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We give permission for the Commission to quote our submission and attribute the quote to Business Disability Forum.



1. [bookmark: _Toc51525380]About Business Disability Forum and our submission

1.1 Business Disability Forum is a not-for-profit membership organisation which exists to transform the life chances of disabled people. As a membership organisation working with over 300 businesses, we are uniquely equipped do this by bringing business leaders, disabled people, and Government together to understand what needs to change to improve the life opportunities and experiences of disabled people in  employment, economic growth, and society more widely. 
1.2 One of our biggest and longest-running taskforces is the Technology Taskforce, which exists to bring senior IT accessibility specialists together to advance inclusive design practices in and remove barriers to technology.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Organisations represented in the Technology Taskforce include Barclays, Microlink, B&Q, Amazon, Sainsbury’s, PWC, Lloyds Banking Group, HSBC, Lilly, Home Office, DEFRA Group, GlaxoSmithKline (GSK), Deloitte, British Telecom (BT), Royal Mail, BBC, Enterprise Holdings Inc (EHI), Ernst Young (EY), Microsoft, Accenture, Motability Operations, Natwest Group, State Street, Shell, HMRC, American Express, Scottish Government, Atos, Unilever, and Allianz.] 

1.3 To further inform our response to this call for evidence, we held discussion groups and one-to-one interviews with eighteen colleagues from fourteen public and private sector organisations. Individuals were inclusion leaders, occupational psychologists, assistive technology and IT specialists, and individuals who use Assistive Technology (AT) in their jobs every day. Some AT users had experience of moving from higher education into employment, and some had become users of AT during their career with their current employer. We also spoke to employers who have experience of considering and/or using Access to Work (ATW) to support employees. 
1.4 We also ensured we spoke to individuals with a range of occupations. We were keen to speak to professionals working in legal and accountancy related occupations. This is because our members in these sectors have consistently told us there is a big gap between adjustments issued in higher education compared to what can reasonably granted when being employed in that sector.
1.5 We asked participants about three key areas in the call for evidence: transitions from education to employment; employers and inclusive workplaces; and Covid-19. 
[bookmark: _Toc51525381]The impact of assistive technology and the key systemic problem
2. [bookmark: _Toc51525382]What assistive technology does for users
2.1 Before identifying good practices and the challenges of requesting and getting AT, we first wanted to understand from users what AT does for them and the impact this has on their lives. One colleague said “Simply, I would not be able to work”. This individual is qualified beyond graduate degree level and works in a professional services role. They also have a visual impairment. Their story was not unique: for them and others, having access to and using AT is the difference between being employed and being unemployed, despite academic qualifications and professional achievements.
2.2 For others, AT meant they can realise their full potential by enabling them to do everything they are capable of. In one participant’s words: 
“Assistive technology has been a game changer for me. I can give one hundred per cent and not burn out”.
2.3 Employers generally spoke about realising what assistive technologies can do for people in their workforce wider than those who have a disability or need/request ‘reasonable adjustments’. Dr Nasser Siabi, CEO of Microlink, spoke about what he sees in the businesses he works with to provide and improve workplace adjustments processes:  

“Technology opens up opportunities for those who are not instinctive readers or writers. This is not about disability; this is about people having strengths in different areas and skills. If you want people to be their brightest, give them an alternative way to communicate that best suits them”. 

2.4 Dr Siabi’s words resonated with AT users who have a disability: their own narrative about themselves shifted from ‘being disabled’ to ‘being productive’. In one participant’s words: “I have never been more productive”. This colleague spoke about the amount of mental energy spent on years of “finding workarounds” in the ‘standard’ IT equipment and systems they were given which were not accessible to them. Exhaustion, stress, and mental fatigue were common references from individuals who knew they think and produce work in different ways to some organisations’ ‘one size fits all’ approach to providing equipment and programmes for employees to carry out their roles. In one colleague’s words, 

“For years I had gone through education without a diagnosis. I knew something was wrong. I could not be ‘me’ because I could not keep up with the work. It took a mental and physical toll. I could not get people to understand that I could do my job, but I needed help. I have come to realise this is not a unique experience”.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Emphasis ours.] 


2.5 This individual’s words speak directly to the various elements of a common journey individuals experience when trying to access the AT solutions that are suited to them:
a) A late diagnosis in the medical setting which meant a delayed assessment of what would best suit the individual (“For years I had gone through education without a diagnosis”).
b) The lost value to an employer when an employee’s talent and skills are not enabled (“I could not be me”).
c) Decreased productivity (“I could not keep up with the work”).
d) The individual’s wellbeing and self-confidence is compromised, often involving a period of leave from work due to stress or while adjustments are being sorted out (“It took a mental and physical toll”).
e) The “battle” or “fight” (both direct quotes from other participants[footnoteRef:3]) individuals pursue with managers, colleagues, and/or Access to Work to explain the issue and get the appropriate solution (“I could not get people to understand”). [3:  ‘Fighting’ was a common theme in many employees’ accounts of getting adjustments. It is also a theme that emerges from employees in different areas and projects of Business Disability Forum’s work. For example, in The Great Big Workplace Adjustments Survey, an employee said “Getting adjustments was too much of a fight” (Business Disability Forum, 2019: 31).] 

