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Is there communication?
Access to information by persons
with disabilities in Serbia
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ABSTRACT

Persons with disabilities often face barriers that hinder
their ability to access information effectively. This study
presents results of a survey which was conducted in the
second half of 2022, on the topic of the accessibility of
information for persons with disabilities in Serbia, as well
as their means of communication. A convenience sample
of 111 individuals with physical and/or sensory disabil-
ities, with basic digital literacy, aged 18 to 59, was sur-
veyed through the mediation of associations of persons
with disabilities. The findings reveal the usage patterns,
preferences, and challenges faced by individuals with dis-
abilities in accessing information. It has been found that
the internet (99.10%), social networks (91.89%), and spe-
cialized platforms (79.28%) are prominent sources of in-
formation. Although specialized applications for commu-
nication and telephone communication are widely used,
personal contact communication (96.40% very often or
often) is still the prevalent method of communication.
Public institutions and state authorities are perceived as
inadequately adapted to the needs of individuals with dis-
abilities. The findings underscore the need for continued
efforts to improve accessibility infrastructure and imple-
mentinclusive design principles to bridge the information
gap for individuals with disabilities in Serbia.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Many initiatives and efforts for improv-
ing life quality of persons with disabilities
are visible oninternational and local lev-
el (Maslikovi¢ and Tomi¢ 2015), but these
individuals are still less educated and
have low expectations regarding their
educational advancement (Sylvester et
al. 2014). All the vulnerable groups of so-
ciety, which include the elderly, children,
persons with disabilities, minorities, etc.,
are traditionally being neglected by gov-
ernment authorities, institutions, media
and other members of society (Yang and
Chen 2015). To improve the quality of
their lives, the most important is to en-
sure the accessibility of information and
improve their communicational means.
Persons with disabilities, which are the
most numerous imperiled social group,
often report lack of accessible informa-
tion (Center for Human Rights in Iran and
Human Rights Watch 2018; Committee
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
2014; Lawson 2017), and very often
just @ minor segment of an offered
information is accessible to them. The
means of conveying information (devic-
es, media) and the formats in which the
information is packed (design, electronic
form) may also be a risk factor, namely, a
barrier between the information sender
and the recipient (Maslikovi¢, Tomi¢ and
Tomic¢ 2023; Moser 2006; Watling 2011),
even more so for this group.

For persons with disabilities, acces-
sible information, and information and
communication technologies (ICT) ac-
cessibility emerge as a concernin a wide
variety of contexts in democratic socie-
ties; and those areas affecting social and
economic development have deep impli-
cations for citizen participation and the
exercise of human and political rights
(Lord 2017). The information poverty
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of these persons is influenced by their
lack of the requisite skills, abilities and
material means for the efficient access
to information (Gibson and Martin Il
2019; Britz 2004).

When considering communication
with state authorities which is the first
institutional mechanism for exercis-
ing the rights of persons with disabili-
ties, the focus is on e-Government and
m-Government' which are designed to
improve the access to government in-
formation, services and expertise (Bicen
and Shali, 2021; United Nations 2002).
E-administration uses nontraditional
e-services to enable the access to admin-
istrative information and transactions
with state authorities in accordance with
the requirement of ‘access for all’ (Pardo
2000). The aim of e-administration is that
the digital divide shifts to differencesin
usage (van Deursen and van Dijk 2014).
Ways of e-Services promotion among
persons with disabilities are being tested
(Garcia-Crespo et al. 2012; Seale et al.
2015; Harwood 2014). Nevertheless, the
system of e-administration is also creat-
ing a digital divide between the society
and this vulnerable group.

While there is a considerable num-
ber of recent studies on the critical
issue of the access to information and
communication means for persons with
disabilities (PWD) in the international
literature (Miller 2024; Chien and Wu
2024; Koob et al. 2022; CIPESA 2021), in
recent yearsin Serbia the topic has been
insufficiently explored. Several domestic
authors have been intensively exploring
digital skills, competences and literacy

" Electronic Government is a digital improvement
of governmental organization's performances,
meant to provide an innovative flow of informa-
tion. Mobile Government is an innovation made
for saving time and efforts, operated via mobile
telephones.



among persons with disabilities in Serbia
in the context of their self-employment
and remote work competencies (Simovic
et al. 2024; Lazi¢ et al. 2023; Lazi¢ and
Vukmirovi¢ 2023; Lazi¢ et al. 2022; Lazi¢,
Vukmirovi¢ and Banovi¢ 2022), as well
as of the gender gap (Lazi¢ et al. 2023).

