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			The pursuit of an inclusive digital future lies at the core of our journey — a journey that this publication on strategic mainstreaming of ICT accessibility aims to enlighten. 

			This report guides us through the complexities and necessities of inclusive digital design, ensuring that everyone is included in our rapidly advancing digital world, especially in the context of our current digital era, marked by the exponential evolution of artificial intelligence and emerging technologies. 

			This report emphasizes the necessity of incorporating digital accessibility requirements, principles, and standards at the design stage to ensure that digital products, services, applications, and solutions cater to the widest range of end-users, encompassing a diverse range of abilities and needs.

			It lays out strategic pathways, tools, and resources for stakeholders involved in digital transformation to effectively integrate ICT accessibility. It further explores effective strategies and resources to support stakeholders in weaving accessibility into their digital transformation processes. Moreover, it provides a practical checklist to further assist governments and organizations in their commitment to deploying inclusive technologies and services. 

			At the heart of this report is a fundamental truth: digital accessibility is an essential piece in the puzzle of achieving an inclusive digital transformation.

			I am sure this report will support ITU membership and other stakeholders in realizing a digitalization process that is inclusive, impactful, and meaningful for all. It will also serve as an invaluable asset for any organization undergoing digital transformation, aiming to ensure that the digital society, economy, and environment are inclusive for all.

			We invite you all to explore this report and gain insights and strategies for a comprehensive understanding and implementation of inclusive digital transformation. Together, we can pave the way for a future where digital accessibility is not an afterthought but a foundational pillar. Let's embark on this journey together, towards a digitally inclusive world for everyone.
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			Dr Cosmas Luckyson Zavazava 
Director of the Telecommunication Development Bureau 
International Telecommunication Union

		

		

		
			 

		

		
			1	Introduction

			The 21st century has brought information and communication technologies (ICTs) into almost every aspect of people’s lives, enabling the need to connect and the right to communicate in an increasingly online world, where more than half of the world's population by 2050 will require ICT/digital support to be able to access information, communicate and participate in the digital economy. At the same time, demographic megatrends are reshaping the world, where the population is ageing, the number of persons with disabilities is increasing, migration rates are escalating, and where there remains a substantial number of illiterate adults, particularly women. 

			Technology plays a crucial role in social and economic development. Additionally, innovative technologies and comprehensive strategies can ensure the achievement of sustainable development goals (SDGs). Considering the global momentum toward achieving the overarching goal of digital inclusion, it is crucial for all stakeholders engaged in digital transformation processes to implement a comprehensive and cross-cutting approach to an inclusive society that "leaves no one behind". This strategy aims to build inclusive digital environments. The final purpose is, through accessible technology, to empower every individual regardless of age, gender, ability, or geographical location, to fully and effectively participate without barriers in the digital world. 

			People are all different and thus they might have diverse needs to access information and make use of ICTs to communicate, either based on their abilities, education and skills, functional difficulties, personal preferences or due to a specific context of use. To bridge all gaps including those related to age, gender, disabilities, socioeconomics, education, or geographic location, all users need to participate, communicate and interact in the digital space.

			While technology is a powerful enabler, its successful integration into sustainable development efforts requires policy support, financial investments, training, and a commitment to equitable access for all. Innovative technological trends are helping to achieve the goal of an inclusive society for example by enabling more access to education, job opportunities, markets, and connecting with family and friends. 

			Through existing accessible technology, everyone should be able to participate fully and effectively in the digital world. However, engagement with technology remains a challenge for many, generating access-related divides such as age, gender, ability, socioeconomics, education, or geographic location. 

			The International Telecommunication Union (ITU) acknowledges the significance of inclusion as one of the key enablers in the ITU 2024-2027 strategic plan. In the 2022 Plenipotentiary Conference, ITU Member States agreed on Goal 2 - Sustainable Digital Transformation: Foster equitable and inclusive use of telecommunications/ICTs to empower people and societies for sustainable development (PP22) by leveraging ICTs, “ITU will strive to facilitate digital transformation to help build an inclusive society and economy for sustainable development.1”

			Moreover, the Kigali Action Plan adopted at the World Telecommunication Development Conference 2022, states that the “ITU remains committed to mainstreaming diversity and inclusion practices across its work, to ensure equality. In the pursuit of its goals, ITU will work to bridge the digital divide and build an inclusive digital society, by fostering telecommunication/ICT access, affordability and use in all countries and for all persons, including women and girls, youth, indigenous people, older persons and persons with disabilities and specific needs.2”

			

			Figure 1: Demographic megatrends

			[image: Graphics showing demographic megatrends, particularly a worldwide ageing population and, according to United Nations projections, a clear increase of adults over 60 years old by 2050.]

			Source: Population Reference Bureau (PRB), United Nations World Population and Urbanization Prospects

			Figure 2: ITU strategic framework 2024 to 2027

			[image: ITU strategic plan 2024-2027: strategic framework including from bottom to top ITU operation plans, products and services offerings, thematic priorities, strategic goals, mission and vision.]

			Source: Resolution 71 (Rev Bucharest, 2022) Strategic plan for the Union for 2024-2027 .

			The Strategic Mainstreaming of ICT Accessibility for an Inclusive Digital Transformation is designed to support ITU members, as well as policymakers and decision-makers from any organisation. It aims to enhance understanding regarding the importance of universal design and the development of digital tools, platforms, services, and solutions that are inherently usable by all people.

			Only by mainstreaming digital inclusion across all socio-economic sectors, and by adopting a holistic and cross-sector approach that encompasses the needs of all people to use technology, can digital transformation include everyone equally and equitably. 

			Figure 3: Inclusive environments

			[image: A ramp in front of a computer: inclusive digital environments]

			Source: ITU

			In section 2 of this report, the significance of the human-centric digital environment and how people can benefit from inclusive technology are underlined, including the role of recent technological advances such as artificial intelligence (AI) and the Metaverse. It also explains why mainstreaming inclusive technologies is crucial in sectors such as finance, education, health, and sets out the cost and consequences of non-inclusive digital transformation. Section 3 provides an overview of the global progress in ICT accessibility and identifies the key elements that need to be taken into consideration by stakeholders to ensure progress towards the creation of pathways to the digital world. It also shares resources available to help governments, private organizations and any other stakeholders involved in a digital transformation process to achieve this goal. Section 4 provides the reader with information on a strategic framework to mainstream inclusive digital products, services and applications within governments and organizations, including guidelines to enable all stakeholders to make the necessary steps to ensure that technology products and services are designed, developed, and delivered in digitally accessible and usable formats. The summary provides recommendations and a checklist of suggested steps and the main takeaways of the report.

			2	The importance of creating and mainstreaming pathways to ensure access to the digital world

			This section focuses on an inclusive access to the digital world, including what it is and who benefits from it. Technology is helping, but efforts to educate and equip people with the necessary skills to ensure their participation in the digital world is not keeping pace with the rapid progress of digital transformation, and many of the digital services aimed at enhancing the quality of life are non-inclusive.

			2.1	What is digital inclusion?

			The United Nations defines digital inclusion as the equitable, meaningful, and safe access to use, lead, and design of digital technologies, services, and associated opportunities for everyone, everywhere. This includes the need for people to access and proficiently use ICTs, irrespective of factors such as gender, age, physical capabilities, geographical location, and the specific circumstances in which these technologies are used. 

			The concept of digital inclusion revolves around establishing digital pathways on three fundamental blocks: access to digital infrastructure and connectivity, affordability of Internet connectivity and devices to be used, and accessibility. Accessibility building block is the most complex as it encompasses the adoption of inclusive policies and regulatory measures, the design, development and deployment of ICTs (products, services, applications) in line with accessible standards, principles and requirements and, finally, the provision of digital skills and adoption by all intended users.

			Access, connectivity and digital infrastructure

			Digital infrastructure refers to broadband and connectivity to enable access to the Internet. It comprises the physical resources that are necessary to use data-driven services, computerised devices, methods, systems, and processes, through core and access network infrastructure. According to the ITU Measuring Digital Development Facts and Figures 2024, 5.5 billion people are online in 2024, representing 68 per cent of the world population, compared with 65 per cent just one year earlier. Nevertheless, approximately one-third of the global population still lacks Internet access and a substantial number of existing users are limited to basic connectivity.

			Table 1: Mobile broadband coverage and subscription 2024

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Region

						
							
							% of population covered by at least a 3G mobile network

						
							
							Active mobile-broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Europe

						
							
							99

						
							
							112

						
					

					
							
							Americas

						
							
							95

						
							
							125

						
					

					
							
							Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)

						
							
							97

						
							
							108

						
					

					
							
							Asia-Pacific

						
							
							97

						
							
							97

						
					

					
							
							Arab States

						
							
							95

						
							
							85

						
					

					
							
							Africa

						
							
							86

						
							
							52

						
					

				
			

			Source: ITU Statistics, Facts and Figures 2024

			Figure 4: Percentage of the population without access to a 3G mobile network or higher, 2024 in rural areas

			[image: Graphic showing the percentage of the population without access to a 3G mobile network or higher in rural areas in the following regions: Europe, Americas, CIS, Asia-Pacific, Arab States and Africa.]

			Source: ITU Facts and Figures 2024

			Notes: CIS = Commonwealth of Independent States.

			Policy-makers and stakeholders are aware of the importance of working on the issues of access connectivity through national, regional, and international efforts. Therefore, the topic is in the public agenda as a critical consideration to ensure “meaningful universal connectivity”. For example, ITU and the European Commission recently launched the Universal and Meaningful Connectivity project (UMC)3.

			“Universal connectivity” means connectivity for all. “Meaningful connectivity” is a level of connectivity that allows users to have a safe, satisfying, enriching and productive online experience at an affordable cost. The two dimensions are complementary: neither universal connectivity with poor quality nor meaningful connectivity for the few will yield significant, society-wide benefits. At the same time, the two dimensions reinforce each other: more use can lead to more meaningful connectivity, and vice versa.