f) The lack of understanding that someone can do their job, but they might do it in a different way to what standard provision of IT hardware and programs allow (“I could do my job, but…”).
g) Doing things differently and needing different tools leads individuals down the route of ‘needing help’, rather than being provided with solutions that are right for them (“I needed help”).
2.6 Many individuals across sectors, industries, and job types recalled a similar combination of issues and experiences. This has led to a key systemic problem which underpins the experiences we discuss in the following pages: in Dr Siabi’s words, “Interventions come too late and in the wrong format”, whether an individual is in education, employment or using ATW.
[bookmark: _Toc51525383]Transitions from higher education to employment
3. [bookmark: _Toc51525384]From higher education to employment: The experience of graduates
3.1 Experiences can be split into three types here: individuals who had a diagnosis of their condition during university but did not get the support they needed; those who had support at university but which could not be replicated when they moved into employment; and those who struggled through university without a diagnosis and have been supported by their employer’s approach to AT.
3.2 Participants who had moved from higher education to employment generally reported that undergraduate education is “the easiest”.[footnoteRef:4] Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) alongside the structure of disability related support in universities allowed many colleagues we spoke to often be well supported at undergraduate level. AT centres and disability support teams in universities are increasingly mainstream, even more so since the changes to DSA in 2016 which meant Band 1 and 2 support (which includes ‘standard’ AT interventions) then became the responsibility of education institutions, and less so part of DSA grants. This coupled with universities increasingly installing productivity programmes and spell- and grammar-check apps on all students’ computers and networks meant a lot of people could use these without making additional claims for support.  [4:  Although we have focussed on higher education, the shortfalls and barriers begin at the start of education for many. Young people may not get as far as higher education at all without AT interventions that suit them. One participant told us the experience of their child who is blind and currently in between primary and secondary education. They said all the way through their education so far, it has been down to the family to find out what may help the child at school and know what assistive technologies are available so that their child can access the teaching material. This colleague told us that home-schooling as a result of the Covid-19 lockdown had provided a “unique opportunity” to try lots of different interventions “on the kitchen table” and see what works. None of the child’s schools or education authorities had done this with them before. This colleague had asked the school for advice as well as the local authority education teams repeatedly, but no one knew about assistive technologies to support people with a disability or visual impairment and could therefore not advise the family. Instead, the family sought advice from disability charities, such as RNIB.  This was not an isolated experience.] 

3.3 We did however see an important inequality here which meant being appropriately supported was largely down to the type of disability or condition(s) an individual has. The ‘group’ that appear to struggle most in workplaces to get assistive technologies in place effectively tend to be people with dyslexia and other neurodivergent conditions. However, the group that are increasingly unsupported and who appear to get support in place after much ‘fighting’ and for who support takes much longer to be put in place is people who are d/Deaf or hard of hearing. For many who are d/Deaf and have another condition, the DSA and ATW processes do not work effectively, and sometimes not at all. 
4. [bookmark: _Toc51525385]The “long, hard fight” to get DSA in education and ATW in employment 
4.1 One participant, who is deaf, told us that despite engaging with DSA assessments, was unsupported and throughout all their undergraduate degree (aside from a notetaker), despite knowing what they needed (for example, a palantypist). After their undergraduate studies, they did their PhD. This colleague did not get the support they needed until half-way through their PhD – even though, again, she knew what she needed. 
4.2 As part of their PhD programme, they were required to spend a year in industry. Since DSA and ATW are entirely separate processes that do not ‘speak to each other’, they had to make an ATW claim for the period they were in industry for their course. They spent one year in industry. The ATW process took so long that support was not put in place before that year ended.
4.3 One of main reasons for this was the colleague repeatedly having to tell ATW not to phone them and instead communicate by email; being deaf, they cannot use the phone. ATW continued to phone them. It took six months before ATW finally logged this and communicated in a way that was useable for this individual. 
4.4 Another reason for the delay was, in their own words, “Access to Work were always trying to cut costs”. Again, as when applying for their DSA, they knew what they needed, but ATW assessors always wanted them to have something else that was cheaper but less suited to this colleague’s situation. 
4.5 This colleague used the term that many other participants used for their experience of ATW: getting what is needed is “a fight”. 
4.6 This individual, a talented lecturer who is making an important contribution to her field, ended our conversation with the following words:

