
 

H A R N E S S I N G  T H E  D I G I T A L

M O M E N T U M  F O R  P E R S O N S  W I T H

D I S A B I L I T I E S  A N D  S U P P O R T

S E R V I C E S  P O S T  C O V I D - 1 9

EURECO
FORUM
2021
REPORT



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Harnessing the digital momentum for persons with disabilities and support 

services post COVID-19: Opportunities, risks and research needs  

  

Tuesday 30th of March 2021  

10.00 – 17.00 CET  

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

With support from the European Union Programme for Employment and Social Innovation “EaSI”  (20142020).                                                                                                          

2
 

 

Executive summary 

 
On the 30th of March the European Association of Service providers for Persons with Disabilities 
(EASPD) and its partners the International Association for The Scientific Study of Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities (IASSID), the University of Siegen and ZonMw co-hosted the fourth annual European research platform 
for inclusive community planning and service development for people with disabilities (EURECO), to discuss the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the digital transformations processes taking place in the disability services 
sector. 
 
Throughout the Forum, our speakers have highlighted that the ongoing digital transition is impacting many facets of 
service delivery. New technologies have many applications such as providing personalized care, delivering online 
training, maintaining social contacts, improving skills for the labour market, or ensuring continuity via remote 
services. These new digital solutions are also leading providers and researchers to review way services and research 
are conceptualized. There is a movement towards making these more participatory, multimodal, and adaptive. 
Finally, the digital transformation is also changing the way we operate, from improved communication to increased 
flexibility, although this process is not without challenges. Overall, service providers are displaying a clear motivation 
to be creative in the way new solutions are designed and implemented, as well as to be able to adapt to new 
challenges. But it is essential to ensure that they receive the support required to continue doing so, in particular 
when face with such unprecedented challenges as the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
Indeed, the pandemic has had a considerable impact on staff and users, as well as on services themselves. Beyond 
the primary health concerns caused by the crisis, the pandemic has significantly accelerated the ongoing digital 
transition and thereby changed the ways services are delivered. It has forced services to be more adaptive and often 
to be delivered remotely. Work practices have also been impacted by the pandemic, as more flexibility has been 
needed and more skills are now required to perform the key tasks of service providers. Issues related to digital 
literacy and to mental health have been significant for both staff and users. On the other hand, both staff and users 
have found pride and empowerment in being able to use new digital solutions autonomously. 
 
The 2021 EURECO Forum has brought together academic and service providers to generate discussions not only 
about the future of service provision, but also of research. These discussions have helped inform the key priorities 
for the future research agenda. Among other items, our speakers have stated the need to further explore the 
sustainability of new practices, the impact of online delivery, the efforts towards demonstrating the added value of 
the support sector, the ways through which participatory research can be encouraged, and the need to adopt an 
approach to technology which better integrates social factors and dynamics. 
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The platform 

 
EURECO is a European collaboration platform of academic researchers and service providers working on inclusive 
community planning and development of in the perspective of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with   
Disabilities (CRPD). The platform originated from a joint initiative of the European Association of Services Providers for 
Persons with Disabilities (EASPD) and the Centre for Planning and Evaluation of Social Services (ZPE), University of 
Siegen, Germany to foster European theory-practice cooperation in the disability services’ sector. It was intended to 
develop a network of academic researchers and research affined service providers specifically interested in developing 
inclusive communities. Furthermore, regular meeting for platform members in a format mixing element of academic 
conferences and project development workshops were to be organized. In the following years, the partnership grew 
to include the International Association for the Scientific Study of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (IASSIDD) 
and ZonMw. Since 2017 the research platform has yearly organised European forums in Brussels to discuss current 
trends and problems relevant for European research activities concerning disability, inclusive communities and service 
delivery. The focus of EURECO meetings was on “cooperation and coproduction in comparative European research” 
(2017), on “implementation of innovations in local disability fields” (2018), on “Social impact measurement 
frameworks for disability services” (2019), and on inclusive health (2020) in Europe. The forum meetings not only 
resulted in productive debates and concrete ideas for European project activities but also led to valuable networking 
among participants from all over Europe. 
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The Partners  
 
EASPD: The European Association of Service providers for Persons with Disabilities is a non-profit European umbrella 
organization, established in 1996, and currently representing over 17,000 socialand health services for persons with 
disabilities. EASPD advocates effective and high-quality disability-related services in the field of education, 
employment, and individualised support, in line with the UN CRPD principles, which could bring benefits not only to 
persons with disabilities, but to society as a whole. ( https://www.easpd.eu/ ) 
 
Centre for Planning and Evaluation of Social Services (ZPE), University of Siegen, Germany: The ZPE is an 
interdisciplinary scientific unit at the University of Siegen. The research centre aims at bridging the gap between theory 
development and the development and implementation of conceptual and practical approaches. ZPE activities include 
systematic theory development, applied research, evaluation and consultancy services in the field of social services, 
rehabilitation, non-formal and health care. ZPE’s interdisciplinary approach is supported by the internal cooperation 
of scientists from different disciplines, including social work, educational sciences, sociology, social policy, architecture 
and urban planning. ( www.zpe.uni-siegen.de ) 
 
DSiN: Disability Studies in The Netherlands is a foundation, started in 2009, with the purpose to realise the academic 
discipline of Disability Studies. DSiN stimulates and initiates research and education. Creating, sharing and evaluating 
knowledge is used as a means to contribute to social change and to improve participation and inclusion of people with 
disabilities in society. (https://disabilitystudies.nl/ ) 
 
IASSIDD: The International Association for the Scientific Study of Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities is the first 
and only world-wide group dedicated to the scientific study of intellectual disability and related developmental 
disabilities and of conditions of persons with these disabilities and their families. Founded in 1964, IASSIDD is an 
international, interdisciplinary and scientific nongovernmental organization which promotes worldwide research and 
exchange of information on intellectual disabilities. (https://www.iassidd.org/ ) 
 
ZonMw: the Dutch Organisation for Health Research and development, finances and stimulates innovation through 
research in all health domains. We aim to ensure that healthy people stay that way for as long as possible. Also, ZonMw 
aims to help recover people that are ill, or that people with a certain illness can live their lives to the best of their 
abilities. Participation of patients in research is of paramount importance, for they can contribute with knowledge 
gained through experience. ZonMw focusses primarily and prevention and successful implementation in research and 
practice. (https://www.zonmw.nl/ ) 
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Focus on digital transitions and the COVID-19 pandemic 

 
During the 2021 EURECO Forum, we have discussed current trends and 
problems relevant for European research activities concerning disability, 
inclusive communities, and service delivery. The topic of this year, digital 
transformation and the impact of the COVID19 pandemic, is particularly 
relevant for many stakeholders involved in disability support services and 
inclusive community planning. By bringing together academics, service 
providers, and public authorities, the forum has helped stress the key elements 
for the research agenda in these areas. In this section, key aspects that have 
been focused on in the 4th EURECO Forum are outlined. 
 