			Figure 5: What is universal and meaningful connectivity and why does it matter?

			[image: To learn more about Universal and Meaningful Connectivity watch the video: What is Universal & Meaningful Connectivity and why does it matter? https://​www​.itu​.int/​itu​-d/​sites/​projectumc/​home/​aboutumc/​]

			Source: ITU What is universal and meaningful connectivity and why does it matter?

			Affordability

			Affordability is the second foundational block that goes hand in hand with access/connectivity and accessibility as it involves strategies and policies that entail the provision of physical access to Internet connectivity as well as to the appropriate equipment that reflect people’s needs. This includes needs of those in vulnerable situations, to access and use digital information, to receive, perceive and communicate in the digital space. Affordability is also a key element in the agenda where national, regional and international efforts are being deployed to advance the digital inclusion agenda.4

			According to the ITU The affordability of ICT services 2023, prices for all mobile and fixed broadband services became cheaper in 2023 and reached all-time lows.  Most economies (114) met the Broadband Commission affordability target that year, up from 103 in 2022. Nevertheless, an entry-level mobile-broadband basket costs more than 20 times more in low-income economies than in high-income economies. 

			Accessibility: ICT/digital accessibility

			Accessibility is the third building block. Often misunderstood as merely a combination of access/connectivity and affordability, ICT /digital accessibility entails specific steps and standards that must be considered to ensure that all users can satisfactorily and efficiently engage with high quality digital resources. Connectivity and affordability are not enough, all digital environments should be human-centred and inclusive. 

			Digital accessibility means that the digital products and services are designed, developed and deployed in digitally accessible formats, so that every individual, regardless of age, gender, ability, or location, can access and use the digital information and services and thus, participate fully and effectively in the digital society, economy and environment – what we call digital world. The best approach to achieve this is by implementing the principles of design for all (universal design), incorporating universality, usability, and accessibility considerations into all technological products and solutions.

			Figure 6: Digital inclusion main building pillars: Access, Affordability and Accessibility 

			[image: This graphic presents the digital inclusion for all pyramid that requires access and digital infrastructure, affordability, and accessibility which includes: Adoption of inclusive policies, Design and deployment of digitally Accessible ICTs and Appropriation of digital skills.]

			Source: ITU

			Universal design

			Accessibility principles and universal design principles are related concepts that aim to make products, services and environments more inclusive and usable for a wide range of individuals, including those with disabilities. The Center for Universal Design from the North Carolina State University defines Universal Design as:

			The design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design.5

			Its seven principles were developed in 1997 by a working group of architects, product designers, engineers, and environmental design researchers to guide the design of environments, including public spaces as well as products and services including ICTs. The universal design methodology is also used to develop policies and services with the goal of accommodating the needs of people across their entire lifespan, irrespective of their age, capabilities, or circumstances.6

			Universal design principles7 emphasise the following key ideas:

			1	Equitable use: Design products and environments that are useful and marketable to people with diverse abilities. Ensure that the design does not disadvantage or stigmatise any group of users.

			2	Flexibility in use: Design elements that accommodate a wide range of individual preferences and abilities and provide multiple ways to interact with and use the product or space.

			3	Simple and intuitive use: Make the design easy to understand and use, regardless of the user's experience, knowledge, or language skills, avoiding unnecessary complexity.

			4	Perceptible information: Present information and feedback clearly to all users, including those with sensory disabilities. Use clear and distinguishable visual, auditory, and tactile cues.

			5	Tolerance for error: Design in a way that minimises the potential for errors and provides users with a buffer against mistakes. Prevent critical errors and offer easy recovery options.

			6	Low physical effort: Design products and interactions that can be used efficiently and comfortably, requiring minimal physical effort and fatigue.

			7	Size and space for approach and use: Provide adequate space for users to approach, reach and interact with elements. Consider the needs of individuals using mobility devices or those with limited reach.

			User-centred design

			User-centred design provides research methods and tools to understand user needs. It is based on a structured methodology that involves users through all stages of product development. The goal is to create a product or service that brings together the objectives of an organization and reflects the needs of users. User experience is a cornerstone of usability. 

			Each cycle within the user-centred design approach consists of four distinct stages8:

			1	Context of use: Initially, designers aim to gain an understanding of the environment in which users may interact with a system. 

			2	Specific user requirements: The designers then identify and define user needs. 

			3	Design solutions: The designers then formulate solutions that reflect user needs. 

			4	Evaluate against requirements: In this phase, the performance of the design is assessed through the user context and requirement evaluation results. 

			According to the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), usability is about designing products to be effective, efficient and satisfying. Usability relates to the quality of a person’s experience when interacting with a digital platform or application, the efficiency with which that person can accomplish a task within those channels, and the satisfaction of the person completing the task. 

			Nevertheless, digital transformation will not be fully universal and usable if it is not accessible to all people. Accessibility addresses “discriminatory aspects related to equivalent user experience for people with disabilities”9 or for people facing any kind of hindrance. 

			Accessible design

			Accessible ICTs are products and services that include embedded features at the design and fabrication stage so that they can be used by all people irrespective of capacity, needs or circumstances. While the primary focus is to enhance accessibility for persons with disabilities and address the barriers they encounter, many of these principles and requirements of accessibility guidelines can also enhance usability for everyone, especially in challenging circumstances. These guidelines include:

			•	Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG);

			•	Authoring Tool Accessibility Guidelines (ATAG); 

			•	User Agent Accessibility Guidelines (UAAG). 

			Figure 7: Design mistakes and how to avoid them

			[image: This is a picture of smartphone screens, one with low colour contrasts and the other with high colour contrasts.]

			Source: Altamira: UI Common Design Mistakes and How to Avoid Them 

			For example, offering appropriate colour contrast will help to browse the Internet on a mobile device under glaring sunlight or within dimly lit spaces, as well as persons with visual disabilities or colour blindness. In general, subtitles assist people in both noisy and serene settings, as well as people who are hard of hearing, and some people who experience age-related functional limitations that might not be perceived as disabilities. 

			Figure 8: ITU toolkit and self-assessment for ICT accessibility implementation video

			[image: This is a photograph of an ITU video with subtitles with accessible colour contrast to ensure legibility.]

			Source: ITU

			Increasingly, inclusive features are being used to facilitate interaction with technology relative to a specific context of use or purpose. For instance, young people might opt for messaging over calls, as do people with hearing impairments, and voice messages are used by most people when walking or driving while communicating, not just by blind or visually impaired people. Integrating user needs in universal design, accessibility standards, and usability procedures ensures that ICTs are not only technically functional, but also usable for persons with disabilities. According to the W3C, this concept is commonly known as "usable accessibility" or "accessible user experience (UX)". Usability and accessibility are distinct but not mutually exclusive concepts, and through a universal and human-centred approach, stakeholders can achieve digital inclusion.

			Legislation, policies, regulations, and standards

			The framework of legislation, policies, regulations, and accessibility standards play a fundamental role in the development and availability of accessible and affordable ICTs, and ensure that women, children, adolescents, older people, migrants, people unable to read or write, persons with disabilities and ethnic minorities are considered in the design of digital environments to achieve an inclusive digital transformation. To build a digitally inclusive society, the universal design of technology needs to be regarded as a transversal principle in all areas. This can be achieved through policies, standards, and guidelines.

			Empowering people with knowledge and digital skills

			To be able to access digital information and communicate, people also need to receive appropriate knowledge and digital skills. That means to receive tailored training to ensure that the use of equipment and services is adapted to their age, context and ability to use the technology and, as final goal, facilitate the appropriation of technology in their daily life. Only through a tailored approach we can ensure the best digital experience in terms of quality and satisfaction of use.10 Empowering all individuals with skills to navigate and use technology is essential to making technology truly inclusive. This requires targeted training initiatives to provide people from diverse backgrounds, age, or abilities, with the necessary skills to enable them to be included and facilitate their active participation in the digital age while ensuring their safety and security.

			2.2	Who benefits from digital inclusion?

			According to the United Nations World Population Prospects 2024 by the late 2070s, the global population aged 65 and older is projected to reach 2.2 billion, exceeding the number of children under 18. By the mid-2030s, those aged 80 and over will outnumber infants (1 year of age or less), reaching 265 million.

			The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that 1.3 billion people experience significant disability.11 In 2022, WHO and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) estimated that there were more than 2.5 billion people who would benefit from one or more assistive products, and that this number is likely to rise above 3.5 billion by 205012 as the global population ages and the prevalence of noncommunicable disease increases. In addition, and despite the steady rise in literacy rates over the past 50 years, there are still 754 million illiterate adults around the world, most of whom are women who cannot read or write according to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics.13 Coupled with these trends, international migration has also increased in the past five decades and in 2020, there were an estimated 281 million people living in a country that was not their country of birth.14 

			These projections indicate that by 2050 more than half of the world's population will require inclusive ICTs and the associated functionalities that will facilitate usability according to preference and context of use. The youth of today will become the elderly of tomorrow, and a woman can simultaneously be young, live with a disability and reside in a remote area: universal design and embedded ICT accessibility features address specific needs while offering benefits to all potential users, leaving no one behind. 

			Figure 9: Digital inclusive society

			[image: This is a graphic representation of the ITU Digital inclusive society: ICT / Digital accessibility and Universal Design of technology ensure the use of ICTs to address specific needs including , youth, women and girls, people from remote and indigenous communities .persons with disabilities and with specific needs and older persons. Intersectionality is considered as a cross-cutting approach under a digital inclusive society which "leaves no one behind".]

			Source: ITU

			2.3	Which technologies should be inclusive?

			Accessibility needs to be considered for all ICTs including the Internet, wireless networks, mobile phones, computers, software, hardware, videoconferencing, social networks and other media applications and services that enable users to access, retrieve, store, transmit and manipulate information in a digital form. Assistive technology enables persons with disabilities to overcome the barriers they face accessing information and communicating and it should work hand in hand with accessible ICTs to offer equal opportunities to all users.15 

			Understanding the differences between assistive technologies and accessible ICTs is critical to ensure that everyone has the appropriate device to access the digital information. Assistive technologies and accessible ICTs are two different but complementary concepts. Understanding their difference is crucial for the development of suitable strategies and regulatory frameworks to foster the development of an inclusive digital society. The following examples show how accessibility features and assistive technologies interact to support all users, including those in vulnerable situation.

