[image: Whaikaha logo in purple with QR code of NZSL name at right]
Visual description: A purple Whaikaha logo with a QR scan for the NZSL name. 

[image: Whaikaha logo in purple with QR code of NZSL name at right]
Visual description: A purple Whaikaha logo with a QR scan for the NZSL name. 
Digital and information accessibility issues and opportunities research paper
Purpose
1. This paper explains why digital services and information do not work reliably for many Deaf and disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori and Turi Māori. It looks across digital services, information, assistive technology, skills, regulation, innovation and emerging technology.
2. The paper brings together published research, international examples, practitioner knowledge and lived experience to show why barriers continue, where the main system levers sit, and what Whaikaha can contribute through its stewardship role.
Plain English summary of the digital and information issues and opportunities paper
3. This paper explains why disabled people can still miss out when services and information move online. Digital services can make life easier and give people more choice. But they only work well when they are easy to use, affordable, trusted and supported. People also still need other options, like phone, paper or face-to-face help if they cannot or do not want to use digital services.
4. The main message is that people need many things to work together. A person may need a device they can afford, good internet, information they can understand, the right assistive technology, digital skills, support, and a safe way to prove who they are. If one part does not work, the whole service or communication can fail for them.
5. The problems are linked. Some people do not have good internet or devices. Some websites, forms and documents are hard to use. Some people cannot get or afford the assistive technology they need. Many organisations do not understand accessibility well. There are not enough trained accessibility workers. Rules are weak, and new technology can create new problems if people do not think about accessibility early.
6. These problems keep happening because accessibility is often thought about too late. Many different organisations share the responsibility, so it is not always clear who should fix the problem. Progress is not always checked. Disabled people are also not always involved early enough when services are designed, tested or bought.
7. The evidence shows there is a real and ongoing problem. But there are still things we need to know more about. We need better information about who is being left out, who can get assistive technology, how accessible services are, how skilled the workforce is, and what solutions work best.
8. Whaikaha does not control the whole digital system. Its best role is to help guide the system and lead the conversation. It can bring together disabled people’s experiences and evidence, work with other government agencies, support useful guidance and training, push for stronger accountability, and make sure disability rights are considered when new technology is used.
9. The paper suggests actions for Whaikaha for now, soon and later. 
a. First, Whaikaha could help people agree on the main problems and priorities. 
b. Next, it could help build support, evidence, participation and skills.
c. Over time, it could help improve rules, buying decisions, workforce training, innovation and safety checks for new technology.
Full paper
Accessible digital services and information enable people to take part in everyday life
10. Digital access supports employment, education, healthcare, banking, government services, shopping, communication and community participation. When services and information are accessible, people have more choice, independence and control.
11. Accessible digital services also benefit older people, people with temporary impairments, people with low digital confidence, and people using different devices or working in difficult environments.
12. When digital access fails, opportunities close. People may miss information, be unable to complete forms, need help with private tasks, lose trust in services, or be excluded from work, study and community life.
13. Digital participation is not only about internet access. It depends on whether the whole system works together. Barriers continue because:
a. affordable devices, connectivity and assistive technology are not consistently available,
b. information and services are not always accessible from the beginning,
c. accessibility capability and accountability are ad hoc,
d. disabled people are not systematically involved early enough, and
e. emerging technologies can create new barriers when safeguards are missing.
The issues in this paper are connected and need a system response
14. The digital and information system includes infrastructure, devices, information, services, skills, support, standards, procurement, regulation, business practice, research and technology governance. Barriers rarely arise from one issue alone.
15. A person may have internet access but still be excluded because a form is inaccessible, their screen reader is unsupported, identity verification requires a smartphone or driver licence, or it relies on an inaccessible biometric process such as positioning one’s face precisely inside a frame on the screen, or no accessible alternative is available. Isolated fixes will not be enough if the wider system still creates barriers.
16. This paper draws on published New Zealand and international research, government standards and legislation, practitioner knowledge and lived experience. The evidence is sufficient to show a broad and persistent problem, but key statistics and current policy settings should be checked to verify the current state before making investment decisions.
17. Further baseline research is needed to measure the scale of digital exclusion, access to assistive technology, accessibility performance across sectors, workforce capability, participation, and the return from possible interventions.
The establishment of Whaikaha as a system steward provides an opportunity to support joined-up digital accessibility work
18. Whaikaha can bring a disability perspective to digital transformation, information policy, procurement, regulation, workforce development and emerging technology discussions. It can connect disabled people, government, business, educators, researchers and accessibility specialists.
19. Good work already exists, including government accessibility guidance and standards, digital inclusion activity, industry initiatives, disability-led expertise and international frameworks. The opportunity is not to duplicate this work, but to identify gaps, strengthen coordination and make disability-specific barriers visible.
20. The practical implication is that Whaikaha can focus on the system conditions that prevent barriers: clear expectations, early participation, stronger capability, accessible procurement, useful evidence, practical support and safeguards for future technology.
Digital services and information are not reliably accessible
21. The central problem is that disabled people cannot consistently find, access, understand and use digital information and services independently. Digital participation can break down at any point, from obtaining a device or internet connection to using assistive technology, completing a form, receiving accessible information, proving identity or challenging an automated decision.
22. Digitisation can improve reach and convenience, but digital-only approaches can reduce choice. Many organisations are reducing printed, phone and face-to-face options, while websites, applications, documents, videos and forms remain inconsistent in accessibility.
23. For many disabled people, the result is a combination of higher costs, reduced independence, lower trust, missed opportunities and continued reliance on others.
System settings create persistent barriers across five linked areas of digital participation
Area one: Access, affordability and choice
24. Disabled people may lack suitable devices, reliable connectivity, affordable assistive technology, digital skills or trusted support. Digital-only services can compound these barriers when phone, print or face-to-face options are reduced.
Area two: Accessible information and services
25. Websites, applications, forms, documents, videos and customer communications are often difficult to navigate, understand or use with assistive technology. Accessibility is frequently added after publication rather than built in from the beginning.
Area three: Capability and business support
26. New Zealand has a limited accessibility workforce and few formal education or professional pathways. Many public and private organisations want to improve but lack practical guidance, trusted expertise and clear improvement pathways.
Area four: Accountability, standards and procurement
27. Accessibility performance is not consistently measured or visible. Voluntary approaches, uneven procurement requirements and limited monitoring mean outcomes vary across organisations and sectors.
Area five: Participation, innovation and future technology
28. Disabled people are not consistently involved early in decisions. Research and innovation are fragmented, while artificial intelligence, digital identity, biometrics and automation can create new barriers if disability rights and accessibility safeguards are absent.
Improving digital accessibility requires action across several levers
29. No single organisation controls the digital and information system, which is why a shared goal, coordinated action and clearer ownership are important.
	Lever
	What it can influence
	Why it matters