What is meant by digital transformation processes in society and 

in the disability field? 
 
Based on the development of digital means of communication in the past 
decades we have seen enormous technological progress in the production, 
storage, processing, and dissemination of data. Digital technologies have already had a strong impact on people's lives 
and changed the way people communicate, inform themselves, consume, maintain social contacts, work or are mobile. 
A key feature of digital technologies is that many of the associated devices can be networked together and thus can 
create further options and applications. While it is apparent that the process of digital transformation in our societies 
has long started, it also seems that we are only at the beginning of wide and rapid developments providing potentials 
and risks for people. Obviously, with the use of digital technologies and the internet, new opportunities have been 
emerging also for people with disabilities to shape their everyday lives and participate in social life, provided that they 
can have access. The digital transformation process in many ways has also started to change disability service 
organisations in how they manage their functions, how they deliver services and reflect on new services models. 
 
 

Has the COVID 19 pandemic created a momentum for more digitalization in day-to-day-life? 
 
Without a doubt, the ongoing process of digital transformation has been sped up by the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic in the past months. As movement of people was restricted in phases of lockdown, people had to find virtual 
ways to meet, to communicate, to learn, to work, to go shopping, or to consume services and manage their day-to-
day needs. Moreover, important services, for instance from governments, transport organizations or private providers, 
but also cultural and social events have only become accessible via internet. The “platform economy” has, to a certain 
extent, replaced traditional forms of participation and consumption. 

 

What is meant by ‘digital divide’ in the context of persons with disabilities and why can the 

momentum of the COVID 19 pandemic result in widening or closing it? 
 
The differences in access to the internet and use of digital technologies that exist between different groups in 
European societies are referred to as the ‘digital divide’. Even though empirical data is still weak, we know that, like  
other vulnerable groups, a significantly large proportion of persons with disabilities is excluded from the participation 
and opportunities of digital technologies. This disadvantage is not acceptable and discriminative. There are probably 
a number of factors causing this situation: e.g., false assumptions on general abilities of persons with disabilities in 
using the internet, missing knowledge on forms of digital assistance, missing training and support options that really  
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encourage persons with disabilities to start building and improving their IT-literacy, and not or insufficiently adapted 
devices. Finally, of course the right for access to digital participation cannot be realized when adequate hardware and 
software and other prerequisites of Art. 9 UN CRPD are not available. 
 
The effects of the lockdowns for persons with disabilities in many cases led to severe isolation and exclusion. Before 
the pandemic, the problem of the ’digital divide’ was very often recognised but was not always given a high priority 
on the agendas of disability politics and service provisions. This might change in post-pandemic societies. The “digital 
momentum” that many people in society have realised, might open possibilities for an effective agenda setting, that 
pushes the effective recognition of digital rights of persons with disabilities and their families. The challenge for 
research is to contribute with its results in supporting persons with disabilities to achieve digital sovereignty. 
 

Why is there a need for a reviewed research agenda on the digital transformation of life-worlds of 

persons with disabilities and of support services? 
 
The digital momentum created in the pandemic period has the potential to shift priorities of policy makers and decision 
makers in the disability sector towards tackling the digital divide. It also sheds new light on the research agenda of the 
sector as it has become obvious that empirical data and insights are urgently needed on three levels. Firstly, there is 
research needed on the training and digital competence building, use and effects of digital technologies on the person 
with disabilities’ side and interaction level. Secondly, the rapid digital transformation raises the need for empirical 
research and development on the level of the service providing organisations regarding new types of services, hybrid 
services practices and their effects and outcomes, staff training or digital transformation management. Thirdly, on the 
macro-political level, decision makers need conceptual models and empirical data on developmental strategies and 
requirements of resources needed to overcome the digital divide with regard to vulnerable groups such as persons 
with disabilities. 
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Overview of the event 

 
Keynote 1: Towards digital sovereignty for persons with disabilities- digital practices and research 

needs in different life stages 
 

Dr. Klaus Miesenberger (Johannes Kepler Universität Linz) (PPT). 

In his keynote address, Dr Miesenberger explored the notion of digital sovereignty in the context of the participation 

of the persons with disabilities. Technology can be seen as a solution to problem or as a disruptive force, but in both 

cases, the “nothing about us without us” principle is too often ignored when having a systemic ecosystem approach. 

This brings into question our approach to inclusion with regard to the role of the user and the purpose of technology 

itself. The focus on sovereignty is a key concept to guide us through these considerations. 

In order to ensure that users benefit from independence and self-determination, it is essential for human-computer 

interfaces to be easy, stable, universal, and adaptive. 

Dr Miesenberger identifies seven domains to orientate the research agenda in this perspective: 

1. User centred design and user involvement: via inclusive participatory research & development methods 

and tools (see, for instance, the combination of inclusive participatory action research and user centred 

design: IPAR-UCD1). 

2. Assessment methods and tools: via evidence-based requirement engineering, tracking, profiling, and 

adapting in order to understand the users rather than estimate their needs on the basis of checklists. 

3. Adaptive, personal, assistive technologies: focus on individual necessities and needs and on the 

development of assistive technology platforms (as service processes) to move from prescriptive lists of 

tools to personalised services. 

4. Accessibility: standard conformant content and interface design as part of efforts to develop efficient 

measures to monitor needs. (for instance, in the field of digital accessibility: software, web, document, 

embedded, game, virtual reality, augmented reality, etc). 

5. Future and non-classical Human-Computer Interfaces: in order to ensure accessibility, we require 

proactive monitoring and involvement. 

6. Interoperability and standardization: adaptivity, system-integration, device-profiling, personalization, 

reusability 

7. Quality of life: as services become mobile, location based, ambient, pervasive, distributed, spontaneous 

connected, we must adapt the management of service provision to ensure that inclusion and digital 

sovereignty are taken into account in the design and delivery of these new forms of services. 

 

 

 
1 Cordula Edler M. A. (2020). IPAR-UCD – Inclusive Participation of Users with Cognitive Disabilities in Software Development. 
Computers Helping People with Special Needs: 17th International Conference, ICCHP 2020, Lecco, Italy, September 9–11, 2020, 
Proceedings, Part I, 12376, 43–50. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-58796-3_6  
 
 

https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/easpd21_miesenberger.pdf
about:blank
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In conclusion, Dr Miesenberger stressed that inclusion is and remains a social and service issue based on digital 

sovereignty. Educating stakeholders (including service providers) is a crucial factor in this perspective. 

This keynote served as opening for our morning session focused on addressing our topics of concern at the individual 

level. The following four panels were held simultaneously before a plenary session during which the key points of 

discussion from each panel were shared. 

 

Panel A1: Providing online services for people with intellectual disabilities: current experiences and 

vision 
 

o Moderator: Karin Volkers (Research coordinator, Philadelphia Care Foundation) (PPT) 

o Miriam Zaagsma (PhD-student VU University Amsterdam) (PPT) 

o Bas Bodzinga (Philadelphia Care Foundation) (PPT) 

o Lennart Rog (Philadelphia Care Foundation-DigiContact) (PPT) 

Panel A1 was focused on displaying multiple perspectives (i.e., service provider, researcher, user) from within the same 

organisation, Philadelphia Care Foundation. 