			Internet use

			Internet browsers, including Firefox, Google Chrome, Microsoft Bing or Safari, allow people to search for information by using assistive technology, such as a screen reader, which enables people with a visual impairment or those who prefer to listen to the information instead of reading it, or keyboard functions to navigate instead of the mouse. Including elements of universal design in the digital context such as digital accessibility and usability is compulsory to enable all end users benefit from the said content. Therefore, browsers should also present content in digital accessible and easy to read format to ensure that the content is digitally inclusive. 

			In this context, it is essential that browsers, browser extensions, media players, readers and other applications (user agents) comply with the User Agent Accessibility Guidelines developed by the W3C. 

			Web and mobile applications

			In 2024, 5.5 billion people are using Internet worldwide.16, while four out of five individuals 10 years or older own a mobile phone. Universal ownership, meaning a penetration rate of over 95 per cent, has been reached in high-income economies. This stands in contrast with low-income economies, where only 56 per cent of the population aged 10 years and over own a mobile phone.17. Information on web platforms and mobile applications, including text, images, sound, structure and presentation, should be designed following the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) from W3C18 so that they are accessible to all. 

			Electronic documents

			Software such as Microsoft, Google or Adobe need to comply with W3C Authoring Tool Accessibility Guidelines (ATAG), which helps web developers, designers and writers create more accessible digital content. For example, Microsoft or Adobe accessibility checkers allow content creators to check that their documents comply with key universal design principles. 

			It is crucial that electronic documents are accessible for people to access and understand the information content creators want to share, including presentations, spreadsheets, infographics, and emails. All need to comply with accessibility guidelines, and ATAG compliant programmes can help them to do this.

			Figure 10: Word accessibility checker

			[image: This is a snapshot of the Microsoft Word accessibility checker part of the word processing menu.]

			Source: Online Accessibility at Texas Tech

			Figure 11: PDF accessibility checker

			[image: This image shows the accessibility tool that can be activated within Adobe PRO DC Program which includes an accessibility checker.]

			Source: Adobe

			Social media

			Social media platforms are a good example of innovation in the development and mainstreaming of ICT accessibility. The platforms with the greatest number of users, including Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, X (formally known as Twitter) and TikTok, have accessibility features that are being constantly updated and improved. 

			For example, the use of AI allows platforms to include subtitles for video or audio content as well as creating image descriptions that benefit blind or visually impaired people and people living in areas with basic connectivity (low bandwidth) and can widen the audience of this content, particularly to young people. 

			Figure 12: Accessible social media

			[image: This is a photograph of a post in social media which shows the options available to include alternative text for images including automatically generated description of custom alt text.]

			Source: Accessible Social 

			Social media platforms offer accessibility features and use assistive technologies such as enhanced compatibility with screen readers, colour schemes that meet accessibility standards, optimized keyboard navigation, integrated text-to-speech and speech-to-text capabilities and inclusive emojis and stickers to represent diverse users, including various skin tones, genders and physical abilities.

			Hardware

			ATMs, computers, kiosks: Principles of universal design for hardware exist, for example, in the United States of America where inclusive guidelines can be found in Section 508,19 while in Europe accessibility requirements are included in harmonised standard EN 301 549.20 Computer keyboards have a tactile differentiation for the letters ‘F’ and ‘J’ to facilitate positioning on the keyboard for blind or visually impaired people, and for cash machines or ATMs, the tactile differentiation is on the number-5 key.

			Hardware should also be compatible with assistive technologies. A blind or visually impaired person can more easily use a ticketing machine or a cash machine if audible instructions are available, and the use of headphones adds privacy. Likewise, a person in a wheelchair should be able to comfortably reach the kiosk touch screen.

			Figure 13: Accessibility requirements suitable for public procurement of ICT products and services in Europe: Unobstructed forward reach

			[image: This image shows the accessibility requirements suitable for public procurement of ICT products and services in Europe for unobstructed forward reach.]

			Source: European Union Standard EN 301 549

			Smartphones: Accessible smartphones have had a profound and transformative impact on the quality of life and independence of persons with disabilities. Smartphones have embedded accessibility features that address the many barriers such as built-in screen readers, zooming features, voice commands, sound recognition and assistive touch. Smartphones can also offer an added layer of built-in emergency communication options to quickly provide safety and security features for persons with disabilities.

			Figure 14: Accessibility features in android and iOS smartphones

			[image: This is an image of the accessibility features covering vision in a mobile phone, including zoom magnifier.]

			Source: Google

			Smart TVs: A smart TV can connect to the Internet and home networks, similar to a computer or a smartphone. Smart TVs also have accessibility tools built in, such as enabling audio description and voice guidance to increase the volume or change channels. 

			Figure 15: Smart TV features and built in accessibility tools 

			[image: This is an image of a smart TV accessibility menu]

			Source: The Global Public Infrastructure

			The smart TV is an accessible ICT technology with functionalities that are compatible with assistive technologies such as Bluetooth-hearing aids to enable persons with hearing difficulties to enjoy the same TV experience as any other person. 

			Figure 16: A Bluetooth hearing aid is an assistive technology

			[image: This is an image of woman watching a smart tv using hearing aids which are connected to the technology to offer a better experience to the user.]

			Source: Oticon

			Artificial intelligence

			Artificial intelligence systems can process massive amounts of data to generate recommendations, predictions or classifications that can be used to improve processes, from using facial recognition techniques to unlock electronic devices, to suggesting potential friendships on our social networks, or recommending movies on streaming platforms and targeted advertisements tailored to our interests and tastes. 

			In the construction of an AI algorithm, it is especially important to prevent bias. For example, a computer-assisted human resource system with a biased AI computer program could rule out good candidates if there is no human oversight to eliminate bias. For inclusion and accessibility, it is necessary that experts on excluded communities collaborate in AI algorithm design.

			
				The ITU ILO online self-paced training course, Inclusive employment: How to ensure that online job applications and recruitment systems are accessible to all addresses the issue of labour opportunities for all: “Some online recruiting systems and applications use Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML) algorithms which are programmed by humans that may not be fully aware of the needs of candidates with disabilities and may be trained on data from millions of biased hiring decisions with previous applicants over years, at risk of gradually adding human bias in the hiring process and making those same biases more efficient. As a result, candidates with disabilities may be at risk of being excluded because AI-based hiring software discounts them very early in the process”1.

				

				
					
							1	ITU-ILO Online self-paced training course, Inclusive employment: How to ensure that online job applications and recruitment systems are accessible to all


					

				
			

			Policy-makers are in a position to promote transparency, that includes the code as well as the selection of data and the rationale behind technological decision-making. This will enable civil society organizations to collaborate and contribute to enhancing the inclusivity of this technology.

			Metaverse

			In the context of the metaverse, accessibility refers to the measures and considerations taken to ensure that virtual environments, experiences, and interactions are inclusive and usable by all, including persons with disabilities, older adults, and other groups in vulnerable situations. The metaverse encompasses a collective digital space where users can interact, socialise, and engage in various activities using virtual reality, augmented reality and other immersive technologies.

			Ensuring accessibility in the metaverse involves addressing similar challenges to those encountered on traditional websites and digital platforms, but with a unique set of considerations due to its immersive and multi-sensory nature. 

			Accessibility in the metaverse includes:

			•	offering audio cues or descriptions to assist blind persons or persons with visual disabilities in understanding their surroundings;

			•	designing metaverse experiences that are clear, straightforward and avoid overwhelming users with excessive sensory input or complex interactions;

			•	raising awareness among metaverse creators, developers, and users about the importance of accessibility and how to implement it effectively.

			2.4	Which sectors should ensure inclusive technologies?

			Digital transformation is a mechanism through which governments, institutions and organizations can integrate processes that optimize resource configuration and improve operational efficiency and innovation in the online environment. Digital transformation has grown at an unprecedented pace, especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, for example:

			•	telemedicine, mobile health applications, electronic health records and medical diagnostic technologies have been developed and can improve healthcare access and quality;

			•	online learning platforms and digital educational resources can provide quality education to people regardless of their location, contributing to lifelong learning and skills development;

			•	financial technology innovations such as mobile banking and digital payment systems can improve access to financial services for underserved populations;

			•	circular economy solutions facilitate the sharing, reusing, and recycling of goods, promoting principles of the circular economy;

			•	collaborative platforms can enable cooperation among governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), businesses and communities to achieve collective sustainable development goals. 

			To be successful, digital transformation needs to integrate technology in a way that enables governments and businesses to change the way they operate and how they deliver value to their citizens and customers. 

			People are at the centre of digital transformation and it is important for people to adopt new ways of thinking and reconsider how things are being done. Accessible and inclusive ramps and pathways need to be present in every digital solution developed and mainstreamed in all areas and all sectors.

			Emergency communications

			In 2023, the Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT) recorded a total of 399 disasters related to natural hazards, resulting in 86 473 and affecting 93.1 million people, and for which the economic losses amounted to USD 202.7 billion.21 Emergency situations and crises threaten the most vulnerable, including those living in poverty, older adults, persons with disabilities, women, and children. Timely and effective information is important to communicate early emergency warnings to everyone.

			Furthermore, Article 11 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) states that “States Parties shall take, in accordance with their obligations under international law, including international humanitarian law and international human rights law, all necessary measures to ensure protection and safety of persons with disabilities in situations of risk, including situations of armed conflict, humanitarian emergencies and the occurrence of natural disasters”. 

