Werner and Shpigelman Israel Journal of Health Policy Research
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13584-018-0282-4

(2019) 8:6

COMMENTARY

Open Access

Information and communication
technologies: where are persons with
intellectual disabilities?
Shirli Werner1*

and Carmit-Noa Shpigelman2

Abstract
Individuals with disabilities are entitled to equal access to information and communication technologies (ICT),
including the Internet. The study to which this commentary refers has shown that over time (between 2003 and
2015), Internet access by persons with disabilities has increased, but a gap still exists between people with and
without disabilities. One population that has been excluded from this study is that of individuals with intellectual
disabilities. This is unfortunate because these individuals may face an even greater gap than others in access to the
Internet. In this commentary we review the state of ICT use specifically by individuals with intellectual disabilities,
and make a few recommendations for future ICT research and for reducing this gap.
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The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) advocates the full and effective inclusion of
persons with disabilities in all realms of life. Article 9
stresses that individuals have a right to participate fully
in all aspects of life on an equal basis with others, with
equal access to information and communication technologies (ICTs) and systems, including the Internet. In
the Western world, ICTs, in particular social media, are
a basic ingredient of interactions between individuals
[1]. ICTs are of great importance for all individuals in
society, including those with disabilities. ICTs provide a
means of gaining information, accessing entertainment,
and socializing [2].
To map some of the benefits of ICT use, the study
conducted by Lissitsa and Madar [3] differentiated between using the Internet to gain human capital vs. social
capital. Human capital relates to Internet use to seek
information, including information related to health,
products, and events [4]. Social capital refers to the ability to communicate with others using e-mail and other
types of social media [3].
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In their comprehensive study, based on data derived
from the Annual Social Surveys of Israel’s Central
Bureau of Statistics, Lissitsa and Madar [3] examined
trends of Internet and digital use by persons with disabilities between 2003 and 2015. The researchers were
able to obtain information on over 90,000 respondents,
of whom over 22,000 reported having a disability. Looking at the half-full glass, they find that over time Internet
access and digital uses by disabled persons continuously
increased. The half-empty glass, however, shows that the
gap between disabled and non-disabled persons persists,
especially when disability is associated with other disadvantaged statuses.
This extensive study is of great importance, but one
population was not represented because it was largely
excluded from the Annual Social Survey: individuals
with intellectual disabilities. These disabilities, identified
before the age of 18 years, are characterized by significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and
adaptive behavior. They affect conceptual, social, and
practical adaptive skills [5].
The exclusion of this population from the current
study is unfortunate because this particular population
group is likely to experience a greater disadvantage in
their access to ICTs than other disabled populations [6].
Cognitive and linguistic limitations of persons with
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intellectual disabilities are only part of the reason why
this population is limited in their use of ICTs. Other
important barriers include lack of appropriate training,
lack of ongoing support, frequent changes in website
interfaces, economic barriers, attitudinal barriers (a tendency to shelter these individuals from Internet use),
and organizational culture [7].
Studies have repeatedly shown that persons with intellectual disabilities, similarly to other persons with a disability as well as members of society at large, can gain
many benefits from the use of the Internet. In line with
the human and social capital benefits suggested by
Lissitsa and Madar [3], among the benefits of ICTs for
persons with intellectual disabilities are greater social
interactions, connectedness, participation in mutual
support groups, and access to information [8, 9]. A recent review that focused on social media use by people
with intellectual disabilities found that this online environment has a potential for positive social and emotional
experiences for this population in the area of friendships,
development of social identity and self-esteem, and
enjoyment [10]. Additional benefits of ICT use by people
with intellectual disabilities include increased opportunities for education, creativity, learning, communication,
and civic engagement [11].
A shortcoming of previous research on ICT patterns
and rates of use by persons with disabilities is its heavy
focus on persons with physical disabilities or health
conditions [12–14]. Much less research has focused on
ICT patterns of use by persons with intellectual disabilities [15, 16]. The scant available research in this area
has been based largely on relatively small samples of
users, and it focused mainly on their subjective experiences [10, 17]. The lack of representation of persons
with intellectual disabilities in ICT research, especially in
national and international social and digital surveys, may
be the result of the assumption that these online environments are not suitable for persons with intellectual
disabilities because of their difficulty in understanding the
associated risks, which include, for example, divulging
confidential personal information to strangers and friends,
and being exposed to online forms of fraud, bullying, and
harassment [7, 18]. To overcome these barriers and to
ensure that persons with intellectual disabilities enjoy the
full potential and projected beneficial effects of online
environments, training of safe use should be conducted to
both the persons with intellectual disabilities and their
family member and/or service provides who may provide
them an ongoing support [16, 19].
We recommend that future ICT research apply an
inclusive approach and target persons with intellectual
disabilities. It is important to gain a better understanding
of the patterns of use of this population, including the
opportunities and access barriers of persons with
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intellectual disabilities, and compare their patterns of
use with those of other population groups, with and
without disabilities. More research is needed to assess
the digital divide between subgroups of the disability
community [10]. Researchers should survey persons with
intellectual disabilities from various residential settings,
including those who live in supported living arrangements. It is also important to measure ICT use not only
with respect to computers, as reported in the Annual
Social Surveys of Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics [3],
but also regarding other digital devices, such as tablets
and smartphones, because of the massive growth in the
use of these devices by the general population, including
persons with disabilities. Future research should also
include an assessment of factors that may promote or
impede ICT use by persons with intellectual disabilities,
such as their attitudes toward ICT use, given that attitudes were found to be associated with usage rate [20].
Note that the attitudes of persons with intellectual
disabilities toward ICT use may be influenced by the
attitudes and behaviors of individuals close to them,
such as family members and professionals [19].