Philadelphia Care Foundation provides services to people with Intellectual Disabilities. Throughout its history, the 

organisation has been using technology in the conception and delivery of its services, but in the context of COVID-19 

the use of technology has become more prevalent. Philadelphia has observed an increase in the use of its services 

during the pandemic, due both to natural growth of the userbase and to increase usage of existing users, as demand 

for support services increased and the availability of other options for remote/online services remained limited. In 

particular, this development has resulted from noted shortages of staff and real estate as well as reduced funding. A 

key challenge observed in this process is the difficulty of translating the skills of staff into a technological context. 

Through the ongoing digital transformation process, Philadelphia ambitions to become a leading force in developing 

and providing virtual care in the Netherlands through the start-up Philadelphia Virtual Care. Online support is seen as 

a valuable addition to onsite support, especially so in order to maintain social contacts for the users. 

 

https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/karin_introduction_eureco.pdf
https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/miriam_zaagsma_eureco_2021.pdf
https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/bodzinga_easpd_philadelphia_virtual_care.pdf
https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/lennart_presentationdigicontact_english.pdf
about:blank
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Philadelphia Care Foundation has developed its DigiContact service which 

provides 24/7 care support. The benefits from this form of remote support 

include the easiness of use of the platform, the flexibility and adaptability of the 

scheduling and the types of supports of available, and the multiplicity of contact 

points for users available at the same cost. For users, positive aspects of 

DigiContact include empowerment and a sense of control in the way services 

are delivered to them as well as the possibility to receive immediate support, 

whereas negative aspects include uneasiness from being in contact with 

changing support staff rather than one permanent point of contact. In any case, 

the Philadelphia Care Foundation wishes to stress that a personalised approach 

is crucial in order to design and deliver effective online support as a valuable   

addition to onsite support. 

 

Panel A2: Digital practices in independent living and day-to-day life 
 

o Moderator: Henk Herman Nap (Vilans) (PPT) 

o Tanja Madić Đokić (Women with disabilities, Banja Luca (NIKA) (PPT) 

o Annemarie Johannes and Patty Lou Middel (Virtask) (PPT) 

o Jan Jukema (Saxion University of Applied Sciences) (PPT) 

Panel A2 was focused on the impact of the pandemic and digital transformation on independent living services with 

perspectives from users, service providers, and academia. 

As moderator, Henk Herman Nap introduced his organisation, Vilans, the expertise centre on long-term care in The 

Netherlands. Vilans develop, implement and disseminate innovative and applied knowledge to care professionals, 

consumers or end-users, and policy makers. The organisation has a strong research team and encourage co-creation 

with actors from the field. Vilans’ experience with digital delivery of services during the pandemic has highlighted that 

“screen-to-screen” contacts have led users to miss face contact. In reaction to this, Vilans is exploring “warm contacts” 

via devices (such as through heat or vibration) and preliminary results are encouraging for the engagement and mental 

health of users, although a personalized approach is essential. 

Following this, the floor was given to Tanja Mandić Đokić (Women with disabilities, Banja Luca – NIKA, in Bosnia) who 

listed key barriers to the use of technologies and increasing online activities, such as insufficient support services, lack 

of accessibility (physical barriers, unavailability of information in media/institutions), insufficient digital literacy for 

staff and users, and the lack of adequate equipment. In spite of these barriers, there are factors encouraging increased 

adoption of technologies by disability services and persons with disabilities as users. These factors include the 

equalisation of participation opportunities for persons with disabilities created by the COVID-19 crisis as transition to 

digital practices has been urged due to the pandemic. Furthermore, the move to online format results in increased 

availability of communication tools and more flexible working conditions, which, in turn, show an increased 

opportunity to employ persons with disabilities. in the digital field. 

 

about:blank
https://www.easpd.eu/en/content/eureco-forum-2021-speakers-presentations
https://www.easpd.eu/en/content/eureco-forum-2021-speakers-presentations
https://www.easpd.eu/en/content/eureco-forum-2021-speakers-presentations
https://www.easpd.eu/en/content/eureco-forum-2021-speakers-presentations
about:blank
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However, in order to fully realize this potential, key obstacles must addressed and should inform the future research 

agenda:  

• Digital literacy which has further isolated some persons with disabilities, especially people with visual, hearing, 

or intellectual disabilities; 

• Inaccessibility of web tools for work and communication; 

• Inaccessibility of websites (mainly the websites of public institutions); 

• Institutional response to increased use of digital technologies at work (e.g. costs induced by equipping persons 

for working from home); 

• Risk of additional social isolation: impact on mental health when working from home. 

Patty Lou Middel, from Virtask, a Dutch Software company providing E-health solutions for non-digitally skilled people 

with a focus on multicultural approach, then took the floor to present the Anne4Care tool. This tool takes the form of 

a virtual avatar called Anne designed as an e-health solution for people who are not especially used to using 

technologies including persons with mental disabilities, persons with physical disabilities, and elderly people. The 

avatar is designed to support people towards becoming more self-reliant and guide them when living at home. The 

multicultural aspect of the tool takes into account the background of users, as it is a factor in determining their support 

needs. The early results of this project are promising as users find that the support provided by Anne alleviates some 

of the stress of performing daily tasks as well as providing some form of social contact particularly valuable in situations 

of isolation such as the ongoing pandemic. 

The closing presentation was given by Jan Jukema from the Saxion University of Applied Sciences who has been 

conducting research with and for citizens and end-users regarding the Anne4Care tool. In this research, the citizens’ 

involvement included developing a research plan and developing a topic list (through co-creation with researchers). 

Users then participated in testing device, coding interviews, and giving feedback on various recommendations. The 

users involved in this process have stated their appreciation for this research method and for the opportunity to 

become involved in general. This study is an encouraging step towards developing further collaborative research 

where citizen science can be seen as a new approach through which citizens can act as researchers in a mutual 

endeavour to ensure quality of the research. 

 

Panel A3: Digital practices for mobility 
 

 

o Moderator: Matthieu Arendse (Tantelouise) (PPT) 

o Mark Lanting (VISIO NL) (PPT) 

o Dr Ute Kahle & Dr. Lieseltraud Lange-Riechmann (SRH Berlin University 

of Applied Sciences) (PPT) 

 

Mathieu Arense from Tantelouise moderated the A3 Panel focused on 

various aspects of mobility and how new technologies can help provide 

better services. Tantelouise works with over 1,500 participants clients 

with varying degrees levels of dementia to whom the organisation seeks 

to provide mobility solutions. This is done through the development of an  

about:blank
https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/20210330_eureco_panela3_arendse_0.pdf
https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/20210330_eureco_panela3_arendse_0.pdf
https://www.easpd.eu/en/content/eureco-forum-2021-speakers-presentations
about:blank
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empowering environment designed to give back freedom to users through the use of GPS and Bluetooth technologies. 

