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Strong Communities and Technology 

North West Regional Conference 2026 

Workshop Report
 

Executive Summary: 

The workshop revealed a clear digital paradox: while technology is a 

powerful engine for independence and connection, it simultaneously 

creates new forms of anxiety and exclusion. Self advocates view 

technology not just as a tool, but as a gateway to community participation—
provided they have  the keys (skills and engagement) alongside the shields 

(safety) to use it. 

 
Key Themes & Insights 

 

1. The Digital Landscape: Mainstream and Specialised Tech 

Self advocates identified a vast array of technologies that have become 

"everyday" since the COVID-19 pandemic. The data shows technology is 

no longer just a specialist tool but a fundamental part of community life. 

● Communication & Social Life: Platforms like Snapchat, Instagram, 

WhatsApp, and Facebook are primary tools for keeping in touch with 

friends and family. The way people interact is changing and our 

services and supports should reflect this. 

● Essential Services: Technology is now the gatekeeper for GP 

appointments, banking, booking tickets, and applying for benefits.  
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● Digitally enabled Support: There is continuing expansion of the use 

of technology in digitally enabled support. Specialised tools like the 

Possum system (for environmental control), pendant alarms, and 

medication reminders provide a safety net that allows for greater 

autonomy. 

● Emerging Tech: There is an active awareness of AI (ChatGPT), as 

the new standard for digital interaction and support. 

 

2. Digital Transformation as an Independence Tool 

The workshop highlighted that when technology works well, it acts as an 

"independence multiplier". 

● Autonomy in Travel: Tools like GPS and bus assistance apps allow 

people to find their way without relying on support workers. 

● Time & Efficiency: "Self-scan" shopping and online booking help 

users save time and manage their time more effectively. 

● Skill Building: Apps are being used to help with spelling, maths, and 

learning new skills, which builds confidence. 

● Safety & Security: Ring doorbells and "pendant alarms" provide 

peace of mind, allowing people to feel secure in their own homes. 

Self advocates were clear that the appropriate and supported use of 

technology can strengthen their choice and control. 

 

3. Barriers and the "Digital Divide"  

Despite the benefits and acknowledgement that digital transformation is 

inevitable, there is a significant fear factor regarding the speed of change. 

● Complexity & Maintenance: Frequent updates can change how an 

app works, which is "very difficult" and confusing for many users. 

● Economic Exclusion: The high cost of hardware and internet 

access remains a major barrier. 
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● Emotional Impact: Participants used words like "overwhelming," 

"anxious," "isolated," and "withdrawn" to describe their experiences 

when tech fails or feels too hard. 

● Safety Risks: There is deep concern about scams, "catfishing," and 

online bullying, with many feeling they lack the training to stay safe. 

● Alternative Access: :There was clear demand for preservation of 

alternative methods of access and easy read guides in tech. 

 

4. AI: Between Magic and Menace 

The sentiment toward AI and emerging tech is split. While there is 

excitement about driverless taxis and AI chore-assistants, there is a 

deep-seated fear of "deepfakes" and the "unreliability" of AI-generated 

information. 

 

A significant theme emerged regarding the "unreliability" and "scary" nature 

of AI. To create better solutions, we must address the bias inherent in 

these systems: 

The Challenge of Bias: AI models are often trained on data from 

"typical" users. This can lead to algorithmic bias, where the tech fails 

to recognise the unique speech patterns, behaviours, culture and 

perspective of disabled people 

● Speech Recognition: If an AI doesn't understand diverse accents or 

speech impairments, it becomes a barrier rather than a tool for "text 

to speech" or voice control. 

● Decision-Making Bias: As we move toward AI for applying for 

benefits or online jobs, biased algorithms might unfairly filter out 

people with learning disabilities. Where AI is used in  assessment, 

planning and evaluating services; there may be significant 

opportunities for independence, choice and control lost through gaps 

in data and AI understanding 
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● The Solution: Commissioners and developers must ensure that AI is 

use is co-produced  to ensure it is user-friendly for everyone. 

 

5. Strategic Recommendations 

Theme Recommended Action 

Policy & 
Choice 
 

Hybrid Services: Ensure paper-based and face-to-face 
options remain available. Digital should be an option, 
not a mandate. 
 

Education Provide community training specifically on safety 

online. 

Enable training on digital skills more broadly to support 
better inclusive outcomes and successful co-
productionMaintain  
 
Peer-to-Peer Learning: Support "Safe Spaces" where 

community members can teach each other  

Accessibility Mandate Easy Read versions for all essential public 

service apps (GP, Council, Benefits). 

Sustainability Explore how to create a Tech Circular Economy where 

old technology is donated to those who cannot afford 

new equipment. 
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Direct 

Advocacy 

Support workers should facilitate, but social workers 

must talk directly to the person about tech to 

understand their needs. 

Safety 

Infrastructure 

Develop a "Recognisable Symbol" for safe apps and 

websites to help users quickly identify trustworthy 

spaces. 

Co-producing 

solutions 

Commissioners must co-produce digital transformation 

with communities to avoid bias and support improved 

outcomes 

Funding Hardware as a Right: Fund equipment like electric power 

chairs and tablets as essential independence tools, 

similar to traditional social care equipment in line with 

the Wellbeing Principle 

 

Pathways to the Future: Community Planning 

For Community Members: 

● Don’t be afraid to ask: If an app is too hard, it’s the app’s fault, not 

yours. 

● Stay Connected: Use tech to build friendships, but remember to 

"start talking to each other" if the tech breaks down. 

● Share your old tech: Help bridge the cost barrier by donating older 

devices to others in the community. 
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Our Values in Action: Technology should be used to serve 

people and communities. Inclusion in 2026 means having the 

digital literacy to navigate a world that is increasingly online, 

without losing the human touch that defines our community." 
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