
 
 
 
 

 
http://dx.doi.org/10.17770/er2020.1.5195 

This is an open access article under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 

 
 
 

ACTIVITY OF YOUNG PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES IN 
THE DIGITAL ENVIRONMENT 

 
Svetlana Usca 

Rezekne Academy of Technologies, Latvia 

Aija Vindece 
Rezekne Academy of Technologies, Latvia 

 
Abstract. Young people with disabilities are often socially inactive because their participation 
in social and economic processes is limited. In order to reduce this, digital technologies are 
important, the use of which allows any individual to engage in various types of activities 
(educational, cultural, economic, etc.).  
Objective of the paper: to analyze the results of exploratory research on the activity of young 
people with disabilities in the digital environment. Methods: questionnaire, focus discussion. 
The results suggest that support and education measures require a differentiated approach, in 
which it is important to determine the level of interests and digital competence of each young 
person with disabilities, clearly set goals that can be adapted to individual needs, tasks 
according to individual abilities/skills. This means working in small groups or individually. 
Keywords: young people with disabilities, digital technologies, activity in the digital 
environment. 

 
Introduction 

 
Young people with limited adaptive behavior, impaired language 

development and low socio-economic status are at high risk of poor socialization 
(Koskentausta et al., 2007). This can be reduced through the use of digital 
technologies and social media, as their rapid growth and accessibility contribute 
to social participation and offer new means of communication for people with 
disabilities (Wang et al., 2017). New paradigms are being used to set up platforms 
for cooperation and education to meet the needs of people with disabilities, 
focusing on making information on social networks accessible to people with 
disabilities, creating special platforms for exchange information, where people 
with disabilities can ask questions, but the responsible persons (policy makers, 
representatives of health and social institutions, etc.) can provide answers in order 
to ensure an environment for friendly social interaction (García-Betances et al., 
2016; Raghavendra et al, 2015; Luo et al., 2015; Wang, Min, & Han, 2016; Wang 
et al., 2017). The use of such platforms can help reduce the information gap 
between individuals and the surrounding community and institutions (García-
Betances et al., 2016).
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Despite many technological innovations, people with disabilities, including 
young people with disabilities, are under-represented on social media (Media 
Access Australia, 2012), and it is important to encourage and teach them to use 
social networks to express themselves (Hemsley et al., 2017). 

According to the data of the State Medical Commission for the Assessment 
of Health Condition and Working Ability, in 2019, 185 548 adult persons with 
disabilities were registered in Latvia, i.e. 9.66% of the total population of the 
country. There are 8025 persons aged 18 to 29 (young people) (4.2% of the total 
number of disabled persons, including 1474 persons are group I disabled persons, 
3045 persons are group II disabled persons and 3506 persons are group III 
disabled persons) (Labklājības Ministrija, 2019; Centrālā statistikas pārvalde, 
2019). Despite the relatively large number of young people with disabilities, there 
is a lack of research in Latvia on young people with disabilities and social media, 
and habits of the use of social media by young people with disabilities. These 
issues are integrated into wider research on employment, discrimination, 
inclusion of people with disabilities, and the level of awareness. 

The objective of the paper is to analyze the results of exploratory research 
on the activity of young people with disabilities in the digital environment.  

Methods: questionnaire, focus discussion. 
 

Methodology 
 

Research included a survey of young people with disabilities and focus 
discussions. 

Research was conducted with support of the ERASMUS + Strategic 
Partnership project “Social Media Marketing Skills for Fostering the Inclusion 
and Employability of Young People with Disabilities - SMM4WIN”, No. 2019-
2-PL01-KA205-066133. The questionnaire developed within the project was 
used. 

In the questionnaire, 14 out of 15 questionnaires were recognized as valid. 
10 participants are young people with disabilities aged 21 to 30, 4 did not want to 
indicate age. 5 respondents are hearing impaired, 3 - disabled due to various 
diseases, 6 - young people with mental disorders. 8 respondents are men, 6 
respondents - women. 5 respondents have secondary education, one respondent 
has a Bachelor's degree, and the others have primary education. 12 respondents 
have no work experience, 1 respondent worked less than a year, one worked from 
one year to 5 years. 10 respondents are unemployed, 4 are currently studying. 

As several respondents have mental disorders, their questionnaire was 
conducted individually, explaining the questions in the questionnaire. 