The work of Tantelouise has led to the development of an AAL project called “Free Walker” designed to enable persons 

with cognitive difficulties to continue moving freely outdoors with GPS support.  

The next speaker was Mark Lanting from Visio, a Dutch organisation working with persons with visual disabilities in 

the fields of rehabilitation, education, employment, and residential and day care. Visio has come to see the COVID-19 

pandemic as an opportunity to work on various forms of innovation related to ongoing dynamics. Among other 

methods of adapting to the new context, Visio is developing their health platform and using online meetings and 

training for employees as well as to share information to users, for instance through weekly webinars on the topic of 

mobility. The experience of Visio leads them to further encourage innovation and cooperation with other organisations 

in order to tackle social issues together. 

Dr Ute Kahle from the University of Berlin then presented her work on social sciences and social work by introducing 

the concept Kinaesthetic. This concept developed in Germany is the study of the human movement execution for each 

activity. The “Kinaesthetic sense” is the perception of the body’s movement through sensory perception from muscles, 

ligaments, and joints. Many instructors nowadays teach and develop this practice in the healthcare sector. This 

educational and supportive method enables users to increase their self-efficacy and independence, and thereby to 

play a more active role in their own healing process. In essence, reinforcing motion competences and self-effectiveness 

for people with disabilities is a contribution to article 19 UN-CRPD on independent living. Furthermore, this improves 

their digital participation through the use of the digital kinaesthetic applications. This is thus a promising practice to 

be further developed to empower users and support their participation in the community. 

Panel A4: Enhancing digital literacy of people with disabilities and low technical skills in participatory 

learning environments 
 

o Moderator: Martin F. Reichstein (ZPE, University of Siegen)  

o Claudia Müller (University of Siegen) (PPT) 

o Eija Kärnä (Joensuu University of Eastern Finland) (PPT) 

Martin F. Reichstein, from the University of Siegen, moderated and introduced this panel focused on the crucial 

concept of digital literacy. 

The first speaker introduced was Claudia Müller, Professor of Information Systems, including IT for the Ageing Society, 

at the University of Siegen, who discussed Participatory Design as a source of learning. First an introduction to socio-

informatics was given. The purpose of socio-informatics is to design meaningful social practices based on IT. This is 

being pursued through the practices of co-design, co-exploration, and co-production which enable the user as an 

important partner throughout the project, from its design phase to its sustainability evaluation. In order to illustrate 

how technology can help in everyday life, Prof. Müller presented two projects related to the participatory 

development of a city quarter portal and with technology-enhanced social participation in rural spaces. Both projects 

reached encouraging results through the use of co-design and have underlined the importance of working together 

with IT experts and persons with disabilities. By finding anchor points and establishing long-term cooperation, both 

types of actors can benefit from collaboration as they complement each other’s expertise. 

The moderator then introduced Eija Kärnä from the Joensuu University of Eastern Finland whose presentation was 

based on two projects that have included participatory design with children with special needs. The first, EvTech, 

aimed to provide children with disabilities an opportunity to get involved in the design of technologies that would train 

their skills by establishing technology clubs for children with special needs. The second, CASCATE, designed action  

about:blank
about:blank
https://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/claudia_muller-2021_03_30_eureco_presentation.ppt.pdf
https://www.easpd.eu/en/content/eureco-forum-2021-speakers-presentations
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group activities for children with profound intellectual disabilities and autism in order to study communication, 

interaction, and creativity of children with ASD in technology-enhanced learning environment. The lessons learned 

from this project constitute elements to consider in the development of participatory design activities, such as the 

careful planning of the design of the children’s involvement and roles, the multimodal ways to involve children in the 

process, and the role of adults in participatory design with children as respectful, patient, and persistent facilitators. 

 

Keynote 2: From analog persistence to hybrid modes of performance – social and health care services 

for persons with disabilities in digital transformation 
 

o Prof. Dr. Anne Rosken (ANED, University of St. Gallen) (PPT) 

o Evert-Jan Hoogerwerf (AIAS Bologna onlus) (PPT) 

As opening keynote for the afternoon session, Dr Rosken, from the University of St. Gallen, presented the findings of 

a study commissioned by EASPD on Promising Practices using technology in Disability Services’ Response to COVID-19 

pandemic. In the face of unparalleled social, economic, and political challenge affecting all societal actors in Europe, 

this study sought to identify innovative solutions to facilitate the delivery of services via new technologies. The study 

highlights the need for persons with disabilities to maintain contacts even in periods of isolation, as it is crucial to 

ensure inclusion within the community. Technologies can significantly help in this regard, although many challenges 

persist. These include the digital divide observed in various sectors and demographic groups, the lack of access to 

resources, and the need to train both staff and users. In order to successfully overcome these challenges and efficiently 

use technologies in innovative ways, service providers have noted key requirements, such as being flexible, learning 

from other organisations, adapting the equipment available, learning new communication tools, and adapting services 

to individual users rather than implement one-size-fits-all solutions. As services seek to capitalize on these innovations 

in the longer term, it will be essential to ensure access to funding and to support participatory research and ongoing 

training. 

This speech was followed by a presentation by Evert-Jan Hoogerwerf from AIAS Bologna Onlus who introduced a bio-

psycho-social-tech model of human functioning determined by different factors and areas of needs or empowerment. 

Ecosystems of support services and integrated care seek to optimize this human functioning in order to empower 

individuals and settings, foster independence, wellbeing, quality of life, or integration, and prevent non-calculated 

risks and undesirable events. In doing so, these ecosystems encounter various challenges, which include ensuring: 

• Integrated care: maximising wellbeing and self determination 

• Quality of care: and thereby quality of life 

• Sustainability: both financially and socially 

• Security: including with regard to data protection 

• Resilience: being adaptable and coping with change 

There exist key factors which can help ecosystems of support services and integrated care overcome these challenges, 

such as being person-centred (with the user driving the process through unique relationships), efficiently coordinating 

among various actors, maintaining individual responsibility (but for the entire system), and prioritising open and 

efficient communication. While the ongoing digital transformation experienced by these sectors is pervasive and 

irreversible, it also presents key opportunities for services. These are opportunities to further support empowerment 

at the individual level, while effectiveness and efficiency at the organisation level and improved data gathering at the  
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system level in order to tailored-made and innovative services to an active user. In the perspective of exploiting these 

opportunities, service providers should be mindful of the following points: 

• Developing a shared vision and favourable climate 

• Managing ethical aspects (such as dehumanization, privacy, internet safety, etc.) 

• Finding the right balance between empowering the existing and introducing the innovation 

• Constantly monitoring the impact of innovation 

In all these aspects, it will be essential to support the acquisition of new skills and competences by both staff and 

users. 

These keynotes served as opening for our afternoon session focused on addressing our topics of concern at the 

organisational level. The following four panels were held simultaneously before a plenary session during which the 

key points of discussion from each panel were shared. 