			Inclusive digital communications ensure that vital information reaches everyone. During the COVID19 public health emergency, which involved lockdowns in many countries, almost all vital information and communications were transmitted through digital platforms including television, radio, mobile phone, social media, underlining the importance of ensuring accessible digital message formats.

			Crisis and emergency plans should identify and describe the different digital communication channels, platforms and accessibility requirements. For example, many rural areas have limited access to communication channels such as the Internet and other digital platforms. In general, this leaves only local radio and television channels to ensure information to inhabitants is accessible and inclusive.

			Communications and alerts should reach everyone, regardless of their communication needs. When providing information to the public, it is important to coordinate elements for each communication channel, such as:

			•	Who is responsible for the communication?

			•	What type of information is being communicated?

			•	Who is communicating?

			•	What communication channels are being used?

			•	Which communications have priority?

			•	How can social media be used to collect data, share information and respect privacy?

			•	Are groups in vulnerable situation and people with specific needs being considered?

			•	How should misinformation be addressed?

			Audible and visual alarm

			It is important to identify and address all potential barriers to access digital information that different end users may face. For example, in Mexico City where alarms sound a warning of an imminent earthquake however this solution is not accessible for a deaf person, older adults with hearing loss or someone wearing headphones. In addition to an audible warning, emergency communication systems should also incorporate a visual element, such as a flashing light.

			Figure 17: A loudspeaker for an audible alarm positioned on a pole

			[image: This is a photograph of a sound alarm which only alerts people of emergencies through auditory elements.]

			Source: Milenio Newspaper

			Figure 18: An audible alarm with a flashing light

			[image: This is a photograph of a more accessible alarm offering audible and visual elements to communicate an emergency.]

			Source: Auersignal

			More information can be accessed on inclusive emergency communication through the ITU Academy self-paced training course: “How to ensure inclusive digital communication during crises and emergency situations”.

			Figure 19: ITU Academy the self-paced training course

			[image: This is a snapshot of the ITU Academy landing page of the online course on how to ensure inclusive digital communications during crises and emergency situations.]

			Source: ITU Academy

			Financial technology

			Fintech companies, defined as businesses or services utilizing technology to deliver financial services, have revolutionised the industry and the sector is projected to continue growing. According to the Boston Consulting Group Report “Global Fintech 2024: Prudence, Profits and Growth", the sector is estimated to reach USD 1.5 trillion in annual revenue by 2030, while Generative AI has become a game changer for productivity and is expected to also grow in product innovation22. 

			As the United Nations policy brief on Fintech and Digital Finance for Financial Inclusion explains, “fintech is utilised to help businesses and consumers better manage their financial operations, processes, and lives through specialised software and algorithms has use-cases across nearly every industry, geographical market, and business model:

			•	Banks: use fintech for both back-end processes and consumer-facing solutions such as behind-the scenes monitoring of account activity and checking account balances on customer apps.

			•	Businesses: rely upon fintech for payments processing, e-commerce transactions and accounting as well as seeking assistance with government assistance programmes.

			•	Individuals: use fintech platforms for tasks such as depositing checks, accessing money overseas or applying for financial aid as well as more intricate concepts such as peer-to-peer lending or crypto exchanges”23.

			Innovation in this sector is increasing financial inclusion by reducing costs and risks, as well as extending and broadening services to unbanked populations. According to the World Bank, 1.4 billion adults remain unbanked globally. Affordability and accessibility to facilitate usability of digital products and services are fundamental to reaching groups of end users in vulnerable situation, including women, older persons, those with lower income, people with less education, and residents of rural and remote areas.

			For example, in the case of older adults who use mobile bank applications, being informed with clear and secure instructions ensure that the digital platforms are available in accessible format is fundamental. This will make them feel safer and help them to better understand the interface, especially when making common mistakes. 

			Figure 20: Designing for clear and secure instructions

			 [image: This is a snapshot of two examples of online forms requiring the user to include an email and password. When an error occurs, the first form only shows there is an error, the more accessible form explains that the password is incorrect and offers a way to reset it in case the user forgot it.]

			Source: Altamira: UI Common Design Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

			e-Government

			In 2024, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) published its Survey on E-Government. The 2024 survey reveals a notable global increase in digital government development, driven by greater investment in resilient infrastructure and advanced technologies. The global average score on the E-Government Development Index (EGDI) has seen considerable growth, while the percentage of the population falling behind in digital government development has dropped significantly, from 45 per cent in 2022 to 22.4 per cent in 2024.24.

			The survey has a special focus on acknowledging that e-government can make things more efficient, effective, and inclusive and if the policy framework includes the goal of leaving no one behind. If that element of policy is not considered, digitalization and e-government could increase discrimination and exclusion, particularly of the groups in vulnerable situations. “The new face of inequality is digital, and e-government can be the social equaliser”25.

			The survey identifies critical variables to be included in policy frameworks:

			•	Identify barriers to equity and inclusion in three critical areas: Access (to electricity, Internet and mobile infrastructure, e-information and e-services); affordability (the ability to cover the cost of Internet access and digital devices and the availability of free public access points for e-government); and ability (traditional literacy, digital literacy, and language literacy). 

			•	Prioritise and optimise data, design and delivery in e-government services development and provision: Governments should be guided by the principles of inclusive development and design, whereby the individual needs are identified, and services are designed to accommodate a variety of abilities while remaining useful and beneficial for all. Governments should explore and exploit methodologies and practices that optimise outcomes for all, with particular attention given to data (disaggregated data, open government data and digital identity), design (co-creation and co-production and the integration of assistive technologies) and delivery (experimentation/sandboxing and blended, omnichannel services delivery). 

			•	Ensure AI contribute to sustainable development: This year’s survey also highlights the role of AI in digital government development as it can be used to automate processes, enhancing efficiency, and reducing redundancies. Nevertheless, it has also associated risks, such as data bias. International cooperation and robust regulatory measures are therefore needed to ensure that AI and other emerging technologies are utilized responsibly and productively, ensuring that AI technologies contribute positively to sustainable development and digital inclusion for all.

			e-Health

			Virtual care, remote monitoring, AI, big data analytics, and smart wearables are amongst the innovative technologies that are enhancing health outcomes by improving medical diagnosis, data-based treatment decisions, digital therapeutics, clinical trials and person-centred care26. All stakeholders involved in developing and delivering e-health solutions must be aware of the importance of ensuring universal access to health services. 

			According to the Global Strategy on Digital Health 2020-2025, to advocate people-centred health systems that are enabled by digital health is a strategic objective that advances digital health literacy, gender equality and women’s empowerment, and inclusive approaches to adoption and management of digital health technologies. ITU is coordinating with WHO to develop, with other organizations, standards related to e-health and multimedia systems to support widespread deployment of inclusive e-health applications.27 The strategic objective places people at the centre of digital health and developing and implementing appropriate ICT accessibility standards underlines the need to have digitally accessible technologies, capacity building and digital literacy programmes, and health data.

			Accessible and usable technology can help address the urgent need to provide essential health services, as half of the world’s population still lacks access to those services.28

			Figure 21: Universal access to e-health applications

			[image: This is a photograph of an older person having an online medical consultation.]

			Source: Medical Tourism

			Users have a wide range of digital abilities and will need inclusive and easy to use e-health platforms to be able to interact independently with technology and improve their quality of life. To achieve this, developers of digital services and products in this sector need to consider universal design and accessibility.

			e-Education

			An estimated 258 million children, adolescents, and young people do not go to school. Technology has the enormous potential to support inclusive education. Despite an increased reliance on technology to improve access to education for all, not every student and teacher has access to adequate Internet connections, equipment, skills and working conditions to fully take advantage of available platforms29.

			According to the UNESCO global education monitoring report Technology in Education: a tool on whose terms, technology offers an educational lifeline for millions. Accessible technology and universal design have opened opportunities for learners with disabilities while radio, television and mobile phones have filled in for traditional education among hard-to-reach populations. 

			Nonetheless, many schools in the world still lack connectivity. Teachers often feel unprepared and lack confidence teaching with technology, and more institutions and governments need to use digital data more effectively in educational management. Accessible ICTs, as well as the digital skills necessary to use inclusive technologies are central to fostering inclusive environments in schools.

			To achieve education for all, appropriate governance and regulations for e-education are crucial for technology to bring inclusive materials and tools to all.

			Cybersecurity

			There has been a significant increase in cybercrimes and cyberattacks targeting government services and other critical sectors in many countries, and according to the ITU Global Cybersecurity Index 2024, this is eroding trust in governmental institutions. Even if countries have on average taken more cybersecurity-related actions and improved their commitments to cybersecurity, there are still privacy concerns30. Resolution 64 of the World Telecommunication Development Conference (WTDC) in Kigali recognizes the importance of protecting and supporting users and consumers of ICT and the need to support awareness raising strategies as well as the development of guidelines and best practices to protect ICT users31.

			Despite regulatory and policy frameworks that promote cybersecurity, technology is still outpacing the capacity of public institutions to prevent the associated risks of the digital age. 

			Consumers experience similar vulnerabilities, and according to the OECD Digital Economy Paper: Consumer Vulnerability in the Digital Age32, the rapid uptake of e-commerce shows how digitalization can solve many needs and at the same time expose consumers to scams and unfair practices: 

			“Today, many consumers struggle in online transactions, which are increasingly subscription-based or non-monetary (i.e., where consumers “pay” with their data), and require reliance on indicators of quality or safety that are harder to assess online. In addition, dark commercial patterns, business practices employing elements of digital choice architecture that subvert consumer decision-making (e.g., pressuring a purchase with a fake countdown timer), have proliferated. Moreover, practices leveraging consumer data to personalise advertising, pricing, and other aspects, while presenting benefits, may increasingly be used to exploit consumers’ individual vulnerabilities. Growing business use of algorithms employing Artificial Intelligence, e.g., to determine eligibility for services, may also increase risk of bias and discrimination against specific consumer groups. Against this backdrop, digital divides in access and use of digital technologies remain, driven by gaps in digital literacy, skills, and connectivity. While evidence of the extent of harm from many of these new digital practices is still emerging, some stakeholders have called for a new conceptualisation of consumer vulnerability as universal or systemic”33.

