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Social Media for People with Special Needs 

Social media has become an important tool for social networking. Community-based social 

networks are extremely popular and will probably continue to be so.  

 

This development offers new opportunities for people with special needs, although many of them 

often find the existing social network services too difficult to use. For example, much effort has 

been put into making Facebook more accessible for certain special groups, but the use of Facebook 

is still quite challenging for someone with learning disabilities, cognitive impairments or difficulties 

in reading or writing. Also some senior citizens find social network services quite complicated to 

use. 

 

The problems encountered by the above special needs groups in social media are mainly related to 

understanding the operating environment and the special terminology used. In addition to problems 

with the user interface and special terms, the new social networking environment in itself presents 

additional challenges. People with special needs may fail to understand the risks involved in social 

networking: some may, for example, reveal confidential personal information to strangers. Others 

may feel that social network services are far too insecure and therefore decide to opt out 

completely.   

 

Currently, there are no community-based social network services that have been designed especially 

for special groups and very little research has been done into this subject. However, community-

based social networks could provide invaluable tools for enhancing the social skills and 

participation of people with special needs.  

 

The special group to benefit the most from community-based social network services are the people 

with learning disabilities or cognitive impairments. An easily accessible network community makes 

it easier for them to stay in touch with their friends and thereby relieves the feeling of aloneness that 

many disabled people, among others, often experience.  

 

The Easy-to-use Social Network Service Project 

In the spring of 2009, the Papunet network service unit [1] of The Finnish Association on 

Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (FAIDD) [2] launched a project to create an easy-to-use 

social network service. The main target group for the new service were people having difficulties 

with using the existing network services. This includes, for example, disabled youths and adults and 

people with any kind of communication, attention control or guidance problems.  

 

During the first year of the project, we implemented an easily accessible community-based network 

service by applying user-centred design methods. The user interface and the instructions for use 

were written in plain language. 

 



Our network service includes all the typical features of any popular community-based network 

service, such as creating your own user profile, sharing pictures, blogging and keeping in touch with 

your friends. In other words, the focus is on managing and sharing the content produced by the user. 

 

We had ten special needs students and their counsellors from Omapolku ry (Own Path Association) 

working with us in the project. These young media students have previously, among other things, 

produced animations and videos. 

 

In the autumn of 2009, we had a total of six design meetings. The special needs students designed 

the layout and features of the service and outlined some of the modules, such as the image gallery. 

In addition to face-to-face meetings, we had a number of chat meetings with the people testing the 

service. The testing team included students from the Bovallius vocational institute for special needs 

and the network editor students from a class organised by the Finnish Association for Persons with 

Intellectual Disabilities [3]. 

 

Conclusions and Ideas for Further Development 

The design and testing project made it absolutely clear that the main qualities of an easily accessible 

network service are simplicity and clarity. This required a lot of design effort from the user 

interface designers.  

 

Another essential observation has to do with interaction and communication. Some of the users had 

difficulties with writing, reading and reading comprehension. To overcome these problems, the 

network service allows you to choose from a set of ready-made greetings and phrases. In the chat 

room, some users prefer to use symbols for communication. This is an interesting aspect that we 

will further look into when developing the service. 

 

One of the essential accessibility features is the use of a speech synthesizer to read, for example, the 

instructions. The next step would be to apply the speech synthesizer to the blog entries, messages 

and chat comments written by the users. Technically, it is possible to use the speech synthesizer to 

read the chat comments on real-time. This will probably be implemented in future versions of the 

service. 

 

During the year 2010, the social network service will be further developed and opened for the 

public. The service will be open for everyone, but the user interface is available in Finnish only for 

the time being. Our presentation demonstrates the latest development version of the service.  
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