The results obtained in the questionnaire were coded and processed in the 
SPSS program. Nonparametric methods were used. 
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In order to better understand the use of the virtual environment by young 
people with disabilities, focus discussions were organized with young people who 
participated in the questionnaire and their content analysis was performed, as a 
result of which the concepts were identified. 

 
Results and Discussion 

 
The content analysis of focus discussions of young people with disabilities 

allows to conclude that young people with disabilities spend a lot of time on the 
Internet and admit that it ..lures, takes a lot of time, .. does not feel the time and 
how long they have spent at the computer. This is also confirmed by the results of 
the questionnaire. Young people with disabilities spend a lot of time online every 
day: 4 respondents - more than 6 hours, 3 respondents - 5 hours, 1 respondent 
4 hours, 4 respondents - 1-3 hours, 1 respondent - less than an hour, one 
respondent could not answer the question.  

The respondents were asked to rate three digital technologies that are 
important for personal empowerment and professional development. The answers 
are summarized in Figure 1. 

 

 
  

Figure 1 The most significant digital technologies (respondents' assessment) 
 

Figure 1 shows that the use of social media dominates. Social media 
promotes social activity (Forrester-Jones et al., 2004), and the term Augmentative 
and alternative communication (AAC) is used (Hemsley et al., 2017). In this 
context, there are, for example, research on the use of social media, the positive 
and negative aspects of this use in adults with intellectual disabilities (Balandin & 
Molka Danielsen, 2015), autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (Stendahl & Balandin, 
2015), communication disorders (Paterson & Carpenter, 2015), acquired brain 
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injuries resulting in cognitive communication disorders (Brunner et al., 2019). 
The role of social media in the daily life and socialization of young people with 
disabilities is emphasized (Hemsley et al., 2017), and it is believed that young 
people with disabilities can learn and improve their social connections through 
social media (Raghavendra et al., 2015). However, individual interviews with 
social workers show that young people with disabilities have different experiences 
and habits of using social media: if young people have mental disorders, their 
interest is limited to games or seeking sexual information, often followed by 
inadequate response, so access to computers in social centers is often limited. 

During the questionnaire, young people with disabilities were asked to rate 
statements about technology using the Likert scale, where 0 means strongly 
disagree, 1 - mildly disagree, 2 - neither agree nor disagree, 3 - mildly agree, and 
4 strongly agree. The results are summarized in Figure 2. 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Respondents' assessment of the statements 
 

Using the Mann-Whitney test, the analysis of the responses found 
statistically significant differences in the assessment of the statements 
Technologies will help people to live longer and healthier (p=.037) (young 
students with disabilities agree more (Mean Rank 11.00) than young unemployed 
people with disabilities (Mean Rank 6.10)) and Digital technologies will cause 
huge job losses (p=.046) (young students with disabilities agree more (Mean Rank 
10.88) than young unemployed people with disabilities (Mean Rank 6.15)). 
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Spearman's correlation shows that there is a correlation between the 
assessment of respondent's work experience and e-commerce (r=.621, p=.018). 
The correlation also shows that respondents who consider programming tools 
important emphasize the importance of e-learning (r=.548, p=.048). The 
correlation was also found between the time spent online on a daily basis and the 
assessment of the importance of social media (r=.666, p=.009) and multimedia 
(r=.665, p=.009). 

Spearman's correlation test shows that there is a correlation between the 
assessment of the statement Social media improves the users' competence and the 
assessment of technologies such as social media (r=.697, p=.006) and multimedia 
(r=.735, p=.003). 

The assessment of the statement Virtual interaction will replace face-to-face 
communication correlates with the respondents' work experience (r=.534, 
p=.049). 

The assessment of the statement Social media improves the users' 
competence correlates with the time respondents spend online on a daily basis 
(r=.867, p=.000). 

The result suggests that pay more attention to the experiences of young 
people with disabilities should be paid in the support and education measures, 
including their experience in the use of the virtual environment, and to the specific 
type of disability. The differentiated approach is needed, in which it is important 
to determine the level of interests and digital competence of each young person 
with a disability, clearly set goals that can be adapted to individual needs, and 
tasks depending on individual abilities/skills; this means working in small groups 
or individually. Events organized for 10 or more disabled people at the same time 
may prove ineffective. 