	Policy, regulation and standards
	Whether accessibility is expected, monitored and reported.
	Creates clear and consistent expectations.

	Funding, procurement and investment
	Whether accessible technology, information, support and innovation are resourced.
	Turns accessibility commitments into purchasing and delivery decisions.

	Education and workforce capability
	Whether people designing, buying and managing digital services know how to apply accessibility.
	Prevents barriers and reduces later remediation.

	Practical business and community support
	Whether organisations and disabled people can find trusted advice, training and assistance.
	Helps move from awareness to practical action.

	Disabled people’s participation
	Whether decisions reflect real access needs and lived experience.
	Early involvement improves quality and accountability.

	Research, monitoring and technology governance
	Whether progress, risks and emerging barriers are visible.
	Supports better investment and safer innovation.


The opportunity for Whaikaha lies in its role as system steward
30. Whaikaha does not own or regulate the whole digital system. Its most realistic contribution is to build a shared understanding of disability-related barriers, connect lived experience with decision-makers, influence system settings, support capability and keep accessibility visible in cross-government and private sector work.
31. The opportunities below are grouped into possible short-term, medium-term and longer-term actions. This distinguishes work that can begin through stewardship and collaboration from changes that may require sustained policy, funding, procurement or regulatory action.
32. These actions will be discussed by Whaikaha staff and the Accessibility Advisory Group before decisions are made on how to progress.
	Timeframe
	Opportunity
	What Whaikaha could do
	Expected value

	Short term

	Create a shared problem narrative
	Use a concise system framing and lived experience examples to explain how access, information, assistive technology, capability, accountability and emerging technology connect.
	Builds shared understanding and helps partners focus on root causes.

	
	Confirm priorities and evidence gaps
	Test the issues with disabled people, tāngata whaikaha Māori, agencies and sector experts, and identify where baseline research or source verification is needed.
	Supports credible prioritisation and avoids premature investment decisions.

	
	Make practical guidance easier to use
	Bring together into a centralised repository existing accessibility, accessible information, procurement and emerging technology guidance in a clear pathway for organisations.
	Helps organisations move from awareness to action without duplicating existing resources.

	Medium term

	Strengthen participation and testing
	Support accessible, fairly compensated ways for disabled people to contribute to service design, testing, procurement, governance and evaluation.
	Improves decisions and identifies barriers before launch.

	
	Explore options to improve access to assistive technology
	Look at barriers and identify ways to improve access to assistive technology for disabled people.
	Deals with a key component of digital exclusion.

	
	Build accessibility capability and support
	Work with education, workforce, industry and community partners to strengthen training, professional pathways and practical support.
	Increases the number of people and organisations able to deliver accessibility.

	
	Develop monitoring and sector evidence
	Encourage the use of consistent measures, benchmarking and reporting on digital exclusion, information accessibility and organisational capability.
	Makes progress and recurring barriers visible.

	Longer term

	Advocate for stronger system settings
	Support consideration of stronger accessibility expectations in regulation, standards, procurement, funding and reporting.
	Provides a more durable basis for consistent accessibility.

	
	Embed safeguards and inclusive innovation
	Promote disability participation and accessibility safeguards in artificial intelligence, digital identity, biometrics, automation, research and innovation programmes.
	Reduces future exclusion and supports locally relevant solutions.


There is a clear role for Whaikaha in supporting a more accessible digital and information system
33. The core issue is clear: disabled people cannot consistently rely on digital services and information to take part independently in everyday life. The barriers span access, affordability, information, assistive technology, skills, organisational capability, accountability, participation and emerging technology.
34. Digital accessibility depends on decisions made across government, business, education, community organisations, technology suppliers and international markets. When accessibility is optional, considered late or not measured, the same barriers continue.
35. Whaikaha can add value by helping the system focus on the outcome that matters most: disabled people being able to find, understand and use information and services with choice, safety and independence. This means bringing evidence and lived experience together, strengthening participation and capability, supporting practical action, advocating for clear expectations, and keeping disability rights visible as technology changes. Whaikaha could leverage its position in government and establish itself as a trusted source of expertise and guidance to agencies and businesses wanting to improve on their current performance.
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