants built on the idea of an OS where users can build multiple apps
constituting a learning ecosystem. The learning ecosystem is built on the core idea of making
learning accessible for any student at any stage in their life. Content specifications would
include removing language barriers — including sign languages in the interface, and easy
descriptions and interpretation of content for Deaf persons and people with intellectual
disabilities. The system would also enable building communities and forums so students can be
connected with each other. The platform is a mix of a physical and digital ecosystem: '

it connects students to the right people - across financial spoces anganwadis, English medium
schools, etc. It also connects teachers; students, Al assisted learning models, resources,

and so on. It would also include a device like a Kindle dedicated to Iearnlng with a mic,
camera, sign Ianguage -to-speech and speech-to-sign language customisations, and tactlle
displays for students with vnsuolv|mp_o|rments. Learning can also be gamified with immediate
rewards making students’ goals tangible S0 they feel _m’otivated.



4) #CheckMate It’s a match Participants elaborated on the idea ofa checkllst that can be
used by technologlsts pollcy experts, and developers to meet acceSS|b|I|ty requirements for
dIgItCI| products This W|II have five primary components:

1) Phy5|cal Standardlsmg phy5|cal components such as buttons, addressmg fraglllty, maklng
the device modular, and having customlsable haptics. -

2) Visual: It should not differentiate between disabled and non- dlsabled users in terms of

© how it looks for both. There should be settlngs for people for dcce55|b|||ty, eg. filters.

3) Experience: It covers the life cycle of the ‘product: pre-purchase, purchase, use, and
after-use experiences. Both the designer and.the user should be more aware of the options
that can be put in place or used for a more accesslble experlence eg. simplifying
navigation. : '

4) Privacy: Users have autonomy about what mformatlon to dlvulge what not to, about
their dlsablllty or other |dent|t|es Developers will think about how to make privacy policy

A Ianguage 5|mpler : L

-5) Policy: There will be a commijttee that gives a score to the dlgltal product based on the

requwements on the checklist.

These conversotlons informed the fourth and final studlo in Bengoluru where port|C|ponts thought
about how policy can help transform thesé ideas into reality. '




At the fourth and final studio held in B_engculuru in May, we explored DSD primarily through the lens
of policy, i-rhplementation, practice and innovation. We furthered'bur imaginations of how policy
and innovation can help transform the ideas around in_clusive'and accessible technologies, into
reality. This was a hybrid event with 16 participants in—pérson. and 6 online. Arﬁdng the participants
were persbhs with disabilities, pdlicy exberts, technologists, d'esigners and developers, researchers,
disability rights ad.v'ocates, -and people working in the space of assistive and acceséible
technologies. : .
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We learned more about how digital accessibility is addressed in policy,
implementation, practice and innovation in India

In a panel discussion moderated by Bishakha Datta (Point of Vlew) N|rm|ta Narasimhan .
(accessibility pollcy researcher and consultant) Shllpl Kapoor (Barrler Break) Sagar Sodah
(Engineering Lead, EdTech), and Pramit Bhargava (Founder Louie Voice Control) shared their
perspectives around policies on dlgltal accessibility, pollcy |mplementat|on creatlng social
impact through accessible tech and ideas for accessrblllty by—desrgn

Nirmita Na'rasimhan traced policy milestones ar-ound digital accessibility, including the Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disab'ilfities, Indian"government guidelines on web accessibility, the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act 2016, and accessible ICT standards. for products and'services.
She shared reflections on challenges around awareness and implementing these policies.and
standards. Shilpi Kapoor spoke about a range of factors that are essential to achieving holistic
accessibility in digital spaces. Shllpl talked about the need for awareness measures and
conversations on the breadth of things that digital accessrblllty |ncludes which is much more than
just web accesslblllty, and includes diverse ways in'which accessibility can be ensured in terms of
touch, feel, holistic experience, and dlfferent disabilities. " It’s about the web, mobile apps,
services, kiosks at the metro session, check-in counters at airports, banklng solutlons
e-books, everything! Shilpi also spoke about the need to teach accesslblllty to desrgners
technologists, and product owners as a skill set'in formal education. Sagar Sodah spoke about how
accessibility, self- determlnatlon and a culture of inclusion need to work in tandem. Disability is
more about the environment than about the person: Sagar also talked about using one’s skill set
to create social impact through accessible technologies. PramitBharg'ava shared more ab0ut' '
assistive and accessible technologies, such as Louie, which provides end-to-end assistance to the
user, thus enabling a holistic accessible experience, unlike popular assistive technologies which are
able to do only snippets of certain tasks, and _do not provide end-to-end support. Pramit
emphasised the need for building global tech products which cater to regional and local linguistic
diversities and can use combinations of languages.