“I have good support now, but it was a long, tough process. I knew what I needed, and it was a fight”.
[bookmark: _Toc51525386]Assistive technology and employment
5. [bookmark: _Toc51525387]Needing to be “forthright” when moving into employment
5.1 We spoke to a small group of professionals in the legal and accountancy sector. One colleague is blind and had studied law at university. They recalled, “Law is an academic place where people are highly educated”. Managers in these sectors regularly tell us that the provision of AT for accuracy is important; a comma in the wrong place can change the meaning of a piece of legislation, and general mistakes in spelling and grammar are often criticised widely. Our advice team heard from someone else in the sector, “You send out an email with a spelling mistake, and you almost immediately get fifty emails back pointing out your error”.
5.2 This context is important for this colleague’s story. They said, coming from that kind of environment, even during his legal training meant that he was, in his own words, “quite clear and forthright” about what AT and adjustments he needed to complete the tasks and job he needed to do when moving into employment. He said that this is the approach that is needed and, in his experience, is what employers rely on from graduates when coming from education to employment. He continued: “You need a force behind you”.
5.3 Another colleague in this group responded to this, explaining that they had a different experience. They explained: “I was not forthright. I did not have your voice”.
5.4 The difference between these two colleagues is that the second colleague had their diagnosis later in their career. As is often the case, when their employer became aware they were having difficulties at work, they ‘pushed’ them down the route of getting a diagnosis. This colleague eloquently recalled the difference between a diagnostic assessment and a workplace assessment, saying that, “A diagnostic process did not go into what I needed”. At that stage, a diagnosis was not the most urgent thing for them; they and the employer instead needed to know what is available to help them. 
5.5 This is a route we see many employers take: a medical diagnostic assessment instead of a workplace adjustments-based assessment. We regularly see it takes up time, targets and deadlines are missed while waiting, there are often conversations about declined performance, and this causes unnecessary stress for the employee and reduces the trust they have in their manager and employer.
5.6 The above experiences also reflect what we often hear: graduates moving into the workplace have almost never been prepared by their university to confidently communicate with employers and have discussions about how they work and the adjustments or technologies they need to work as well in their job as they have during their university course.
6. [bookmark: _Toc51525388]Transitions from education to employment: Preparing graduates for professional life in law and auditing sectors
6.1 We hear about significant challenges from organisations in legal and business-to-business auditing roles. The challenge is that students studying for degree qualifications in these fields go through their university programmes with adjustments such as specific assistive technologies or applications (such as Grammarly or Dragon) and additional time to complete coursework or in examinations. In many cases, we increasingly hear from employers that graduates have achieved well in their degree, often achieving first or 2(i) degrees. However, when they move into employment in the sector/discipline they have been studying for, the adjustments that could be applied to studying the subject are not realistic in the vocational reality of a career in that same discipline. 
6.2 For example, many organisations in legal and auditing services sector said they have graduates coming though their graduate recruitment programmes expecting to be given extra time in their tasks. Employers in this sector repeatedly tell us there are hard deadlines attached to some tasks that cannot be moved. Extra time was reasonable in the situation of a sitting an exam or writing a dissertation for academic purposes, but not reasonable in the context of (for example) court proceedings, giving statements, completing an arrangement as part of a corporate law sale or agreement, or responding to a client where an accountancy task is needed within a very tight (hours) timeframe. These are examples given to us by employers in this sector.
6.3 There has been frustration from the organisations we work with which could be framed as follows: if the function of university degree programme is to prepare people for life in that sector, these programmes are currently not doing this realistically. Exams and coursework in such disciplines would perhaps be better in the form of work placements or taking real tasks from industry and asking university students to perform within the same remit that the job demands, particularly as many employers are themselves increasingly recruiting with ‘on the job’ or work trial methods instead of remote, abstract based scenarios. This would better prepare students for life in that discipline and this would also give students and businesses realistic expectations of one another.
6.4 When Business Disability Forum has seen cases in organisations on the above issue, it has often taken sometimes around six-nine months for a graduate to settle in to their job while navigating the different limitations in the job that their degree programme did not prepare them for. On occasions, it has meant graduates have started a job in one of these industries and then go on adjustments leave for weeks or months while either their role is adjusted (adjustments leave), or they have been so overwhelmed by the change in pace and what constitutes ‘reasonable’ that they have become stressed and unable to continue in the profession they have spent the last three to four years preparing themselves for. In cases such as the latter, we often hear of graduates going on sick leave for this reason within the first year of employment.
6.5 Therefore, the current set up and disparities between DSA and ‘reasonable’ at university and ATW and ‘reasonable’ in industry is not currently working for many students or employers. This could be resolved by university programmes better educating all students (not just disabled students) about the reality of the profession they are training for in practice. It will also help if DSA and ATW (a) joined up more seamlessly, and (b) better understood the professions and industries that university courses are preparing students for so they can make informed decisions about the interventions they recommend and the advice they give.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  We of course understand that everyone on specific university courses continue (or want) to progress into their field of study. Equally, not everyone undertakes higher education for career progression or employment purposes. But education institutions do need better awareness of the daily realities of job roles in the industries they are preparing students for. This will also help students make more informed choices about their post-degree choices.] 

6.6 An additional challenge in these sectors can be the cross profession working, particularly in legal occupations where people typically work across job types and professions. For example, a prosecutor may work with witnesses, courts, barristers, police, or victim support in the third sector – all of which have different approaches to gathering information as well as different standards of accessibility in their practices and IT systems. For example, a prosecutor, barrister, or other court worker receives data that they need to work with in very many formats; for example, voice, typed, emails – and, even more of a challenge – hand written notes from (for example) a police officer’s notebook. This will then come to the person who needs to use that data in the form of a PDF of scanned handwritten notes. Some participants told us the assistive technologies that are provided do not currently read handwriting well. In one situation, this meant a prosecutor had to go back to the police force in question to request the notes are typed instead. In consequence, the date for court proceedings had to be postponed. This shows the impact of inaccessible practices, IT and lack of accessibility standards across industries can have a wide impact.
6.7 We spoke to others working in the legal sector. One colleague said the impact of them being used to using AT “allows [them] to be part of this profession”, even though the challenge remains that a lot of documents in the sector come in PDF form. The key part of this colleague’s AT in employment ‘success story’ is in the above words “used to” using AT. This colleague came to their job already knowing what he needed and how to use  a range of technology solutions. This allowed them to have an amount of the “forthrightness” mentioned above. 
6.8 In other cases where someone has acquired their condition during their career, getting used to using technology as part of their everyday working lives as well as having to carve out time to undertake the training (and, as above, after having ‘fought’ to get solutions via ATW) all takes time – all the while they are employed and being expected to be productive and meet targets/objectives. Some participants, although having had assistive technologies in place, said they are “still navigating” being comfortable with using what they have been provided with.
6.9  Another common theme was colleagues saying they were given AT software but had no idea that it would need to be updated after a period of time. 
7. [bookmark: _Toc51525389]Challenges in the workplace: Employee experiences
7.1 The structure of disability support in higher education is different to the diverse structures of support available in different organisations in employment. In further and higher education, there are disability support and student welfare teams, pastoral support within subject departments and, fundamentally, DSA has direct contact with university disability support teams. In employment, there is not always a disability support department, and ATW does not have established contact with the employer to make it a joined up, supportive process. One colleague explained, “This why you come ‘out of the closet’ in education and go back into the closet when you go into employment”. 
7.2 The impact of this is significant, because it shapes how employees feel when they think about asking for adjustments before they do so. Employees “build themselves up” to talking about a disability or discussing adjustments with their employer. One colleague reported it took them six months before they told their employer. In their own words, “I was struggling for a long time before I had to ‘bite the bullet’”. 
7.3 A few colleagues referred to “running around trying to find information” about what equipment could help them in their job. Although this applied to people in education and employment, for many employees, their introduction to assistive technologies generally came at one of two very late stages: mid-way through a university degree (for those who reached this level of education despite being unsupported with adjustments), or during their current employment by hearing from a colleague who has experienced barriers similar to them: 

