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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Expert council to advise government on innovations for
older people
The government has stepped up efforts to meet the changing
needs of an ageing population by appointing a new UK
Longevity Council of specialists from across society to advise on
the latest innovations in technology, products and services. 

Rail regulator calls for better services for disabled
passengers
The Office of Rail and Road has urged train operators to
improve services for disabled passengers. The regulator calls
for more reliable assistance, shorter notice periods for booking
support during journeys and opportunities for redress and
compensation when things go wrong.

Report advocates a sector deal on assistive technology in
social care
Learning disability charity Hft and Tunstall Healthcare have
published a report arguing for the government to work with the
social care sector to realise the potential of assistive technology
to help people live more independently and give carers the
freedom to provide more meaningful support. 

Parliamentary group urges the scrapping of upfront
charges for disabled students
The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Assistive Technology has
published the results of an inquiry into a £200 charge that
disabled university students are required to pay as a
contribution towards the cost of laptops purchased through the
Disabled Students Allowance.

Technological developments and innovations

AAC software launches keyboard set aimed at people with
changing disabilities
The assistive technology company Smartbox has released a
new set of keyboards for its popular communications software
Grid 3 that is designed to help people with changing physical
disabilities to express themselves with ease as their condition
evolves.

Amazon Alexa to provide access to health information from
the NHS
Amazon has partnered with the NHS in England to allow people
to access health information from the health service’s website
for using its voice-activated digital assistant Alexa.

Useful Events

One Big Day
Peterborough

East of England Arena,
Peterborough

Saturday 7 September

An opportunity for disabled
people to discover the latest
in accessible motoring.
Find out more

The Care Show

Birmingham NEC

Wednesday 9 - Thursday
10 October

A conference for people
involved in providing care to
older people.
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MacOS Catalina introduces Voice Command
Apple has announced that its new operating system macOS
Catalina will offer a new Voice Command feature that will enable
users who can’t operate traditional input devices to control their
computer using only speech recognition technology. 

MIT 3D prints flexible material for more personalised
wearable devices
Engineers based at the Massachusetts Institute for Technology
have designed pliable 3D-printed materials that could form the
basis of more personalised wearable supports, such as ankle
and knee braces worn by people with physical impairments.

Glasspool Charity Trust small grants
The Glasspool Charity Trust offers small grants to people across
the UK for everyday items to improve their independence and
wellbeing, and employment prospects.

Glasspool Charity Trust small grants
The Glasspool Charity Trust offers small grants to people across
the UK for everyday items to improve their independence and
wellbeing, and employment prospects.

Find out more

Technology, Learning
and Self-Esteem in
Dyslexic Students   

Dulwich, London

Tuesday 26 November

A session exploring the link
between learning,
technology and building
self-esteem in dyslexic
students.
Find out more

Closing comments from Clive

A trailblazing scheme nudges more people to take up assistive technology
Good decision making is vital to effective assistive technology provision. However, most people
find it difficult to make up their minds when it comes to selecting the right product for them. This is
because of the thick fog of uncertainty that hangs over the field of assistive technology generated
by the ever changing and diverse array of products and services compounded by a lack of
independent evidence about their efficacy and concerns over their costs.

Between March 2018 and May 2019, Knowsley Council partnered with the Local Government
Association and consultants from the Behavioural Insights Team to pierce the fog by exploring how
behavioural economics might be used to improve the uptake of assistive technology among the
borough’s disabled and older population. The pilot project found that by tweaking the way in which
the council’s assistive technology services are presented to local people, it was possible to boost
the number of clients accessing the council’s assistive technology service.

Nudging mindsets
A blend of psychology and economics; behavioural economics represents a line of academic
research dating back to the 1950s. The discipline is founded on the fact that human brains have
evolved to short circuit most decision-making processes by relying heavily on intuition, habit and
past experience. This way of operating saves us from the cognitive overload that would come from
having to weigh every last detail of every situation in which we find ourselves to determine what to
do next. 

However, when we don’t have much prior knowledge with which to tackle a problem, context and
bias can have an undue influence on decision-making. Judgments can be distorted or overridden
by a variety of factors such as having to decipher excessively complicated information, giving too
much weight to the way others have approached the same problem and lacking the motivation to
follow through with a decision in the longer term. Studies have shown that outcomes can be
drastically improved adopting strategies – or ‘nudges’ as they were indelibly branded by the
seminal book on the subject – like simplifying instructions, automatically scheduling appointments
to make sure people follow up on their decision and setting the option that suits the overwhelming
majority as the default.

The project in Knowsley had two main strands. Firstly, experts helped council staff to develop a
specially-designed leaflet that was sent out to people who were not previously routinely offered
assistive technology (namely blue badge holders and people signed up for assisted bin collections)
as well as to all non-residential adult social care users. 

The leaflet encouraged people to refer themselves to the council’s assistive technology team and
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offered a number of evidence-based prompts, noting the fact that there were already thousands of
assistive technology users living in Knowsley, summarising the benefits of assistive technology and
providing examples of the most commonly used devices and the sorts of needs they met.

The second strand of the project involved providing key health and social care teams with
information about assistive technology and supporting staff to broach the topic with their clients.
The process of offering assistive technology was broken down into four steps that staff could easily
recall. Practitioners were also encouraged to refer prospective users as quickly as possible. Finally,
staff were provided with a visual scenario that they could walk clients through to help them
understand the products and services available.

Getting into the habit
Service data suggests that the programme had a significant effect on the uptake of assistive
technology. Compared to the three months before the intervention, referrals are reported to have
jumped by 39% while installations of devices in people’s homes increased by 27%. 

The Behavioural Insights Team’s report on their experience in Knowsley concludes that simplicity
may be the key to increasing the adoption of assistive technology among people with support
needs. While personalised services may be a desirable goal in some contexts, offering too much
choice can bamboozle people into waiting too long or never contacting the service at all.
Making it easier for professionals to refer people to assistive technology specialists would also help
chip away at a major barrier to uptake. Finally, policy makers need to look beyond their main
clientele and try harder to reach people who don’t come into contact with social services as often.
Assistive technology services should be looking to dispel the fog of uncertainty wherever it may fall.

Clive Gilbert
dispATches editor
LinkedIn - Twitter - Facebook
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