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Abstract
Social accessibility research faces a persistent tension: assistive tech-
nologies (AT) predominantly pursue independence, yet disabled
people’s experiences reveal rich preferences for interdependence.
Our analysis of 90 papers from 2011-2025 uncovered that this stems
from a deeper issue—which crystallized through dialogue with
three bodies of theories: (1) self-determination theory (SDT), (2)
symbolic interactionism, and (3) posthumanist perspectives and
crip technoscience. SDT illuminates individual needs; symbolic in-
teractionism addresses construction of social meaning and stigma;
Posthumanist and crip technoscience together challenges normalcy,
governance, and the human-machine boundary. Through their ten-
sions, we identify relational sovereignty as an alternative telos—
or goal—to autonomy. While our corpus equates autonomy with
independence, sovereignty centers the power to choose between
independence and interdependence. To operationalize this shift—
from “Can they do it?” to “Do they get to decide?”— we introduce
the Relational Sovereignty Matrix and four design interventions: (1)
a sovereignty-centered reframing of SDT, (2) generative questions
for justice-oriented reflection, (3) the idea of building through sov-
ereign technical primitives, and (4) explicit consideration of power
in AT design.

CCS Concepts
• Human-centered computing → Accessibility theory, con-
cepts and paradigms; HCI theory, concepts and models; Collabo-
rative and social computing theory, concepts and paradigms;
• Social and professional topics → People with disabilities; •
General and reference → Surveys and overviews.
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1 Introduction
Assistive Technology (AT) development has long pursued func-
tional independence as its primary goal. The 1988 Technology-
Related Assistance Act defined AT as tools to “increase, maintain,
or improve functional capabilities” [43, 103], a framing expanded by
Daniels’ healthcare justice theory which prioritizes “normal species
functioning” [29, 85]. This paradigm operationalizes success as in-
dependence—completing tasks without relying on others [79, 81].

While the functional telos (or ultimate goal) has structured policy,
research, and evaluation, HCI has absorbed countervailing com-
mitments from disability studies, critical disability studies, and dis-
ability justice that reorient ends toward remaking relations, mean-
ings, and power [49, 59, 87, 89, 97, 98]. These perspectives advance
the social model of disability [49, 59, 98], foreground stigma and
identity as design materials [35, 97], advocate for participatory
inclusion [49, 59, 87, 102], and center interdependence, collective
access, and care as positive, chosen arrangements [7, 51, 64, 89]. Al-
together, these commitments replace a single, normative end with
a spectrum—from individual self-direction to collective, chosen
interdependence—turning the placement of AT along this spectrum
into an explicit consequential design choice.

The work for this paper began with an unrelated exploratory
question:What constitutes thework of social accessibility? Through
systematic analysis of 90 papers, we discovered a persistent pat-
tern: disabled people faced unresolved tensions between independence
and interdependence that existing frameworks could not adequately
address. This led us to ask: How should Assistive Technology
be positioned along the independence-interdependence spec-
trum?

The field lacks a unifying framework. Bennett et al. [7] artic-
ulated interdependence as complementary to independence, not
a replacement, while documenting both empowering and pater-
nalistic forms in practice. Recent work reveals that pursuing full
independence can strip users of control, while uncritical interde-
pendence risks paternalism [9, 101]. The consequences of this am-
biguity are not merely theoretical: over-prioritizing independence
can privatize access labor, while uncritical interdependence can
lapse into coerced reliance or dependence. This reveals the need
for principled ways to reason about when, how, and on whose terms
to support each mode.

To pursue this question, we focus on social accessibility: a subset
of HCI where the independence-interdependence dynamic is made
visible in practice. By social accessibility, we mean research which
study technologies and practices to support disabled people’s so-
cial participation: how devices are perceived by others, how they
mediate impression management and disclosure, how they afford
identity expression and aesthetics, and how they redistribute the
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social labor of access. Rather than treating “the social” as a side ef-
fect of function, social accessibility foregrounds these dynamics as
primary design materials and outcomes [79–81, 83]. Social accessi-
bility by construction is therefore a site where decisions about both
independence and interdependence are actualized and experienced—
serving as an appropriate case study for our needs [82, 83].

To explore how social accessibility is conceptualized and enacted
in HCI, we conducted a constructive grounded analysis [17–19] of
90 theoretically rich papers (2011–2025) curated from a systemati-
cally derived corpus of 605 social accessibility relevant publications
across premier HCI venues (§ 3.1). Initially, rather than testing hy-
potheses, we sought to understand what patterns would emerge
from examining how the field approaches the social dimensions of
assistive technology. In our selection of these works, we prioritized
works that provided situated accounts of use and design (e.g., qual-
itative studies, design cases, theory-building) and excluded purely
algorithmic or instrumentation papers. Our inductive synthesis sur-
faced recurrent tensions that the independence-interdependence
spectrum alone could not resolve: autonomy was often invoked to
mean independence rather than volition—the ability to act accord-
ing to one’s own values and interests; interdependence appeared
as both empowering support and coerced reliance. We found many
accounts that hinted at asymmetries of power, raising questions of
who defines goals, whose terms prevail, even when collaboration
was present [101].

To interpret these tensions, we then performed a meta-synthesis,
placing our empirical findings in productive dialogue with three
theoretical lenses (which were themselves in tension with one
another). With these lenses, we asked:

• The Self: What does volition require, and when is it sup-
ported or undermined?

• The Interaction: How are meanings of disability and ability
negotiated in situated encounters?

• The Body: How are bodies configured by technology, and
who governs the terms?

We drew on self-determination theory to address the first, sym-
bolic interactionism to address the second, and perspectives from
posthumanism and crip technoscience to address the third. This
synthesis produces our core contribution: a distinction between
traditional autonomy and a new, more precise concept of relational
sovereignty: the recognized power to choose one’s relational mode
and to define the ends (telos) of technology use.

Sovereignty: Not Just Which Relational Mode,
But onWhose Terms?
Relational sovereignty refers to the disabled person’s authority
to decide when to seek independence or interdependence (rela-
tional mode), and on what terms. We adopt this term with care.
Sovereignty originates from Indigenous sovereignty movements,
which assert self-determination over governance [2, 6], and data
sovereignty frameworks like OCAP (Ownership, Control, Access,
Possession) [16] and CARE principles [14].

We invoke sovereignty relationally and at the interpersonal /
infrastructural scale to name who sets aims and boundaries in
AT use, not to displace those political claims. Within disability
justice, this meaning is already implicit: “Nothing about us without

us” asserts definitional authority [87]; collective access and access
intimacy name chosen, directed interdependence [51, 64]. Our usage
of sovereignty focuses these threads into a single criterion: whether
the disabled user’s aims and relational terms are recognized and
upheld.

We operationalize this concept through the Relational Sovereignty
Matrix (Figure 5), an analytical tool that classifies user experiences
along the orthogonal axes of Relational Mode (from Independence
to Interdependence) and Sovereignty (from Conditional to Rec-
ognized). In this framing, dependence is not a relational mode
but a sovereignty condition: it denotes externally imposed terms—
whether one is “alone” with a system or “assisted” by people. The
remainder of this paper is dedicated to building and exploring the re-
lational sovereignty framework. This paper traces AT’s teleological
evolution (§ 2), details ourmethodology (§ 3), presents findingsmoti-
vating sovereignty (§ 4), introduces the theoretical framework (§ 5),
and proposes implications and design interventions for designing
sovereign technologies (§ 6).

2 Background and Related Works
The field of accessibility and assistive technology has undergone
profound shifts in how it thinks about its goals and purposes. What
began as a primarily functional enterprise has evolved into a com-
plex negotiation of individual needs, social meanings, and values.
This evolution, however, has created new challenges, including how
to honor both individual autonomy and collective interdependence
without compromising either. This section traces these intellectual
developments to establish why new theoretical developments are
needed.

2.1 The Evolving Telos of Assistive Technology
The goals driving assistive technology development have trans-
formed dramatically over the past several decades, reflecting broader
shifts in how society conceptualizes disability itself.

2.1.1 The Functional Independence Paradigm (Pre-2010s). Histori-
cally shaped by rehabilitation engineering and medical models of
disability, assistive technology emerged with a singular focus on
functional restoration. The 1988 Technology-Related Assistance
Act codified this view, defining AT as tools to “increase, maintain, or
improve functional capabilities” [43]. This framing positioned dis-
ability as individual deficit requiring technological remedy, with suc-
cess measured by approximation to normative functioning [23, 29].

Within this paradigm, independence became the ultimate goal:
not merely the ability to complete tasks, but to do so without relying
on others. Early HCI accessibility research inherited these assump-
tions, prioritizing technical solutions that enabled disabled users to
operate autonomously within existing systems. The field’s metrics
reflected these values: task completion rates, error reduction, and
time-to-independence dominated evaluation frameworks.

2.1.2 The Social Turn (2010–2015). The early 2010s marked a shift
as HCI began absorbing insights from disability studies. Pullin’s
Design Meets Disability [72] challenged the field to consider aes-
thetics and identity expression as central, not peripheral, to AT
design. Mankoff, Hayes, and Kasnitz [59] advocated for importing
disability studies perspectives into HCI, to interrogate the medical
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model’s assumptions and center disabled people’s own research
agendas.

This time also saw the emergence of social accessibility as a dis-
tinct research program. Shinohara and Wobbrock’s foundational
work [80, 82] demonstrated that assistive devices carry social mean-
ings beyond their functional utility—they mark users as different,
require complex impression management, and can simultaneously
enable and stigmatize. Their research revealed that technically
effective solutions could still fail socially, creating new forms of
exclusion even while addressing functional needs.