“I went to a disability network meeting and the speaker said they use Dragon for their dyslexia. I asked them afterwards what this is, and they said I should try it." 

7.4 Until this point, this colleague had been struggling and their manager was aware of this. However, the manager was not aware of AT or the inbuilt features available on their desktop computer. Many colleagues reported the same experience, with one colleague adding: “My manager was not unsupportive, just unaware”.[footnoteRef:6] Colleagues told us that this created a huge amount of anxiety about approaching the subject of possible adjustments with their manager:  [6:  Emphasis ours.] 

“The anxiety is about the person not knowing how to respond when you ask them for help, because you then feel like a problem”. 
8. [bookmark: _Toc51525390]Employers’ experiences and interventions: Embedding an “assistive technology enabled culture”
8.1 Many of the employers we work with are becoming increasingly aware of the in-built features in the systems they already use, and some colleagues said it is sometimes a case of “switching on what was already there” (such as read aloud or speech to text functions). Many colleagues recognised that, although this is an important area of work they are proactively expanding in their organisation, it was still generally one or two people or one team who had both knowledge about and comfort with using in-built assistive features. Many employers have created guides for employees on how to use the features that their organisation has enabled.
8.2 Some employers described initiatives they are undertaking to move towards an “assistive technology enabled culture”. A colleagues described this approach as a “necessity” because,
“If you see assistive technology as an ‘add on’ for disabled people, it actually takes longer to work with assistive technology, because the environment is not technologically equipped”. 
8.3 This came as a result of the business purchasing IT systems and then many employees needing assistive technologies “added on top” to create accessibility, rather than the system itself being accessible at the point of purchase. Common frustrations from colleagues were that although “work arounds” could be made to make assistive technologies work as best as possible with an organisation’s internal IT infrastructure, when the assistive software needs updating, it becomes incompatible. The amount of time and resources this way of working impacts employees is enormous. Many calls to our advice team are about employees no longer being able to do their job because of updates to either an assistive technology programme or to the internal IT systems themselves. The solution can be too expensive, and therefore become unreasonable, meaning the employee is either redeployed to a different job, or they leave their job and the organisation completely.
8.4 For this reason, many employers are recognising that ongoing review of the solutions that have been provided to employees is essential to keep that employee using the software that enables them to be productive. In one colleague’s words: 
“As an employer, the provision of AT is not a one-time only thing. It shouldn’t be a case of ‘here it is and off you go’”.
8.5 Key to supporting this agenda, employers said they are working on initiatives to help their organisation become, as above, an “assistive technology enabled culture”. We have highlighted five key practices various employers have undertaken to enable this culture change in their workforces:
a) Barclays undertook a review of their internal systems (which included HR and payroll systems) to understand their level of accessibility (which includes compatibility with AT software). They uncovered issues, educated venders in the process, and worked with poorly performing venders to improve their performance. 
b) A private sector organisation identified a need to increase the knowledge of assistive technologies that are available. They arranged ‘IT lounges’ in open spaces on each floor in their offices for employees to ‘drop by’ to see and try a range of AT solutions. This was a way of making AT more visible in the business. They also arranged a live stream demonstration with Apple on AT solutions, and held IT ‘escape rooms’ for employees to become more comfortable with using assistive technologies. 
c) A public sector organisation recalled how the ‘productivity agenda’ does not work for them because they do not have the resources for this. However, each computer in their organisation will soon be equipped with Texthelp Read and Write Gold and headphones as a minimum. They have, in their own words, “worked to ensure people are not treated like victims” and have implemented a collaborative case management approach (which includes the employee, the line manager, HR, and other teams where relevant) collaboratively finding the right solutions for individuals.
d) Another organisation pointed out that many discussions about AT tend to centre around provision for desk-based roles. This organisation has many field-based roles where the easiest thing to do is to allow employees to use their own devices. The ‘Bring Your Own Device’ (BYOD) agenda has been helpful for these roles. However, there are data security implications when employees use their own device, particularly when employees change devices regularly or use multiple devices interchangeably depending on the task(s) they need do or the locations they need to work in that day. This employer said allowing employees to use their own device comes with a challenge, though: “What you can do on your own phone is advanced; so when employees come to work, they expect more from the technologies employers provide”.