 

 

Panel B1: Building digital competence in services: Staff training and organizational learning 
 

o Moderator: James Churchill (Social Care Training) 

o Marcela Hajtmánková (Tenenet) 

o Agnes Turnpenny (Kent University) 

 

In his introduction, James Churchill from Social Care Training presented indications of digital transformations in the 

area of staff training and in particular with regard to online learning. Online learning presents various benefits such as 

being flexible, adaptable (e.g. easily translated or repeated), and potentially less costly. This is epitomized by the wide 

development of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) which are highly accessible. But these also highlight the 

limitations of online learning, such as the fact that social care is inherently about attitudes and values, about how tasks 

are performed as much as which tasks are performed. It remains to be seen whether online learning can effectively 

contribute to the transmissions of new attitudes and work practices. 

Marcela Hajtmánková from TENENET Slovakia then presented SOCIO, a tool developed for social service providers to 

gather evidence efficiently and simply by archiving of each client’s material and documentation in one storage. This is 

being implemented via anamnesis, questionnaires for social housing, family financing, supported employment 

services, special-pedagogical correction plans, individual development plan, CAN syndrome monitoring tool etc. One 

of the aims of this tool is to eliminate the fault by human factor by signalling the fault and incorrect inputs (e.g. time 

disorders in working time of social worker not in accordance with EU Working Time Directives etc.). The tool further 

generates useful statistics and graphs which can be used in future research. Overall, this is an innovative tool which 

contributes to facilitating the work of staff and improving the services delivered to users, especially so in the difficult 

context of the pandemic. 

Agnes Turnpenny from the University of Kent then shared data from research conducted in England on the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on social care workforce. In the study, staff reported that guidance arrived late, nearly a 

month after the needs were expressed. In general, social care protection faced considerable challenges throughout 

the pandemic and the focus was often put on elderly care as disability was side-lined. The workforce struggled to adapt  
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to this changing situation and new challenges, especially so with the noted lack of support received. Indeed, a rapid 

pulse survey showed that while the majority of staff increased their work hours, 1 in 5 respondents had not received 

COVID-19 training while 1 in 8 reported no clear guidance nor protective personal equipment on how to perform tasks 

safely and effectively. 

In parallel, the pandemic has also accelerated the processes of digitalisation in the sectors. Positive impacts of this 

development include greater ease of recruitment and career development (for instance via online interviews and 

training) or the improved staff well-being support (via external well-being resources such as apps or podcasts as well 

as communication tools to maintain contact with closed ones). Nevertheless, it is noted that smaller service providers 

struggled more significantly with adapting to these changes and that the long-term impact of digitalisation are still 

uncertain. 

 

Panel B2: Encouraging the adoption of new technologies by organisations 
 

o Moderator: Lieven Bossuyt (Lichtwerk vzw) 

o Jesús Hernández (Fundacion ONCE) 

o Myriam Lewkowicz (UTT - Université de Technologie de Troyes) 

o Noa Nitzan (Beit Issie Shapiro) 

 

Panel B2 was focused on exploring how organisations can efficiently and sustainably integrate new digital practices. 

Lieven Bossuyt from Lichtwerk introduced the topic by exploring how the access of persons with disabilities in the 

labour market can be increased by using smart assistive technology. This question is driven by the increasing unbalance 

in the social economy and open labour market between jobs which are becoming more complex and employees who 

experience decreasing employability due to language barriers, occupational disability, lack of skills. In order to address 

this imbalance solutions that boosts the learning curve of employees and job seekers are required. Innovative uses of 

technology as potential solutions include Cobots (physical operator support) and Augmented Reality workstations 

(cognitive operator support). These innovations empower persons with disabilities and improve their access to the 

labour market, but their effective implementation requires a holistic approach based on finding the right advice, 

infrastructure, training, and support. Other key lessons include the need to implement solutions incrementally, to 

communicate and cooperate with partners, and to start from a vision. As future perspective, the B-WISE project has 

been introduced, as it aims to develop and implement new strategic approaches to sectoral cooperation on the 

essential digital skills to address these challenges. 

Myria Lewkowicz form the Université de Technologie de Troyes then introduced the European Society for Socially 

Embedded Technologies, a community with strong conceptual foundations considering the social, technical, and 

organisational aspects of practice-centred computing. A key point of consideration is the fact that while technologies 

penetrate all aspects of ordinary life, they often fail to be actually adopted and embedded into evolving social 

practices. It is thus essential to shift from a techno-centric approach of technology development an approach 

conceiving digital technology as situated in social and organizational contexts. This new design-oriented approach 

should then be informed by an understanding of our social and cultural world (eg. with regard to the impact of 

domestic life in modern metropolises, social networks, globalized economy). This will enable this new approach to 

develop and build upon diversity rather than neutralising it. Doing so will contribute to addressing the need to identify  
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and articulate needs and prospects for novel digital technologies in evolving social practices that are both more 

realistic and more liberating. 

Noa Nitzan from Beit Issie Shapiro then presented her organisation’s approach to distance learning and therapy. Some 

of the key features of this approach are that it is either asynchronous (via pre-recorded videos) or synchronous (via 

the use of Zoom for lessons and activities), that each service centre has its own video channel, and that videos can be 

watched at any time from any device. This online working with family and learners has underlined the need to support 

training and learning and to maintain daily communication. On the negative side, the organisation has observed that  

 

users sometimes do not have access to the required technology and equipment and that receiving the services at 

home can be disrupted by distractions. On the other hand, the organisation has noted increased connection between 

parents and staff, an improved knowledge of the home environment, and an increased parent involvement in their 

children’s learning and in school in general. In order to better understand these dynamics, Beit Issie Shapiro has been 

involved in research on Remote Treatment (Telehealth) for Allied Health Professions in Israel during the Coronavirus 

Outbreak.  

 

Panel B3: Using the Digital Momentum to Engage Families in Early Childhood Intervention 
 

o Moderator: Marilyn Espe-Sherwindt (EURLYAID) (PPT) 

o Maya Doneva (Karin Dom) (Video) 

o Agapi Papadaki (Amimoni) (PPT) 

 

As moderator for this panel on Early Childhood Intervention (ECI) and the impact of digital transformation, Marilyn 

Espe-Sherwindt from EURLYAID opened the discussion by acknowledging that the pandemic has led to abrupt 

transformations in the use of technology. This period further marks the beginning of a paradigm shift in ECI, shifting 

from a child-centred deficit-based model to a family-centred strengths-based model.  

Throughout the years, the different types of parenting supports provided by early childhood practitioners and other 

members of the family social network have provided parents four key elements to engage their children in everyday 

learning opportunities, these are time, energy, knowledge, and skills. In order to promote child and family competence 

and confidence, ECI has often taken the form of home visits. The way these visits are conducted has been greatly 

impacted by the pandemic. The shift to technology-based home visits has led to an increasing digital divide based on 

geography, finance, cultural norms, and accessibility to and availability of technology. On the other hand, this new 

form of visits has enabled more flexibility and more confidence in the use of technology for staff and users. In general, 

the pandemic has been a catalyst for adding additional tools to the digital momentum in this sector, but it is essential 

to understand that using technology is a strategy to deliver evidence-based ECI, not a new ECI model. 