Parallel scholarship began documenting the hidden social in-
frastructures underlying “independent” technology use. Branham
and Kane [13] exposed the invisible labor that friends and family
perform to maintain accessible systems. The DIY and maker move-
ments in accessibility, documented by Hurst and Kane [50] and
Hofmann et al. [48], revealed users as active creators rather than
passive recipients, while also showing how “independent” making
relied on community knowledge, shared designs, and collective
problem-solving.

2.1.3 Toward Justice and Liberation (2015–Present). Recent schol-
arship has pushed beyond inclusion toward more transformative
goals, influenced by the Disability Justice movement and critical
theories. This shift recognizes that making technology accessi-
ble within unjust systems may perpetuate rather than challenge
oppression. Intersectional analyses revealed how accessibility ef-
forts can reinforce other forms of marginalization. Williams et
al. [97] documented how assistive technologies became tools of
racialized surveillance. Costanza-Chock’s Design Justice [24] frame-
work showed how even participatory design could excludemultiply-
marginalized disabled people when power dynamics go unexam-
ined.

Building on these critiques, scholars from disability studies and
STS have articulated more expansive visions. Hamraie’s Building
Access [39] positions crip technoscience as a form of world-making
that reimagines rather than accommodates. Hendren’sWhat Can
a Body Do? [45] inverts the traditional AT paradigm, asking how
environments might adapt to bodies rather than demanding bodily
adaptation. Williams et al. [98] synthesizes these threads into a
vision of crip HCI that embraces non-normative futures. Shew’s
Against Technoableism [78] fundamentally challenges the assump-
tion that technology should “solve” disability at all, fully rejecting
Daniels’ healthcare justice paradigm [29].

These perspectives raise teleological questions about AT: Should
technology help users achieve independence within existing sys-
tems, or foster interdependence that challenges those systems?
When is self-reliance empowering versus isolating? When does
support become paternalism? The field’s inability to answer these
questions reveals itself most clearly in the ongoing debate between
independence and interdependence as design goals.

2.2 The Independence-Interdependence
Complex

Independence has long served as a central goal in assistive technol-
ogy research and design [79, 81]. Yet critical disability scholars and
activists have challenged this framing, arguing that what we call
"independence" typically obscures reliance on infrastructure, design

choices, and invisible labor rather than eliminating reliance alto-
gether [39, 64]. From this perspective, a power wheelchair user’s
"independent" mobility depends on paved roads, electricity, and
maintenance systems—interdependence with built environments
rather than with people. This tension between independence as
an orienting goal and interdependence as lived reality has gener-
ated significant work in HCI and accessibility research. We review
this literature to understand how the field has grappled with these
competing frames, attending particularly to how researchers have
conceptualized the relationship between relational modes and user
agency.

2.2.1 The Turn to Interdependence. Bennett et al.’s 2018 Interdepen-
dence as a Frame for Assistive Technology Research and Design [7]
served as a turning point for accessibility research. They identified a
fundamental disconnect: while AT research pursued independence
as its primary goal, disability communities had long embraced inter-
dependence as both more accurate and more desirable. Their frame-
work operationalized interdependence through four principles: (1)
recognizing relations between people, technologies, and environ-
ments; (2) revealing mutual giving and receiving; (3) highlighting
disabled people’s contributions; and (4) challenging ability-based
hierarchies.

In introducing interdependence, Bennett et al. positioned it as
“one possible orientation” that “opens new design possibilities,” leav-
ing open the question as to how to decide between them.

2.2.2 Empirical Observations of the Complex. Empirical work demon-
strate both the promise and peril of interdependence. Studies of
collaborative accessibility show that the same support relationships
can be simultaneously empowering and constraining.

Branham and Kane’s [13] ethnography of blind-sighted pairs
found “collaborative accessibility” where partners co-create access,
but also documented the “preparation paradox” (how collaborative
preparation enables later independence) alongside “intervention
tensions” (where needed support causes frustration). Studies involv-
ing people with intellectual disabilities and their personal assistants
reveal similar complexity: interdependent arrangements can fos-
ter belonging but also create vulnerability to others’ schedules,
attitudes, and continued presence [33].

Wheelchair andmobility research demonstrateswheelchair users
constantly switching devices and strategies based on environmental
and social contexts, including instances where “the effort invested
in using an assistive technology was not worth the gain [. . . ] hav-
ing a carer perform the task instead was preferential” revealing
complex independence-interdependence negotiations [32, 56].

2.3 Theoretical Resources for Reframing AT
Goals

To move beyond documenting tensions toward resolving them, we
need analytical tools that operate at multiple scales—from indi-
vidual psychology to social interaction to political transformation.
Rather than adopting single theories, we draw on three bodies of
theory as our lenses: clusters of related perspectives that share
orienting questions but may contain internal debates, competing
strands, and productive disagreements.
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2.4 Theoretical Resources for Reframing AT
Goals

To move beyond documenting tensions toward resolving them, we
need analytical tools that operate at multiple scales—from individ-
ual psychology to social interaction to political transformation.

Existing frameworks in HCI, such as Schneider et al. [76], have
characterized empowerment discourse as split between power-to
(enhancing individual capacity and doing) and power-over (redis-
tributing authority and resisting domination). However, in the con-
text of AT, this distinction often collapses: a user’s power-to act
independently is frequently contingent upon who holds power-over
the infrastructure and social terms.

We therefore seek a theoretical framework that does not treat
capacity and governance as separate tracks, but as mutually consti-
tutive. To do so, we draw on three bodies of theory that allow us to
inspect both sides of this equation:

• The Self (Self-Determination Theory), which clarifies the
conditions for individual volition (or power-to’);

• The Interaction (Symbolic Interactionism), which reveals
how authority is negotiated interpersonally;

• The Body (Posthumanism & Crip Technoscience), which
examines how governance is embedded inmaterial sociotech-
nical arrangements (or power-over’).

These clusters of related perspectives share orienting questions
but may contain internal debates, competing strands, and produc-
tive disagreements.

2.4.1 The Self. Our first lens attends to the psychological dimen-
sions of agency: what individuals need to thrive and act with vo-
lition. We draw primarily on self-determination theory (SDT), a
macro-theory of human motivation and personality composed of
several interrelated mini-theories, with the overall goal of under-
standing the conditions that support or undermine people’s innate
tendencies toward growth, well-being, and self-motivation. In this
work we focus on two mini-theories that are most salient: Basic
Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT) and Organismic Integration
Theory (OIT) [30, 74].

BPNT frames autonomy, competence, and relatedness as basic
psychological needs whose satisfaction or frustration is strongly
linked with well-being, while OIT emphasizes that thwarting any
of the three basic needs can produce controlled forms of motivation
and ill-being, even when behavior seems successful on the surface.
This is crucial for AT, where externally defined “independence” can
co-occur with deep needs frustration. We use these components of
SDT not to claim universal needs in an absolute sense, but to diag-
nose how HCI work selectively invokes autonomy while sidelining
relatedness and user-defined competence.

SDT has become one of the dominant frameworks throughwhich
HCI engages with questions of the self—motivation, volition, and
psychological well-being—making it a productive site for examin-
ing the field’s assumptions. Yet recent work by Tyack and Mekler
on SDT in HCI games research highlights how easily SDT can
become an “unquestioned paradigm” when its mini-theories and
normative commitments are only shallowly engaged [94]. In their
expanded review of 259 SDT-based games papers, they find that
HCI scholarship overwhelmingly treats SDT as a vocabulary and

a source of ready-made scales (PENS, IMI), while rarely using its
propositions to guide research questions, contest findings, or “talk
back” to the theory. Mini-theories such as BPNT, OIT, or Causality
Orientations Theory (COT) are seldom named, and autonomy is fre-
quently mischaracterized as control or choice rather than volition,
with relatedness and need frustration largely ignored.

Following their critique, we treat SDT as one influential frame-
work among others, and make explicit which parts we draw on and
where our findings challenge how SDT is typically mobilized in
HCI. For AT analysis, questions raised by SDT provide vocabulary
to distinguish between independence (doing things alone) and au-
tonomy (choosing one’s relational mode). This distinction proves
crucial: a user might choose interdependence while maintaining
autonomy, or experience independence without autonomy when
forced into self-reliance.

2.4.2 The Interaction. Our second lens attends to how meaning,
identity, and social reality emerge through situated encounters. We
draw primarily on symbolic interactionism (SI), a family of theories
for understanding how selves, roles, and social realities are con-
structed through interaction. Our use of SI aligns primarily with the
Chicago School (e.g. Mead; Blumer), which emphasizes that mean-
ings are not inherent in objects but arise through ongoing interac-
tion, and that people act toward things—including technologies—on
the basis of the meanings those things have for them [10, 62]. We
take up key concepts from this lineage, for example the definition
of the situation, joint action, and the emergent, reflexive self, to
show how disability arises through interaction rather than inhering
in individuals or environments. We also draw heavily on Goffman’s
account of the interaction order and dramaturgy, particularly his
analyses of stigma symbols, impression management, and front-
and back-stage behavior [37, 38], which help us examine how assis-
tive devices can both mark and be strategically managed in social
life.

At the same time, we acknowledge more structural strands of SI,
such as the Iowa School, (associated with Kuhn and others), which
foreground relatively stable self-concepts and role identities, and
later negotiated-order perspectives [88] that connect institutional
structures with their continual renegotiation in everyday practice.
Rather than treating these as incompatible camps, we use negotiated
order as a bridge: assistive technologies are understood both as
structural anchors that position disabled people in particular roles
(e.g., “dependent patient,” “competent worker”) and as interactional
props that users mobilize to negotiate, resist, and reconfigure those
roles. This SI framing provides the vocabulary we need to analyze
how the papers in our corpus depict identity work, disclosure,
stigma management, and relational expectations around assistive
technology.