e) Another employer said they are bringing education about available assistive technologies into the onboarding process, so that employees know what can be provided, what a range of assistive technologies can do, and how to request their preference. 
9. [bookmark: _Toc51525391]From legal duty to business sense: Productivity as a driver
9.1 Many employers we spoke to said they were pitching their ‘assistive technology enabled culture’ as one essential for increasing productivity. In one employer’s words: “Productivity is the driver; the agenda isn’t a disability or accessibility one”.
9.2 Another employer added: “There is more interest in disabled people using the tools that everyone uses”. This can be better for resource management but, as above, it also moves away from assistive technologies being – to use another employer’s words – “special equipment for special people”. In the words of one of our Technology Taskforce members, this also helps them to be “creating a world where, irrespective of disability or conditions, anybody can come in and work here in the way they want to work”. This was a common theme; others also said they were moving towards testing “anything that comes through the door” of the organisation so that it could be used by anyone in the workforce. 
9.3 Another employer said “taking the medicalisation out of the process” is crucial to achieving this. They have therefore moved to “not asking [employees] about the condition, but just what they want to be able to do better at work”.
9.4 When asked what the biggest barrier to creating this is in organisations, we were repeatedly told that the biggest barrier is “cultural”, at both employer and Government level. The right processes have to be in place, people have to be educated and aware of what is available and what needs to be done, and it has to be the responsibility of everyone, not just an AT or IT team. In one employer’s words:
“We need to make sure there is a visible gateway into getting AT… We need to make sure AT and knowledge of AT permeates throughout the business. Adjustments can no longer be about one team in an organisation”.
9.5 This same employer has developed a network for sharing knowledge and practices related to AT which includes peer support and representatives from across the organisation, including HR, front of house, and logistics and facilities teams. 
9.6 Participants frequently recalled that placing the AT agenda in accessibility or disability services will no longer work for organisations who want to expand the personalisation and productivity of their workforce outside of a narrative of this being “for disabled people”.
9.7 We gathered the values and practices employers have or are working moving AT out of the disability or adjustments narrative and instead ‘making things easier for everyone’. The following are the recurring values that came up in different conversations with employers and IT specialists for what an “assistive technology enabled culture” should include:
a) Embedding AT solutions in all employer-provided IT devices to make things easier for everyone in every role and area of the organisation.
b) Everyone knows what solutions are available and how to get the solutions that suits them best.
c) Everyone is comfortable with using the inbuilt assistive features on their devices and knows what is available to make their tasks easier.
d) Every level and area of the organisation understands AT is about ensuring everyone can perform at their best in the way they want to.
e) ‘Special equipment for disabled people’ is a damaging and outdated narrative that no longer fits the ambition and values of the organisation.
f) Sharing with peers what works for them to allow others to overcome barriers and become comfortable with exploring AT as a solution.
g) The organisation allows choice and is flexible without medicalised, diagnostic, or ‘proof’ driven processes.
10. [bookmark: _Toc51525392]The future provision and development of assistive technology
10.1 Some colleagues said the future of AT will be bringing what are now AT ‘add on’ software solutions into newly developed products as ‘standard’. Technology will become ever more able to ‘assist productivity’; what we now consider “assistive” technology will become just “technology”. This would mean inclusively designed systems and solutions that are designed with a wide range of users in mind. This would also mean getting away from needing to add layers of additional programmes on top of products to make them accessible. Additional AT solutions would sometimes be needed; however, the key ambition is for all IT products to be inclusive at the point of design.
10.2 Employers generally welcomed this suggestion and felt moving away from buying additional programmes to ‘bolt on’ to what had already been purchased was the right move for both education and employment settings.
10.3 Employees also welcomed this, with one colleague adding that people currently feel as though they are “always asking for more things”.
11. [bookmark: _Toc51525393]The challenge of data protection and security
11.1 We have continued to hear for many years that many assistive technologies and cloud-based productivity tools cause a problem for businesses whose IT security policies do not allow for these to be downloaded onto the devices they provide or enter their internal IT networks. This continues to cause problems for AT users and is also a regular frustration to employees who receive ATW recommendations that are cloud-based. It is also often problematic when graduates come into organisations expecting to use the same solutions they used at university. One colleague told us: 