			In this context, all stakeholders need to consider the importance of privacy and data protection as well as the measures to address the vulnerability of consumers and to protect those who are most at risk. Authorities in charge of cybersecurity strategies, as well as consumer protection, should engage in targeted monitoring and enforcement, conduct education and awareness campaigns, and issue guidance in relation to protection and empowerment, including online safety, which is crucial for the protection of children, older adults and consumers. 

			2.5	What is the cost of not mainstreaming digital accessibility?

			The cost of non-inclusive digital transformation can be significant and far-reaching for society if the needs of groups in vulnerable situation are not adequately considered:

			•	Digital divide: A non-inclusive digital transformation can widen the digital divide, increasing the gap between those who have access to and benefit from digital technologies and those who do not. 

			•	Social inequality: The digital divide can exacerbate social inequalities, hindering the ability of disadvantaged or vulnerable groups of people to participate fully in the digital economy and access essential services such as healthcare, education, and employment opportunities.

			•	Exclusion from services: Essential services are moving online, such as government services, job applications and banking. If those services are not accessible, it will further increase marginalisation of disadvantaged or groups of people in vulnerable situation.

			•	Employment disparities: A non-inclusive digital transformation can lead to disparities in employment opportunities. As digital skills become increasingly important in the job market, those lacking access to training and technology may find it harder to secure well-paying jobs.

			•	Inaccessible information: Digital content and services may not be designed with accessibility in mind, making it difficult or impossible for some people to access information and participate in various activities.

			•	Privacy and security concerns: A non-inclusive digital transformation can also raise privacy and security concerns, as certain segments of the population might be at higher risk of falling victim to cybercrime due to a lack of awareness or access to security measures.

			•	Economic loss: Failing to include everyone in the digital transformation of society can reduce economic potential. When a sizable portion of the population is excluded from participating in the digital economy, it hinders overall economic growth and innovation.

			It is essential to ensure that digital transformation initiatives are inclusive and that the diverse needs and capabilities of all individuals are considered. Inclusive digital transformation is not only a moral imperative, but also an economic necessity for a more equitable and prosperous society.

			Furthermore, according to the World Federation of Advertisers (WFA), the market involving persons with disabilities and their families represents USD 1.9 trillion in annual disposable income. With an estimated population of 1.85 billion people, persons with disabilities constitute an emerging market the size of China and the European Union put together. Their friends and families add another 3.4 billion potential consumers who act on their emotional connection to persons with disabilities. Together, they have control of over USD 13 trillion in annual disposable income34.

			The ageing population is contributing to the daily increase in the number of persons with disabilities. As physical and cognitive capabilities change, the need and desire to remain active in society dovetails with the needs and requirements of persons with disabilities. Consumers who care about the disability market are increasingly directing their loyalty, and their consumer spending, towards companies that promote and demonstrate positive action towards persons with disabilities—both as employees and as customers. Not taking this trend into consideration represents a clear economic loss for countries as well as for a range of industries and sectors.

			3	Progress in ICT accessibility: implementation, stakeholders and resources

			3.1	What is the current global progress in implementation?

			As per the last ITU data, in only 7 years, from 2015 to 2022, the number of the countries who adopted ICT accessibility policies increased from 41 to 90. 

			Figure 22: Increase in the adoption of ICT accessibility policies for persons with disabilities, worldwide

			[image: Increase in the adoption of ICT accessibility policies for persons with disabilities, worldwide from 2016 to 2024.]

			Source: https://datahub.itu.int/ 

			The ITU-D Study Group 1 on Question 7, “Telecommunication and ICT Accessibility to enable inclusive communication – especially for persons with disabilities” has played a crucial role in accelerating the implementation of digital accessibility policies. This progress is largely due to the increased knowledge and awareness among Member States and decision-makers about digital accessibility, which is essential for ensuring digital inclusiveness for all people35.

			Nevertheless, countries could improve their commitment to adopting digital policies and strategies aimed to promote inclusion. According to the ITU Global ICT Regulatory Outlook 2023, “some 88 per cent of countries worldwide have adopted a national digital policy or strategy as of the end of 2022. However, only one in seven strategies includes provisions for promoting digital inclusion of women and girls, and only one in five addresses persons with disabilities and young people – failing to recognize the diverse challenges vulnerable groups may face in becoming meaningfully connected36”.

			Ensuring ICT accessibility is a collective effort that involves public, private and social sectors. This includes industry and academia, as well as all members of organizations, from leaders to developers, designers and any person involved in creating digital content. Any actor involved in a digital transformation process is responsible for mainstreaming digital accessibility and achieving digital inclusion. 

			3.2	The importance of awareness

			The first step is for all stakeholders to recognize the importance of mainstreaming ICT accessibility. The Global Initiative for Inclusive Information and Communication Technologies (G3ict) global survey37 collects perspectives of global experts from industry, government, academia and civil society on smart cities and ICT accessibility. Recent survey results indicate that the most significant barriers to deploying technological and smart solutions for accessibility include a lack of awareness (85%), lack of policies and regulations (60%), lack of leadership (51%), and limited solutions (21%). Clearly, governments and all sectors of industry and society need to be made aware of the challenges faced by persons with disabilities. 

			
				ITU work strategy and good practices to raise awareness, strengthen knowledge and foster networking opportunities to accelerate implementation on ICT accessibility globally 

				The landmark realization around 2006 that SMART technology with embedded accessibility features from design to benefit everyone—was key for ITU-D in reconsidering the future of work approach for digital inclusion. This required a shift within the digital inclusion strategy towards promoting ICT/digital accessibility as a foundational – universal design within the digital space – influencing through its principles, requirements and standards the formulation and execution of digital inclusion policies and strategies at global and regional level.

				18 years of experience and collection of global good practice: The work of the ITU-D study groups to support inclusive communication, including for persons with disabilities and persons with specific needs, beginning in the early 2000s with Question 26/1, and now known as Question 7/1, has set pioneering ICT accessibility requirements and identified policies and strategies to guarantee equal and equitable access to and use of ICT products, services, and solutions. It has been recognized that embedding ICT accessibility within the design and deployment of technology is essential to enable its use by all individuals, especially those in vulnerable situations such as persons with disabilities and other persons in vulnerable situation or persons who require ICT accessibility features to communicate due to a specific context of use.

				Eighteen years later, the efforts of ITU Members in the ITU-D Study Group on Question 7/1, as reflected in their Reports1 have unequivocally demonstrated the critical importance of ICT accessibility considerations and relevant implementation across various sectors, including education, labour, health, e-government services, entertainment, and beyond. Consequently, mainstreaming ICT accessibility has become essential to ensure that the journey of digital transformation is inclusive for everyone. To ensure inclusiveness of all people in the digital society ICT accessibility was also included in all regions as reflected in the WTDC regional initiatives. 

				Furthermore, ITU-D work in ICT accessibility for digital inclusion stands out with its unique value proposition, offering over 75 tools and resources2, including thematic reports, toolkits, online self-paced training courses, and video tutorials. Significantly, all ITU resources are provided free of charge, in multiple UN languages, and most of them are in digitally accessible formats, catering to the needs of individuals who are blind, deaf, or have other disabilities, to support its global implementation.

				ITU addresses digital inclusion in line with Sustainable Development Goals Agenda 2030 targets and through actions to achieve the overarching goal of digital inclusion and bridging all digital divides such as those related to access, affordability and skills development ensuring that no one will be left behind. This approach aligns with and responds to evolving expectations from Member States to address digital inclusivity, from silos to a holistic and intersectoral approach. ITU fosters innovative activities to achieve digital inclusion of all people including those in vulnerable situations such as youth, older persons, persons with disabilities, and people from rural and remote communities and indigenous peoples. Over the past 20 years, there has been a rise in ITU resolutions that focus on digital inclusion requirements for specific target groups. To date, ITU has 37 resolutions that have a component 
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				for digital inclusion including specific resolutions that target inclusive communications for persons in vulnerable situations1. The topic is also reflected in 11 Regional Initiatives: AFR1, AMS2, AMS4, ARB1, ASP2, ASP3, ASP4, CIS1, CIS4, EUR3, EUR5, as reflected in the WTDC-22 Kigali Action Plan2.

				Activities and events to leave no one behind - Regional “Accessible – ICT for ALL.” Over the past decade, Accessible Americas was consolidated as a solid regional platform of digital inclusion, especially from the perspective of intersectionality, including all vulnerable groups in the digital transformation and inclusion regional effort. Accessible Americas- ICT for ALL is the Regional Knowledge Development Platform that facilitates the improvement of national policies and strategies in digital inclusion for all people without discrimination and strengthens collaboration to advance inclusion in the Americas region. Similar efforts were undertaken in the last six years by the Europe region through Accessible Europe – ICT for ALL (following the EU Accessibility Act and Directives adoption) followed by Accessible Arab Region  – ICT for ALL.Efforts to promote ICT accessibility among ITU Member States have also been extended through a combination of online and in-person events and activities in Asia and the Pacific, Africa, and CIS regions. 

				World Summit on the Information Society Forum (WSIS) - Special track on ICT accessibility3: The WSIS Forum recognizes that ICTs should be available, accessible, and affordable for all. It is crucial that persons with disabilities and specific needs can fully access ICTs. In 2019, the WSIS Forum introduced the WSIS Accessibility Day to inform and explore how ICTs can support individuals living with disabilities, while advancing towards the SDGs. Additionally, the day aimed to raise awareness of the crucial role of ICTs in facilitating and accelerating social and economic inclusion.

				Zero Project4: In 2008, the Essl Foundation MGE gemeinnützige Privatstiftung, an Austrian charitable foundation that focuses on scientific research and funding, initiated the Zero Project to identify, curate, and share inclusive solutions, as intended and encouraged by Article 32 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which focuses on cooperation in international research and the sharing of information, experiences, and good practices. A team developed the original idea into a research-driven initiative that engages with more than 6 000 experts from around the world.

