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With budgets shrinking1 and mandates growing, councils are constantly expected to do more despite having less 
time and money and fewer staff. In spite of this, councils are working harder than ever to provide the best services 
possible to their citizens. One area where this is evident is in the drive to improve accessibility of council systems to all, 
and to be inclusive of people with health conditions or impairments. 

Today, the digital divide in the UK is significant. In 2017, 
56 per cent of adult internet non-users were disabled, 
much higher than the proportion of internet  
non-users in the population as a whole2. Further, 
the latest government figures show that 18 per cent 
of working-age adults report having a disability (an 
increase of 14 per cent from 2007/8)3. As people become 
more reliant on digital connectivity and devices, 
technological accessibility has become just as vital for 
social inclusion as adapting physical spaces. 

Freedom of information (FOI) requests undertaken 
by SoftwareONE set out to explore this issue further. 
Overall, the findings show that councils have worked 
hard to ensure citizens are able to access their 
services, regardless of disabilities and in line with new 
regulations on public sector accessibility introduced 
in 20184. For example, 75 per cent of English councils 
already provide external accessibility options on their 
websites, such as large print or an audio screen reader. 
Of the councils which do not already provide external 
accessibility options, over half (52 per cent) are planning 
to implement them in the next 12 months.

1 Local Government Association, Council funding to be further cut in half over next two years, December 2017
2 Office for National Statistics, Exploring the UK’s digital divide, March 2019
3 UK Government, Department for Work and Pension, Family Resources Survey 2017/18, March 2019

4 UK Government, Understanding new accessibility requirements for public sector bodies, May 2018

INTRODUCTION: AN ACCESSIBLE 
PUBLIC SECTOR
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Are there accessibility options on your website for downloadable content, e.g. large 
print, audio screen reader, provided to citizens/site visitors?

What percentage of your employees have a mental or physical disability?

Building on this, councils are also focused on ensuring they support diversity and inclusion internally for their own 
workforces. The results of the FOIs showed almost all councils (95 per cent) have employees with some form of 
disability; for a quarter of councils, between six and 15 per cent of their workforce is disabled. It should be noted that 
many people do not disclose an invisible disability so these figures may well be higher. 
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The results of the FOI requests also showed that prioritising digital inclusion is set to continue as a key focus for 
councils. When asked, almost three quarters said they are planning to invest in making IT systems more accessible in 
the next 12 months.

Neurodivergent and disabled employees bring a 
range of skills, insights and different ways of thinking 
to organisations, and investment in accessibility is a 
positive. However, given that council budgets remain 
under pressure, investment in ‘new’ technology isn’t the 
only way to foster inclusivity – the majority of councils 
will find that their existing technology platforms and 
the software they are already using, come with a range 
of accessibility features. 

The challenge for most is knowing where these features 
are, and how to deploy them, and, it also requires the 
development of a close working relationship between 
IT and HR departments – two key stakeholders in the 

drive to inclusivity. A further challenge is that many 
employees who have an invisible disability don’t 
declare it to their employer for fear of discrimination. 
By making accessibility tools and features available to 
all employees, everyone benefits through improved 
productivity and a more comfortable work experience. 

This report explores these themes further and looks 
at the finding of the FOI requests submitted in depth, 
examining how HR and IT departments within councils 
can make the best use of the technology available to 
them, to empower all employees to confidently carry 
out their job role.

Are you planning to invest in making your IT systems more accessible in the next 
12 months?
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AbilityNet: A digital world accessible to all

“The FOI findings present an encouraging picture 
for accessibility and digital inclusion, and it’s great 
to see councils looking to go further by investing 
more in these areas. Last year’s regulations requiring 
public sector bodies to make websites or mobile 
applications more accessible were a real step forward, 
but there’s always more that can be done. We’re 
keen to see even more digital inclusion progress in 
2020 and will continue to support the drive to expand 
accessibility in both the public and private sectors.” 

Adi Latif, accessibility and usability consultant at 
AbilityNet. AbilityNet provides specialist advice 
services and free information resources to support 
people of any age, or living with any disability or 
impairment, to use technology to achieve their goals 
at home, at work and in education. AbilityNet is 
helping to build a more accessible digital world.