The level of digital technologies’ us-
age by PWD was investigated, as well as
their inclusive capacity and the capacity
for improving the quality of life of per-
sons with disabilities (Maslikovi¢ 2016;
Maslikovi¢ and Krsti¢ 2018). The rela-
tionship between PWD and the mediain
Serbia has been investigated so far when
it comes to reporting and mentioning
PWD in the media (Basi¢ 2014; Miri¢
2015; Ruzici¢-Novkovi¢ 2014; Trajkovic
2020). Access to information has been
researched in the context of familiar-
ity with state regulations (Kadijevich,
Maslikovi¢ and Tomi¢ 2022; Kadijevich,
Maslikovi¢ and Tomi¢ 2020).

Implications of researching the re-
lationship that persons with disabili-
ties have with digital environment, can
be significant in terms of identifying
problems and providing guidelines to
policy-makers and practitioners which
can influence overcoming of the digital
divide that these persons encounter
(Kadijevic, Maslikovic and Tomi¢ 2022;
van Kraayenoord 2010). The study of the
digital competence of persons with disa-
bilities in Serbia and inclusion in the work
involving online platforms (DigCompOSlI)
has shown that digital e-competencies
are significant for the inclusion of PWD
in social flows, especially education and
professional affirmation (Lazi¢, Vuk-
mirovi¢ and Banovi¢ 2022).

Taking into account the gap in the
existing local literature on the attitudes
of PWD about the accessibility of media
and literature on their communication,
as well as the rapid development of ICT
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in recent years, and the development
of distance learning, this study aims to
investigate information accessibility for
persons with disabilities in Serbia, as well
as their communication.

2 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
AND RESULTS

The aim of the survey was to collect valid
data directly from persons with disabili-
ties with basic digital literacy, that would
be used to:

« Provideinsightinto the accessibil-
ity of information from the point
of view of PWD;

« Provide insight into PWD's com-
munication mechanisms, from
their point of view.

The survey was conducted in the
second half of 2022 on the territory of
the Republic of Serbia, through the me-
diation of associations of persons with
disabilities with members distributed
across Serbia. The initial request was
to have the questionnaires completed
personally by persons with disabilities,
without any help from the assistants,
family members, or medical staff. This
oriented our study towards the persons
with disabilities who were nevertheless
able to complete the questionnaire on
their own. Accordingly, our findings
have been restricted to the persons with
disabilities with basic digital literacy.
This survey used a convenience sample
comprising 111 persons with physical
and/or sensory disability aged from 18
to 59 (average 39.62 years). The study
describes characteristics and trends in
the collected set of data. It uses descrip-
tive analysis to unveil some of the critical
spots and give some valuable hints which
should be studied further. Details about
the sample are given in Table 1.

STANOVNISTVO, 2024, 62(1), 153-166
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Table 1 Sample structure by gender, disability type and age

male
Gender
female

acquired disabilities
congenital disabilities

Disability type

18-19
20-29
Age 30-39
40-49
50-59

2.1 PROFESSIONAL RECOGNITION

The following data show the profes-
sional competency of the respondents
resulting from education or additional
training. Only about one third of the
respondents (35.14%) have been profes-
sionally trained in the course of regular
education, 17.12% through online cours-
es, platforms and through the internet,
14.41% through other courses, 6.31%,
through projects, 9.01% through pro-
fessional rehabilitation, whereas 18.02%
are not professionally competent. About
one third is unemployed (33.33%), one
third doesn’t work in their profession
(36.94%), while one third works in their
profession (29.73%).