				M-Enabling Summit5: The Global Initiative for Inclusive Information and Communication Technologies (G3ict) holds an annual conference to promote accessible technologies and environments for persons with disabilities and older people.

				CSUN Assistive Technology Conference6: The CSUN Conference is sponsored by the California State University, Northridge Centre on Disabilities. It serves as a platform for researchers, practitioners, educators, exhibitors, and participants from around the world to engage with each other, sharing knowledge, innovations and best practices to promote inclusion for all.
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			3.3	The importance of adopting laws, policies, regulations and standards

			To mainstream ICT accessibility, all stakeholders need to establish the necessary mechanisms to enable the development and availability of inclusive ICTs, which includes recognizing universal design and accessibility standards, and implementing of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). 

			Universal design and accessibility standards must be a requirement for every product or service deployed in the digital environment. To achieve this, legal and other instruments can help to mainstream accessibility in digital policies. As outlined in the preceding section, inclusivity should be integrated across all sectors for digital services, rather than being considered in isolation.

			Procurement policies

			Some countries have developed ICT accessibility policies for procurement, which obliges the public sector to consider accessibility requirements for all technological products and services. These public procurement processes have been increasingly recognized as a highly effective policy tool to promote the implementation of accessibility of ICT equipment, software, applications, and services. Consequently, industry is making sure its technological products and services can be purchased by governments or government funded programmes.

			Best practices related to public procurement processes that involve ICT accessibility standards include Section 50838 of the Rehabilitation Act in the United States. This regulation governs federal government purchases, development, maintenance, and the use of technology. In addition, ETSI EN 301 54939 specifies functional accessibility requirements applicable to ICT products and services. These processes are both aligned with ICT accessibility and the recognition of accessibility standards such as the WCAG. 

			Using these instruments and aligning them with international accessibility standards also provide both government officials and industry representatives with the information necessary to:

			•	understand ICT accessibility as they provide a high level, and understandable description of accessibility features and functions required by persons with functional limitations or disabilities;

			•	include features and functions that are expected from accessible ICT products and services;

			•	demonstrate that requirements are met as measured by tests included in the standards.

			Using accessibility standards provides ICT suppliers and developers with certainty when offering solutions. Requiring accessibility in the procurement process also fosters innovative and inclusive ecosystems. Considering that public procurement represents 20 per cent of the GDP on average, through an accessible ICT public procurement policy, governments can support the development of this digital market40.

			Sector policies

			Besides establishing mandatory requirements for public procurement of accessible ICTs, global best practices suggest mainstreaming accessibility standards to other priority sectors.

			The European Accessibility Act41 is a clear example of this trend towards the global acceptance and adoption of a core set of accessible ICT standards in other sectors. The European Accessibility Act aims to remove barriers created by a lack of consistent regulation across EU Member States. It covers products and services that have been identified as being most important for persons with disabilities. The European Commission consulted stakeholders and experts on accessibility and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities42 to select the products and services. including:

			•	computers and operating systems;

			•	cash machines, ticketing, and check-in machines smartphones;

			•	TV equipment related to digital television services;

			•	telephony services and related equipment;

			•	access to audiovisual media services such as television broadcast and related consumer equipment;

			•	services related to air, bus, rail, and waterborne passenger transport;

			•	banking services;

			•	e-books;

			•	e-commerce.

			With the implementation of the European Accessibility Act, businesses will benefit from common rules on accessibility in the EU leading to cost reduction, easier cross-border trading and more market opportunities for their accessible products and services.

			Persons with disabilities and older adults will benefit from more accessible products and services in the market, which are offered at competitive prices. This will result in fewer barriers when accessing transport, education, and the open labour market, with more job opportunities available where accessibility expertise is needed.

			Figure 23: European Accessibility Act time line

			[image: This image shows the three crucial dates of the European Accessibility Act: in June 2019 the European Accessibility Act was adopted by the EU; June 2022, when EU Member States needed to translate and adopt the directive into their national laws; and June 2025 when the law must be applied.]

			Source: Site Improve

			While establishing mandatory ICT accessibility standards to all products and services should be the final goal, private and social sector organizations offering ICT products and services to the public should be encouraged to at least consider on a voluntary basis all aspects of universal design, accessibility, and usability practices. This should be considered as a temporary strategy that could help sectors and industries to prepare for mandatory schemes. 

			Laws protecting consumers with disabilities

			An important number of countries have also developed laws that protect consumers with disabilities which have, through enforcement, helped ICT accessibility mainstreaming and implementation. For example, in some regions, there has been a significant increase in the likelihood of facing a lawsuit or penalty for noncompliance with accessibility laws or mandates. 

			Many countries from every region across the globe have laws to protect persons with disabilities, this regulatory framework protects their human rights and supports potential legal claims. Companies have a great responsibility to achieve inclusive digital societies both in the development and innovation of inclusive solutions for all, but also through employment to improve the quality of life for persons with disabilities.

			According to the Level Access Legal Intelligence Report, the legal and regulatory framework for digital accessibility is intensifying, as both plaintiffs and law-makers emphasize the importance of ensuring people with disabilities have the right to access digital information, products, and services.

			While there are thousands of cases of Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) accessibility lawsuits filed in the United States, this is not the case for most other regions around the world. Much of this comes down to the concept of corporate social responsibility, defined by the UN as “a management concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and interactions with their stakeholders” and “is generally understood as being the way through which a company achieves a balance of economic, environmental and social imperatives (“Triple-Bottom-Line Approach”).”

			Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) policies have also become valuable parts of more organizations over the last few years. More recently, however, an increasing number of organizations have begun expanding these policies from DEI to DEIA, or diversity, equity, inclusion and accessibility 

			Furthermore, and as mentioned previously, the potential market of minorities is equivalent to a medium sized economy. It makes economic sense to deliver universally designed products and services, and this inclusion also mitigates potential legal liabilities as there are clear risks to consumers who may be unable to access products the same way others can and be forced to look for alternative companies and resources.

			
				Laws that protect consumers with disabilities

				United States: Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Title I: Employment, Title II: State and Local Government Activities, Title II: Public Transportation, Title III: Public accommodations, Title IV: Telecommunications, Section 504 and 508.

				Canada: Accessible Canada Act, Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act.

				New Zealand: Web Usability Standard 2013.

				Australia: Disability Discrimination Act, Advisory Notes on World Wide Web Access (2002, revised 2010).

				India: Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (2016), National Policy on Universal Electronic Accessibility 2013, 2009 Guidelines for Indian Government Websites.

				Japan: JIS X 8341-3, Elimination of Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities Act.

				Republic of Korea: Anti-Discrimination and Remedy for Disabled Persons Act 2007, National Information Act 2009, Mobile Application Accessibility Guidelines 2012.

				Egypt: Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Law No. 10 of 2018).

				Kenya: Persons with Disabilities Act, 2003.

				South Africa: Employment Equality Act No. 5, Skills Development Act.

				Argentina: Law 26378, Argentine Personal Data Protection Law.

				Brazil: Brazilian Law on the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities.

				Mexico: General Act on the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities.

				Dominican Republic: Law on Equal Rights of Persons with Disabilities 5-13.

				Spain: General Law on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and their Social Inclusion.

				Italy: Framework law for assistance, social integration and rights of the handicapped.

			

			3.4	The importance of building skills and training

			To achieve mainstreaming of inclusive ICTs, both private and public organizations need to cultivate a wide range of skills among their employees. Some skills are more technical, such as those required to design and develop accessible websites and mobile applications. Others, such as creating accessible digital content, should be included in the minimum digital skills set for everyone. 

			In this process, academia is a key stakeholder. Universities around the world have diversity, inclusion and accessibility departments supporting students with disabilities. However, these efforts should include educating all students on core accessibility, from basic digital skills in accessibility, to accessibility standards in the syllabus of programmes that involve digital transformation processes. Furthermore, academia should also work hand in hand with governments and industries in research and innovation to find novel solutions that can improve the lives of persons with disabilities and older adults.

			Fostering collaborative efforts is critical for an inclusive and accessible approach to ICTs and innovative technologies such as artificial intelligence and machine learning and their application in academia and elsewhere.

			Training and certification are effective ways to ensure that personnel have the knowledge needed to fulfil their role. If technology companies hire developers with a certification on web accessibility, they can be certain that they will have the knowledge, skills and experience needed to create accessible products. The International Association of Accessibility Professionals (IAAP), for example, is a non-for-profit membership-based organization of individuals and organizations that supports accessibility professionals and organizations with professional training, certifications, and networking. 

			3.5	Tools and resources: toolkits, maturity models, trainings and certifications

			A number of tools and resources have been developed by different stakeholders to help countries, private companies, and civil society organizations progress in their implementation processes. To support governments and cities to develop laws and regulations that foster inclusive digital environments, resources are available that help to identify gaps in regulatory frameworks and to monitor implementation. 

			Self-assessment and toolkits 

			The ITU Self-Assessment and Toolkit for ICT accessibility implementation: Towards building inclusive digital communities43 provides an assessment tool to obtain an immediate overview of their national level of ICT/digital accessibility implementation. Based on the assessment results, tailored guidelines support the development of appropriate policies and strategies to advance implementation. In addition, the toolkit serves to ensure quality monitoring of implementation processes in ICT/digital accessibility at the national level, and further serves to evaluate regional and global implementation. This practical tool helps ITU members achieve their national, regional, and global commitments towards ensuring that all citizens - without discrimination based on gender, age, abilities, or location benefit equally and equitably from digital information products and services, thus ensuring that no one is left behind in the digital transformation.

			Figure 24: ITU toolkit and self-assessment for ICT accessibility implementation

			[image: This is an image of the cover page of the Towards building inclusive digital communities publication including photographs of diverse users including children, women, older adults, persons with disabilities and indigenous people using technologies.]4

			Source: ITU D Toolkit

			The ITU Toolkit on Digital Transformation for People-Oriented Cities and Communities44 supports Member States in the strategizing and planning necessary for the digital transformation of cities and communities, and promotes sustainable, inclusive, resilient and improved quality of life for their residents.

