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Assistive technologies have the potential to significantly improve the lives
of people with disabilities, by enabling independence and facilitating social
connections. However, these same technologies can be a barrier to indepen-
dence and social connectedness if they are poorly designed, do not effectively
incorporate user requirements, or are inappropriate for the task at hand.
Effective assistive technologies depend not only on “good” engineering de-
sign (sometimes a challenge in and of itself), but also on the extent to which
the technology has been integrated with clinical needs, user requirements,
ethical concerns, and the social context of the technology’s use. In fact, poor,
ineffective, or inappropriate design is a key cause of device abandonment.
The gaps between engineering design, clinical evaluation, and actual use rep-
resent an inherently multidisciplinary challenge that must be forcefully and
creatively addressed if assistive technologies are to better succeed in enhanc-
ing people’s lives. In a workshop held July 22–24, 2009 at the University
of British Columbia, “Removing barriers and enabling individuals: Ethics,
design, and use of assistive technology” (http://www.removingbarriers.
pwias.ubc.ca), clinicians and researchers from computer science, engineer-
ing, ethics, medicine, and rehabilitation sciences gathered specifically to ad-
dress this increasingly expensive issue.

This book is a result of presentations and discussions that took place
over the course of the 3-day joint Peter Wall Institute for Advanced Studies
(PWIAS)/Institute for Computing, Information, and Cognitive Systems
(ICICS) Exploratory Workshop. The workshop was unique in its interdisci-
plinary focus and opportunities for multidisciplinary, small-group discussion.
The workshop focused on four different topics: evaluation, sensing, network-
ing, and mobility, and four different cross-cutting themes: novelty, customiza-
tion, privacy, and user perspective. Workshop participants were encouraged
to go beyond mere anecdote to identification of current problems and po-
tential improvements in the entire cycle of design, evaluation, knowledge
transfer, and actual use of assistive technologies. Three key recommendations
were identified: (1) The user’s experience must be fully – not just partially,
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anecdotally or vicariously – integrated into both engineering design and clin-
ical evaluation. (2) Academic outreach via service models should be widely
adopted to create customized assistive technology solutions for clients as the
experience simultaneously educates the embedded researcher and students in
real-world situations. (3) Knowledge transfer should be enabled through the
creation and enforcement of regulations and standards to increase quality
and reduce cost, the implementation of mechanisms to pool risk and limit
liability, and the financial support to small businesses to capitalize on the
inherent advantages of agile, niche companies.

The purpose of this book is to assess some of the major hurdles in bringing
assistive technologies out of the lab and into everyday use and to provide
guidelines and recommendations to improve their design and use. Some of
the most difficult problems in creating effective assistive technology are (a)
the inherent heterogeneity of the user population, (b) privacy concerns in
data gathering and analysis, (c) knowledge transfer of novel technologies, and
(d) incorporation of user perspective into the design process. It is our belief
that true solutions to these issues can only arise through a multidisciplinary
approach.

We have gathered in this book a set of papers that demonstrate how pro-
cess improvements in assistive technology deployment have the potential to
empower businesses, researchers, and nonprofit organizations to create and
bring to market new devices, such that they incorporate ethical, social, and
clinical concerns by design. Contributors to the book are leading researchers
in their fields, and their contributions are inherently broad in scope and ac-
cessible to researchers from a wide range of disciplines. We provide a critical
assessment of hurdles in assistive technology that are relevant for researchers
in engineering, computer science, rehabilitation sciences, and ethics. The book
is organized according to the main outcomes of the workshop: regarding the
user’s experience, research and academic outreach, and development and com-
mercialization.

We begin with a discussion of the issues that inherently frame how assistive
technology is conceived of, designed, used, and perceived. In Chap. 1, Silvers
identifies key ways in which ethics of assistive technology differ from seem-
ingly similar issues in engineering ethics and medical ethics. Miller Polgar
provides an alternative framework in Chap. 2 in which to consider the role
and assumed neutrality of assistive technology, both as a barrier and as an
enabler. Even the words commonly used to describe “assistive” technology
have implicit assumptions about perception of and identification as an in-
dividual with a disability. Ladner makes a case for “accessible” technology
in Chap. 3. In Chap. 4, Cook and Adams focus on how technology can en-
able play for children with disabilities. In Chap. 5, Cook, Miller Polgar, and
Livingston discuss need-based and task-based assistive technology design and
evaluation as a means to prevent device abandonment. They employ the hu-
man activity assistive technology (HAAT) model to evaluate both successful
and failed technologies.
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The second part of the book focuses on models of the research pipeline
and the role of academic outreach in improving how assistive technology is
designed, evaluated, and used. Simpson discusses in Chap. 6 common barriers
in the typical research pipeline. Livingston discusses in Chap. 7 how commu-
nity service in academia can not only enable improved technology design and
use, but is also a means to create a new workforce of engineers and technolo-
gists cognizant of accessibility issues, irrespective of whether the technology
they design is truly “assistive.” Matsuoka and Lewis provide a case study
in Chap. 8 of the creation of a non-profit organization, spun off from work
done originally in academia, to create highly-customized assistive technolo-
gies. Lastly, Danielson, Longstaff, Ahmad, Van der Loos, Mitchell, and Oishi
discuss in Chap. 9 the results of a recent survey in the ethics of assistive
technology that highlights some of the unique challenges in the research,
development, evaluation, implementation, and use of assistive technologies.

The last section of the book discusses some of the most difficult aspects
of improving assistive technologies – the broader legal and economic con-
text that influences the development and commercialization of assistive tech-
nologies. In Chap. 10, Birch evaluates the current regulations and standards
(as well as those in process but not yet implemented) and argues that en-
forcement of regulations and standards is required to provide truly universal
access. Borisoff draws upon his personal experience as an entrepreneur, to dis-
cuss in Chap. 11 some of the unique challenges and opportunities in assistive
technologies due to the small market for AT products.
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