2.4.3 The (Material) Body. Our third lens attends to bodies as ma-
terially configured sites entangled with technology—how bodies
are designed for, contested, and politically situated. We draw on per-
spectives that challenge fundamental categories—human/machine,
normal/abnormal, able/disabled—that other frameworks take for
granted [42, 54]. Though the traditions we include here disagree
with one another in important ways, together they reveal how “uni-
versal” needs (and technologies built on said assumptions) often
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encode particular (usually abled) ways of being as natural and desir-
able [97]. These perspectives in this body of theory push us to ask
not just whether technology works, but whose vision of “working”
prevails and what alternative futures might be possible.

Posthumanist Perspectives. Posthumanism challenges the liberal
humanist assumption of a bounded, self-sufficient individual by em-
phasizing distributed agency and human-nonhuman assemblages.
Haraway’sCyborgManifesto destabilizes the human-machine bound-
ary and foregrounds hybrid embodiments as already ordinary rather
than exceptional [42]. Barad’s agential realism similarly treats
agency as an enactment emerging through “intra-action” among
bodies, devices, and environments rather than an intrinsic property
of discrete individuals [5]. Braidotti’s posthuman subject [12] and
Bennett’s notion of “vibrant matter” [8] extend this line of thought
by insisting that the capacities of any actor are co-constituted with
infrastructures, objects, and ecologies. From this perspective, true
or absolute independence is ontologically untenable: all action is
necessarily entangled action.

Science and Technology Studies (STS) of disability ground these
posthuman insights inmundane, everyday care practices.Winance’s
analysis of wheelchair use, for example, traces how bodies, devices,
and built environments are mutually configured over time, reveal-
ing independence as an achievement of an entire assemblage com-
ing together rather than an attribute of a lone user [99]. Moser
shows how disabled people and technologies co-produce one an-
other in everyday life, complicating simple binaries of dependence
versus autonomy [68]. Mol and Pols likewise describe care as a
distributed accomplishment in which patients, professionals, and
artifacts continually re-negotiate what “good” care is and who does
what work [66, 69]. Taken together, these posthuman and STS ac-
counts remind us that what HCI often calls “independence” already
rests on dense, largely invisible networks of human and nonhuman
support.

Crip Technoscience. Crip technoscience and critical disability
studies begin from disabled people’s situated interdependence rather
than from abstract human subjects. Hamraie and Fritsch’s Crip
Technoscience Manifesto articulates disabled makers and users as
technoscientific agents whose practices expose and rework the
ableist assumptions built into environments and devices [40]. Min-
gus’ writing on access intimacy and interdependence names forms
of care and relational access that are both materially specific and
politically charged, rejecting the myth of independence while in-
sisting on disabled people’s authority to direct the relations they
rely on [64]. Shew’s critique of technoableism further challenges
imaginaries in which technology is tasked with “fixing” disability
or restoring users to normative functioning, arguing instead for
centering disabled ways of being and resisting compulsory cure
and enhancement [78].

Viewing Posthumanist and Crip Perspectives Diffractively. These
crip perspectives also interrogate some strands of posthuman and
feminist theory. Kafer’s work on crip futurity shows how cyborg
and posthuman narratives often presume an able-bodied subject or
treat disability as a deficit to be overcome, erasing disabled people’s
existing, often coercively governed, relationships with technol-
ogy [54]. Weise’s direct critique of Haraway’s cyborg visions [96]

and Forlano’s autoethnography of chronic illness [34] similarly
highlight how techno-utopian visions of a seamless human-machine
integration can obscure asymmetrical power relations, surveillance,
and labor involved in actuallymaintaining disabled life. Crip techno-
science thus adds an explicitly political and normative layer to
posthuman entanglement: it asks whose bodyminds are centered,
which dependencies are valued or stigmatized, and who controls
the terms of technological mediation [70].

We recognize these fundamental differences and therefore read
Posthumanism and Crip Technoscience diffractively rather than as a
synthesis [5, 36]. Posthuman and feminist new materialist accounts
decenter the autonomous liberal subject and make visible the as-
semblages involved, while crip technoscience and critical disability
theory insist that those assemblages are sites of technoableism,
contestation, and world-building. STS studies of disability such as
Winance, Moser, Mol, and Pols provide connective tissue between
these traditions by showing how bodies, devices, and institutions
are co-shaped in practice. Where posthumanism suggests that we
are always already entangled, crip technoscience asks who governs
those entanglements, to what ends, and with what recourse. It is
this governance question that we develop with the term relational
sovereignty.

2.4.4 Productive Tensions Between Lenses. We utilize these three
bodies of theory as analytic lenses because their worldviews con-
flict, generating insight through their incompatibilities. First, SDT
posits universal psychological needs, yet crip theory interrogates
how these “universal” standards of competence often encode ableist
norms as natural [30, 78]. Second, while SDT centers the bounded
agent’s volition, posthumanist perspectives reframes the individ-
ual into distributed assemblages, raising critical questions about
who governs the “independence” provided by infrastructure [5, 64].
Third, symbolic interactionism reveals how users negotiate mean-
ings and manage audiences to mitigate stigma, yet Crip Techno-
science highlights that social negotiation often faces a wall of ma-
terial constraints—such as platform defaults or algorithmic biases—
that are not negotiable practically [10, 40].

These conflicts extend to the temporal and relational dimen-
sions of access. The interactional pressure to maintain normative
“flow” (SI) [37] explicitly conflicts with the need for “crip time” (crip
theory) and rest [54], just as the impulse to manage others as an
audience (SI) is in tension with the need to embrace them as allies
in collective access (Disability Justice) [51]. Relational sovereignty
emerges from these frictions as the necessary power to arbitrate
them: the recognized authority to set the terms of one’s own pac-
ing, definitions, and relationships against the inertia of normative
systems.

2.5 Indigenous Scholarship on Sovereignty,
Disability, and Data Governance

Indigenous sovereignty represents the inherent right of Indigenous
peoples to self-determination and self-governance over their terri-
tories, resources, and ways of life [2, 6]. This concept emerged from
resistance to colonial governance structures that sought to elimi-
nate Indigenous political authority and impose external control [6].
Data sovereignty extends sovereignty principles to the digital realm,
asserting that data about Indigenous peoples and territories should
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Figure 1: Stages of the Methodological Process: From keyword searches, corpus curation, and multi-stage synthesis.

be subject to Indigenous governance and laws [57]. This movement
emerged in response to centuries of extractive research where In-
digenous knowledge, genetic materials, and cultural information
were taken without consent, often used to the detriment of Indige-
nous communities [2, 57].

Two key frameworks operationalize these principles for contem-
porary practice. The OCAP principles—Ownership, Control, Ac-
cess, and Possession—developed by the First Nations Information
Governance Centre, establish that Indigenous communities must
own, control, access, and possess data about their peoples [16, 57].
These principles ensure information governance aligns with self-
determination rather than external research agendas. The CARE
Principles—Collective Benefit, Authority to Control, Responsibility,
and Ethics—complement OCAP by emphasizing relational account-
ability and collective well-being over individual data rights [14].

Scholars working at the intersection of Indigenous studies and
disability studies have extended these sovereignty frameworks to
critique mainstream accessibility discourse. Meissner and Reynolds
argue that dominant conceptions of access in disability theory
presuppose settler-colonial property relations, proposing “deep
access”—a framework rooted in kinship, reciprocal responsibility,
and restoration of relationships severed by colonial violence [63].
Cowing introduces “settler ableism” to name how state assimilation
measures target Indigenous bodyminds, arguing that “occupied
land is an access issue” that feminist disability studies has largely
failed to address [26]. Empirical work reveals that many Indigenous
peoples reject “disability” as an alien Western construct, instead
celebrating uniqueness and community contribution [73]; Moola et
al. use disability justice to examine how colonialism produces and
maintains Indigenous childhood disability through interlocking
institutional failures [67]. This scholarship establishes that rela-
tional, collective, and sovereignty-based framings of access reflect
longstanding Indigenous epistemologies—not novel theoretical in-
terventions.

We believe these frameworks offer HCI valuablemodels for think-
ing beyond individual autonomy toward collective governance,
reciprocal relationships, and community-defined standards. For
disability communities similarly navigating power asymmetries in
technology design, Indigenous sovereignty frameworks—and the
Indigenous disability studies scholarship that has already begun
this translation—provide concrete vocabularies for asserting def-
initional authority over technological futures. We draw on these
insights while recognizing, following Tuck and Yang [93], that con-
ceptual borrowing cannot substitute for the political project of
decolonization itself.

Positionality and Reflexivity
This work is conducted by multiply disabled, neurodivergent, and
allied researchers. We acknowledge that our constructivist pro-
cess was shaped by our lived experiences. Our interpretations
center a Disability Justice perspective, prioritizing identity-first
language [4] and interpretations that align with principles of col-
lective access [51]. Our analysis is one situated interpretation, not
a “view from nowhere” [41].

3 Methodological Approach
Our search began with the goal of understanding how social accessi-
bility research has evolved and what tensions characterize the field.
For this, we employed a multi-stage analytical approach (shown
in Figure 1). As our initial intention was exploratory, we began
without predetermined frameworks, allowing patterns to emerge
through systematic corpus construction and iterative analysis. Only
after identifying persistent tensions from our constructivist cod-
ing (§ 3.3.1) around independence and interdependence did we
employ theoretical triangulation to interpret them (§ 3.3.3).

3.1 Phase 1: Systematic Dataset Construction
(n=605)

Our corpus construction (shown in Figure 2) began with establish-
ing temporal and topical boundaries. We selected January 2011
through June 2025 as our review period, anchored by Shinohara
and Wobbrock’s foundational articulation of social accessibility as
a distinct research concern [82]. This timeframe captures the field’s
evolution from primarily functional orientations toward more nu-
anced engagement with social and relational dimensions of assistive
technology.