“Graduates repeatedly come to us expecting to use and ask us for Grammarly, and it’s a flat-out immediate ‘no’”. 

11.2 Employers repeatedly emphasised they can only allow the use of solutions that allow them to control and own where data being entered into those programs is being accessed and stored. Employers felt frustrated that they appeared to be unsupportive to employees or inflexible to product developers. However, security of data must not be understated, as another colleague said, “The security of the data we keep for our clients is what we do. We cannot compromise on that”.
11.3 Employers in this situation said they work with employees and graduates to find alternative solutions, but the stress is where graduates have been using a programme or tool for years during their degree programme and they expect to keep using it in employment. There was frustration from some employers that universities have not prepared graduates to try other solutions or be open to the possibility that they might have to use something else when they move into industry.
11.4 Employees have been telling us for some time that getting AT is not as simple as it being purchased by the employer and then arriving on their desk. Instead, every AT product entering an organisation is often security checked by the IT security team. Businesses are working on making this process faster, but we have heard some complications and delays do happen. We still hear this can take between weeks and sometimes months and, in minority of cases, up to a year.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  See our submission to the Work and Pensions Committee on assistive technology in employment in 2018 (section 2.2.2).] 

11.5 The issues of data security and AT provision is an issue we intend to investigate further.
12. [bookmark: _Toc51525394]How the Government can support the future provision of assistive technology and inclusive IT
12.1 [bookmark: _Hlk50896846]An employer we spoke to said the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) for IT are “ok but complex” and not ‘user friendly’. It also offers a very ‘bare minimum’ standard, and far from what inclusive IT solutions should aspire to. Another employer commented that the USA-based Voluntary Product Accessibility Template (VPAT) is very much a “mark your own homework” exercise and does not standardise inclusive practice or provide quality assurance.
12.2 This leaves a gap the Government could fill. This could include mandating inclusive design and accessibility standards for IT product developers. Some participants even called for legislation.[footnoteRef:8] As above, ‘adding on’ layers of assistive solutions was felt by participants to become something of the past, and many instead felt the way forward is to place the onus on vendors to show that their product would require minimal ‘add ons’ and is accessible by design.  [8:  Some added a caveat to creating legislation by stating that, although they felt legislation is important, “social acceptance” of using technologies” is needed. ] 

12.3 Although many organisations, particularly those in the Technology Taskforce, are developing IT procurement specifications[footnoteRef:9] to define the accessibility standards they want their suppliers to meet, businesses felt the onus should not be on them to ask for products to be inclusive by design. Accessibility should instead become a mandatory prerequisite for developing any IT product.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  See the Technology Taskforce’s Procurement Protocol for Accessible Technology (Business Disability Forum).]  [10:  Some employers said the only way they currently know of to help them measure how well they are doing in making IT systems accessible was by using our Accessibility Maturity Model (AMM).] 

12.4 Developing such guidance or legislation must include IT developers, technology specialists, and wider evidence from a credible sample size of diverse AT users. The purpose of the latter is to understand the main barriers of a wide range of users experience which requires their use of AT products to begin with. 
12.5 This approach also reflects employers and technology specialists saying that the future of AT is that it becomes mainstream ‘technology’ and in-built accessibility features are enhanced to the level that many assistive technologies will no longer be needed, except for in a minority of situations where barriers are complex and multiple.
12.6 This inclusion by design approach to developing IT was not a suggestion limited to the remit of procuring technology for workplaces. Participants also said it was imperative the Department for Education mandates that education learning platforms, websites, and online learning hubs are also mandatorily inclusive by design – many of which we often hear are currently not.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  In 2019, the Department for Education commissioned an evaluation of DSA. One of the findings showed that 72 per cent of DSA claimants needed IT related equipment. This alone may indicate the extent of how inaccessible IT systems in education are.] 

13. [bookmark: _Toc51525395]EU regulations on the accessibility of public sector websites and apps
13.1 In 2018, Government Digital Service (GDS) held a consultation on The Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) Accessibility Regulations 2018, which require public sector bodies’ websites and applications to be accessible. These regulations did not go far enough, and the development of these regulations post-Brexit needs the Government’s urgent attention. 
13.2 Some of the unacceptable elements of these regulations which will not help the advancement of accessible IT and assistive technologies are as follows:
a) The private sector is exempt form these regulations, despite this sector being a huge provider of public sector contracts. When we consulted with the private sector during this consultation, they told us that the regulations should also apply to them.
b) The regulations exempted schools and nurseries. This is unhelpful; not only does it send the message that schools do not need to communicate inclusively or provide accessible products, but it also means disabled children and their parents or guardians can expect inaccessible communications until the point of further education and employment. We have already heard in the above pages how barriers start for disabled people in their education years, and this often has the effect of delaying their achievements that they are capable off if their environments (digital and otherwise) were inclusive. We instead need to ensure education settings – every education setting, at every stage of education – is accessible to every young person to give them the best possible start to their future.
c) Businesses said they felt mandatory standards for digital environments should be treated in the same way as the built environment (i.e. building regulations); that is, there should be regulations for digital platforms (including websites and applications) that are mandatory and legally enforceable (similar to the Part M buildings regulations), and this should apply to every website and every application without exemption.
d) The regulations state that each website should have an “accessibility statement”. A ‘statement’ is not enough. Digital inclusion regulations must require organisations to undertaken actions based on an inclusive design lifecycle of design-implementation-review. In our response to this consultation, we therefore recommended the requirement for action-based rather than listed ‘as is’ statements which encourages digital products being developed in consultation and through user-testing with disabled people and AT users.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Our submission for GDS’ consultation on the EU regulations on the accessibility of public sector websites and apps can be accessed on our website in the policy and research hub.] 

[bookmark: _Toc51525396]Access to Work
14. [bookmark: _Toc51525397]Access to work: The employee experience
14.1 We heard multiple difficulties from both employers and employees with using Access to Work, with almost every employer we spoke to saying they had decided to no longer use Access to Work in their organisation.
14.2 In 2018, the Work and Pensions Committee led an inquiry on Access to Work where we highlighted concerns from employers and employees. We have since called for a reform of Access to Work. Most of those issues raised in our submission to that inquiry have remained unresolved and remain for employers and employees.[footnoteRef:13] We explore some of these continued difficulties below. [13:  Issues raised in our submission included the outdated knowledge of ATW assessors; impact of the reimbursement model on SMEs; lack of direct contact with employers; a narrow choice of options which do not allow for bespoke solutions to be recommended to employees; how the cap disadvantages employees needing human support instead of technology or ‘physical’ adjustments (Business Disability Forum, 2018).] 