			The resources contained in this Toolkit include international standards and guidance, the latest research and projections and innovative reports on a variety of timely topics relevant to the digital transformation of cities and communities. The Toolkit can universally benefit cities and communities, as well as regions and countries regardless of their level of smart or digital development, or their geographical or economic status.

			The toolkit contains international standards and other ITU and UN resources, publications, and reports. This comprehensive collation of information identifies the challenges faced by Member States as well as potential solutions to inspire and support them in their drive to reach the SDGs, especially SDG 11, at the local level.

			Model policies

			The ITU-G3ict Model ICT Accessibility Policy Report provides information for ICT policy-makers, regulators and other stakeholders active in ICT and/or disability issues, including non-governmental organizations (NGOs), organizations of persons with disabilities and parliamentarians. 

			This report addresses policy making in public ICT access, mobile communications, television/video programming, web accessibility and public procurement and provides a framework for Member States to develop policies, through legislation, regulations, standards, and guidelines to create an institutional framework for ICT accessibility.

			Figure 25: ITU model ICT accessibility policy report

			[image: This is an image of the cover page of the ICT and G3ict model ICT accessibility policy report showing diverse technologies as well as an older woman and a younger one using them.]

			Source: ITU / G3ict Model ICT Accessibility Policy Report

			The G20 Global Smart Cities Alliance on Technology Governance is a global initiative that aims to ensure responsible and ethical use of smart city technologies. Led by the World Economic Forum, the alliance is working to establish global policy norms for data collection and use, transparency and public trust, and best practices in smart city governance. It is bringing together experts from more than fifty global organizations to develop a global policy roadmap on smart city technologies.

			One of the first model policies developed was the ICT Accessibility Policy45, considered foundational to the G20 Global Smart Cities Alliance policy roadmap principles of security and resilience. The model policy aims to support smart cities in the procurement of accessible ICTs.

			Figure 26: G20 Global policy roadmap

			[image: This is a snapshot of the Global Policy Roadmap for successful, ethical, smart cities web page.]

			Source: G20 website

			Figure 27: WEF model policy ICT accessibility report

			[image: This is an image of the cover page of the World Economic Forum ICT Accessibility model policy report.]

			Source: WEF

			In 2023, cities such as Quito (Ecuador), Los Angeles (United States), Istanbul (Türkiye), São Paulo (Brazil), Kisumu (Kenia) and Valongo (Portugal) developed their own procurement of accessible ICT policy aligned with the G20 model policy. The United Cities and Local Governments Organisation (UCLG) has partnered with the World Economic Forum and G3ict to promote this policy.

			Maturity model

			This type of model can be used to measure organizational maturity or maturity of a function within an organization. The higher the maturity score, the more likely it is that organizations will seek to improve the quality or the use of resources. Maturity models can also provide a diversity, equity, inclusivity, and accessibility gap analysis, which can help to build roadmaps for a more inclusive digital environment for consumers, employees, or users. For example, to encourage an inclusive culture in a global organization, the first step in the roadmap would require the organization to examine internal systems and processes at the headquarters before carrying out an analysis and impact assessment in other offices. Table 2 compares the pillars included in example maturity models that focus on inclusion and accessibility.
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			Diversity, inclusion, and accessibility are interconnected but not mutually inclusive concepts, an organization could be diverse and accessible, but not inclusive.

			Workplace diversity might involve, among other things, a definition of objectives, targeted internships, diverse mentorships, diversity training, and adjustments to organizational culture in a range of areas such as age, gender, disability, sexuality, language, and culture. 

			Inclusion for employees and customers, for example, refers to an environment that gives equal access to opportunities and resources.

			Accessibility refers to how sensible, meaningful and usable something is, such as services, devices, information, activities and environments, and for as many people as possible.

			G3ict Smart Cities Maturity Model46

			This is a tool that measures diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility enablers in city management and development. It offers a way of assessing accessibility levels, as well as setting a path for future reform and commitment to a more inclusive culture and it examines the impact of systems and processes in smart city offices, departments, and services “to help cities clearly evaluate their progress towards achieving ICT accessibility and digital inclusion across a broad range of functions that are important to all cities, e.g. communications, procurement, training, and standards.”

			Awareness and training

			ITU offers free multilingual digital resources and tools in accessible formats including online self-paced training for policy-makers, decision-makers, organizations and stakeholders, such as, how to foster an inclusive digital culture with diverse stakeholders.

			Internet for @ll is an ITU Development Sector (ITU-D) web accessibility training programme47 that empowers countries with the necessary know-how to ensure that all citizens, including persons with disabilities and older users can have online access to public information, products and services, education and employment opportunities, through a national self-sustainable educational model in web accessibility, including in-person train-the-trainers courses and training on creating accessible digital content, accessible documents, and accessible public and private websites.

			International Association of Accessibility Professionals (IAAP)48 is a not-for-profit membership-based organization for individuals and organizations focused on accessibility or for those who are in the process of building their accessibility skills and strategies. The objective is to help accessibility professionals develop and advance their careers and to aid organizations integrate accessibility into services, products, and infrastructure. 

			The IAAP mission is to define, promote and improve the accessibility profession globally through certification, education and networking. It aims to enable the creation of accessible products, content, and services. Currently the IAAP has developed three courses related to digital abilities and is working on new material to strengthen the accessibility community. 

			•	The IAAP Certified Professional in Accessibility Core Competencies (CPACC) is a professional foundation course in domains such as web and other digital technologies, architecture and the built environment, consumer and industrial design, transportation systems, and any domain in which thoughtful design, policy, and management can improve disability access. 

			•	The IAAP Web Accessibility Specialist (WAS) is a technical course for professional website and mobile applications developers. 

			•	The IAAP Accessible Document Specialist (ADS) credential is intended enable accessibility professionals to create accessible electronic documents.

			Global Accessibility Reporting Initiative (Gari) 49

			Gari is a Mobile & Wireless Forum-1 initiative designed to help consumers learn more about the accessibility features of mobile devices, which in turn helps them to identify devices that reflect their needs including tablets, mobile apps, connected wearables and smart TVs.

			Figure 28: Global Accessibility Reporting Initiative webpage

			[image: This is a snapshot of the Gari Initiative website's landing page.]

			Source: GARI

			4	Strategic frameworks to mainstream inclusive ICT products, services, and applications 

			This section aims to provide guidelines based on best practice and existing tools that governments and organizations can use to mainstream ICT accessibility. 

			4.1	Inclusive non-biased public policy development cycle

			Governments use a policy cycle framework, which includes various stages and processes, to develop, implement, and evaluate policy. For governments to develop inclusive digital environments, the characteristics and needs of diverse social groups should be considered and addressed throughout the policy cycle. While terminology may vary, the following is a general overview of common policy cycle stages:

			Agenda setting: At this stage, policy-makers define the scope of the project and address any initial issues or problems:

			•	In the case of digital transformation, the objective is to use technology to solve social problems, manage activities, and supply public services. This digitalization process is enabling governments to gather data that will support more efficient decision-making processes and services. 

			•	It is crucial to consider inclusion from the beginning of the policy cycle. The products or services that will be digitalized must serve every citizen regardless of their age, gender, ability, or geographical location. To guarantee an inclusive policy at this early stage, the needs and characteristics of all social groups need to be considered. 

			Policy formulation: During this stage, policy-makers formulate policy options and identify solutions and implementing strategies to address them. Assessment research, analysis and consultation with experts and stakeholders help to craft viable and inclusive policy proposals.

			•	It is important for inclusiveness consideration to consider within the analysis the needs of all members of society in the access to and use of digital information to communicate in the digital space. Organizations representing groups in vulnerable situation should be included from design stage of the policy to generate and/or validate the solutions proposed to overcome the barriers these groups face in the digital environment.

			•	Definitions play a fundamental role in legal discourse, they reduce ambiguity in interpretation and ensure the law can be applied to specific cases. Definitions should reflect equal treatment of all groups and this should be explicitly included in primary ICT legislation. In addition, civil society should contribute to improve and support revise these definitions to ensure alignment throughout government human centred policies that impact end-user rights to access and use the technology products and services

			•	It is also crucial for other sectors undergoing digital transformation to introduce accessibility into their legislative frameworks based to the principles of universal design and ICT digital accessibility requirements, principles and standards.

			Policy adoption: When policy options are developed and reviewed, policy-makers should ensure that inclusivity is a determining factor when choosing the most suitable options. The selected policy is then formally adopted by the relevant decision-making body, such as a government cabinet or legislative body. 

			•	In the case of technology, it is important to define digital services and product accessibility and ensure it is monitored and maintained in the long term through the responsible authority. 

			•	Accessibility of the digital environment is not relative to the services it provides. It is a concept that guarantees that all individuals can engage on an equal footing.

			Policy implementation: This stage involves translating the adopted policy into actions. Detailed plans, regulations and procedures are put in place to implement the policy. Resources, responsibilities, and timelines are allocated to ensure effective implementation. 

			•	Government official should be aware of the ICT accessibility requirements, principles and standards to be able promote and incorporate these in their national policies and strategies relevant to digital transformation and digital inclusion.

			•	Training of professional decision-making staff from the public sector (government) is essential to ensure they secure compliance with accessibly requirements of digital services and products.

			•	Procurement managers from public sector (government)should be aware of ICT digital accessibility standards and be able to include these requirements in technology procurement procedures. 

			•	IT managers from public sector who develop proprietary technology should have the technical skills to design and develop inclusive digital solutions to ensure that all end users can benefit from.

			•	Digital content creators and staff working on government related communication should have the skills to guarantee that the digital content is developed and deployed in digital accessible formats

			Monitoring and evaluation: During implementation, policy-makers and stakeholders monitor the progress and impact of policy. Data and feedback are collected to assess whether the policy is achieving its intended outcomes and to identify any issues or challenges. 