Agapi Papadaki from Greek organisation AMIMONI then presented the organisation’s ECI Program which is an 

Educational Programme addressing the needs of visually impaired infants and young children from birth up to the age 

of 6 and their families through a holistic and family-centred approach. Like many service providers, in March 2020 

AMIMONI faced for the first time the need to fully transition from home visiting in a natural environment of the child 

and family to online provision of services. The existing digital divide has revealed itself fairly early in the process as the  
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pandemic has brought to light the challenges that are related to an intervention programme and the use of technology 

for a smooth transition. In general, the challenges linked to digital transformation of the services can be categorised 

in four basic pillars: the type of disability, the type of service, the lack of specifically developed tools for digitalisation, 

and the lack of structural approach to digital transformation. Still the pandemic has provided opportunities to improve 

services via technologies and these will require training parents and staff, sharing knowledge, and providing access to 

digital tools that are personalised and appropriate to the child needs with regard to the types of disability and the 

challenges faced. 

Finally, a video of the presentation of Maya Doneva from Karin Dom was shared as unfortunately Ms Doneva could 

not attend the Forum. The presentation highlighted a quote from the Karin Dom team which encapsulates the general 

lesson learned from the situation: “the pandemic and the social isolation confirmed and strengthened the role, each 

and every family as a lighthouse for child’s development and child well-being” and it is important for all key 

stakeholders, including the families themselves, to be aware of this observation. As response to the pandemic, Karin 

Dom implemented various solutions such as free online lecture videos for families or other stakeholders, as well as 

increased online psychological support for parents and therapists. Karin Dom’s steps to engage families in ECI-online 

during the pandemic involve the following: designing online/mixed model for the whole family, organising online 

consultation as parent training, inquiring about parents’ needs and feelings, involving parents in tasks voluntarily, 

providing tips based on family environments and strengths, gathering feedback. Challenges encountered include the 

sensitivity of children, developing trust with parents, understanding the family, and effectively gathering feedback. 

Finally, the organisation found that it was truly important to also care for the team and the staff involved through 

various forms of support. 

 

Panel B4: Adapting services to the COVID-19 pandemic 
 

o Moderator: Ferran Blanco (Support-Girona) (PPT) 

o Olena Bidovanets (Ukraine Catholic University/Public Health Center of the Ministry of Ukraine) (PPT) 

o Dr. Paula Sterkenburg (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam & Bartimeus) (PPT) 

o Ruth Rose Sciberras (Aġenzija Sapport Malta) (PPT) 

 

As introduction to this panel, Ferran Blanco of Support Girona explained how the organisation adapted to the 

pandemic to ensure the continued provision of digital support. This includes developing service continuity plans, 

adapting internal processes to digital tools (access, availability and adequacy of telework), ensuring frequent contact 

with users and internally & externally for the organisation, ensuring the flexibility of measures, developing financial 

schemes, training both professionals and persons with disabilities in digital skills, providing logistic support for those 

with less flexibility. In spite of these measures, the organisation observed the challenges linked to the digital divide as 

well as the financial and digital literacy gap. For instance, many economically vulnerable people, including persons 

with disabilities, do not have internet at home and in those cases, digitalisation can lead to exclusion. In this regard, 

the conclusion is that service provision should not be implemented solely through digital means as overreliance on 

technology can cause the cost of accessibility to be transferred to the end-user. With regard to these challenges, it 

appears that social services as a pillar of the Welfare State are at a strategic crossroad trying to accommodate 

operational innovation, organisational innovation, and governance innovation but also trying to incorporate digital  
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society components (big data, wearables, collaborative platforms, artificial intelligence, internet of things, smart cities, 

new forms of interaction with service users ‘s). 

This introduction was followed by a presentation from Olena Bidovanets from the Ukrainian Catholic University on 

flexible health care models during the pandemic. The presentation introduced viral hepatitis (7th cause of global 

mortality) and statistics of scenario of elimination of hepatitis in Ukraine, for HCV and HBV prevalence as well as the 

national strategy on HIV/aids, tuberculosis and viral hepatitis response until 2030. Key actions in these plans of 

decentralization include distributing to the distant parts of the region, developing effective logistical system of the 

medicine distribution, involving medical doctors of other specializations, developing effective patient route in every 

region, and distributing treatment to the policlinics. 

After this, Dr Paula Sterkenburg from the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam and Bartimeus took the floor to examine the 

existing scientific literature on the use and feasibility of ICT for social contact by people with intellectual disabilities 

living in care facilities and the potential to mitigate the impact of restricted in-person visiting policies. The results of 

this inquiry were that very little research has been conducted in this field of use of digital means for persons with 

disabilities. The existing literature can be structured along various themes: 

• Means of ICT used for social contact: direct reciprocal means of communication or indirect means of 

communication and differences in use regarding type and level of disability. 

• Effects on wellbeing: emotional wellbeing and quality of life including quality of interpersonal relationships 

and social media 

• Benefits, barriers, and preconditions. Benefits include the cost-effectiveness of using consumer technology for 

persons with disabilities while the barriers include the support required by the users for effective use, and the 

preconditions are that adaptations are needed as assistive technology should be tailored to users. 

Alongside this literature review, a qualitative study with in-depth interviews was also conducted which concluded that 

personal contact (including physical touch) will remain important for users, but they find a sense of pride in being able 

to effectively use digital devices in order to receive services. It appears that more research is needed as well as 

developing guidelines to provide possibilities for persons with disabilities to use technology. 

The final speaker for this panel was Ruth Rose Sciberras from Aġenzija Sapport Malta, the national agency in Malta 

providing various services to persons with disability and to their family members. As any other service provider, 

Aġenzija Sapport was challenged to the core by the pandemic and found itself forced to adapt their way of operating 

so as to ensure continued support to the service users. The flexibility and investments that were required during these 

past months will surely serve as an investment for us all since the service providers became more aware of the benefits 

of the digital potential within our sector. This was a fast lesson to learn which will surely shape the future of the 

development of our services and which should also serve as the basis on which initiatives should be further developed, 

even post Covid-19. The organisation adapted to online work by enabling teleworking, including via training of HR and 

communication tools, while many services were moved online such helplines and one-to-one sessions. Digital literacy 

was found to be a key challenge to overcome and more research on these topics is absolutely needed. Still the digital 

transition will provide many opportunities for the future of service provision. 
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Panel discussion: National and European political level 
o Moderator: Luk Zelderloo (EASPD)  

o Mher Hakobyan (European Disability Forum) (PPT) 

o Klaus Niederländer (Active Assisted Living Programme) (PPT) 

o Alice Schippers (IASSIDD) (PPT) 

 

 

The aim of this final panel for the day was to close the 2021 EURECO Forum by contextualizing the key messages and 

priorities identified through the event and examining them in the perspective of what can be done at the national and 

European political levels. In his introduction to the panel, moderator Luk Zelderloo from EASPD underlined the 

challenges and violations observed in the entire sector throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, but also the good 

examples of how services can be resilient, creative, innovative, and supportive of each other. In many cases, this 

creativity and innovation were driven by technology. Services must now ask themselves various questions. How can 

we integrate these new technologies in our support systems? How can we work in line with the UN CRPD? What are 

the knowledge and research gaps to better understand how technology can support better service development? 

