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This started with a 
pattern I couldn’t ignore01



Educated people. Professionals. Family members

Using smartphones everyday 

Struggling in ways nobody had named

“Call Khadijah, she studied Computer Science” 

For years, I was the unofficial tech support for the people

around me. 



Two examples stayed with me



Why do people who should be able 
to use these systems still struggle? 

The story behind the paper



People who seem capable still struggle, and no one has named why

Policy and Design address the extremes. The middle is invisible.



This is not a niche group, it’s a large part of the population

Literacy rate, adult total (%) of people ages 15 and above – Nigeria

Survey of Adult Skills 2023 England (United Kingdom)

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=NG
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=NG
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.ADT.LITR.ZS?locations=NG
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/survey-of-adults-skills-2023-country-notes_ab4f6b8c-en/united-kingdom_02bc78e4-en.html


I studied what happens 
when real users try to 
complete real tasks
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I studied what happens when real users try to complete real tasks



• There was no established term for the group I was studying. 

• People repeatedly asked what I meant. 

• This required developing and refining a working definition and 
assessment approach.

Even defining this group was difficult from the start



This is not about illiteracy

Defining functional illiteracy to empower inclusive technology design 

https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3628096.3629064


We avoid this issue because we assume literacy equals 
capability



People who could complete tasks via USSD struggled to do the 
same on mobile apps

85% had completed these tasks via USSD before, successfully.



These breakdowns followed the same pattern again and again



When we redesigned with real evidence, we found significant 
improvement in interaction 

So, the design problem was solvable. But something still didn’t add up.



‘How do we design better interfaces?’

‘Why are these patterns not being 
accounted for in how systems are designed 
and deployed in the first place?’

This isn’t only a design problem. It’s also a governance problem.



Where Policy 
Assumptions fall short 03



I approached this by combining usability evidence with policy 
analysis 

Compared user barriers with policy expectations to reveal where inclusion breaks down.



Policy assumes access and skills are enough but they are not

But what the interaction data shows is that access + skills ≠ systems that work.



Our evidence shows that interaction barriers persist even when access 
and skills are present



No one is required to test whether these systems actually work



Training users doesn’t fix systems that weren’t designed for 
them

… So, are we institutionalising exclusion through training systems?



So what needs to change?



What this work leads to04



This work is moving beyond research into practice



Even with clear evidence, turning this into action is still difficult



Even with clear evidence, turning this into action is still difficult

If you’re in policy

Access and skills are not enough. Make usability a requirement

If you’re a researcher 

Interaction evidence is a legitimate governance indicator, not just research 

output

If you’re a practitioner 

The assumptions in your systems are documentable, and therefore fixable



If we want digital systems to work in practice, we must move 
beyond designing for assumed users and start embedding real 
interaction evidence into how decisions are made.

If our models don’t reflect reality, then improving access and skills alone won’t solve the problem.
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