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Roberta: For people with a disability such as hearing, sight or mobility impairment, social media websites and applications have their own barriers. In late 2011 Media Access Australia undertook research to determine how the accessibility issues found in each of the most popular social media tools can be overcome. Well with us today to tell us about the project called SociABILITY: Social Media for People with a Disability is the researcher Dr Scott Hollier. Welcome Scott.

Scott: Thanks Roberta, thanks for having me back again.

Roberta: Now, social media, what is it exactly and what does it allow people to do?

Scott: I think the best way to describe social media is that it’s basically when the Internet has become more of a conversation for us. So instead of going to a website, getting information and accessing things that way, social media has really allowed us to create, modify and really engage in information and communication. So it’s a very personal way of getting involved. It often has a lot of discussion in it and yeah we have a number of tools that can help us do that.

Roberta: And Media Access Australia has done a few research projects on social media, so what’s been done in the past and what’s different about this one?

Scott: I think that it’s really defined the work we’ve done recently is that people are contacting us now really wanting specific information about a particular tool. So to go back to the first research project we did in 2009, people would often contact us and say, “Look I’ve heard about this new social media thing, I’m trying to decide between Facebook or MySpace as to which one to use, what’s the most accessible.” 
But today it’s changed a lot. Rather than people saying, “Look I’ve heard about social media, what’s the most accessible option”, people are now saying, “You know my friends are on Facebook, I really want to use Facebook, how can I get across Facebook and dodge those accessibility problems?” So the conversation that people are having with us has changed in that now people know what tool they really want to use, be it Facebook or Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, and yeah they really want information on how to get around these accessibility barriers.

Roberta: And having said that, what are the accessibility barriers people with disabilities run into when they try to use social media?

Scott: Well unfortunately there are quite a few. One of the biggest ones is web accessibility. So the websites that people use to get hold of social media, like the Facebook website, the Twitter website they’re very inaccessible. And so this is one really, really big thing that people have said to us - look we can’t use these websites easily ‘cause they don’t work with our screen reader or the other assistive technologies they might be using.

Another problem is the captcha and that’s when you get those funny words on the screen where you have to try and type them in to identify that you’re a human, most of the social media tools when you want to join them require you to try to get through that captcha and that’s very hard.

So those are two things. Another one is the applications on different devices. So if you have an iPhone, the iPhone itself is quite accessible but is the Facebook app accessible? Well, not so much but there are other apps that are more accessible. So trying to guide people to get around inaccessible options and focus on the accessible ones is a big part of this too.

Roberta: And how does Media Access Australia’s work help people overcome these barriers, Scott?

Scott: Well what we’ve done is we’ve created a series of resources to try and support people with the major social media tools, being things like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, blogging tools, Skype and YouTube, and just try to make sure that people can use those tools that we give them information on, what barriers they’re likely to run into, how to get around them and where to go for help if they get stuck. So a good example is that for, if we’re using something like Facebook, to let people know that yes the Facebook app by default on your iPhone isn’t the best but there’s one called Facely HD, which is a lot better. 
Or on Twitter, the Twitter website is not very good but there’s an alternative called Easychirp, easychirp.com and that’s a very accessible way of getting into Twitter. So, there’s a lot of other options for people out there.  With YouTube, if you can’t find your main YouTube site very easy to use, there’s an accessible YouTube portal. So just making sure that people know what all those options are and that they can choose the one that works best for them. 

Roberta: I like that Chirp, if you hear that you know it’s got to be a associated with Twitter, don’t you?

Scott: It’s a very, very clever name. And we also have a few tip sheets as well, which is a cut down version of our main report, so just a very quick and easy reference so that people can get up and running really easily.

Roberta: Now if someone is listening to this they may say, “Where can I go to get the resources?”

Scott: Which would be a great question. We have all the resources on our Media Access Australia website. So if people go to our main website, which is mediaaccess.org.au they can go into the online media segment and there’s a social media area there. So it’s all free for download, we’ve got alternative formats as well. So there’s a main report that has all the consumer guides, information is also up there as web content and those tip sheets, they can download and take with them.

Roberta: Okay, jump online at mediaaccess.org.au to check out how you can get social or if you’d like a hardcopy of the report or tip sheets give Media Access Australia a call on 02 9212 6242. Thank you for all of that Scott.

Scott: My pleasure.

Roberta: I’ve been speaking with Dr. Scott Hollier, Media Access Australia and Media Access Australia are supporters of this program.
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