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Editorial: Internet use and disability

Martin Molin & Emma Sorbring

Centre for Child and Youth Studies, University West, Sweden

Dear researchers, colleagues, and those interested in research on Internet use and disability,

In recent decades there has been a remarkable societal development with regard to Internet use in different
settings. Several reports highlight the increased use of digital devices in school, at home, at work, in leisure time
etc. Certain issues have been raised in relation to individuals and specific groups. However, the disability
perspective on this matter has been paid less attention in current research. How do people with different kinds
of disabilities (e.g. physical, intellectual or mental disabilities) use the Internet? What accessibility aspects may
affect user involvement on the Internet? Which risks and opportunities emerge? In this special issue we have
encouraged scholars to highlight new disability research that examines the implications of increased Internet
usage. There is a broad approach to different issues such as the digital divide, accessibility and participation,
social vulnerability and victimization, identity and user perspectives.

Internet use and disability is a field that often involves some kind of relation between, for instance, professionals
and care users, teachers and students, adults and children etc. Consequently, this fact urges us to be aware of
the paradoxical situation in that we can notice an increased frequency of Internet related problems
(cyberbullying, vulnerability and victimization) on the one hand, but on the other hand, the Internet provides
great opportunities for receiving help and support, building new friendships, maintaining or enforcing
recognition for certain categorical group rights, etc. This special issue does not claim to cover all possible
aspects. The eleven contributions within this issue intend rather to act as examples and illustrations of
worldwide research within the given topic. Several papers come from northern Europe (mainly the UK and
Scandinavia) and North America. One contribution has its origins in Australia. We have categorised the papers in
this special issue according to three themes, namely Accessibility - risks and opportunities, Vulnerability and
victimization and Identity and user perspectives.

The Papers in This Issue

Five papers concern the theme of Accessibility - risks and opportunities. In a Canadian theoretical paper Lussier-
Desrochers and colleagues discuss prerequisites to promote equal citizen participation. A model is put forward
in order to identify and illustrate the dimensions that must be taken into account to promote the digital
participation of people with intellectual disabilities (ID). In a literature review, the paper illustrates how
dimensions like sensorimotor, cognitive and technical abilities, access to technological devices and codes and
conventions interact with one another. This model, which also includes personal and environmental factors, was
intended as a first step in better understanding the issues associated with social participation in the digital
society. In another literature review, UK researchers Seale and Chadwick elaborate on the complex relationship
between adolescents and adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) and those providing
support: how is access to and use of the Internet negotiated and how do perceptions regarding risk and
normalcy mediate this negotiation? The authors also discuss methodological and conceptual approaches in
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relation to these questions. One conclusion is that methodological approaches to research in the field need to
include narratives from both people with IDD and their support workers. Conceptualizations of risk and Internet
use need to be problematized and re-examined in the context of the lives that people with IDD want to live.
Swedish researchers Sorbring and colleagues investigate how the parents of young people with ID perceive
barriers to and support for Internet participation. Based on empirical material from interviews with 22 parents,
the authors bring into focus how the respondents handle support and responsibility in order to surmount
barriers, rather than avoiding or ignoring them. Using a thematic analysis the authors describe parents’ views as
double-edged; on the one hand, they perceive great possibilities, especially when it comes to participation in
social life. On the other hand, they experience difficulties and barriers for young people with ID to participate
digitally in society in general. Therefore, parental support perceptions can be an important prerequisite for
Internet participation.

Another two papers concern disability perspectives on accessibility and Internet use. Scholz and colleagues
have analysed data from 27 European countries (Eurobarometer Opinion Survey Series 2012) to explore and
model, statistically, the interaction between Internet access, disability status, age, gender, education, household
financial situation and household composition. A multilevel analysis showed that socio-demographic factors can
explain much of the variance in outcomes, but there is also a distinctive disability effect. Especially financial
constraints, aging, and living alone are exacerbated among people with disabilities. The authors conclude that
people with disabilities are over-represented in the group who are still excluded from “the digital revolution”.
Accessible technologies and appropriate supportive relationships are needed to address and strengthen digital
participation. In the next paper, Giannoumis and colleagues discuss the paradoxical issue of web accessibility
in light of, on the one hand, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. But on the
other hand, copyright laws and policy sometimes pose challenges to realizing full and equal access to the web
for persons with varying physical, mental, and cognitive disabilities. The use of technological protection
measures (TPM) is put forward as an example of this. Using the example of a case study from U.S. law and
policy, the paper argues that the Marrakesh Treaty can act as a bridge between the copyright and human rights
regimes. This can promote the meaningful participation of persons with cognitive and other disabilities.

Three papers deal with questions connected to Vulnerability and victimization. In a U.S. questionnaire study with
128 6" through 8™ graders, Wright investigated parental mediation of technology use among adolescents with
autism spectrum disorders (ASD), with a focus on the buffering effect of parental mediation on the associations
between cyber-victimization and depression, anxiety, and loneliness. The findings revealed that high levels of
perceived parental technology mediation made the relationship between cyber-victimization and depression
more negative, while lower levels of perceived parental technology mediation made the association more
positive. Furthermore, in a Canadian qualitative and exploratory study Sallafranque-St-Luis and Normand
examine how people with ID or ASD use the Internet. Based on questionnaires and interviews with seven
participants the results showed distressing experiences including: being insulted online, having false rumours
spread, receiving threats or being targets of sexual cyber-solicitation. Users with ID have had to rely on friends,
parents or social workers to avoid or rectify cyber-victimization episodes. The authors conclude that Internet
access has opened a large window of opportunity for people with ID and ASD, but more education and support
is needed to ensure safe and positive Internet use by this population. The third paper on the theme Vulnerability
and victimization is titled “Challenges Facing Online Research: Experiences from Research Concerning Cyber-
Victimisation of People with Disabilities”. Here Alhaboby and colleagues discuss methodological challenges and
implications of using online methods when exploring the impact of cyber-victimisation on people coping with
disabilities and chronic conditions. The authors' draw upon a UK-based study adopting a mixed-methods design
via an online-survey followed by in-depth interviews of victims. The methodological challenges were theorised
from the perspective of Social Identity Theory.

Finally, another three papers concern issues on Identity and user perspectives. In an Australian study Darragh
and colleagues investigate how people with ID engage with online social media and form intimate relationships.
With an interpretative phenomenological approach the authors have interviewed 30 adults with ID. In contrast
to other studies regarding online victimization, this paper revealed that people with ID exercised cyber safe
practices without any explicit formal education and conducted themselves in a respectful manner. Few
participants acted in a manner that appeared to put them at risk of exploitation. Then a Swedish paper entitled
“Signs of Aphasia” follows, in which Taubner and colleagues report experiences from qualitative interviews and
online observations of nine individuals with post-stroke aphasia. Based on Goffman's theory of stigma the



authors discuss how the multimodality of the Internet enabled the participants to manage their stigma in a
variety of ways and to choose whether to be perceived as persons with aphasia or not. The last paper in this
special issue places a focus on how computers can be used in therapy for people with ID. In a UK study
Vereenooghe and colleagues have conducted in-depth interviews with both clinicians who had experience of
working with people with ID and with adults with ID who have experienced computerised training in cognitive
behaviour therapy skills. The paper concludes that computer technologies open up possibilities for psychological
therapy for people with ID by helping them overcome in-session communication difficulties and practice skills at
home.

We are very glad to present these papers and hopefully they can inspire future research within the field of
disability and Internet use.

Martin Molin & Emma Sorbring
Centre for Child and Youth Studies
University West, Sweden
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