3.1.1 Database Selection and Search Strategy. We targeted key HCI
venues (ACM: ASSETS, CHI, CSCW, DIS, TACCESS, TOCHI, UIST;
IEEE: HRI, ISMAR, VR, VIS), conducting full-text searches ACM
and IEEE databases using the following search terms:

This two-stage protocol yielded 8,731 initial results, refined to
1,599 through social keyword filtering, and ultimately 605 papers
through manual screening of titles and abstracts by the first author
for conceptual relevance (see Figure 3 for PRISMA diagram and
Appendix ?? for detailed venue distributions).

3.2 Phase 2: Theoretical Sampling and Corpus
Curation (n=90)

From the comprehensive dataset, the first author employed the-
oretical sampling [17] to assemble a focused corpus by assessing
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Figure 2: Illustration of process to obtain curated corpus for analysis.

each works’ title and abstract (also shown in Figure 2). (For a com-
prehensive bibliometric analysis of this corpus, including venue
distributions and thematic territories, see The Three Praxes: A Frame-
work and Map of Social Accessibility Research [52].) This purposive
selection prioritized papers offering rich conceptual insights into
the independence–interdependence dynamic.

Inclusion criteria:

ACM Digital Library
Step 1 "disability" OR "accessibility" OR "assistive

technology" OR "people with disabilities" OR
"impairment"

Step 2 AND ("social acceptability" OR "stigma" OR "social
perception" OR "communication" OR "collaboration"
OR "identity" OR "belonging" OR "social norms" OR
"masking" OR "expression")

IEEE Xplore
Step 1 ("disability" OR "accessibility" OR "assistive

technology" OR "people with disabilities" OR
"impairment")

Step 2 AND ("social acceptability" OR "stigma" OR "social
perception" OR "communication" OR "collaboration"
OR "identity" OR "belonging" OR "social norms" OR
"masking" OR "expression")

Table 1: Keyword search terms used for filtering steps

Figure 3: Steps of Systematic Dataset Construction

(a) Explicit engagement with social or experiential dimensions
of disability and technology (e.g., identity negotiation, stigma
management, relational dynamics)

(b) Employment of interpretive or critical methodologies provid-
ing thick description (e.g., ethnography, participatory design,
phenomenological inquiry)

(c) Direct theoretical engagement with relevant frameworks
(e.g., disability studies, STS, critical theory)

Exclusion criteria:
Papers focusing exclusively on technical optimization or functional
metrics without substantive engagement with social dimensions
were excluded, as these would not contribute to theorizing the
relational dynamics central to our inquiry.

3.3 Phase 3: Three-Stage Thematic Analysis
with Theoretical Triangulation

Our analytical approach combined inductive pattern identifica-
tion with deductive theoretical interpretation, allowing empirical
insights and theoretical frameworks to inform each other dialecti-
cally.

3.3.1 Stage 1: Constructivist Coding and Theme Development. We
followed constructivist grounded theory principles [19] and situa-
tional analysis [21] treating papers, concepts, and infrastructures
as elements in an analytic situation rather than neutral carriers
of data [22, 71]. Beginning with an open coding of the 90 papers,
we focused on how independence and interdependence were con-
ceptualized, experienced, and negotiated. Using digital affinity dia-
gramming, the first author extracted 362 discrete concepts from the
full-text works, preserving where possible the original language to
maintain semantic fidelity (e.g., “algorithmic disclosure mediation,”
“crip aesthetics of augmentation,” “platformed access labor”).

Each concept was captured as a discrete node with its source
citation (e.g., “dynamic disclosure toggles,” “celebratory aesthetics,”
“access intimacy,” “platformed audism”). Through iterative axial
coding, we analyzed relationships between these conceptual nodes,
moving from a flat collection to a structured intellectual landscape.
This process is shown in Figure 4 and involved two levels of syn-
thesis:

Level 1 – Clustering: We grouped semantically related concepts
into 46 granular codes. For instance, concepts like “masking as
performance and suppression,” “strategic muteness as social filter,”
and “double-edged digital masking” were clustered under Mask-
ing, Passing, Accommodation. Similarly, “DIY-AT as systemic cri-
tique,” “replicative DIY-AT,” and “social justice-alignedmakerspaces”
formed the code DIY-AT & Making.
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Figure 4: Illustration of the constructivist grounded theory analysis process (Stage 1): we move from conceptual extraction to
thematic synthesis.

Level 2 – Theme Synthesis: These 46 codes were then synthesized
into six overarching themes through analysis of their interrelation-
ships:

• Identity SovereigntyComplex: How disabled people nego-
tiate disclosure, masking, and visibility in relation to identity
construction

• Communication as World-Building: The role of social
acts creating communicative worlds

• Access Ecologies: Networks of interdependence, care, and
the distribution of access labor

• Critical Making Practices: DIY-AT, celebratory technolo-
gies, and resistance through material practice

• Algorithmic Disability Encounters: AI mediation, data
representation, and algorithmic/digital identity construction

• Methodological Justice: Research ethics, co-design ap-
proaches, and epistemic considerations

Identifying the Central Tension: As we analyzed across these
six themes, a recurring pattern was surfaced that cut through all
of them. In the Identity Sovereignty Complex, users wanted both
privacy protection (independence) and community validation (inter-
dependence). Within Access Ecologies, the same support networks
that provided essential care also created vulnerability to others’
schedules and continued presence. The Critical Making Practices
territory revealed DIY-AT as simultaneously individual acts of self-
determination and deeply reliant on collective knowledge-sharing
infrastructures. Even in Communication as World-Building, AAC
users navigated between autonomous self-expression and depen-
dence on communication partners’ interpretive labor.

This cross-cutting pattern revealedwhatwe term the Independence–
Interdependence Complex: a persistent, unresolved tension where
disabled people simultaneously demanded greater individual con-
trol and more robust collective support. Crucially, this was not a

fixed binary choice—the same users, in the same contexts, articu-
lated needs for both. The complexity lay in how these seemingly
opposing orientations were actually co-constitutive: independence
often required interdependent infrastructures to achieve, while
meaningful interdependence demanded individual agency to direct.

3.3.2 Stage 2: Theoretical Triangulation. To interpret the Indepen-
dence–Interdependence Complex, we employed a theoretical trian-
gulation approach [15, 31], involving iterative cycles of mapping,
comparison, and reinterpretation.

Analytical Process: The first author re-analyzed our 362 concepts
with our six themes and the three lenses (The Self, The Interaction,
The Body). For each intersection, we asked: How would this lens
interpret these findings? What does it illuminate? What does it
obscure?

For the first lens (The Self), we examined how accounts spoke to
needs for autonomy-as-volition, competence, and relatedness, and
whether these appeared supported or thwarted. For The Interaction,
our analysis followed the Chicago lineage [10, 62] and negotiated-
order perspectives [88], attending to how papers defined the situ-
ation (problems, roles, audiences), mobilized stigma symbols and
impression management [37], and stabilized expectations through
role ascriptions. Treating papers as social actors rather than neutral
reports, we looked for symbolic objects (e.g., “autonomy,” “burden”),
audience design (clinician, caregiver, platform), and tactics such
as covering, passing, and boundary work. This SI-inflected stance
is consistent with our constructivist grounded theory methodol-
ogy [17–19], which likewise assumes that accounts are situated,
interactional productions rather than transparent windows onto
reality. For The Body, we looked at how technologies, infrastruc-
tures, and institutions configured human–nonhuman assemblages
and whose norms and priorities those assemblages served.
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Illustrative Example: Whenwe applied these lenses to the “forced
isolation” experiences in our data, each illuminated different di-
mensions. SDT revealed these as violations of the need for related-
ness. Crip technoscience reframed the same experiences as prod-
ucts of systemic biases that make independence compulsory. Sym-
bolic interactionism showed how “isolation” itself was a negotiated
meaning—what one person experienced as abandonment, another
framed as finally being left alone.

3.3.3 Stage 3: Synthesis through Productive Tension. The most gen-
erative insights emerged not from any single lens but from the
incompatibilities between them.

Theoretical Conflicts: SDT’s universalist claims about human
needs directly conflicted with crip technoscience’s insistence that
“needs” themselves are socially constructed and politically contested.
When our corpus equated independence with autonomy, SDT (prop-
erly applied) revealed this as a conflation—volition could be sat-
isfied through chosen interdependence. Crip technoscience went
further, questioning whether “autonomy” itself encoded ableist
norms about self-sufficiency. Symbolic interactionism complicated
both by showing how “autonomy” meant different things in differ-
ent interactional contexts—sometimes independence, sometimes
the choice of interdependence, sometimes the power to define the
interaction itself.

Adjudication Principles: When lenses conflicted, we adopted three
principles. First, we privileged situated accounts—participant aims
and experiences—over theoretical priors. Second, we treated “au-
tonomy” strictly as volition (following SDT’s technical definition)
and separately inspected whether that volition was recognized or
constrained by others and infrastructures. Third, we used sym-
bolic interactionism to disambiguate what “autonomy” or “support”
meant in situ, recognizing that identical terms carried different
meanings across contexts.

Reading The Body Diffractively: Within our third lens, we read
posthumanism and crip technoscience diffractively rather than as
a synthesis [5, 36]. Posthumanist perspectives highlighted onto-
logical entanglement—the impossibility of separating human from
nonhuman actors. Crip technoscience foregrounded governance
and technoableism—asking whose bodies are centered and who
controls the terms of technological mediation. Where entanglement
and volition collided, we asked: who gets to set terms, revise goals,
and seek recourse?