The content analysis of the focus discussions allowed identifying the 
positive aspects of the virtual environment: 

1. It is an educational environment because:  
a) it allows getting the necessary information (..I am looking for 

information for studies…, .. I read on Wikipedia…, .. I learn 
English with the help of Youtube…); 

b) promotes informal education (..I like to learn something new with 
the help of Youtube…, .. sometimes I am looking for how to learn 
something, looking for food recipes…). 

2. It promotes socialization because: 
a) young people with disabilities can participate in various groups, 

forums (..I am a member of groups on Facebook…, ..there are 
forums for the deaf…), thus both gaining information and sharing 
experiences and opinions; 
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b) it promotes communication with close and distant friends, 
acquaintances, like-minded people (..I use it to communicate with 
people who are far away…, .. it would be difficult to live without 
the Internet, there would be no communication…); 

c) it allows advertising oneself, personal services (..I advertise my 
wicker baskets with the help of Faceebook…). 

3. It meets the special needs of young people with disabilities (..I learned 
sign language via the website…, .. there are forums for the deaf…, I 
watch educational programs where there is translation in sign 
language …, ..there are 3 websites with subtitles for the deaf… ... I can 
order goods…). It is mentioned several times that the respondents learn 
to cook various simple dishes, soups, bake pancakes, set a table, etc. 

Young people with disabilities associate the use of the Internet, social 
networks and various websites with entertainment, which can be seen as both a 
positive and a negative aspect, because young people watch various entertainment 
programs (.. I mostly watch movies…, cartoons .. I watch entertainment programs 
on youtube … , song videos .. I watch blogs about what is happening in the 
world…), which is positive, but they also spend a lot of time playing games and 
satisfying private interests. Social worker practitioners emphasize that young 
people with mental disorders need support and control when using the virtual 
environment, as their primary interests are often related to access to various 
pornography websites, and their uncontrolled activities in the virtual environment 
can jeopardize the safety of young people with disabilities. It is therefore 
important to identify the potential risks associated with the use of social media 
and to identify the effective support, training or other resources needed to mitigate 
the risks (Raghavendra et al., 2015). The analysis of the focus discussions shows 
that some young people with disabilities are aware of the harmful effects of 
excessive use of the Internet, social networks and various sites on health and share 
their experience, indicating that .. I have headache and fatigue after a long time 
spent at the computer, leg hurts, …, .. if I spend a long time at the computer, I have 
headache…, however, none of the respondents did not mention safety. 

Young people with disabilities are more likely to mention social media such 
as Facebook, draugiem.lv, Youtube, Wikipedia, as well as specialized websites 
according to the type of disorder/disability, such as the websites with sign 
language. Everyone emphasizes the need for social contacts, which can be partly 
met by chatting, engaging in interest groups, and so on. Stationary and portable 
computers and telephones with internet connection are used more often than 
tablets. 

In order to promote a positive media experience for young people with 
disabilities, greater collaboration between home and school is required, using 
assistive technology, training and support to learn how to use digital tools. 
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Support is needed not only for young people with disabilities, but also for parents, 
carers and social service providers. This can take the form of learning how to use 
digital tools, knowledge on assistive technologies, knowledge and skills on how 
to integrate social media and assistive technologies into the daily lives of young 
people with disabilities. There are also discussions about involving young people 
with disabilities on social media platforms, which create opportunities for work 
in the online social media environment (Bloggers, Influencers), teleworking 
(more than half of the world's professions can be done remotely, such as telejob), 
access to services (services are available remotely), belonging (involvement in 
groups and interest groups, opportunities to form one's society in the digital 
environment), modern technological solutions (video chat and correspondence, 
platforms in education, work and everyday life) (Boitmane, 2019). 

Research has limitations - only a small part participated in the questionnaire 
and focus discussions, moreover, those were the most active representatives of 
young people with disabilities, so the results involving, for example, young people 
with severe intellectual disabilities, young people with mobility impairments or 
visually impaired (blind) people may differ. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Young people with disabilities in Latvia involved in research use social 

media for education, socialization and entertainment. In order for young people 
with disabilities to focus more on educational and intellectually inspiring 
websites, support for the development of digital competence is needed. It should 
be differentiated, depending on the type of disability: it could be teleworking 
competence for a large part of people, acquisition of business competence, for 
people with mental disorders - receiving services remotely, involvement in 
interest groups, chat, etc., taking into account personal safety. Such support and 
education for people with disabilities should be provided from an early age, with 
an emphasis on the digital environment as a learning and working environment 
and an opportunity for self-control and self-development. 
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