*Methodology: These findings are the result of an 
FOI request, submitted to 95 English councils by 
SoftwareONE in October 2019, and collected in 
November 2019.

 › The 32 London Borough Councils (with 24 whole or 
partial responses)

 › The 36 Metropolitan Councils (with 32 whole or par-
tial responses)

 › The 27 County Councils (with 25 whole or partial 
responses)

Unless otherwise stated, percentages are based on 
the total number of responses given to each question, 
(which differs from question to question), excluding ‘Not 
applicable’ responses.
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Technology has transformed the way we interact with the world, and with each other. For people with a disability, 
neurodivergent people, for deaf people, those with a visual impairment, or those with other specific day-to-day needs, 
technology can be an extremely empowering tool when used effectively. The same is true at work. When given the 
right tools and support, staff can employ their unique skillset, resulting in a more productive, diverse and inclusive 
environment. 

Nowhere is this truer than within the public sector, which can only serve the needs of the UK public effectively if its 
employees reflect the diversity of those citizens. Given almost every council has employees with a physical or mental 
disability, its unsurprising that all the FOI respondents use some form of assistive technologies for their staff  
(see box-out).

EMPOWERING EMPLOYEES WITH 
TECHNOLOGY

100% of councils said they currently deploy assistive technologies to support accessibility and digital inclusion in 
the workplace.

Which of the following assistive technologies do you make available? (Indicate all 
that apply)

As technology has advanced, so too have the roles 
within the public sector, particularly the role of the IT 
department. Long gone are the days when IT was relied 
upon solely to purchase, install and maintain software 
and hardware. IT is now taking a far more strategic role, 
providing guidance and advice to employees and other 
areas of the business – from finance to HR.  
 

This includes supporting with the implementation 
of any assistive technologies; ensuring any tool or 
software best meets an employee’s needs, providing 
any necessary set-up, training and maintenance and 
reviewing the technology regularly. Today, it’s critical 
that IT teams and HR teams work closely together to 
ensure that diversity and inclusion goals are met; HR 
teams are best placed to advise the IT department on 
the needs of employees and how to sensitively effect 
any change.
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COUNCILS’ CHALLENGES WITH 
ACCESSIBLE TECHNOLOGY
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While there is no doubt that councils have made great strides in providing the necessary accessibility technology 
to their employees, it has not been an easy journey. As the FOIs discovered, 60 per cent of councils have faced 
technology challenges when trying to make their systems more accessible for staff. 

This is not surprising given that councils often have 
legacy technology in place that can be costly to replace 
or difficult to rearchitect, and can take a significant 
amount of time. If councils are to make diversity and 
inclusion a priority, they need to work to overcome 
these issues. There are many technology options which 
can provide a more inclusive workplace. It requires IT, 
advised by HR, to know which accessibility solution is 
best for the specific employee, and also ensure they 
have the expertise, can find the time to implement 
the technology within budget constraints, and provide 
training on how to use it. 

Councils are expected to provide a better, more 
accessible experience to employees, enabling them to 
do a better job, while at the same time being provided 
with less money to do so. Thankfully, when it comes 
to overcoming these financial constraints, the good 
news is that many of the accessibility tools that would 
benefit councils can be found within their existing IT 
environment.

Have you faced technology challenges when trying to make your IT systems more 
accessible for employees? 
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MAXIMISING EXISTING 
TECHNOLOGY INVESTMENTS 
Though the evolution of a more inclusive culture in the public sector is already well underway, what the FOIs do show 
is that currently most councils are taking a more ad-hoc approach. The FOI revealed the majority of councils (62 per 
cent) do not have an official digital inclusion and accessibility strategy for employees. This has resulted in much of the 
support on digital inclusion being provided on an ‘as needed’ basis. Now, councils should be looking to take the next 
step and formalise the hard work they are undertaking on accessibility as a strategy.

Through ratifying a formal diversity and inclusion policy 
strategy, councils can build an even more inclusive 
culture, benefitting all employees. This undertaking 
should not be done by departments in isolation; IT and 
HR have  significant roles to play in this developing 
culture, and in making technology accessible for all 
employees by default. Such a strategy can ultimately 
help all staff, by raising awareness of accessibility 
features which can assist everyone. For example, 
features to remove distracting notifications or provide 
synonyms when writing are primarily designed to 
support neurodivergent people, yet they can also 
enable employees without specific needs to be more 
productive and effective at work.  
 
