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The COVID-19 pandemic has resorted us to heavily rely on online social and
workspaces. Team IISER-Tirupati_India came in contact with individuals belonging to
the disabled/differently-abled and LGBTQI+ communities. Interacting with them online,
we realized that a lot of online practices are not inclusive of people belonging to the
disabled/ differently-abled communities and/or the LGBTQI+ communities. There is a
need for everyone to actively unlearn ableism and the gender binary.

We have come with a short introduction of some tools and their importance in making
online spaces inclusive and a list of some easily implementable ideas that can make the
iGEM community a more inclusive space for all.

A series of small steps and a little bit of practice can make all online spaces inclusive for
everyone. Some of these steps can be familiar to you, while others may be entirely new.
But nonetheless, their implementation in your online spaces can enhance the user
experience for everyone on the internet!

Tone Indicators

Tone indicators are shorthand words that are used to convey the tone of a sentence.
A study by Prof Albert Mehrabian, a Professor Emeritus of Psychology at the University
of California, Los Angeles, found that “93% of liking is from non-verbal cues. 38% is
due to the tone of voice, while an additional 55% is attributed to body language.”
These cues are often entirely absent in online spaces, such as social media platforms
— like Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Snapchat, Reddit and even on the platform that
we use, Slack.

Reading messages/tweets/posts on these platforms can be daunting for individuals
belonging to the neurodivergent spectrum as they process the tone of sentences
differently.
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Moreover, the tones indicated by emoticons can be misleading as emoticons can have
different meanings to people from different backgrounds, cultures, and languages.
English being the language of communication in Slack or in the official pages of iGEM,
it can be difficult to understand the tones of some catchphrases/idioms used in
English, especially for people who don’t have English as their primary language.

Gender Pronouns

Gender pronouns are words that people use to refer to others without using their
names. Using a person’s correct gender pronouns leads to a more inclusive
environment and affirms a person’s gender identity. A study in the year 2016 found that
affirming a person’s pronouns and thereby, their gender lowers depression and raises
the self-esteem of individuals. A person affirming another’s pronouns can help them
feel comfortable with their external appearance and gender identity.

Some ideas to make the online spaces of iGEM more inclusive

The iGEM community present online is growing in manifolds every year through social
media platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook especially now during a
pandemic.
Our team has some suggestions for making communication easier and more inclusive
on Slack as well as on other social media platforms:

1) The use of tone indicators should be promoted on the Slack channels instead of
or in addition to stickers and emoticons to make the conversations more
inclusive for all the above-stated groups.
These tone indicators and their importance can be introduced to iGEMers at the
beginning of the competition and slack conversations in the “#0-readme”
channel of Slack. This way iGEMers themselves can also learn about them in the
beginning and have plenty of time to get a hang of them throughout the
competition time and https://toneindicators.carrd.co/#introduction - these links
and the tone indicators mentioned in them can be used as a reference while
introducing tone indicators to future iGEM teams.

2) Tone indicators should also be used while posting on social media, whether it's
the caption for a post or a tweet.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5061456/
https://toneindicators.carrd.co/#introduction
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3) Other than that, while posting an image, a caption can provide an alternative text
for images and videos for low vision and legally blind individuals accessing
iGEM space on social media or slack. This can also be used by putting the
#accessibility and writing [alt text] in the caption on the Instagram platform.

4) Another way to be inclusive is for a person to share their own pronouns. We
would encourage future iGEM team members to write their gender pronouns.
People can introduce themselves by their name and their pronouns in Slack at
the beginning of the competition. This way, we are not assuming the pronouns
of our fellow iGEMers, and everyone’s unique gender identity is respected.

5) Adding pronouns to email signatures and business cards can also help
normalize the importance of using correct pronouns and fostering an inclusive
environment. Thus, the use of the same in official iGEM emails to team members
can allow people to recognize iGEM as an allied community and build a more
inclusive space while emphasizing the importance of using gender pronouns the
correct way.

6) If someone’s pronouns are unknown, they should be referred to with the
“they/them"  pronouns and their gender pronouns should not be assumed. We
can put all these pieces of information in the slack workspace and request
people to follow them to foster a more inclusive environment from the beginning
of the competition.

Our team is also trying to incorporate these suggestions into our team’s social media
outreach and wherever necessary on our project wiki to enhance user experience and
make a more inclusive space for all. We have realized that these minor changes can be
easily implemented, but requires sensitivity, a constant dialogue with communities, and
cooperation on everyone’s behalf. But, they are monumental in making any space a
more inclusive space for all, so why not start with our own iGEM community?



Team IISER-Tirupati_India

For more information on tone indicators, here are few information sources :-
1) https://toneindicators.carrd.co/#introduction
2) https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/09/style/tone-indicators-online.html
3) https://yr.media/tech/a-guide-to-tone-indicators/

For more information on gender pronouns, here are few information sources:-

1) https://uwm.edu/lgbtrc/support/gender-pronouns/
2) https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/gender-pronouns#how-to-be-inclu

sive
3) https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5061456/

IMPORTANT NOTE :
● It should be noted that the use of excessive tone indicators can also make

individuals feel left out. But their importance for neurodivergent individuals
should not be underestimated and for the most part, it will help them feel more
welcomed in the iGEM community and work with their fellow peers. Similarly,
over apologizing for using the wrong pronouns, or assuming someone’s gender
pronouns can make the person who is being addressed uncomfortable.

● These suggestions and ideas are given with the best intentions of making online
spaces more inclusive. They are not meant to offend one’s personal opinions
and ideology. If you feel that we have made any mistakes in putting for these
ideas in the right words or if you want to know more or have any other
suggestions, please feel free to reach out to us at
igem2021iisertirupati@gmail.com.
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