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Proposed Title 
An Equality Opportunity: Combating Disability Discrimination in AI 

Session Summary  
In this interactive workshop session we will discuss specific concerns about disability 
discrimination in AI-based systems by outlining the particular challenges presented by disability 
data. We will invite attendees to consider research questions and directions for developing 
solutions for these challenges. 

Roles and Responsibilities  

Coordinator(s) 
Lydia X. Z. Brown, Policy Counsel, Center for Democracy & Technology 
Hannah Quay-de la Vallee, Senior Technologist, Center for Democracy & Technology 
Stan Adams, Deputy General Counsel, Center for Democracy & Technology 

Presenter(s)  
Lydia X. Z. Brown, Policy Counsel, Center for Democracy & Technology (UTC-5) 
Hannah Quay-de la Vallee, Senior Technologist, Center for Democracy & Technology (UTC-5) 
CDT is reaching out to additional presenters whose work maps onto questions of auditing for 
and addressing bias against people with disabilities, to participate as lead discussants in the 
workshop.  

Documenter  
Stan Adams, Deputy General Counsel, Center for Democracy & Technology 
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Format 
Interactive Workshop 

Length  
1.5 hrs 
 

Description 
Although the FAccT community has long been working to address issues with bias and 
discrimination in the design, development, and uses of AI-based systems, we hope to add 
another dimension to these efforts: discriminatory impacts for people with disabilities. Disability 
raises several unique challenges for identifying, assessing, and mitigating bias, in addition to 
presenting significant intersectional challenges for disabled individuals who also suffer from 
discriminatory effects along other axes such as race, gender, or sexual orientation. This session 
seeks to highlight these considerations and discuss, in workshop form, how existing FAccT 
research can map onto—and new research efforts can help address—this overlooked area for 
research and advocacy.  
 
At least some of the impacts of algorithmic tools for people with disabilities are already known. 
For example, algorithm-driven hiring tools can discriminate against disabled people in multiple 
ways: through inaccessible interfaces, or through selection criteria that compare candidates to 
the employer’s current workforce and thus screen out disabled people who may lack certain 
characteristics, even though those characteristics are not actually essential to job performance.  
 
Likewise, during the COVID-19 pandemic, K-12 schools and institutions of higher education 
have increasingly relied on algorithmic virtual exam proctoring software that flags students’ 
potentially suspicious behavior. These programs can flag disabled students for characteristics, 
traits, activities, and behavior that arise from having disabilities - such as using alternative input 
and interface devices, needing to use the bathroom more frequently, receiving personal care 
attendant services, or having involuntary eye or body movements. 
 
Although the discriminatory impacts of algorithmic systems are neither new nor specific to 
disabled people, disability raises some unique challenges for identifying and addressing 
discrimination that are under-examined in current literature, impeding efforts for change. For 
example, the wide range of disabilities, the different ways in which people may experience a 
given disability, the changing nature of a person’s disability over time, and the fact that many 
disabled people choose not to disclose their disability status because of stigma, all create 
particular complexities for classification and statistical analysis. At a time when some companies 
are turning to statistical audits to identify and address bias (for example, the statistical audits 
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https://cdt.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Full-Text-Algorithm-driven-Hiring-Tools-Innovative-Recruitment-or-Expedited-Disability-Discrimination.pdf
https://cdt.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Full-Text-Algorithm-driven-Hiring-Tools-Innovative-Recruitment-or-Expedited-Disability-Discrimination.pdf
https://cdt.org/insights/how-automated-test-proctoring-software-discriminates-against-disabled-students/


 

adopted by some manufacturers of AI-driven hiring tools), the complexity of disability data defies 
such solutions.  
 
This workshop seeks to expand the FAccT community’s efforts to address these challenges. We 
will approach the topic from a practical perspective, inviting responses to and discussion of 
questions like the following: 

● How do you test for and mitigate bias in the absence of data about a protected 
characteristic? While this is a challenge for many protected characteristics, it is a 
particularly salient problem in auditing for disability bias, since disability status is often 
not disclosed, and is often harder to infer than gender or race (though of course 
inferences in these areas present their own concerns). We hope to encourage existing 
researchers and developers who think about this issue to include disability in their 
work.  