			•	Digital transformation relies on an unbiased data gathering process. It is important to guarantee that the process is inclusive and provides information from all social groups.

			Policy review and adjustment: Based on analysis and evaluation, policy-makers determine whether policy is successful or requires modification to improve policy inclusiveness and effectiveness. 

			•	If the data gathering process is inclusive, the policy review and adjustment will ensure equity component in addition to equality while the digital transformation process is in progress. 

			Policy termination or continuation: Depending on the outcomes of the evaluation, policy-makers may choose to terminate the policy if it is deemed ineffective or outdated. Alternatively, if the policy is achieving its objectives, it may be continued or refined to respond to the evolving requirements of the digital transformation. 

			•	It is crucial to include civil society representatives in the consultation process to make sure this phase truly represents all parties involved.

			Feedback loop: The policy cycle is often depicted as a continuous loop rather than a linear process. Feedback obtained from monitoring and evaluation is fed into subsequent rounds of agenda setting, policy formulation and implementation, creating an iterative improvement process.

			It is important to note that steps in the policy cycle are not always carried out in the same sequence, and different policies may experience variations in the process. The policy cycle serves as a guide for decision-making, it enhances transparency and promotes accountability in policy development and implementation. A revision of the policy cycle to include representation and inclusiveness principles is key to fostering inclusive digital accessible environments.

			4.2	Organisational operating models

			An organizational operating model refers to the framework that defines how an organization functions to achieve its goals and objectives. It is generally tailored to fit unique needs and requires ongoing assessment, adaptation and alignment with the changing business landscape. The specific model adopted by an organization mainly depends on its size, goals, external environment and sector. It encompasses various components such as structure, processes, culture, resources, and technology. To mainstream inclusive technology, an organization needs to identify within its own operational model the values, key processes and tools needed to foster inclusive environments. 

			Processes and workflows: Efficient and well-defined processes, such as those established for project management, procurement, employee onboarding and customer support, are essential for the smooth operation of any organisation. These processes ensure consistency and reduce errors. Once the processes are defined, it is important to embed inclusion and accessibility requirements and targets that will become part of the operational culture. 

			Incorporating inclusion into processes and workflows involves a strategic and intentional approach to ensure that the needs and perspectives of diverse individuals are considered:

			•	Understand diversity: Organizations should begin by recognizing the diversity within the institution or the group affected by specific processes. They should consider factors such as age, gender, abilities, and educational, socio-economic and cultural backgrounds, geographical location etc.

			•	Educate and raise awareness: Organizations can conduct diversity and inclusion training programmes for their teams to help them understand the importance of inclusivity of all end users and the various aspects of diversity in their access and use of ICT products and services.

			•	Define inclusiveness goals: Set clear, measurable goals for digital inclusion in processes and workflows. These goals could relate to all process involved including hiring, product design, product deployment, customer service or any other relevant area.

			•	Include diverse perspectives: Encourage diversity in decision-making. This might involve creating diverse project teams, conducting focus groups, or seeking input from various stakeholders including end-user representatives.

			•	Accessibility and usability: Ensure that ICT processes and products are accessible to everyone. This includes making digital content compliant with ICT accessibility requirements and standards as well as ensuring that also physical spaces are accessible.

			•	Review and revise policies: Regularly review existing policies and procedures to identify and remove potential biases or barriers. Organizations should improve and amend where necessary these policies to ensure that inclusiveness aspect is reflected as appropriate. .

			•	Data collection and analysis: Data collection related to diversity and inclusion should be included in organizational processes. This data should be used to identify trends, areas of improvement and measure progress.

			•	Feedback mechanisms: Establish channels for feedback from employees, customers, or end-users. Organizations should listen to their suggestions and concerns, and act based on their input.

			•	Accountability: Holding individuals and teams accountable for meeting inclusion goals is fundamental as well as recognizing and rewarding inclusive behaviours and outcomes.

			•	Continuous improvement: Inclusion is an ongoing process. Organizations should continuously assess, adjust, and improve processes and workflows to better align with inclusive values. Maturity models are particularly useful to achieve continuous improvement.

			•	Leadership commitment: Ensuring that leadership is fully committed to the principles of inclusion and leads by example is also a fundamental step to be considered.

			•	Resource allocation: This involves managing and distributing resources such as finances, human resources, technology, and physical assets. Effective resource allocation ensures that the organization needs are met efficiently and that resources are used optimally. Effective resources will also ensure that job descriptions and performance evaluations address expectations for inclusion for those with direct and supervisory roles. It is imperative to allocate resources to accessibility, testing and accommodation.

			•	Technology and tools: Organizations leverage technology to streamline operations and improve efficiency. This includes software applications, communication tools, data analytics platforms and more. The choice of technology should align with inclusive targets. The technology needs to comply with universal design principles as well as accessibility standards.

			•	Communication channels: Effective communication is vital for sharing information, coordinating activities, and fostering collaboration. Nowadays all communications are delivered using digital channels. These channels should be accessible, and communications should also be inclusive to ensure equal access to all employees regardless their age, gender, or disabilities.

			•	Risk management: Identifying, assessing, and mitigating risks is crucial for organizational stability and resilience. Organizations should have risk management processes in place to anticipate and address potential challenges. This risk assessment should include diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility topics.

			Maturity models such as G3ict can help organizations according to their operating models to develop the governance for inclusion and accessibility as well as to identify the necessary processes to embed inclusion and accessibility principles.

			4.3	Procurement process

			ICT accessibility can be achieved more cost effectively if it is considered in the earliest stage of the procurement and development process. To purchase accessible ICT products and services, procurement departments must implement the following steps:

			Include clear statements of user accessibility needs in all calls for tender, based on internationally recognized standards

			In practice, this first step may be achieved through the call for tender citing a set of “functional performance statements” that reflect user needs referenced from international accessibility standards. Examples of such standards are Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act (Section 508) in the United States and European Standard EN 301 549, which contain an almost identical set of functional performance statements. Functional performance statements are designed to provide easy to read descriptions of the functional performance of ICTs, facilitating users with disabilities in locating, identifying and operating ICT functions, as well as accessing the given information, regardless of physical, cognitive or sensory abilities.

			Apply systematic and commonly used conformity assessment processes to confirm that the ICT products and services to be procured reach the stated level of accessibility conformance

			For example, the Voluntary Product Accessibility Template (VPAT) is a document that explains how ICT products meet accessibility requirements under Section 508. VPAT helps agency officials and government buyers to assess the accessibility of ICTs when carrying out market research and evaluating proposals.

			5	Summary and conclusions: Main recommendations and checklists to mainstream ICT accessibility

			The following set of recommendations summarise the most important takeaways for stakeholders mainstreaming ICT accessibility within any digital transformation process:

			•	All stakeholders should establish a systematic mechanism to secure the development and availability of accessible ICTs, including the recognition of universal design and accessibility standards, particularly the implementation of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG).

			•	Accessibility and usability standards should be revised periodically and included in policies and regulations so that industry leaders are not increasing the digital divide when developing innovative technologies. They need to clearly understand what is meant by an accessible ICT and what is expected from products and services.

			•	Stakeholders should collaborate with academics and industry leaders to raise awareness and create training courses on accessibility and usability standards.

			•	Stakeholders should work with end users as well as with academics and industry leaders to ensure the quality and universality of new technologies.

			•	Stakeholders should develop appropriate training courses to ensure all potential end users can use the technology, including tailored capacity building programmes that meet the specific needs of their target populations.

			•	Stakeholders should consider cultural variables when developing digital inclusion strategies. In some countries and regions, social norms can leave groups in vulnerable situation, especially women, behind when it comes to technology use, even within the same household.

			Checklist for mainstreaming ICT accessibility: A legal framework

			1	Revise existing ICT policies, legislation, and regulations to promote inclusive ICT.

			2	Consult with organizations representing groups in vulnerable situation on the revision process and establish a committee on ICT accessibility.

			3	Communicate the revisions to all parties.

			4	Adopt technical and service quality standards.

			5	Include key definitions in the legal framework.

			6	Define targets and annual reports.

			7	Revise disability legislation to include ICT accessibility.

			Checklist for mainstreaming ICT accessibility: Product or service development

			1	During the concept development process identify user needs taking into consideration age, gender, ability or geographical location.

			2	Consult with organizations representing groups in vulnerable situation during the revision process and establish a committee on ICT accessibility.

			3	Follow ICT accessibility standards.

			4	User testing with persons with disabilities.

			5	User experience, clearly define the inclusion goals for your product. Identify the specific areas in which you want to ensure inclusivity, such as physical accessibility, cognitive accessibility, visual impairment and/or hearing impairment.

			6	Data collection, ensuring that the data generated through product usage provides ample insights into user distinctions is of significant importance.

			Inclusive frameworks help build a more cohesive society by recognizing and respecting the diversity of its members. They encourage social harmony and reduce tensions and conflicts stemming from inequality. 

			Inclusivity can spur growth by ensuring that all members of society have opportunities to participate in the economy. This leads to a more dynamic and productive workforce. When laws support inclusivity, it often leads to greater diversity in the workplace and in decision-making processes. This diversity can foster innovation, creativity and more robust problem-solving.

			Companies that prioritize inclusive products often build a positive brand image. Demonstrating commitment to inclusivity can enhance the reputation of a brand and attract socially conscious consumers. Designing products with inclusivity in mind often leads to innovative solutions. 

			When diverse perspectives are considered, creative and user-friendly designs can emerge, benefiting all users. Inclusive products are better equipped to meet the changing needs of users. They can adapt to accommodate different preferences, circumstances, or abilities.

			These are only a few of the benefits of mainstreaming ICT accessibility in all products and services and across all sectors. The potential of ICTs to achieve digital inclusion for all hinges on the consistent consideration of universal design, usability and accessibility by all stakeholders. 
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