 

To unleash this potential, IT can open up accessibility 
tools that are already part of their environment, which 
other teams, such as HR, might not have been aware of. 
For instance, Microsoft 365 (which includes Office 365, 
Windows 10 and Enterprise Mobility + Security) contains 
a range of accessibility features within Microsoft – 
which can help the 90 per cent councils already using 
Microsoft 3655.  

By using the tools they already have access to, 
councils also have the opportunity to consolidate their 
technology. In reducing the amount of additional tools 
they use for accessibility, while still providing employees 
with the tools to do their jobs well, IT departments can 
realise potential cost savings. In an age of stretched 
budgets, this will likely help the finance department to 
keep councils on track with their spending, while still 
supporting an inclusive workplace. 

Do you have a digital inclusion and accessibility strategy for employees?
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5 Intelligent CIO, English councils address main challenges of moving to the public cloud, October 2018
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Supporting a diverse workplace with 
Microsoft 365

Technology can empower people, helping its users to 
achieve more personally and professionally.

Often, simple tools and features that are already built-
in can be turned on easily and have an instant impact 
on users. Microsoft 365 products and services have 
been designed with inclusivity in mind to reflect the 
diversity of the people who use it every day. 

As standard, Microsoft 365 has features designed for;

 › People with vision impairments – including 
customisable colour palettes and filters on screen 
and spatial information and 3D audio clues to 
build a mental picture of your environment

 › People with hearing impairments – such as 
auto-generated subtitles in over 60 languages 
when presenting and the ability to play the same 
sound from each speaker with mono audio

 › People with mobility issues – for example eye 
control instead of a keyboard or mouse and typing 
with dictation, turning speech to text

 › Neurodivergent people – to help increase 
focus by blocking alerts and notifications quickly 
and easily or remove distracting content from 
webpages using reading view

 › People with learning disabilities – including 
suggestions for phonic misspellings and having 
text read out and words broken into syllables

 › People with mental health conditions – such 
as minimising visual distractions and decluttering 
the taskbar and managing to-do lists with 
reminders

Much of the existing technology used by councils 
and local government organisations has accessibility 
features to instantly and easily support diversity and 
inclusion practices.

SoftwareONE offers a range of services to help 
organisations smooth the path to adoption of 
Microsoft 365/Office 365. This includes 365Simple, 
which simplifies transformation by helping 
organisations develop the strategy, design 
and migration plan aligned with your business 
requirements while realising the full technical 
benefits of Office 365 – including its range of 
accessibility features.

SoftwareONE also offers a full suite of Adoption 
and Change Management services. Public sector 
organisations looking to explore the accessibility 
potential of its Microsoft 365 suite, should contact 
info.gb@softwareone.com and request a change 
management or accessibility advisory.
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CONCLUSION: BUILDING A DIVERSE 
AND INCLUSIVE WORKPLACE
For cash strapped councils which are already working hard on accessibility, taking the next step towards accessibility 
is straightforward. Councils should look to create an overarching diversity and inclusion strategy, building on their 
existing approach. At its most basic, this strategy should ensure all departments, but particularly IT and HR, are 
working together, using existing software and tools where possible to ensure an inclusive environment to support the 
diverse public sector workforce. 

This ultimately has benefits for all council employees, building a more positive and productive staff which can better 
serve its citizens. Moreover, in enshrining their commitment to accessibility within a cultural shift combined with 
a formal strategy, councils will adopt a proactive approach to digital inclusion, rather than a reactive, ‘case by case’ 
outlook. Achieving this doesn’t mean councils have to pay for the latest technologies either – many already operate 
modern software suites with extensive accessibility tools built-in, which will help drive better outcomes for staff 
requiring adjustments, as well as the wider workforce.
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HOW SOFTWAREONE CAN  
HELP YOU
SoftwareONE is the right partner to provide the best Microsoft solutions and managed services to support customers 
in their digital transformation initiatives. With more than 30 years’ experience working with Microsoft, we have a team 
of experts providing services worldwide and available 24/7. SoftwareONE is also one of only 300 FastTrack for Microsoft 
365 partners; offering end-to-end professional and managed services to ensure a well-defined, clear, successful 
journey to the cloud.   