This introduction was followed by a presentation by Mher Hakobyan from EDF, who presented the human rights 

framework of the UN CRPD as well as the key EU policies and tools available to promote accessibility of digital 

technologies. Regarding the UN CRPD, key articles pertinent for these discussions include: 

Article 3: Accessibility as a General Principle 

Article 9 - Accessibility “on an equal basis with others”, including to ICT systems and facilities 

Article 19 - Living independently and being included in the community 

Article 24 – Education 

Article 27 – Work and Employment 

With regard to EU instruments, there exist several documents which can support the increased accessibility of digital 

tools for persons with disabilities:  

• The Web Accessibility Directive contains requirements for public bodies to make websites and mobile 

applications or communications more accessible. Its content is not binding for broadcasters, subsidiaries, and 

NGOs which do not provide essential services or services to people without disabilities. With regard to this 

last point, the criteria for what is considered an “essential” service are vague, enabling Member States to 

decide which content is essential or not, in the face of a lack of clear definition from the EU. This lack of 

harmonization among Members States is regrettable.  

• The European Electronic Communications Code covers telecommunication services (e.g. internet connection, 

European emergency number 112, public warnings, etc). The importance of these priority communications 

has been demonstrated during the pandemic. The Code states the obligations for good quality, affordability, 

public availability, and accessibility of services. Compared to the Web Accessibility Directive, the rights of end 

users are here more detailed and there is thus less room for Member States to change these rights. 
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• The European Accessibility Act covers mainstream digital services and products such as e-books, computer 

software, (mobile) hardware, or televisions. The EAA contains requirements to ensure the accessibility of these 

services for persons with disabilities. 

 

• The European Standard on Accessible ICT Services and Products defines requirements to make ICT products 

and services (such as websites, apps, etc) accessible. This Standard covers all telecommunication services that 

provide alternative modes of communication such as text or images. It is harmonised with the Web 

Accessibility Directive through a presumption of conformity, as services must be able to demonstrate that they 

meet the obligations of the Web Directive, but not necessarily comply with directive in the sense that services 

can demonstrate that they are accessible in a different way that the one prescribed by the Directive. It is hoped 

that this Standard will be harmonized for the European Accessibility Act. 

 

In order to effectively use these tools and to promote the development of further tools designed to increase 

accessibility, the next steps to collectively advance digital accessibility advocating for the transposition of the European 

Accessibility Act (the deadline is June 2022), raising awareness and lobbying at national levels to raise accessibility 

standards, getting involved in policy-making, programmes, and initiatives from early on, and finally hiring experts with 

disabilities, as they are their expertise on existing needs is essential. 

Following this presentation, Alice Schippers from IASSIDD took the floor to introduce the organisation as a group of 

scholars dedicated to the scientific study of intellectual and developmental disabilities. Ms Schippers then tackled the 

question of the pandemic’s impact on disability services. While support services have shown resilience and willingness 

to ensure the continued delivery of services throughout the pandemic, one must not forget that neglect and 

discrimination have been significant during the COVID-19 crisis which has intensified the inequalities experienced by 

people with disabilities. The priority should thus be to centre the margins: targeting the most vulnerable persons (wide 

group) in our society and creating research opportunities for everyone. The presentation then explored how the 

pandemic has impacted the research agenda at three levels:  

 

• Personal level: Promoting digital literacy and digital accessibility for persons with disabilities and their allies to 

ensure that they can use technical devices which we can still be used once the pandemic is over and ensure 

the availability of hardware alongside software. 

• Organisational level: Acceleration of the developments of remote and online support services to support 

emotional wellbeing and prevent other problems. For instance, persons with disabilities and their family 

members were able to share their worries and concerns due to the new regulations or curfews. This links back 

to “Nothing about us without us”: researchers need support from service providers to conduct research 

remotely. 

• Systems/Policy level: It is important to realise that there are ethical considerations as for inclusive research 

we need to include service providers and staff members but also families and wider communities in a 

transdisciplinary approach to methods and research. 
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  On 6-8 of July, IASSIDD will host their sixth Europe Congress on diversity in a hybrid format. 

The floor was then given to Klaus Niederländer from the Active Assisted Living Programme, a public partnership to 

prepare for an aging society. Link between technology and aging is clear as, for instance, it is now easier for older 

people to maintain connections and access thanks to smartphones and tablets. In essence, the coming years will see 

a change in the ageing narrative as baby-boomers who retire will bring about a new, more active vision of ageing. In 

this regard, COVID-19 has been a boost for the use of technology by everyone as it has proven very important for 

mental health during lockdown to overcome social isolation. New technologies have also proved pertinent with regard 

to autonomy and self-determination as services are co-creating solutions to support people’s daily lives for active and 

healthy ageing at home. Additionally, there is a need for enhancing a more virtual social infrastructure with virtual 

platforms and communities. These issues are centred around values and a system-based approach, as this new 

infrastructure should be inclusive, open, and fair, with a focus on resilience and sustainability. These developments 

bring forth new challenges and questions in terms of ownership and ethics: for instance, who owns and who can use 

data? In order to address these questions and many others, users need to be involved with the view of ensuring that 

new technologies can be used by as many people as possible. 

 

 

Key messages from the Forum                 
 

Throughout the Forum, three questions have guided our discussions. In order to provide 

elements of answers to these questions, we have tapped into the expertise of our speakers, 

but we have also taken into consideration the spontaneous inputs of our participants in the 

Q&A sections of the parallel working groups and in the chat during the plenaries. We include 

below the key points highlighted during the event for each of our three guiding questions: 

 

 

 

 

 

What are indications of digital transformation in our sectors with regard to persons with disabilities, 

their networks, and services?  
 