14.3 An employee, who is deaf and has dyslexia, told us about their experience of using Access to Work: 	

“There are standard adjustments for many conditions, and there are standard adjustments for dyslexia. But if you have dyslexia and a hearing impairment, you need a different combination of things, or different kit entirely. I didn’t fit into the standard technology list, and I therefore didn’t get any support when I was assessed”.
14.4 A common sentence used by participants was that ATW were “always trying to cut costs”. The same employee above said, “I knew what I needed but it was a fight. Access to Work wanted me to have something else”. This chimes with another employee’s experience: 
“It is like this: Is it on the list? Yes. Done. Off you go. Access to Work need to get away from dishing out the same specialist stuff”.
14.5 In addition to a similar experience mentioned above, another employee who is deaf told us that she repeatedly told ATW not to phone her. We often hear this same experience from people who are deaf.
14.6 Another employee said they had become disabled and tried using ATW, but the process was just “too long”. A few employees used the same words to sum up the impact of such a lengthy process as follows: “It just was not worth it”.
14.7 Other employees referred to the ‘form filling’ and heavy admin element of the ATW processes as inaccessible. Two participants said that their ATW assessment gave them a limited amount of administrative support each week, but the support worker had spent all of their allocated hours dealing with the administrative tasks needed for ATW, with no hours left over to support the employee with their job. One employee referred to this experience as “painful”. Two employers we spoke to had employed people directly, purely to help with ATW based admin.
15. [bookmark: _Toc51525398]Access to Work: Employers’ experience and observations
15.1 There were three key emerging themes from what employers told us about ATW not working for them: burden on the employee; lack of direct communication with the employer; and the provision of solutions that do not work.
15.2 Employers said it “makes no sense” for the ATW process to be based around the employee managing it all. Firstly, many employees use ATW to get assistance with administrative tasks anyway and, secondly, because it is at odds with the duty to make adjustments (as per the Equality Act 2010) being an employer’s responsibility, not the employee’s. 
15.3 Employers are frequently frustrated by this, particularly because the ATW process allows for employees to request adjustments without their employer knowing. Some employers do not want employees requesting support through ATW and have instead opted for using outsourced adjustment services to ensure bespoke and properly assessed solutions with case management support
15.4 Employers frequently referred to the “psychological impact” and the stress that the ATW process was causing for employees; particularly when employees had asked ATW if their manager could arrange and communicate with ATW on their behalf, and ATW’s answer was repeatedly ‘no’.
15.5 One employer had asked ATW if the assessment carried out by the employer’s internal workplace adjustments team could be used as evidence to support an employee’s ATW claim to save time and to prevent the employee from being put through more assessments. Again, ATW’s answer was ‘no’.
15.6 Employers also commented that ATW appeared to be a “one shot deal” where recommendations were made and then there is no contact again. There is no case management and no clear way of employer’s getting in touch to ask questions or query recommendations that had been made. Employers frequently tell us they cannot get in touch with ATW: 
“There appears to be a ‘secret code’ for getting in touch with the large business team. Individual managers have no communication with the organisation who are making adjustments for the staff they have to manage.”
15.7 This was particularly frustrating when recommendations were made that could not be implemented. Our advice team and participants in the research for this submission repeatedly tell us ATW have made recommendations that will not work in the role the employee works in or is incompatible with the IT infrastructure of the organisation. Due to the lack of contact employers can have with ATW, employers have said this has meant the only way to get the issue sorted is to put the employee through the ATW process again from the start, this time showing the assessor what was recommended the first time so they do not recommend the same unworkable solutions again.
15.8 AT and IT solutions are the most common recommendation made by ATW that either does not suit the employee or is not compatible with the systems the employee needs to use in their job. Employers told us that, as IT cloud-based programmes update almost weekly, the need for updating AT is greater, and ongoing upgrades are not covered by ATW’s current assessment or funding model.[footnoteRef:14] One employer referred to this as amounting to “the gradual degradation of the user experience”. [14:  Atos and Texthelp highlighted ATW needing to revise this model to move to a ‘subscription’ based provision in 2018. This was part of the research for our submission to the Work and Pensions Committee’s inquiry on assistive technology in employment (Business Disability Forum, 2018: section 3:3).] 

15.9 To this end, Atos has developed subscription-based services, which provides AT solutions in a way that also includes the update. However, ATW’s funding model does not cover this.
16. [bookmark: _Toc51525399]Improving the Access to work process
16.1 There should be an IT-informed approach to providing IT and AT solutions. ATW assessments must have a case management approach and include joint conversations with the employee, the manager, the IT team, and other teams relevant to implementing adjustments and workplace solutions (such as the workplace adjustments team). This case management approach must include a named ‘case manager’ contact at ATW that the employer or employee can be in touch with at any point in the duration of the award.
16.2 The funding model must recognise that “people work across multiple IT-ecosystems”. Funding must include updates to the suggested AT programmes, and check with the employees’ IT team that the suggested software is compatible with the employee’s internal IT systems that they use in their job role.
16.3 The administration and speed of the ATW process should be troubleshooted and redesigned.
[bookmark: _Toc51525400]Working practices since Covid-19
17. [bookmark: _Toc51525401]Work settings and adjustments provisions influenced by Covid-19
17.1 Employers commonly reported that they are already seeing onset of disabilities (particularly musculoskeletal conditions) directly caused by poor homeworking conditions. Before the swift move to home working, if employees wanted to work from home, employers would generally carry out assessments to ensure employees had everything they need to ensure an ergonomically healthy working environment. When desk-based workers moved to home working, there was not time for these assessments to happen. 
17.2 One employer has since noticed a ten-fold increase of requests for adjustments from homeworking employees. Employers reported that not everyone has the space to have a desk where they live. Employees are therefore commonly working on their bed with a small laptop, on the sofa, or on the kitchen table on a dining chair not designed for a someone to sit on for the duration of a five-nine hour working day. Others said they have employees sharing IT equipment with a spouse or child who has been home schooling and using the household desk on a ‘rota’ system, sometimes with up to three others in the household.
17.3 However, for some people using AT daily in their job, we heard that home working has been easier. Many reported that trying to hear words spoken to them by their AT or for microphones to accurately pick up their words in busy open office environments can be stressful. Some employees recalled it being easier to use speech to text solutions for confidential tasks and topics when working from home. 
17.4 Others still said they enjoyed how they work ‘not being visible’. This is particularly in workplace cultures where the above-mentioned “assistive technology enabled culture” has not been embedded, to the extent that, in one employee’s words, “If you are using assistive technology, you are the one who is different”.
17.5 Some employees and employers said the “knowledge gap about assistive technology has been magnified during Covid”. Our advice team can corroborate this. We saw a huge increase in queries about the accessibility features on Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Google Hangouts, as well as questions on how to make video calls accessible, and how employers could provide remote British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters. We heard from colleagues in other organisations that the urgent requests for courses and upskilling on digital skills and inclusive remote communication tools had increased enormously in a short space of time.
17.6 Financial resources are also a current concern to some employers. Some said what will be deemed ‘reasonable’ for adjustments moving forward will shift, because they now have less budget available to them due to the economic hit their business has taken since Covid-19. 
17.7 Others however voiced frustration that they had kept asking for more resources for adjustments and disability related purchases; yet, when the move to home working came, everyone was provided with computers, desks and chairs. They commented, “No one can say the money is not there”.
17.8 In conversations with our members about how they they equipped their workforce to move to homeworking so quickly, we frequently heard the fund involved in doing so did not come for the adjustments team or budget. Providing what employees needed to work from home during Covid-19 has not been provided as part of the disability and workplace adjustments agenda; it has been provided as part of a continued productivity agenda.
18. [bookmark: _Toc51525402]Additional information on the impact of Covid-19 on disabled people and employer practices
18.1 For more information on how businesses responded to lockdown and the move to home-working, see our paper titled, “Business as (un)usual: How employers have supported their workforces during the Covid-19 outbreak and lockdown”.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Business Disability Forum, May 2020.] 

