
 

Involvement leads to better solutions for
people with disabilities
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The project took place in different locations, such as the participants' school, the
university, and other community settings. Here is a workshop held at UiA.
Credit: University of Agder

The atmosphere on the bus is cheerful. A group of young people with
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disabilities are testing an app they have helped develop. This app is
designed to make it easier for them to take the bus to and from work.

Researchers and developers from the InnArbeid project are
accompanying them. Led by the University of Agder, the project aims to
support the transition of young people with disabilities from school to
the workplace.

The participants keep an eye on their screens and focus on getting off at
the correct stop. Then they have to wait for the right bus to arrive.
Researchers from InnArbeid are asking questions: What do you do if the
bus doesn't arrive? Who do you notify?

Designers gain new insights

Chris Safari is one of the researchers on the bus. He has been involved in
the InnArbeid project from the start and has completed a Ph.D. on how
people with disabilities experience participating in the development of
digital technology such as this.

"When we design technology, we depend on the involvement of the
technology users, especially when their daily lives differ from that of the
designers. It is difficult to imagine the life of the participants if you do
not have a disability yourself," says Safari.
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Chris Safari has a background as a learning disability nurse (vernepleier). He has
recently completed his PhD degree at the University of Agder. Credit: University
of Agder

It's a matter of rights

Safari believes that involving people with disabilities in the development
of solutions for this group is a win-win situation. It benefits the
participants, developers, and the end product.

"Involving this target group comes with its challenges. It takes longer,
costs more, and finding suitable methods can be difficult. However,
overcoming these obstacles is the responsibility of the researchers," says
Safari.
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He also says that this is a matter of the rights of this group of people.

"We ensure the rights of people with disabilities by involving them in
matters that concern them. Universal design is a political goal, and it is
recommended to involve the target group," he adds.

As a learning disability nurse, Safari focused on including the voices of
the participants, observing and interviewing them throughout the
process. Hege, one of the users interviewed for the Ph.D. thesis, says,

"You learn a lot. It's like in school. You learn a lot in both places. You
learn new things, and you receive help when you need it in both places.
But design activities are more interesting because in school, there are
classes and subjects and things like that. But here, it's about what
interests you, and you are allowed to do more of what you want."

Achieving social inclusion

When users participate in the development process, designers learn more
about who will use the technology, how it will be used, and in what
situations.

By participating in projects like this, users also become more included in
society, Safari explains.

"The participants had fun and felt that they were involved in something
meaningful. But it was also an educational experience for them. They
learned not only how technology is used, but also how it is developed,"
he says.

The researcher believes that this participation can be seen as equivalent
to work or school.
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"When participants with disabilities collaborate with researchers and
designers, both groups form new relationships. The project took place in
different locations, such as the participants' school, the university, and
other community settings. It is this mix of people and settings that helps
the social inclusion of the participants," says Safari.

Developing better methods

In addition to the users, the designers and researchers also benefited
from the InnArbeid project. They also learned more about how to
collaborate with people with disabilities.

"We learned about how to better facilitate in such settings and identified
what kinds of methods are suitable for this target group. We discovered
that creative approaches such as Photovoice are useful," says Safari.

Photovoice is a technique in which participants take pictures of things
they want to discuss later. This provides them with visual support during
conversations about their experiences.

"This knowledge can be applied in similar endeavors with other
marginalized target groups," he says.

  More information: Intellectual disability and participation in digital
technology design activities: A catalyst for social inclusion. 
uia.brage.unit.no/uia-xmlui/handle/11250/3105043
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