Emergence of Sovereignty: These adjudication moves yielded
sovereignty as the through-line. Users were not simply seeking vo-
lition (SDT’s autonomy) or challenging norms (crip technoscience’s
resistance) or negotiatingmeanings (symbolic interactionism). They
were seeking something more fundamental: the recognized power to
set the terms of their relationships with both technology and people.
This theoretical synthesis produced our core distinction between
autonomy and sovereignty—the recognized power to choose one’s
relational mode and define the goals of technology use. This shift
reframes the central question from “Can they do it?” to “Do they
get to decide?”

3.4 Transparency and Reproducibility
To support research transparency and enable future theoretical
development, we make available our complete analytical materials:
the full 605-paper corpus from our systematic search, the curated
90-paper theoretical sample, and the complete coding structure gen-
erated during analysis (362 conceptual nodes, 46 focused codes, and
6 theoretical categories). These materials, along with our coding
memos and theoretical mapping matrices, are provided in the sup-
plementary materials to facilitate both verification of our analysis
and extension of the sovereignty framework to other contexts.

4 Findings: From Autonomy to Sovereignty
We began this research seeking to understand how the field concep-
tualizes social accessibility. Through our inductive synthesis, we dis-
covered recurrent tensions that the independence-interdependence
spectrum alone could not resolve. Our subsequent meta-synthesis
with three theoretical lenses revealed that these tensions consis-
tently turned on who sets the terms of relation and success. This
pattern led us to develop the concept of relational sovereignty: the
recognized power to determine aims, boundaries, and dependen-
cies, and to have those decisions upheld by others and surrounding
infrastructures.

4.1 Autonomy in Social Accessibility
The persistent tensions in our corpus revealed fundamental limita-
tions in how the field conceptualizes autonomy in assistive tech-
nology. Despite critical disability scholarship arguing that inde-
pendence is ontologically a myth—a form of interdependence with
infrastructure rather than people [39, 64]—HCI and AT research
largely continues to treat independence as a truly distinct, achiev-
able, and superior goal [79, 81]. Papers routinely framed indepen-
dence as the endpoint of successful AT intervention, obscuring
reliance on non-human elements while foregrounding freedom
from human assistance. This ideological commitment to functional
independence sits in tension with the material reality of disabled
people’s lives, which are inherently interdependent. The same phe-
nomenon often appeared simultaneously as both empowering and
constraining—a paradox that positioning along an independence-
interdependence spectrum could not fully explain. The examples
that follow are illustrative rather than exhaustive, highlighting
particular works that offer detailed accounts of patterns observed
throughout the corpus.

4.1.1 The Instability of Autonomy. We found this tension manifest
most clearly in how the field handles the concept of autonomy.
While self-determination theory defines autonomy as volition-the
ability to act according to one’s own values and interests [30, 74]-
our corpus revealed that autonomy was frequently equated with
independence. Papers describing autonomous technology use often
meant users operating devices without assistance, rather than users
exercising choice over their relational mode.

For instance, Silva et al. [84] documented how smartwatch sys-
tems designed to promote children’s autonomy actually enforced in-
dependence by reducing parental involvement, even when children
preferred collaborative support. Their deployment study revealed
tensions where children appreciated how the smartwatch served
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as a persistent reminder and enabled them to track daily goals
independently, yet the multi-device nature of the system (parent
phone/child watch) created rigid divisions that limited flexibility in
co-regulation approaches. The transition from co-regulation to self-
regulation was assumed to be linear and unidirectional, ignoring
users who chose sustained interdependence [84].

Conversely, the same study showed how technology serving
as a “bad cop” enabled a form of autonomy by allowing users to
blame the device for unpopular decisions (e.g., screen time limits),
preserving relationships while exercising choice—a form of auton-
omy achieved through strategic dependence on technology [84].
Read through SDT, these cases reveal that “independence” framed
as self-regulation often masked needs frustration. Children were
steered away from co-regulation even when they valued it, under-
mining relatedness and, paradoxically, their sense of autonomy as
volition. Conversely, arrangements in which users chose to rely
on partners or devices-“autonomy-supportive interdependence”-
satisfied both autonomy and relatedness.

4.1.2 Interdependence as Both Freedom and Coercion. Interdepen-
dence was also represented with ambivalence. On one hand, Bhat-
tacharjee et al. [9] find that robot-assisted feeding systems can
operate within rich ecosystems of care that provide relational sup-
port and enable community participation beyond simple functional
assistance. Higgins et al. [47] model this interdependence as funda-
mental to the success of AT initiatives, demonstrating how govern-
ment, university, and community stakeholders can collaborate to
provide equitable access in a statewide AT program. On the other
hand, reliance on these networks creates profound vulnerability.
When formal support systems like insurance prove inflexible or
inadequate, Higgins et al. [47] note that users are left without access
to necessary devices. This vulnerability is acute during transitions
of care, such as when a key individual champion for accessibil-
ity leaves an institution, risking the collapse of the support they
single-handedly provided, as described by Coverdale et al. [25].

Platform-mediated interdependence is especially complex. Video
conferencing and social VR platforms, for example, can enforce
ableist communication norms. By privileging spoken interaction,
their design canmarginalize userswho stutter, as found byWu [100],
or users who do not use voice communication (“mutes”), as de-
scribed by Chen et al. [20], creating structural barriers to participa-
tion. Simultaneously, these same platforms are celebrated for their
ability to incubate new communities by overcoming geographical
distance. For instance, Wu [100] highlights how videoconferencing
has been vital for connecting the globally dispersed community of
people who stutter, enabling support groups and fostering a sense of
shared identity. This paradox highlights a central tension: the same
technological interdependence that connects communities can also
subject them to platform governance and design choices they do
not control. As Chen et al. [20] illustrate, this lack of sovereignty
can feel like a form of digital colonization, where users must adapt
to disabling environments rather than having environments that
adapt to them.

4.1.3 Power, or The Ability to Set the Terms. Across cases, what
mattered most was not whether people acted independently or
interdependently, but the power or who set the terms under which

relationships, visibility, and support were possible. In remote meet-
ings, for example, Li et al. [58] found that people who stutter
(PWS) consistently framed disclosure as a matter of control. Par-
ticipants proposed tools that let them decide if, when, and how to
disclose—e.g., a self-disclosure badge with tailored educational mes-
sages for non-stuttering listeners, personalized “encouragement”
prompts, and controls over when such prompts appear. They also
designed features to shape downstream consequences of disclosure
(e.g., “I’m not done” indicators to hold the floor; queue indicators;
cool-off periods that limit rapid re-entry by fluent speakers). These
ideas explicitly seek to redistribute conversational authority and
redefine whose speech sets the pace and norms of the meeting [58].
Read together, they advance a form of disclosure sovereignty: be-
yond privacy or transparency—situated control over the contexts,
timing, and implications of being known.

Design was also used as an explicit lever to challenge and reallo-
cate power. Li et al. also engaged PWS co-designers who proposed
features that slow fluent speakers, make stuttered speech visible
and legitimate (e.g., literal transcription of disfluencies), and of-
fer non-verbal mechanisms to claim conversational turns—design
moves that intentionally disrupt inherited norms of speed, “effi-
ciency,” and fluency so that disabled speakers can set (and reset)
the rules of the interaction [58].

Power also organized access to assistive technologies and accom-
modations. Higgins et al. found that in a university makerspace,
students described how clinicians, documentation regimes, and in-
stitutional procedures functioned as gatekeepers. Participants em-
phasized that “safe” AT design was contingent on relationships with
medical professionals; without these relationships some projects
were deemed too “risky,” and students with fewer clinical ties were
less likely to participate. Students additionally characterized the
accommodations system as privileged and opaque, often requiring
extensive self-advocacy and producing avoidance or disengage-
ment; they turned to the makerspace to subvert inflexible policies
and prototype alternatives that met their needs [46].

In industry-facing ecosystems for children’s AT, Smolansky et
al. found that “efficacy” operated as access currency. Professionals
described prolonged funding processes (e.g., months-long insurance
approvals), trial requirements, and denials when approaches were
not judged “evidence-based.” Companies responded by developing
templates and training to help caregivers and clinicians assemble
acceptable rationales, and they called for better data pipelines to
document impact—less to learn from children’s trajectories than to
satisfy external gatekeepers [86].

Algorithmic infrastructures introduced further asymmetries. Kaur
et al., in documenting challenges that disability advocates in In-
dia faced, reported that platform ranking, moderation practices,
and engagement-driven cultures made disability content simulta-
neously hypervisible to abuse and invisible to support: patronizing
comments and harassment were common; advocacy posts struggled
to gain traction; and creators self-censored or fragmented identi-
ties to mitigate harm. Participants characterized these dynamics
as technoableist, arguing that platform architectures and policies
actively invisibilize disabled voices and reassign the costs of safety
to those least resourced to bear them [55].

Finally, emerging emotion-AI systems concentrated discretion to
deployers while distributing risk unevenly. In a U.S.-representative
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survey, Andalibi et al. found that comfort with emotion-AI was low
across all domains and especially low for workplace, social media,
and hiring scenarios. Disabled people and gender minorities were
significantly less comfortable than others, underscoring differential
vulnerability; perceived accuracy predicted comfort but did not
overcome baseline concerns, pointing to the need for regulation
that centers identity-based risk rather than technical fixes alone [3].

These findings show that assistive and sociotechnical systems
are governed by power over disclosure, validation, and distribu-
tion of risk. People sought sovereignty over when and how to be
seen; clinicians, insurers, and institutions defined what “counts”
as legitimate need; and platforms and AI deployers determined
whose experiences circulate and whose are sidelined. Attending
to power—or who sets the terms of relation—explains patterns the
independence–interdependence frame cannot and points toward
design and policy interventions that redistrubte control to those
most affected [3, 46, 55, 58, 86].