18.2 For more information on the impact the Government’s response to Covid-19 has had on disabled people’s lives more widely than employment, see our submission to the Joint Human Rights Committee’s inquiry on the impact of Covid-19 on people with protected characteristics.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Business Disability Forum, April 2020.] 

19. [bookmark: _Toc51525403]From provision of AT as ‘a privilege’ to a ‘lifelong provision’ model
19.1 Although, as we have seen above, there are numerous barriers to getting the right interventions in place early enough for students and employees. However, a process where AT can be accessed at all remains an in-education or in-employment privilege, primarily due to the duty on education providers and employers to make reasonable adjustments. For individuals who want to enter education are who are looking to enter employment, AT solutions are often too expensive for them to have access to. In many cases AT is needed to achieve what is needed to enter education or employment in the first place – even at the basic level of completing an online application, writing a CV, or taking part in an online assessment, or interview. 
19.2 This was one of the reasons some participants suggested a ‘lifelong provision’ model to gain access to tailored AT and IT solutions – much like how the Motability scheme operates for disabled people to get vehicles tailored to them. One colleague agreed with this approach saying she very much had to “get her foot in the door” (i.e. get a job) before she could use ATW to get the AT she needed to get the type of job she actually wants. 
19.3 This would also mean people not in education or employment could access AT for other reasons that have not been explored within this submission: AT to help live their daily lives outside of education or work settings.
[bookmark: _Toc51525404]Concluding thoughts
20. [bookmark: _Toc51525405]A whole society approach to assistive technology 
20.1 As we heard at the beginning, AT is for many people the difference between having a job and being economically inactive. This is despite the participants we spoke to being in managerial or senior positions, or in roles demanding specialist knowledge and experience. We need to get away from thinking of AT being ‘special equipment for disabled people’ and we instead need to think about how we ensure all future IT products become inclusive by design for everyone.
20.2 We need to get away from accepting that IT systems will inevitably require multiple layers of ‘add ons’ to make them accessible. We instead need to put mandatory standards in place to ensure IT product development is inclusive by design with the involvement of disabled people at design and in user testing. We need to understand on a credible, large-scale level the barriers IT solutions are providing so that these features can be designed into future IT products as standard functions.
20.3 In the meantime, the processes that are in place which provides the means for people to access AT need radical revision. DSA and ATW processes are slow and not user-friendly. DSA and ATW need to take better account of people who have multiple conditions and not provide ‘solutions per condition’. ATW needs to be reformed in a way that works for both employees and employers, including a revision of its funding model. It should undertake assessments with the employee in collaboration with the employer and, crucially, IT teams. Communication with a named case manager must be ongoing with the employer as well as the employee.
20.4 As above, we must also not accept AT as an adjustment to make education and employment accessible. These settings (education and employment) too must be inclusive by design, which means businesses and education institutions procuring systems and online products that are inclusive and accessibility at the point of purchase. 
20.5 A ‘technology for life’ fund for a lifelong provision of tailored technology solutions acknowledges movement between education and employment settings and provides access to AT for purposes other than these. This requires a ‘whole society’ education of assistive technologies. For example, some participants said AT could have been a huge part of their rehabilitation after an illness or injury. Someone else said, if they had known about AT sooner after they have acquired their condition, they could have returned to work much quicker. The NHS (occupational therapy and rehabilitation services, for example) may therefore have a part to play; they are in an ideal position to show people assistive technologies that can help with their daily lives while they are learning (or re-learning) new skills for living.
20.6 The Government, and society, must have a better understand of technology and what it can do for people’s lives. This means ensuring AT can be provided to anyone who needs it, not just people in education or in employment. To enhance opportunities for disabled people, they must have access to AT at the earliest point possible, at whatever age a need is identified, so they can be and do whatever it is in life they want to achieve, and that may not include post-16 education or employment. 
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