● Are there technical solutions for the classification challenges raised by the 
unique complexities of disability data, and for data reflecting the experience of 
people who are multiply marginalized (for example, because of race, gender, or 
sexual orientation in addition to disability)? While detecting and auditing for 
discrimination is always challenging, the complexities of disability data present further 
difficulties (for example because different people have different experiences of the 
“same” disability, disabilities are not constant over time, disabled people choose not to 
disclose their status for fear of stigma, etc.). For instance, building a synthetic data set 
for auditing purposes is exceptionally challenging when a single disability label can 
have a number of manifestations that produce different effects on other data elements. 
We hope to encourage lines of research that reckon with this complexity and build 
solutions and approaches that are robust to these challenges. 

However we aim to address bias in AI-based systems, the particular technical solutions are not 
the only question to consider. There are equally important questions around design, 
deployment, governance, and—fundamentally—the question of whether some tools should be 
used at all. But as FAccT researchers and others increasingly look to technical interventions to 
improve algorithmic fairness, research is needed urgently to address these and other open 
questions relating to identifying and meaningfully addressing bias against people with 
disabilities.  
 
In this workshop, we hope to engage audience members in an interactive exercise to solidify 
these questions, and hopefully build a basis for further research into tackling these important 
issues. 
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https://slate.com/technology/2020/02/algorithmic-bias-people-with-disabilities.html
https://slate.com/technology/2020/02/algorithmic-bias-people-with-disabilities.html


 

Additional artifacts (optional) 

Center for Democracy & Technology, How Automated Test Proctoring Discriminates Against 
Disabled Students (2020) 
Center for Democracy & Technology, Algorithm-driven Hiring Tools: Innovative Recruitment or 
Expedited Disability Discrimination? (2020) 
Center for Democracy & Technology, Challenging the Use of Algorithm-driven Decision-making 
in Benefits Determinations Affecting People with Disabilities (2020) 

Primary Theme Your Session Fits Into 
Values, Assumptions and Context 

Platform 
Zoom, or another platform that allows for the creation of “breakout” rooms. As noted in the 
“Other Needs” section, platforms supporting accessibility measures such as closed captioning 
are preferred. If no platform offers both closed captioning and breakout rooms, we would prefer 
accessibility over breakout convenience. We can adjust our method of audience segmentation 
as necessary. 

Target Audience Size  
We anticipate about 20-30 participants, and an ideal number would be anywhere up to 45. (If 
our session is accepted and we have reason to believe we will have more participants, we will 
arrange for additional moderators to make sure the breakout groups remain small enough for 
everyone to participate.) 

Documentation and Reporting Plans 
We plan to document our initial discussion prompts as well as the group’s contributions and 
responses to those prompts in a written document, with the possibility to include other formats, 
such as screenshots or recordings of the session. 

Publicity Plans 
We will promote the event on our social media channels using the hashtag #CDTatFAccT. We 
will use CDT’s social media and other channels to publicize relevant documentation from the 
session. That documentation and other materials generated from this workshop will also be 
published via the GRAIL Network’s website, newsletter, and social media accounts. GRAIL, the 
Governance, Research, and Artificial Intelligence Leadership Network, is a partner project 
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https://cdt.org/insights/how-automated-test-proctoring-software-discriminates-against-disabled-students/
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between CDT and the R Street Institute aimed at enhancing the dialog between AI researchers 
and policymakers, facilitating researchers’ engagement on AI-related policymaking 
opportunities, and promoting more informed policy discussions on the regulation and 
governance of AI.  

Other Needs  
We would like to make this CRAFT session as inclusive as possible. If attendees or presenters 
require it, we may require sign language interpretation and/or closed captioning (we can assist 
in obtaining these services if necessary, and can cover the costs for our workshop if FAccT is 
not able to do so). The FAccT registration page will hopefully ask all conference attendees if 
they require any accommodations to support a disability, but if that is not the case, we hope you 
will include that language in our workshop description, providing an email address or some 
other means for attendees to communicate their needs so we can accommodate them.  
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