2.2 SERVICE SUPPORT AND AIDS

The service support in communication is
used by only 12.61% of the interviewees,
whereas 87.39% state that they are not
using this service. The service support
includes all the services provided to per-
sons with disabilities in order to improve
the quality of life, in this case the quality
of received information and its under-
standing. The service support consists
of gesture translators, induction loops,?

2 Induction loops are equipment installed in public
areas that increase the receipt of sound in the

https://doi.org/10.59954/stnv.563

42.34%
57.66%
53.15%
46.85%
0.90%

18.92%
35.14%
23.42%
21.62%

audio guides, video and visual devices

for conveying information, personal

assistants, etc. About a third (36.04%)

answered that they had communication

aids for the purposes of communication,

while the rest answered negatively.
They have listed:

* hearing aid (7.21%),

« tablets (5.41%),

« speech-to-text (6.31%),

« Tobi Communicator —an assistive
technology device (0.90%),

« other (0.90% each).

2.3 COMMUNICATION

To the question of how often they com-
municated (communicated or exchanged
information) verbally in the form of
personal contact, the largest number
answered very often or often (96.40%),
which in the digital era is a result that
requires further analysis and interpreta-
tion. The assumption is that the reason
for the very frequent need for personal
contact should not be sought in the lack
of digital literacy and the inability to use
ICT. The reason could be that personal
contact is important for persons with
disabilities in terms of belonging to the

hearing apparatus and thereby enable better
understanding and reception of information.



community (Akyurek and Bumin 2017).
Development of communicational skills
requires having the relations, which
means to interact and connect with peo-
ple (Akyurek and Bumin 2017).

Among other methods of communi-
cation, telephoneis used often and very
often by 91.89%. Also, 63.06% often
and very often communicate through
specialized applications,® while 53.15%
use e-mail. Communication in writing,
or printed material is ranked the lowest.
Only 9.91% use it very often or often.

2.4 COMMUNICATION WITHIN
THE PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES’
COMMUNITY

It was determined, regarding the type of
communication, that dominant was the
exchange of information with persons
who have the same disability (63.06%)
and with the society to which the per-
sons belonged (52.25%).

The exchange of information is the
most frequent type of communica-
tion with other persons with disabili-
ties regarding all the topics they have
been asked about: socializing (6.31%
of respondents answer very often and
26.13% often), resolving life issues
(5.41% answer very often and 35.14%
often), launching initiatives with the
state authorities on improving the sta-
tus of persons with disabilities (6.31%
answer very often and 24.32% often),
medical treatment (2.70% answer very
often and 19.82% often), and work
(5.41% answer very often and 18.02%
often).

3 Specialized applications are those developed
specially for PWD (the sign language applica-
tions for example). The telephones also have the
customized options, by which a user can adjust
contrast, brightness or font size, and have the
option of voice commands.

D. Maslikovi¢, B. M. Tomi¢ | 157

2.5 BROADCASTING OF SPECIAL
PWD PROGRAM

Public services in Serbia are obliged to
broadcast programs intended for per-
sons with disabilities in an understand-
able and acceptable format. The public
media service fulfills its legal obligation
to a certain extent. It is evident in the
information program, which is covered
at certain times by an interpreter for sign
language and is therefore intended for
deaf and hard-of-hearing persons. Also, a
film program with descriptions intended
for blind and partially sighted persons is
broadcast once a week in an inadequate
time slot.

Accessibility, especially the use and
networking of various advanced technol-
ogies, becomes a priority, not only as a
consequence of complying with current
world regulations, but also as a way to
reach a wider audience and contribute to
the implementation of equal opportuni-
ties for all and global e-inclusion.

The survey showed that persons
with disabilities are divided regarding
the broadcasting of special programs
only for persons with disabilities. In this
survey 41.44% considered it discrimi-
natory to broadcast special programs
for them, while 58.56% of respondents
stated the opposite. The results might
suggest that this finding is a conse-
quence of many years of society’s atti-
tude towards persons with disabilities,
which treated such individuals as a med-
ical problem that needed to beisolated.
Only after establishing adequate com-
munication with persons with disabili-
ties, these individuals will gain self-con-
fidence and see themselves as equal
members of the society that expect
the same treatment and status in the
society with all the adapted contents
and implementations of solutions of

STANOVNISTVO, 2024, 62(1), 153-166
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universal design (Nedovi¢ et al. 2012).
Anyway, our result might just indicate
that those that have no obstacles in
watching television find that the others
are discriminated by having special pro-
grams broadcasted for them.