We examined gaps in policy implementation

In a parallel session facilitated by Padmini Ray Murray, persons with disabilities and representatives
of the disability rights and justice sector discussed the gaps they have experienced in the
implementation of policies, including lack of communication with regards to policies that affect
them, and how to avail of what these policies offer. They spoke about gaps'in terms of language '
inaccessibility, avalllng the PWD ID card, mlsrepresentatlon of persons with disabilities in policy
conversatioris, static assessment guidelines; low access to information among persons with
disabilities, issues around data privacy, surveillance and biometrics, lack of adequate funds for
policy and standard |mplementat|on and the need for holistic accessibility instead of a i
one-size-fit-dll dpprooch '



We discussed how to create delightful products for people with disabilities ‘

Ina parallel session facilitated by Padmini Ray Murray, persons with disabilities and representatives
- of the disability rights andJustice sector discussed the gaps they have experienced.in the
|mplementat|on -of policies, mcluding lack of communication with regards to policies that affect.
them, and how to avail of what these pohcues offer. They spoke about gaps in terms of language
|nacce55|bility, availing the PWD ID card, misrepresentatlon of persons with disabilities in policy
conversations, static assessment guidelines, low access to _mformation aniong persons with
disabilities, issues around data privacy, surveillance and biometrics, lack of adequate funds for
policy and standard |mplementat|on and the need for holistic acceSS|b|I|ty instead of a
one-size-fit-all approach. : ‘

...and then we joined the dots

In a guided discussion facilitated by Padmini Ray Murray, participants reflected on how policy
can work together with digital product organisations to create an ecosystem which promises
Digital Self- Determination for people with disabilities. In this session, the group that had discussed
creating inclusive products for PWDs in the parallel session, shared more about challenges and
barriers around resources within their organisations and thought about how these can be
overcome. The group that had discussed digital accessibility through the policy lens in the parallel
session, shared more-about the impact of gaps in policy implementatiqn, and challenges.

There’s an idea of return on investment and the cost that goes into ,b,UiIding/changin'g a
product for aceessibility,_— people with disabilities are rot thought about as the user base.
There were discussions about rethinking who the consumer is, in designing digital produets. Participants
discussed possibilities for consumer research with PWD consumers in order to establish that they
constitute a ‘sizeable market. They shared expeiiences around how steps taken for accessibility in some
cases, end up compromising other aspects of digital products, and the lack of adequate frameworks to
refer to in order to address these gaps. There were also conversations about thinking of persons with
disabilities as experts of their own lived experiences, needs and realities, and the need to include them
in building digital products, in a reciprocal way, along with technologists, designers and product owners.




We ended with a grand finale!

We concluded the.studio with a Closing Event — a panel discussion with Nidhi Goyal (Rising Flame),
Pranav Savla (High School Student, Techie), Prateek Madhav (AssisTech Foundation) and Stefaan
Verhulst (New York University GovLab), moderated by Padmini Ray Murray. The panel dived into the
repository of knowledge and insights we gathered in our quest to understand and explore DSD for
persons with disabilities, across the four studios. Panelists shared reflections on the necessity to
bring DSD to the forefront as a research topic, how DSD resonates with disability rights and justice,
personal and collective experiences that have been shaped by DSD, how accessible and inclusive
tech building can be encouraged and nurtured, and recommendations for creating spaces where
DSD seems possible. The closing event had an audience of 60 people from various stakeholder

groups including persons with disabilities, civil society members, technologists, researchers,
activists, and media professionals. '
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We can’t loiter in d.igital spaces, but jos't uncomfortably e'>.{_iSt.2 |

We were a mlxed bag of dlfferent genders and sexualltles dlsablllty activists, technologlsts
researchers dlgltal entrepreneurs. We broke down the big concept of DSD by focusing on its core
component the self. How can | be my self in digital spaces — from dating apps to digital payment
systems? What gives me more of a sense of self in these spaces? How can design, technology and
policy contribute to helping me determine myself'in'digital spaceé? What does it mean to loiter and
wander through digital spaces as ourselves, who we are, |nclud|ng spaces of deswe romance, sex and
pleasure? Of determining ourselves online?:

We looked at Accessibility. Pletform designs that account for disability. Safety. A sense of bélonging.
Community. All of these are vital "aspecte of self-determination in digitat spaces."Many disabled persons
at our meeting talked of digital ‘communities helping them survive in many different ways. But the aim
is not just survival - the idea is to flourish online..To do that, it's not enough to have accessibility as an
after-thought; what’s needed is Acoessibility By Design, front and centre.

We made a range of recommendations forunconditional access to the digital, or infrastructure that
recognises people with disabilities as full human beings.

General®

Building awareness on making digital environments accessible so that they are easy to use,
to interact with, to maintain privacy and security.

Applying co-desighing methods with people with disabilities where designing the technology
using data that aligns with the expectations and needs of people with disabilities.

Applying data intelligence using mechanisms and technologies like analytics, and artificial
intelligence to ptedict better and intuitively.