The speakers and participants of the 2021 EURECO Forum have stressed that the digital transition is not solely a matter 

of technology, but a development which also involves and impacts people and values. Adapting to this changing 

environment is a challenge for both service providers and users, notably because of the variety of the applications of 

new technologies in our sectors. Indeed, some of the new uses of technology discussed during the event include, 

among others: 
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• Promoting meaningful inclusion and participation in society 

• Establishing and maintaining social contacts and fight against exclusion and loneliness 

• Providing adaptive health care, including digital kinaesthetic 

• Supporting inclusive living  

• Implementing solutions for new forms of mobility  

• Improving skills and access to labour market 

• Providing asynchronous and synchronous distance learning and therapy 

In addition to these concrete applications, the digital transition also impacts the ways services and research are 

designed, implemented, and evaluated. This has been noted in various forms such as: 

• Encouraging participatory design projects, codesign, and coproduction 

• Enabling the inclusion of more stakeholders (e.g. families) throughout the process 

• Ensuring that services are individualized and empower users 

• Devising multimodal ways to involve users and stakeholders 

• Promoting coordination with other services 

• Facilitating the collection of feedback and the implementation of corrective measures and changes 

Finally, the ongoing digital transformation has a significant impact on the day-to-day operations of service providers, 

highlighting new challenges and opportunities. Among others, the areas impacted include: 

• The cost effectiveness of practices and processes 

• The reduction of bureaucratic inefficiencies 

• The multiplication of communication channels  

• The promotion of equality in work, although new challenges also arise in this regard 

• The development of information technology skills among staff 

• The need and opportunity to develop creative solutions to unprecedented and unforeseen challenges 

This last point has been stressed by various speakers throughout the Forum as they highlighted the efforts of service 

providers to adapt and think outside of the box so as to ensure the continued provision of services throughout the 

pandemic, as well as the elaboration of new, promising practices which should benefit both service providers and 

users even beyond the pandemic. 

 

What were the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on digital practices in our sectors? 
 

Before the COVID-19 started, only modest developments in the use of new technologies had been noted. Service 

providers were certainly headed towards greater adoption of digital solutions, but the rate of adoption was slow. The 

pandemic’s most visible impact has been to significantly accelerate this transition. The pandemic has constituted an 

abrupt change in practices and generated a strong momentum for the adoption of new technologies and the 

evaluation of existing practices. This process has not been without negative impacts, as the ongoing crisis and its 

impact on services have generated considerable levels of stress for both service providers and users. The consensus 

of the Forum’s speakers is that the pandemic has brought forth both challenges and opportunities. 

For service providers, the first observation with regard to the pandemic’s impact on digital practices has been the 

sense of urgency to discover new solutions, acquire new skills, and adapt the methods through which services were 

delivered. This has resulted in an improved knowledge of the existing tools and solutions, as well as of the skills  
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required to effectively implement them. The pandemic has also exacerbated certain needs and objectives for service 

provision, such as the need to adapt existing materials for online delivery, to develop screen-to-screen solutions for 

remote care, and to ensure daily contacts or event 24/7 support. 

With regard to work practices, the pandemic has led many organisations to adopt more flexible working conditions. 

New forms of training have also been developed to better support staff in these uncertain times. In general, there has 

been an acceleration in the development if IT-based tools to better manage information, finances, training, and 

remote staff support. Organisations have also noted a significant increase in coordination with other service providers. 

All these adaptions imply that organisations have allocated significant financial efforts and human resource capital to 

ensure the continuity and quality of service. That has had a significant impact on the overall budget of many 

organisations. 

On the part of the users, the pandemic’s impact on digital practices has manifested in various ways. Just as the service 

providers have, users have had to discover new digital platforms and solutions which has been challenging for many 

of them, in spite of the efforts of the service providers towards providing training on the use of these tools. Digital 

literacy has been highlighted as an extremely significant factor in this perspective, and the digital gap which threatens 

to leave behind certain vulnerable segments of the population must be addressed urgently. On the other hand, users 

have come to discover a new value in simple services such as being able to be accompanied for a walk outside, after 

the lockdown lifted. The reduction of travels has also enabled users and their close ones to have more time and energy 

for training and interactions with service providers. Finally, users have noted a sense of pride and empowerment in 

being able to use the new digital solutions autonomously. 

Overall, the Forum’s speakers acknowledge both opportunities and challenges and stress that support staff and users 

both require considerable support to go through the next steps of this process. 

 

What are the most relevant research needs in our sectors? 
 

As a key objective of the EURECO Network is to bring together representatives of service providers and of academia, 

the 2021 Forum has enabled thought-provoking discussions on the current situation and the exchange of views 

between research actors and stakeholders involved in the field. These interactions have enabled us to identify key 

areas for which further research is needed: 

 

• The sustainability of new practices: As many new initiatives and solutions have been developed over the past 

months, most actors in our sectors now wish to explore how we can ensure that the best of these practices 

remain meaningfully implemented in our operations beyond the pandemic. It is essential to learn from the 

lessons of the pandemic and to improve our resilience to future crises, but also to provide continued support 

to new practices which have proved useful during the pandemic. More generally, a key concern is the 

sustainability of projects and new forms of care towards having a lasting impact on social practices. 

 

• At this stage, many actors do not have a sufficient understanding of the factors and impact of online delivery 

of services. It will be crucial to examine how staff and users, as well as services themselves, are impacted by 

this new form of online delivery. Identifying the barriers and the facilitators of using online support and 

examining how to ensure accessibility to the greatest number of users are key research topics. Similarly, the 

effectiveness of online training for support staff should be further researched. In this perspective, addressing 

the crucial issues of digital literacy and accessibility will require additional research. 
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• During the pandemic, the disability support sector has demonstrated how essential the services delivered are. 

In spite of this, the sector needs further support and research is needed to better demonstrate the added 

value of social services. Moreover, in order to increase their effectiveness and to better conceptualize their 

role in a changing environment, it will be useful to further research how decentralisation processes and the 

empowerment of the local levels impact service delivery. In this sense, developing a clear roadmap to better 

interconnect the different branches of the public administration would improve the delivery of integrated and 

multimodal services. 

 

• The development of new technologies and the pandemic have encouraged the development of new, inclusive, 

and participatory processes. These include participatory research and co-creation processes. The development 

of citizen science and the involvement of people as co-researchers will benefit research as a whole and 

empower users and staff. We need further research into how these participatory processes can be supported 

and how they can better ensure the participation of persons with various backgrounds.  

 

• Finally, the pandemic has demonstrated the importance of multi-disciplinary approaches and of taking 

multiple points of view into account. In this sense, it is time to move from a techno-centric approach of 

technology development to an approach conceiving digital technology as situated in social and organizational 

contexts. This should be conceived in the context of closing the gap between purely technical development 

on the one hand and "social impact" studies on the other hand. 

 

Next steps 
 

The EURECO partners are currently exploring potential follow-up research based on the key messages of the Forum. 

As a number of crucial topics and avenues for future research have been identified, it will be important to capitalise 

on the Forum’s momentum to strengthen cooperation between various stakeholders and shape the policy and 

research agenda. Additionally, researchers and academics who wish to join the EURECO network can do so by 

contacting the email address mentioned below. Joining the network will ensure that you receive information on future 

events and research or funding opportunities, as well as being connected with other researchers to identify topics or 

initiatives of interest. 

 

For updates on upcoming studies and events, please contact: 

Renaud Scheuer 

EASPD Research and Development Officer 

+32 2 233 77 20 

Renaud.scheur@easpd.eu 
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