2.6 SOURCES OF INFORMATION

When it comes to sources of informa-
tion, persons with disabilities very often
or often use:

* internet (99.10%),

« social networks (91.89%),

« specialized platforms and appli-
cations (79.28%).

When it comes to the use of the inter-
net, none of the participants answered
never or rarely. There is no doubt that
PWD have embraced modern technol-
ogy as a way to communicate with soci-
ety, as information and communication
technology has the capacity to improve
their quality of life (Kadijevic, Odovic and
Maslikovic 2016).

Unlike ICT, other, mostly conventional
ways of receiving information, are less
popular:

 daily print (40.54% very often or
often),

« weekly print (33.33% very often
or often),

« e-administration portal (27.03%
very often or often),

« periodicals (24.32% very often or
often),

« magazines for persons with dis-
abilities (24.32% very often or
often), or

« radio program (8.11% very often
or often).

Out of the previously listed six sourc-
es of information, the sources that are
rated as highly of fully adapted with
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the biggest prevalence are: the internet
(94.59%), social networks (89.19%) and
specialized platforms and applications
(81.98%). Watching television is dis-
cussed separately in the next section.

The position of the internet is high
on both lists. Information and communi-
cation technologies have shown excel-
lent adaptability and great possibilities
in creating inclusive solutions (Hersh
2020; Josjo 2012; Zinnbauer 2007).
The introduction of the term universal
access that defines the access to the
information-communication technolo-
gy equal for all is significant. The term
universal access has several meanings.
Some interpret it as a politically correct
term pertaining to the introduction
of ‘special characteristics’ for ‘special
users’ in the product design. The oth-
er and proper interpretation pertains
to the manner in which such access is
treated by the designers: universal de-
sign as the broadest possible solution
for the greatest number of users (Pers-
son et al. 2015; Stephanidis and Savidis
2001). If not designed accessible and
inclusive, the internet and information
and communication technologies can
increase marginalization and widen the
differences between persons with dis-
abilities and those without disabilities
(Raja 2016).

2.7 TELEVISION CONTENTS

Often or very often watched are:

« foreign series (85.59%),

* movies (78.38%),

« service information (63.96%),
* music programs (60.36%),

*  news (45.95%).

Programs adapted to persons with
disabilities are rarely followed (8.11% of-
ten or very often). Only a small number



of the respondents often or very often
follow programs in the fields of culture
and science (18.02%). Domestic series,
despite the great expansion in produc-
tion and daily screening and reruns, are
often or very often followed by a small
number of the respondents (17.12%).

2.8 STATE AUTHORITIES AND
COMMUNICATION

Answering the question ‘What is your
personal communication with the state
authorities? 59.46% of the interviewees
claimed that there was none or that it
was poor. Finally, when it comes to the
question ‘To what extent and in which
areas have the public institutions/state
authorities adapted the accessibility
of information to the standards and
needs of persons with disabilities?’, the
answers ‘not adapted’ or ‘insufficiently
adapted’ dominated, and specifically for
the following areas:

« information on mobility and phys-
ical adaptability within the institu-
tions (97.30%);

« public transportation (90.09%);

« information on mobility and phys-
ical adaptability in public areas
(88.29%);

« information on the business hours
and competencies (53.15%).

Out of all the participants, 74.77%
are familiar with the legal solutions
that requlate the area of the right to
information. None of those believe that
the state completely (0.00%) fulFfils,
and only a few believe that the state
almost completely (1.80%) fulfills its
legal obligations regarding the right to
information of persons with disabilities.
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3 DISCUSSION

The finding that only about one third of
the interviewees have been profession-
ally trained in the course of regular ed-
ucation, once more confirms a fact that
education is not sufficiently adapted to
the needs of persons with disabilities
in Serbia. Nevertheless, it is encourag-
ing that about a third of respondents
received professional training through
online courses, platforms and the in-
ternet, or through other courses and
projects, because it indicates that they
have used the opportunities of informal
education. The confirmed use of the on-
line trainings is especially encouraging
because they have a great potential,
although for a limited range of disabil-
ities. In order to use the opportunities
of informal education, it is necessary
that a person is informed about them.
It is one more reason to work on the
accessibility of information.