*Loitering Towards Desire, published in In Plainspeak by TARSHI
*C20 Pollcy Recommendations for Dlgltal Inclusion by Point of View



Recognition & external measures

A comprehenswe accessibility curriculum that tokes |nto account all S|gn|f|cont cotegorles
of dlsobllltles W|th valid certification. ’ : :
Creation of an acceSS|b|I|ty maturlty checkllst with dlﬁerent parameters to measure
compliance. _ :

‘Awatchdog agency to ensure dlgltal products meet a certain standard of accessibility,
with some form of penalty if reqwrements are not met, and to reward organisations with
certification and/or scores as WeII as tax breoks and subsidies to encourage continuing

.access optlmlsatlon

An ombudsman to receive complalnts regardmg the Iack of compllance by dlgltal products
with accessrblllty standards.

Awards for best practlces in acceSS|b|I|ty and |nclu5|ve de5|gn

Internal systems

-Mandatory in- house accessibility audlts

InvoIvrng PWDs in user testing, focus groups, testing prototypes.

Incorporate relevant frameworks, processes and practices to ensure accountablllty
have specific horizontal dnd vertical |ncorporot|on respansible for implementation.
System wide shifts: funneling resources and money towards shaping strategy and
organisational practices to.make accessibility a central priority. '

Demonstrate the business case of accessible products.

Organise training sessions for industry professionals by’ PWDs.

Proactively hire PWDs to ensure more diverse perspectives are represented on teams
Create open source internal documentatlon gwdellnes methods and tools.

Recruit inclusive design experts. -

Innovation

Explore different approaches with regards to where in the design process accessibility
might be implemented - should each software application have accessibility “built in”?

Or should there be an accessibility layer (context aware, adaptive) that would handshake
with the app that would enable it to fit the requirements of the user? Can we use Al to

build in that flexibility in the OS, and/or hardware devices?

How can we use research from Al to inform accessibility features that are swted specifically
to the: Indlan context socially and linguistically? ‘

Social
Ha.vi'ng inclusive "digital kiosks that facilitate people with disabilities to participate in voting.

For instance, they do not have to depend on someone to guide them while they vote,
rather belng able to do it independently. o



It is essential that all government websites and apps are accessible to avail of various
“facilities and services. For instance, it was brought to our attention that the UDID website
is not occe55|ble ‘and hence it's difficult for people to opply for the identity cord

Educaﬂon

Digitising significant exams with the inculcation of ‘choice’ while opting for accessibility
_accommodations so that it caters to the diverse needs of every disability. For instance, the
SAT exam has muItipIevOptiOns whether the examinee with-a disability would like to use
tactile or image descriptions or have someone with therm to describe the images and many
more options. ' ' 4
Skill building of the ecosystem in accessible digital norms and principles within the
. Acurriculums of desrgn schools, web development courses, management courses,
'entrepreneurship etc

o
WA

Employment

Creating portals, corporate websites, and apps that apply wholistic _accessibility measures
rather than ‘half-baked accessibility’ that are extremely dange'r.ous as they facilitate a
certain extent.of access to potential empioyees to apply for opportunities' but end up-
getting stuck at aJuncture where access is not available, making them start all over again
with a guide.

A consistent accessible model for tools, payment gateways and accounting softwares that
facilitates leaders and entrepreneurs employees with disabilities to run their businesses °
independently or manage their finances independently.

Health

Creating mechanisms that enable consumers with disabilities to identify the various
pharmaceutical products through accessible digital tools. For instance, a tool that facilitates
a person with disability to identify the name of a medicine strip or check its manufacturing
and expiry date.

Digital innovations enable a patient with disability to communicate crucial details such as
insurance data, medical background particulars, or other information.

Healthcare apps, websites, and tools are compliant with the digital accessibility principles
so that every patient with disability can maintain their physical, mental and reproductive
health independently. :

Products

“Introduc‘ing strict laws that m'a'ke it mandatory for digital products, technology and services
_to be accessible. For instance, a product cannot be sold until-it meets the accessrbility
* . requirements.
Havinga consistent digital accessibility model or checklist that can be applied universally
to avoid any discrepanC|es amidst products.
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Point of View, founded in 1996 is a non-profit working with women, girls,

and gender and sexual minorities to build their digital skills, capacities,
understandings, and knowledge to shape and mhablt dlgltal spaces.

DES GN&?EEJ
FJ‘f’BEKU

Design Beku, founded in 2018, strives to dismantle expectaﬁons created
by market-driven notions of design by following design justice principles,
that advocate designing with communities, and not for. o

Swissnex in India, Consulate General of Switzerland strives to accelerate
positive transformations at the frontiers of knowledge. Working across
disciplines, they foster the exchange of ideas, knowledge and talent between

Switzerland and India.

Confédération Suisse

U Schweizerische Eldgenossenschaft
Confederazione Swzzera A

Confederazuun svizra’

" The Embassy of SWitzerand in India iS'fh'e‘_officiql fepresen_tqtlon of -
Switzerland, and covers all matters concerning diplomatic relations
‘between the two countries.