Conclusions
The study conducted by Lissitsa and Madar [3] contributes to the understanding of how persons with disabilities use ICT. It also highlights the differences in ICT
usage patterns among demographic subgroups within
the disability community. However, ICT use should also
be examined among persons with different types of
disability, and especially persons with intellectual disabilities who often encounter access barriers.
In this sense, it is important to allow equal access to
online applications, for example, by enforcing cognitive
accessibility of websites. Using plain language has been
found to be an effective strategy for giving persons with
intellectual disabilities greater access to complex information [21]. It is also important to include technological
skills in educational programs for persons with intellectual disabilities. Recently, national initiatives have been
launched (http://nethaver.com, https://www.wai-not.org)
to create accessible online social environments for persons with intellectual disabilities.
Technological developments in ICT use are of great
importance, but at the same time they raise a question
about whether society should promote the development
of separate and accessible platforms for people with
disabilities, or whether the existing platforms should be
adapted to meet the needs of all citizens, including those
with various types of disabilities.
Abbreviations
CRPD: Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; ICT: Information
and communication technologies

Werner and Shpigelman Israel Journal of Health Policy Research

(2019) 8:6

Acknowledgements
Not applicable.

8.

Funding
Not applicable.

9.

Availability of data and materials
Not applicable.
Authors’ contributions
SW and CNS wrote all parts of this commentary together. Both read and
approved the final manuscript.
Authors’ information
Dr. Shirli Werner is a Senior Lecturer at the Paul Baerwald School of Social
Work and Social Welfare, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Her main
research interests are in the field of intellectual disabilities and especially
aspects relating to stigma towards this population group. Further, Dr. Werner
is the Head of the Center for Disability Studies.
Dr. Carmit-Noa Shpigelman is a Lecturer at the Department of Community
Mental Health, University of Haifa. Her interdisciplinary research links between disability studies, mental health, rehabilitation, and technologies. She
focuses on the use of ICT, such e-mentoring, online social networks and
mHealth (mobile health) to promote community participation and wellbeing of individuals with disabilities.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
16.
17.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

18.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

19.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

20.
21.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.
Author details
1
Paul Baerwald School of Social Work and Social Welfare, Hebrew University
of Jerusalem, Jerusalem, Israel. 2Department of Community Mental Health,
Faculty of Social Welfare and Health Sciences, University of Haifa, Haifa, Israel.
Received: 21 December 2018 Accepted: 27 December 2018