4.2 What Each Lens Revealed
Ourmeta-synthesis clarifiedwhy the independence–interdependence
spectrum alone could not resolve the tensions in our corpus. Each
lens contributed a different, necessary piece and, read together,
pointed to sovereignty as definitional authority over aims, bound-
aries, and dependencies.

4.2.1 The Self: Separating Volition from Independence. SDT helped
us differentiate autonomy (volition) against the our corpus’ use
of independence. Across AAC studies, users exercised volition by
flexibly choosing communication modes and configuring support,
even when that meant relying on others or tools. “Adaptation”
and “Fulfillment” emerged as primary value themes in Zolyomi
et al.’s work—users switch devices and modalities by context (wa-
terproof, wearable, desktop), prize flexible turn-taking across in-
person/Zoom/text, and foreground expressive goals (humor, sar-
casm, teasing) and identity over raw throughput [105]. The need
for “augmenting, not replacing, competencies” alongside a “regulat-
able safety net” is emphasized by Curtis et al., who prioritize user-
defined competence and safeguards rather than pushing toward
normative fluency benchmarks [27]. AAC functions as a relational
mediator with shared workload and topic-contingent effort, as Dai
et al. demonstrate; effectiveness is distributed across partners and
situations, clarifying that chosen interdependence can preserve
autonomy [28]. Together, these findings anchor our use of SDT’s
autonomy (volition) distinct from independence, and motivate at-
tention to competence by one’s own standards.

4.2.2 The Interaction: Meaning as Negotiated. SI explained how
meanings of autonomy, support, and success are interactionally
produced. “Collective Communication Access” integrates the trans-
actional model of communication to treat access as co-created by all
participants, as McDonnell & Findlater articulate; their framework
derives practical implications (e.g., engaging all interlocutors, at-
tending to local norms) that exceed sender–receiver framings [61].
Survivorship involves navigating “societal, relational, and personal
boundaries,” with Ankrah et al. revealing selective disclosure to
manage others’ emotions, negotiated timing/audience of identity
revelations, and the emotional labor of setting relational terms—all

demonstrating that disclosure is a negotiated social act, not a binary
state [1]. Through their analysis of “voice–avatar dissonance,” Chen
et al. expose how platform defaults (e.g., audio/video prioritization,
representational mismatch) can impose identities and interactional
expectations that users must continually renegotiate [20]. The “con-
duit” metaphor receives critique from Zieliński et al., who develop
a coordination metaphor for communication, making explicit that
meaning is co-constructed and that interactional control is shared
rather than transmitted, a core SI tenet [104].

4.2.3 The Body: Power andGovernance. This lens highlighted power
and norms, foregrounding questions of governance of human–machine
systems. In our corpus analysis, “posthuman care” emerged as care
distributed across humans, devices, and environments in Bogdanova
et al.’s work; they interrogate algorithmic perception/digital gaze—
how systems read and render bodies—implicating whose bodies and
tempos are centered in sociotechnical practice [11]. The “accuracy-
comfort-risk” paradox and differential vulnerability to algorithmic
harm surface in Andalibi et al.’s analysis, demonstrating that tech-
nical gains can raise exposure risks or discomfort for disabled users
if users lack authority over trade-offs [3]. Inductively mapping
“axes of human-like identity” in HRI, Miranda et al. critique the
pathologization of neurodivergence while noting glaring omissions
(e.g., race), underscoring that identity ascription in sociotechnical
systems is political and normatively loaded [65]. These contribu-
tions collectively justify shifting analysis from “does it work?” to
“who sets the terms by which it works, for whom, and with what
recourse?”

Read across these lenses, we found a recurrent pattern: users
sought not only volition (autonomy), but also desired authority to
set the terms of relation and success. We use relational sovereignty
to name that authority.

4.3 Parallels to Indigenous/Data Sovereignty
Studies

We adopt sovereignty mindful of its established meanings in Indige-
nous studies (collective self-determination against external gover-
nance) and data sovereignty (community governance over collec-
tion, interpretation, and circulation). Indigenous data governance
frameworks like OCAP and CARE assert community authority over
collection, interpretation, and circulation of information [14, 57].
Indigenous disability scholars have already argued that such rela-
tional, sovereignty-based framings better capture disabled experi-
ence than individualist access models [26, 63]. Our corpus analysis
surfaces HCI work that moves toward similar commitments:

Collective access as governance. McDonnell & Findlater syn-
thesize disability justice with communication theory to argue that
“access is something that happens between people,” recommending
designs that “engage all communication participants” [61]. Similarly,
Theil et al.’s deafblind participant explicitly “imagined multiple de-
vices to support social interactions for everybody,” distributing
inclusion work across all present [90]. These enact governance
as collective capacity—the group claims ownership and control
over access norms (OCAP: Ownership/Control; CARE: Collective
Benefit, Authority to Control).
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Redistributing interactional power. Li et al. surface features
that “proactively disrupt existing communication flows to redis-
tribute the power” between speakers, including self-disclosure
badges, floor-holding indicators, and enforced cool-offwindows [58].
This resembles Indigenous jurisdiction—communities set and en-
force protocols governing participation (CARE: Authority to Con-
trol; OCAP: Control/Access).

Institutional legitimation of rest. Janicki et al. reframe rest
as access for chronic illness, using infrastructural speculations
to surface where rest is legitimized or denied [53]. This mirrors
sovereignty at institutional scales—establishing and governing sup-
portive infrastructures (CARE: Collective Benefit, Responsibility;
OCAP: Possession as custodial control).

Disabled leadership in research. Sum et al. position disability
justice to center “the needs and expertise of disabled people,” calling
for disabled people to “lead theway” [89]. Harrington et al. reinforce
community-defined standards and accountability [44]—resonating
with OCAP’s Ownership/Control and CARE’s Authority/Ethics.

These strands operationalize sovereignty as authority to define
aims, boundaries, and dependencies and to have those definitions
recognized and upheld by others and infrastructures.

4.4 Autonomy versus Sovereignty
The distinction between autonomy and sovereignty becomes clear
when examining specific domains:

Interactional terms. Autonomy would mean “I get a chance
to speak.” Sovereignty goes further: the group and platform co-
enforce fair turn-taking, repair, and floor-holding so the speaker’s
terms actually stand. Zieliński et al.’s coordination metaphor shows
how meaning is co-constructed [104], while Li et al.’s co-designed
features explicitly redistribute conversational authority through
“I’m not done” indicators and cool-off periods [58].

Disclosure and representation. Autonomy would offer a tog-
gle to disclose. Sovereignty is the ongoing authority to decide when,
how, and to whom to disclose—and to have platforms align with
those choices across contexts. Ankrah et al. reveal disclosure as
layered boundary work [1], while Chen et al. show how platform
defaults impose identities users must continually renegotiate [20].

Pacing and competence. Autonomy would say “I can choose
to pause.” Sovereignty asserts a recognized right to slow down
backed by spaces, policies, and tools that make pacing materially
possible [53]. Similarly, sovereignty centers competence “on my
terms,” with systems that augment strengths and value expressivity
over normalization [27, 105].

Institutional and algorithmic governance. Autonomy would
let users request services. Sovereignty demands reduced gatekeep-
ing, reliable support across handoffs, and user control over algo-
rithmic exposure. Smolansky et al. document “efficacy as currency”
gatekeeping [86], while Andalibi et al. reveal how disabled users
face differential vulnerability to algorithmic harmwithout authority
over comfort-risk trade-offs [3].

4.5 Why Sovereignty was Ultimately Necessary
Across our three lenses, sovereignty emerged as the missing di-
mension. Self-determination theory clarifies volition [30, 74] but
leaves power implicit when that volition meets entrenched norms.

Symbolic interactionism reveals how norms are negotiated, yet
remains agnostic about who should set them [37]. Crip perspec-
tives press the governance question but need concrete vocabular-
ies for collective authority [40]. Indigenous and data-sovereignty
frameworks supply these vocabularies through OCAP and CARE
principles [14, 57].

Our corpus demonstrates this need repeatedly: group-governed
access reframes communication as collective capacity [61]; co-
designed features redistribute interactional power [58]; rest be-
comes institutionally legitimized [53]; and competence is user-
defined rather than normalized [27]. The practical question shifts
from “Can they do it?” to “Do they get to decide—and will those
decisions be recognized?”

5 The Theory of Relational Sovereignty
We propose relational sovereignty as a framework that resolves the
independence–interdependence tension by introducing an orthogo-
nal dimension of power (shown in Figure 5). Relational sovereignty
refers to the recognized authority to choose one’s relational mode—
whether to act independently or interdependently—and to define
the conditions under which those relationships operate. This shifts
the central question from “Can they do it alone?” to “Do they get
to decide?”

This concept emerged from observing that similar relational
arrangements could feel either empowering or oppressive depend-
ing on whether users had meaningful authority over the terms.
The same support relationship can represent either chosen care
or coerced dependence; the same platform can enable community
or enforce isolation. These experiential differences cannot be ex-
plained by the relational mode alone—they require attention to who
holds definitional power over aims, boundaries, and dependencies.

5.1 The Relational Sovereignty Matrix
To analyze agency beyond the independence–interdependence spec-
trum,we introduce a 2×2matrixwith orthogonal axes: (1) Relational
Mode, from independence to interdependence; and (2) Sovereignty,
from Conditional to Recognized. Crucially, we employ independence
here not as an ontological reality—acknowledging the critical theo-
rist view that total self-reliance is a myth [64]—but as a descriptive
category for the relational mode of operating without direct human
assistance. We present the Relational Sovereignty Matrix visually
in Figure 5.