About one third answered that they
had a communication aid, of which only
one in three used an aid other than tab-
let, phone, or an application for these
devices. These are encouraging results
as they indicate that the majority of re-
spondents can satisfy their needs using
a phone or tablet. The ICT development
has reached the level where ICT devices
with adequate applications can replace
and be even more useful than some
aids previously seen as irreplaceable.
Preferred devices in accessing the in-
ternet are no longer personal laptops,
but rather mobile devices, which is es-
pecially remarkable when it comes to
elderly persons with disabilities (Yang
and Lee 2022).

Given that the majority of respond-
ents very often communicate verbally in
the form of personal contact, and that
our research is restricted to the PWD
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with basic digital literacy, as well as a sat-
isfying frequency of communication by
telephone, through specialized applica-
tions, by e-mail and through specialized
platforms, it can be concluded that the
reason for the need for personal contact
should not be sought in the inability to
use ICT. The findings might underscore
the significance of personal contact in
communication, revealing a noteworthy
reliance on direct interaction despite
the prevalence of digital platforms. This
trend suggests that digital literacy might
not be the sole determinant for commu-
nication choices among individuals with
disabilities.

Based on the survey data, the inter-
net, together with social networks, and
TV programs are the most used means
of obtaining information. At the same
time, the simplest and most economical
way of providing accessible informa-
tion is adapting the internet content
because it also extends the options for
communication and interaction, as well
as the education, and employment of
persons with disabilities (Radosav and
Cati¢ 2012). While this study shows
that the internet, social networks, and
specialized platforms serve as essential
sources of information, conventional
methods like newspapers and radio
programs are seen as underutilized. This
accentuates the importance of creating
customized approaches for information
dissemination, meeting in that way the
needs of persons with disabilities.

The findings indicate that there is
a perceived inadequacy among public
institutions and state authorities in
accommodating the accessibility needs
of persons with disabilities. The lack of
adaptation within institutions, public
transportation, and physical spaces re-
flects the need for systemic changes to
ensure inclusivity.
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4 CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

By delving into the state of the art of in-
formation accessibility for persons with
disabilities in the Republic of Serbia, and
their communication, this study offers
valuable insights into their information
shearing and receiving patterns, com-
munication preferences, challenges, and
perceptions of accessibility. Our findings
reveal that the prominent sources of
information for persons with disabilities
are the internet (99.10% very often or
often), social networks (91.89% very
often or often) and specialized plat-
forms (79.28% very often or often), all
of which are of digital nature. That is in
accordance with our finding that most
of the participants consider the internet
(94.59%), social networks (89.19%) and
specialized platforms and applications
(81.98%) highly or fully adopted sources
of information. While they have digital
preferences in accessing information, we
have found a significant modality in their
manner of communication — it turned
out that personal contact (96.40% very
often or often) is the prevalent pattern
of communication. Their communica-
tional preferences might underscore
the significance of reliance on direct
interaction despite today’s prevalence
of digital platforms, or they could be
an indicator to some other obstacles in
digital communication. However, digital
literacy could not be the sole determi-
nant for their communication choices.
Most of the participants with a com-
munication aid satisfy their needs for
communication by using a tablet or
phone with an appropriate application.
That makes satisfying their need much
easier and cheaper, while it also suggests
that achieving PWD’s digital literacy is
a priority. In addition to access to ICT,