SoftwareONE’s Microsoft Expertise

SoftwareONE 365Simple 

 › 30 years of optimising software spend for more than 
35,000 customers

 › Over 7.6 million monthly active users in Microsoft 365

 › Microsoft Excellence in Operations Gold Level Award

 › 2,000+ Microsoft Certified Professionals

 › Microsoft Gold Partner 

 › FastTrack for Microsoft 365 Partner

365Simple helps organisations accelerate the adoption and realise the full benefits of Microsoft 365, including its 
full range of accessibility features. 365Simple is an end-to-end offering helping to navigate 365 transformation from 
planning, procuring and supporting, while optimising costs within budget. It encompasses the following areas:

Office365 Advisory

SoftwareONE’s Business Productivity Advisory (BPA) is a 
structured engagement to uncover your business goals 
and current IT and business challenges. SoftwareONE’s 
consultants will then provide your organisation with a 
clear path to achieve your 365 business requirements 
while addressing concerns around cost, compatibility, 
security and accessibility. The upfront planning assures 
the 365 transformation will be implemented smoothly 
and within budget.

Office 365 Licensing and Tenant Setup

Licensing through SoftwareONE’s 365Simple program 
delivers Microsoft applications where customers 
want them, when they want them, fully optimised. 
Licensing covers both desktop and mobile devices, and 
either individual products or bundles. It provides total 
elasticity mirroring your user and business needs. Once 
the licensing mechanism is agreed upon, SoftwareONE 
will establish and setup your Office 365 tenant.

Analytics and Insight

SoftwareONE’s offering consisting of PyraCloud 
platform and Cloud Insider enable Office 365 user 
adoption, minimise expenses and maximise value. 
PyraCloud provides a view into key performance 
indicators of your Office 365 environment, while Cloud 
Insider provides quick access into a rich amount of 
data that can lower expenses, drive adoption and allow 
faster Return of Investment (ROI). Cloud Insider consists 
of over 70 standard reports relating to Office 365 
application usage, security, compliance and auditing.

Office 365 Support

SoftwareONE’s Cloud Support removes the risk to your 
business when using cloud services. Our Cloud Support 
agents will work with you to execute your service 
requests or recover your service as needed. Backed by 
a Microsoft Agreement, you can be assured that your 
SLAs are met in a timely manner consistently.

SoftwareONE VIEW for Microsoft Office 365

The Value Inspiration and Experience Workshop (VIEW) offer a hands-on workshop for Microsoft Office 365 and its 
applications. The workshop is made for companies and users who feel overwhelmed by the countless features and 
endless growing opportunities of 365 applications, such as Teams, OneDrive, Skype, Yammer and Delve. VIEW offers 
the possibility to discover and experience your personal and business value within Office 365. The VIEW is customised 
according to your specific needs, situation and timeline, as your individual Office 365 implementation. SoftwareONE’s 
business scenario videos inspire you to find the values that are suited to your individual needs. We then work with you 
to categorise the values to 
1. Reduce costs
2. Work faster, better and more efficiently 
3. Increase security



013

ABOUT SoftwareONE
SoftwareONE is a leading global provider of end-to-end software and cloud technology solutions, headquartered in 
Switzerland. With capabilities across the entire value chain, it helps companies of all sizes design and implement their 
technology strategy, buy the right software and cloud solutions at the right price, and manage and optimise their 
software estate. Its offerings are connected by PyraCloud, SoftwareONE’s proprietary digital platform, that provides 
customers with data-driven, actionable intelligence and helps them manage and optimise their software and cloud 
spend. With around 5,300 employees and sales and service delivery capabilities in 90 countries, SoftwareONE 
provides around 65,000 business customers with software and cloud solutions from over 7,500 publishers. For more 
information, please visit SoftwareONE.com.



WHAT ARE YOU 
WAITING FOR?

Find out more at  
www.softwareone.com 

Or speak to one of our experts now:
T.  +44 0203 5300 270 
E.  info.gb@softwareone.com

 › Contact us today and we’ll help you to transform 
your organisation into a modern workplace. 