5.1.1 Populating the Matrix: Four States of Being. The intersection
of the two axes generates four distinct experiential states. This
structure shows that the “what” of the interaction (acting alone
or with others) is less determinative of user experience than the
“how” (under whose authority). By distinguishing these quadrants,
we can see that true empowerment does not lie in moving from the
bottom of the matrix to the top (from interdependence to indepen-
dence), but in moving from the left to the right (from conditional
to recognized sovereignty). Each quadrant is provided an example
from our corpus in Table 2.

Conditional Independence. Nominal independence becomes aban-
donment when supports lapse, platforms misalign, or institutions
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Figure 5: The Relational Sovereignty Matrix: The left column (Conditional) captures what is traditionally experienced as
dependence—a lack of power to set one’s own terms. The goal of sovereignty-oriented design is movement rightward (toward
Recognized), not necessarily upward (toward Independence).

externalize responsibility: support discontinuities in assistive ecosys-
tems place the burden back on the individual [77]; platform defaults
such as voice–avatar misalignment and audist norms isolate users
even when “acting alone” [20]; and gatekeeping or “efficacy as
currency” privatizes access labor [86]. Strategic invisibility, while
protective, can further entrench isolation when settings do not back
user choices [75].

Conditional Interdependence. Interdependence becomes coercive
when terms are set by others. Institutional and clinical gatekeep-
ing mandates reliance under external standards [86]; partner-skill
dependencies and brittle handoffs tie success to others’ availabil-
ity [77]; and algorithmic logics produce accuracy–comfort–risk
trade-offs that the user cannot refuse or reshape [3]. Interactional
norms that privilege speed and fluency likewise require people to
adapt to others’ pace absent group adjustments [58].

Recognized Independence. Here, self-reliance is willed and re-
versible, backed by supports that keep doors open. Rest and pacing
are recognized as access, not deficits, and are materially enabled by
spaces, policies, and tools [53]; present-moment pacing is treated
as a legitimate outcome rather than a failure to keep up [91]; and
ongoing boundary work and identity toggling give people authority
over when and how to engage [1, 95].

Recognized Interdependence. Interdependence is sovereign when
groups co-define and uphold accessible norms. Collective access re-
frames responsibility as shared andmakes accessibility a group prac-
tice rather than an individual add-on [60, 61]; co-designed controls
(e.g., disclosure prompts, floor-holding signals, and pacing rules)
redistribute interactional power so speakers’ terms stand [58]; and
disabled leadership orients goals and methods toward community-
defined ends with accountable standards [44, 89]. In co-design with
deafblind participants, sharing devices and obligations across all
parties similarly relocates the work of inclusion onto the collec-
tive [90].

Taken together, the matrix keeps relational mode and power
distinct and clarifies why similar surface arrangements (“getting
help,” “doing it alone”) feel so different in practice. The decisive
factor is governance: who sets the terms, under what standards,
and with what recourse when terms are violated.

This framing also clarifies the status of dependence. In prior
literature, dependence is often treated as a third relational mode
alongside independence and interdependence-the undesirable pole
of a spectrum. Our analysis suggests otherwise: dependence is not a
relational mode at all, but a condition of lacking power to actualize
one’s aims. It occurs when the terms of interaction—whether relying
on a smart system, a human caregiver, or built infrastructure—are
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Conditional Recognized

Independence Conditional Independence
Chen et al. [20] document how “mutes” in so-
cial VR face platform defaults that privilege spo-
ken interaction. Though technically “acting alone,”
these users experience isolation imposed by design
choices they cannot negotiate, forcing adaptation
to disabling environments rather than environ-
ments adapting to them.

Recognized Independence
Janicki et al. [53] reframe rest as access for people
with chronic illness. When institutions provide
quiet spaces, flexible pacing policies, and lend-
ing of restful artifacts, users can choose to step
back without forfeiting future support. Solitude
becomes willed and reversible as opposed to aban-
donment.

Interdependence Conditional Interdependence
Smolansky et al. [86] find that in children’s AT
ecosystems, “efficacy” operates as access currency.
Caregivers and clinicians must navigate months-
long insurance approvals, trial requirements, and
denials when approaches are not judged “evidence-
based”—reliance on support whose terms are dic-
tated by external gatekeepers.

Recognized Interdependence
Li et al. [58] co-designed videoconferencing fea-
tures with people who stutter: self-disclosure
badges paired with audience guidance, “I’m not
done” indicators to hold the floor, and cool-off
periods limiting rapid re-entry by fluent speak-
ers. These redistribute conversational authority
so that the group upholds the speaker’s terms.

Table 2: Populating the Relational Sovereignty Matrix with vignettes from our corpus.

dictated by external forces without the user’s ability to negoti-
ate or refuse them. The entire left column of the matrix (Condi-
tional Independence and Conditional Interdependence) captures
what is traditionally experienced as dependence. Thus, the goal of
sovereignty-oriented design is not to move users from dependence
to independence, but from conditional to recognized sovereignty
(rightward)—enabling chosen relational modes rather than prescrib-
ing which mode is correct.

5.2 Telic Sovereignty: The Power to Decide the
Terms

Beyond configuring who relates to whom and on what terms,
sovereignty also concerns the ends of action. We call this telic
sovereignty: the recognized authority to define what counts as suc-
cess in a given setting, to revise that telos (goals) across contexts
and over time, and to have those definitions supported.

Across the corpus, telic sovereignty appears as three consistent
shifts.

(1) From productivity to user-defined value: rest and pacing
are treated as legitimate outcomes in their own right and
are backed by spaces, policies, and tools that make slowing
down possible [53, 91].

(2) From repair to augmentation and expression: competence
is set “on my terms,” favoring augmentation over replace-
ment and valuing expressive fulfillment alongside perfor-
mance [27, 105].

(3) From individual metrics to collective obligations: success
is relocated to whether groups enact and uphold accessible
norms, not whether individuals cope—an orientation visi-
ble in collective-access programs and co-designed meeting
features that redistribute interactional power [58, 60, 61, 90].

Telic sovereignty also reframes sociotechnical risk and identity;
accuracy and visibility become conditional on user aims such as
safety and comfort, with authority to govern exposure and audience
rather than deferring to system defaults [3, 75, 95].

6 Discussion: Implications and Proposed
Interventions

The sovereignty framework was not our starting point but our
destination—emerging from patterns we could not ignore in our
systematic exploration of social accessibility research. It provides a
framework for understanding the complex relationships between
autonomy and interdependence in assistive technology. By exam-
ining who shapes the aims, boundaries, and dependencies of these
systems—and how such decisions are supported—we can work to-
ward more equitable designs.

Situating Sovereignty in Crip and Critical Access Discourse. We
note that the concept of relational sovereignty does not come from
a vacuum. The politics of interdependence articulated in Hamraie’s
Crip Technoscience Manifesto [40] already implies the need for dis-
abled people to choose when, how, and on whom to rely. Mingus’s
concept of access intimacy names chosen, directed interdependence
as a political and relational achievement [64]. Our contribution is
not to invent these commitments but to crystallize and operational-
ize them for HCI practice.

Specifically, relational sovereignty offers three clarifications.
First, it makes explicit that sovereignty is distinct from relational
mode, allowing us to see that both independence and interdepen-
dence can be either chosen or coerced. Crip theory has long cri-
tiqued compulsory independence; our analysis and matrix extends
this to show that interdependence, too, can be imposed rather than
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chosen (Conditional Reliance). Second, the framework gives design-
ers and researchers a common language for connecting psycholog-
ical needs (what does the user want?), social dynamics (how are
meanings negotiated?), and political concerns (who holds power?).
Third, the matrix offers a practical reframing: rather than asking
whether a design supports independence or interdependence, we
can ask whether it moves users toward having their choices recog-
nized and upheld.

We also note parallels with critical access studies, which reframes
access not as a technical problem to be solved but as an ongoing,
political practice [39, 92]. Titchkosky’s insight that access is “some-
thing to think with” rather than satisfy aligns with our emphasis
on who defines the terms of access. Hamraie’s historical analysis
of universal design reveals how access has always been shaped by
power relations [39]. Relational sovereignty extends this critical ori-
entation into design and technical practice by making governance
explicit: who sets terms, who can revise them, and what happens
when terms are violated. This remainder of the section explores how
sovereignty might inform social accessibility’s theoretical models,
design methods, and practical approaches.

6.1 Reframing SDT Through Sovereignty
Self-determination theory offers valuable insights into human needs,
and when considered through the lens of sovereignty, its three com-
ponents gain additional nuance that can guide AT design. Attend-
ing to relatedness complicates common HCI readings of SDT that
equate autonomy with doing things alone. In our corpus, technolo-
gies or policies that pushed users toward self-reliance regardless
of their preferences often thwarted the need for relatedness, even
when they appeared to support autonomy on the surface. By con-
trast, many accounts of Chosen Community (interdependence ×
recognized)—such as co-regulated AAC use or collaboratively nego-
tiated access arrangements—simultaneously supported autonomy
(volition over how to act) and relatedness (secure connection and
belonging). This aligns with recent HCI syntheses of SDT that cau-
tion against isolating autonomy from the other needs or conflating
it with independence [94], and instead advocate a holistic interpre-
tation in which autonomy-supportive interdependence can satisfy
multiple needs at once.

Autonomy as Sovereignty. Moving beyond autonomy as individ-
ual execution, sovereignty emphasizes the importance of recog-
nized authority over interactional terms. When videoconferencing
platforms incorporate user-defined speaking protocols [58] or com-
munities adopt collective access as shared practice [61], individual
volition is upheld because others and surrounding infrastructures
commit to enforcing the user’s terms.