References
1. Compiègne I. La Société numérique en question(s) [The digital siciety in
questions]. Auxerre: Sciences Humanies Editions; 2011.
2. Lussier-Desrochers D, Normand C, Romero-Torres A, Lachapelle Y, GodinTremblay V, Dupont M et al. Bridging the digital divide for people with
intellectual disability. Cyberpsychol: J Psychosoc Res Cyberspace 2017;11(1).
https://cyberpsychology.eu/article/view/6738/6204. Accessed Dec 15 2018.
3. Lissitsa S, Madar G. Do disabilities impede the use of information and
communication technologies? Findings of a repeated cross-sectional study
– 2003-2015. Isr J Health Policy Res. 2018;7:66–83.
4. Hargittai E, Hinnant A. Digital inequality: differences in young adults' use of
the internet. Commun Res. 2008;35(5):602–21.
5. Schalock RL, Borthwick-Duffy SA, Bradley VJ, Buntinx WHE, Coulter DL, Craig
EMP, et al. Intellectual disability: definition, classification, and systems of
supports (11th ed.). USA: American Association on Intellectual and
Developmental Disabilities; 2011.
6. Chadwick D, Wesson C, Fullwood C. Internet access by people with
intellectual disabilities: inequalities and opportunities. Future Internet. 2013;
5:376–97.
7. Sheehan R, Hassiotis A. Digital mental health and intellectual disabilities:
state of the evidence and future directions. Evid Based Ment Health. 2017;
20(4):107–11.

Page 3 of 3

Molin M, Sorbring E, Löfgren-Martenson L. Teachers’ and parents’ views on
the internet and social media usage by pupils with intellectual disabilities. J
Intellect Disabil. 2015;19(1):22–3.
Shpigelman CN. Leveraging social capital of individuals with intellectual
disabilities through participation on Facebook. J Appl Res Intellect Disabil.
2018;31(1):79–91.
Caton S, Chapman M. The use of social media and people with intellectual
disability: a systematic review and thematic analysis. J Intellect Develop
Disabil. 2016;41(2):125–39.
Chadwick D, Quinn S, Fullwood C. Perceptions of the risks and benefits of
internet access and use by people with intellectual disabilities. Learn Disabil.
2016;45(1):21–31.
Lidström H, Hemmingsson H. Benefits of the use of ICT in school activities
by students with motor, speech, visual, and hearing impairment: a literature
review. Scand J Occup Ther. 2014;21(4):251–66.
Lidström H, Granlund M, Hemmingsson H. Use of ICT in school: a
comparison between students with and without physical disabilities. Eur J
Spec Needs Educ. 2012;27(1):21–34.
Miller BJ, Stewart A, Schrimsher J, Peeples D, Buckley PF. How connected
are people with schizophrenia? Cellphone, computer, email, and social
media use. Psychiatry Res. 2015;225:458–63.
Lough E, Fisher MH. Internet use and online safety in adults with Williams
syndrome. J Intellect Disabil Res. 2016;60(10):1020–30.
Shpigelman CN, Gill CJ. How adults with intellectual disabilities use
Facebook? Disabil Soc. 2014;29(10):1601–16.
Chadwick DD, Fullwood C. An online life like any other: identity, selfdetermination, and social networking among adults with intellectual
disabilities. Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Netw. 2018;21(1):56–64.
Buijs PCM, Boot E, Shugar A, Fung WLA, Bassett AS. Internet safety issues for
adolescents and adults with intellectual disabilities. J Appl Res Intellect
Disabil. 2017;30(2):416–8.
Shpigelman CN. Leveraging social capital of persons with intellectual
disabilities through Facebook participation: the perspectives of family
members and direct support staff. Intellect Dev Disabil. 2017;55(6):407–18.
Vicente MR, Lopez AJ. A multidimensional analysis of the disability digital
divide: some evidence for internet use. Inf Soc. 2010;26:48–64.
Moloney M. Accessible information: Advocating the use of technology for
individuals with intellectual disability on their path to individualized services
[thesis]. Dublin: Dublin Institute of Technology; 2012.