certain skills are needed to use them.
Inclusive education and access to the
acquisition of knowledge and skills for
the use of ICT will prevent the digital
divide and exclusion from society.
Public institutions and state author-
ities are perceived by the participants
as inadequately adapted, as more than
a half of them have none or poor per-
sonal communication with the state
authorities. Only about one third of
the respondents communicate very
often or often with other persons with
disabilities in the way of exchanging
information, with the aim of launching
initiatives with the state authorities on
improvement of the status of persons
with disabilities. This indicates the need
for further research that would estab-
lish the level of understanding of the
needs of persons with disabilities by
state authorities, as well as the level of
understanding norms adopted by the
state in order to regulate the position
of persons with disabilities. The fact
that 74.77% of participants are familiar
with the legal solutions that regulate
the area of the right to information in
this community shows that the digitiza-
tion process made it possible to make
information of vital importance avail-
able. The majority of people who are
Familiar with these solutions (55.86%),
believe that the state only partially
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Fulfills its legal obligations regarding
the right to information of persons
with disabilities. Although normative
framework for the protection of the
right to equality of persons with disa-
bilities has been significantly improved
in recent years, a lot of effort still has
to be invested to ensure their factual
equality and accessibility. Basic digital
literacy must be achieved in order to
access communication applications on
ICT devices. Publicinstitutions and state
authorities should respect the laws
when it comes to adaptation to PWD's
needs. Thisincludes work on the remov-
al of all barriers that make it difficult to
access public facilities and areas, public
transportation, and especially informa-
tion and communication, as well as the
availability of public services.

In light of our findings, it is important
for policy creators to create a multi-
faceted approach to improving the
communication and access to informa-
tion of persons with disabilities, which
should combine educational initiatives,
technology integration, and policy im-
provement. For decision makers, the pre-
sented results can be good guidelines
for determining the course of action, as
well as for identifying the technologies
useful in enabling persons with disa-
bilities to receive information that are
accessible and understandable.
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Da li komunikacija postoji?
Pristup informacijama u Srbiji
za osobe sa invaliditetom

PROSIRENI SAZETAK

Uspostavljanje komunikacije predstavlja tranziciju iz individualnog ka kolektivnom, sto je vazan
korak u procesu formiranja uredenog drustva. Postizanje zadovoljavajuc¢eg nivoa komunikacije
za sve ¢lanove drustva je imperativ u 21. veku. Poznato je da osobe sa invaliditetom otezano
ostvaruju komunikaciju sa okolinom, i da se Cesto suocavaju sa preprekama koje ih sprecavaju
da efikasno pristupe informacijama. U tom smislu obaveza svake drzave je da obezbedi zakon-
sku regulativu za omogucavanje pristupacnosti informacija. U Republici Srbiji postoji zakonski i
tehnoloski okvir kojim se regulise pristupac¢nost. Ova studija predstavlja rezultate istrazivanja o
dostupnostiinformacija osobama sa invaliditetom u Srbiji, i 0 obrascima njihove komunikacije. Na
osnovu istrazivanja koje je izvrSeno posredstvom udruzenja osoba sa invaliditetom na uzorku od
111 osoba sa fizickim i/ili senzornim invaliditetom starosti od 18 do 59 godina dat je uvid u ob-
rasce komunikacije i obrasce pristupa informacijama, prioritete koje ove osobe imaju u pogledu
komunikacije i pristupa informacijama, i izazove sa kojima se suocavaju. Predstavljeni su rezultati
istrazivanja o dostupnosti sredstava informisanja, i 0 moguénostima da osobe sa invaliditetom
poboljsaju svoju situaciju u pogledu pristupa informacijama. Utvrdeno je da su internet (99,10%),
drustvene mreze (91,89%) i specijalizovane platforme (79,28%) prominentni izvori informacija.
lako su specijalizovane aplikacije za komunikaciju i telefonska komunikacija u Sirokoj upotrebi, lic-
ni kontakt (96,40% je odgovorilo sa vrlo Cesto i Cesto) je i dalje preovladujudi nacin komunikacije.
Javne institucije i drzavni organi se percipiraju kao neadekvatno prilagodeni potrebama osoba sa
invaliditetom. Ovi rezultati naglasavaju potrebu za sprovodenjem kontinuiranih napora sa ciljem
poboljsanja infrastrukture u Srbiji u cilju obezbedivanja pristupacnosti, i potrebu za primenom
principa inkluzivnog dizajna kako bi se premostio jaz izmedu osoba sa invaliditetom i osoba koje
nemaju invaliditet, u pogledu pristupa informacijama.
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