From an OIT perspective, many of the AT designed to provide
autonomy in our corpus were in fact controlled: users acted to
satisfy external demands (clinicians, insurers, institutional policies)
rather than integrated, self-endorsed goals. Sovereignty makes this
distinction visible by asking not only whether people follow a
behavior, but whether they authored, can revise, and can refuse the
terms under which that behavior counts as “success.”

Competence on One’s Own Terms. Rather than conforming to
external benchmarks, sovereignty suggests that competence means

achieving personally meaningful goals: whether expressive, social,
or functional [27, 105]. This perspective invites us to consider how
systems might better support diverse forms of excellence, including
forms that do not map neatly onto normative performance metrics.

Relatedness as Chosen Connection. Sovereignty recognizes that
meaningful connection emerges when individuals can shape, limit,
or refuse their engagement with others. This includes the capacity
to negotiate, modify, or refuse relational obligations while main-
taining respect for boundaries [1, 20]. Our corpus makes clear that
Conditional Independence often thwarts relatedness, leaving peo-
ple isolated even the functional goals of self-reliance are met. By
contrast, Recognized Interdependence can satisfy both autonomy
(volition) and relatedness, aligning with SDT’s account of needs
co-satisfaction.

Taken together, these reframings suggest new evaluation ap-
proaches: measuring successful renegotiations of relational terms,
assessing howwell groups and systems support user-defined norms,
and examining alignment with individuals’ own goals rather than
with imposed standards.

6.2 Design Questions for Sovereignty-Oriented
Practice

We propose reflective questions that design teams might consider
throughout their process, recognizing that context and communities
will shape how these are addressed:

• Goals and Values: How might systems honor users’ di-
verse definitions of success—whether presence, expression,
or rest—while remaining adaptable across contexts? (Con-
sider [53, 91])

• Interaction Design: What opportunities exist for users to
shape communication patterns, and howmight communities
support these preferences? (Consider [58, 61])

• Identity and Disclosure: How can systems respect var-
ied approaches to self-presentation and disclosure across
different contexts? (Consider [1, 95])

• Distributed Support: How might access labor become a
shared opportunity for community building rather than an
individual burden? (Consider [60, 90])

• SystemGovernance:Wheremight users benefit from greater
control over algorithmic decisions, and how can we make
these controls accessible? (Consider [3, 75])

• Equity and Recourse: How can we ensure that diverse
perspectives shape our designs and that meaningful recourse
exists when issues arise? (Consider [44, 86])

6.3 Building with Modular, Sovereign
Components

We advocate for assistive technologies composed of interoperable,
user-controlled components that can be assembled, reconfigured,
and integrated with existing digital infrastructures. Rather than
black-box systems, this approach suggests collections of sovereign
primitives—modular capabilities that preserve ongoing choice and
adaptability. This is in contrast to many traditional assistive tech-
nologies, which often provide “on-rails” experiences: with prede-
termined workflows with limited opportunity for adaptation or
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renegotiation. Once deployed, these systems may lock users into
specific interaction patterns, making it difficult to adjust when
needs change or contexts shift. This approach, while potentially en-
suring consistency, can inadvertently strip users of the very agency
that sovereignty seeks to preserve.

In contrast, consider how sovereignty might manifest through
modular, reconfigurable components. The videoconferencing con-
trols proposed by Li et al. [58] exemplify this approach: self-disclosure
badges with customizable messages, “I’m-not-done” indicators to
maintain speaking turns, and enforced cool-off periods to prevent
interruption. Instead of being locked into a single platform’s imple-
mentation, these could function as sovereign primitives that users
deploy across different communication contexts—Zoom meetings,
Discord channels, or workplace collaboration tools. A user might
activate disclosure controls in professional settings while using dif-
ferent configurations for social interactions, adjusting parameters
based on audience and context rather than being constrained to
one-size-fits-all solutions.

Similarly, AAC users in Zolyomi et al.’s work [105] demonstrate
sovereignty by fluidly switching between devices and modalities—
waterproof options for swimming, wearable devices for mobility,
desktop systems for extended composition. This multiplicity repre-
sents sovereignty in practice: not a single “solution” but an ecology
of tools that users orchestrate according to their changing needs
and contexts. By taking advantage of approaches like these, we
enable disabled users to enhance the tools they already use rather
than forcing migration to new platforms. This approach acknowl-
edges that sovereignty includes the right to iterate—to experiment,
adjust, and evolve one’s technological supports without starting
from scratch each time needs change.

6.4 Considering Power in AT Design
To attend to power in AT design, we must bridge the gap between
capacity and governance. Schneider et al. [76] characterize empow-
erment in HCI as split between ’power-to’ (generative ability) and
’power-over’ (relational authority). However, our analysis suggests
that in the context of disability, these paths must converge: a user’s
’power-to’ is brittle without ’power-over’ the terms of that action.
Furthermore, sovereignty adds a new dimension to Schneider et
al.’s psychological components of feeling, knowing, and doing: the
meta-component of defining. Through telic sovereignty (§ 5.2) we
assert that true power encompasses not only the ability to complete
a task, but also the authority to define whether that task is worth
doing at all.

Translating this authority into practice requires treating power
distributions as explicit design materials. Rather than leaving gover-
nance opaque, designers must map decision points to reveal where
users hold agency and where they face structural constraints. We
believe this requires action beyond what many call system trans-
parency; it involves surfacing hidden labor and establishing clear
pathways for recourse when the system’s definitions clash with
the user’s lived reality. By making these governance structures
visible and manipulable, we transform the “system” from a black
box into a negotiated space where expectations and responsibilities
are mutually understood.

6.4.1 For Researchers. The sovereignty framework invites researchers
to examine not only whether technologies function effectively, but
also who defines effectiveness and whether those definitions can
evolve with users’ needs. This perspective encourages reflexivity
about research methods themselves: whose questions guide our in-
vestigations, whose experiences constitute valid evidence, and how
lived expertise is valued alongside other forms of knowledge [102].
Such reflexivity can strengthen research by broadening our un-
derstanding of what constitutes success and ensuring that diverse
perspectives inform our work from conception through evaluation.

6.4.2 For Disabled Users. For disabled technology users, attention
to sovereignty transforms assistive technology from accommoda-
tionwithin existing structures to tools that support self-determination.
Rather than navigating systems that require constant negotiation
for basic access, users gain recognized authority to shape their
technological experiences. This shift makes access labor visible
and potentially shareable across communities, reducing individual
burden while building collective capacity. When sovereignty is em-
bedded in design, it becomes possible to enforce one’s preferences
through technical and social mechanisms rather than repeated re-
quests for accommodation.We know that each person’s sovereignty
will manifest differently—some preferring independence, others in-
terdependence, many moving fluidly between modes as contexts
change. Technology that respects this diversity supports not just
task completion, but also dignity and authentic choice.

7 Limitations
Our analysis represents one situated interpretation of social ac-
cessibility research, shaped by specific methodological choices.
We examined English-language publications from premier HCI
venues (ACM/IEEE) between 2011–2025, enabling systematic analy-
sis within a coherent research community while necessarily exclud-
ing work from disability studies, STS, regional venues, and non-
English outlets. This boundary provides a baseline understanding of
how mainstream HCI has engaged with social accessibility, though
the patterns we identify may be applicable beyond these venues.
Our curation prioritized papers with explicit social or theoretical
contributions in titles and abstracts. While this may underrepre-
sent research embedding social considerations within technical
contributions, it allowed focused analysis of how the field explicitly
engages these concepts.

Additionally, our meta-synthesis through our bodies of theories
represents one analytical path among many—different theoreti-
cal lenses might surface complementary insights, which we view
as promising for future work. The corpus reflects perspectives
predominantly from Global North institutions, and sovereignty
itself carries different meanings across cultural contexts. Our treat-
ment of sovereignty would likely benefit from engagement with
diverse cultural understandings of autonomy and authority, par-
ticularly from deeper Indigenous and Global South perspectives
where sovereignty has distinct significance. These boundaries de-
fine our particular contribution: a systematic examination of how
a specific research community has engaged with social accessibil-
ity over a formative period. We present the concept of relational
sovereignty as a foundation for more generative investigations and
critical engagement across the field.
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8 Conclusion
This paper introduces relational sovereignty as a framework for
resolving the independence-interdependence tension in assistive
technology. Through analysis of 90 social accessibility papers and
theoretical synthesis, we identified that what matters is not whether
someone acts alone or with support, but whether they have rec-
ognized authority to choose that state, define their goals and have
their choices recognized by people, platforms, and institutions. We
believe the shift from asking “Can they do it?” to “Do they get to
decide?” can be illuminating for research in assistive technology
design.

We introduce the Relational SovereigntyMatrix to operationalize
sovereignty. It distinguishes between relational modes (indepen-
dence/interdependence) and sovereignty (conditional/recognized),
revealing four experiential quadrants: Conditional Independence
and Interdependence, alongside Recognized Independence and In-
terdependence. These distinctions explain why similar arrange-
ments feel empowering in some contexts and oppressive in others.
We observe through our analysis that the decisive factor often
hinges on who sets the terms and whether recourse exists. We offer
practical pathways through reframed motivational models, genera-
tive design questions, ideas for modular technical components, and
a call for explicit attention to power in AT.

Relational sovereignty opens new research directions: examining
collective sovereignty, exploring cultural variations, and develop-
ing evaluation methods that assess definitional power alongside
functional outcomes. By making power and governance explicit
design materials, we move toward systems that support authen-
tic identity and choice. While relational preferences may manifest
differently, we hope this work provides a principled way to honor
those differences and center disabled people’s sovereignty across
individuals and contexts.
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