Clare: Hello and welcome to spokecast. 
Natalie: I'm Natalie Amber. I'm an actress more, I'm creative, I'm beautifully impaired. I get around on a pair of wheels. 
Clare: I'm Clare McNulty and I'm quite fabulous. I have MS which is multiple sclerosis. 
Natalie: This podcast series. We're just having a good honest chat about all the taboos around disability, exploring sex, relationships and anything in between. Nothing, Clare, is off limits. 
Clare: Well, you don't need to tell me about that Natalie 
Natalie: Just a warning. In this podcast. There may be a few naughty words that accidentally fall out of mine and Clare’s mouth or maybe not accidentally as we address some adult themes.
Clare: Hello and welcome to spokecast. 
Natalie: Hello Clare, how are you? 
Clare: I'm pretty good.
Natalie: Had a good week? 
Clare: It's been alright 
Natalie: Wicked
Natalie I’m really excited today Clare we are talking everything sex toys woo woo
Clare: do you know I'm buzzing 
Natalie: Oh my God bun drop, plug yourself in Clare. Sex toys are brilliant but they can be really tricky when you are disabled specially with mainstream sites you just, I personally find it really difficult scrolling through lots and lots of information trying to figure out if I can use a toy or not use a toy, don't know about you Clare?
Clare: It can be a little bit too much sometimes there's perhaps too many options and not enough information for disabled people, and the difficulty is that they're not marketed for disabled people, are they? So, we’ve found a company called Pleasure Garden
Natalie: Which is a accessible sex toy company. So we interviewed Francesca Cross, who's the CEO of the company. We hope you enjoy it. You can get a full length episode of this interview, which we will post in our social media. Enjoy we’ll see you on the other side. 
Francesca: It started a few years ago really when I was working for a disability charity and I was working with disabled entrepreneurs and in speaking with disabled entrepreneurs, a lot of people saying, you know? When, when running businesses as a disabled person or for disabled people. the key element that people wanted was inclusivity not… and that's just slightly different to accessibility because the idea about inclusivity is not that: OK, here's the things for you, but they’re over there, special and nobody else needs to look at them - that's just for the disabled people there, everybody else has this thing over here. This is something that actually this is for everybody and everyone has access to it, and here's the information you need to make that accessible. And that kind of got me thinking about, OK, that's really interesting, that's a kind of a new approach and I think there's not enough businesses doing that. At the same time I was sort of getting much more interested in sex and sexuality and reading lots of online blogs, and I really love like oh joy sex toy, for example, really great example, and, and getting really inspired and these two sort of ideas kind of came together because I wanted to look to see whether there was a accessible sex shop in the UK. And I looked and I couldn't find anything. I couldn't find anyone doing what I saw some sex shops in the States doing and in Canada where they were sort of deliberately approaching that kind of creating an inclusive approach, and I couldn't find it, and so I thought, well, why don’t I do it then? And so that's, that's where it all began. I decided to kind of build the website and started writing product copy, researching products and kind of trying to educate myself as much as possible. And I I sort of built it over the course of about a year and launched it. And I've been running it ever since, and it's, it's genuinely one of the best jobs cos I get to sit there and talk about, and look at, and think about sex toys all day. So, what more could you ask for really? 
Natalie: Do you have a disability or is it, what is it that, that made you an ally if you've not? 
Francesca: No, I don't consider myself disabled. It's hard to say exactly, but I just I felt like there was this big injustice. 'cos as I said, it's working in the disability sector spoke to so many people with disabilities and just kind of realizing that there's so many things that people are excluded from and cut out of or dismissed from because of their disability, but completely unnecessarily. You know this just even small things that people could do that makes things accessible and yet they're still not done. I just remember that making me so angry and annoyed and just thinking this is ridiculous. Why? Why is this the case and wanting to do something about that? And then and, frankly, and this, this might sound a bit callous, and I don't mean it is, but it's a market, you know, there's a huge pool of people out there who, who do have needs and who are interested in this, and who want to see accessible and inclusive businesses, and they're not being catered to, and I think there's more and more companies should pay attention to that market because there's a huge potential there, not only in terms of serving, actually then, you know, making money off, but to provide people with services that actually deserve them and have a right to access them in the same way that everybody else does. 
Natalie: But a lot of disabled people, especially if they were born with a disability and they've come through education, they’ve come through schools, they don't get any experiences that are educational access to relationships in the same way necessarily, that someone with a non-disability has. So you know to know what is out there or how to get what is just a sexual need or a sexual experience or anything, access to that and access to information of that, Oh God! Well, how do I do this? What am I supposed to do……
Clare: Without shame? 
Francesca: Yeah, absolutely
Natalie: Yeah, without shame. 
Francesca: I mean, I think that is genuinely one of the biggest barriers because it's it's not knowing what's available, what's out there. And I sometimes have to remind myself that not everybody spends every day, like, researching and looking at sex toys. Because people don't and you know, and, and having the confidence to think creatively about how something could be adapted to their needs. But having that information, having someone be able to say OK? Well, what is it you're looking for? What is it you want and, and not just that but, like, how to sort of go through that thought process? Because there's sometimes things that you maybe wouldn't think about or you know it's difficult, you sort of, you want them to tell you: what's the best sex toy, and the answer isn't there isn't one, but there's a process you can go through to sort of find what’s going to work for you, and so thinking about, right OK? First of all, what do I want? What is it that I actually want to enjoy? Is it something that I want to use with a partner? Is it something that I am I looking for something that's going to enable me to have penetrative sex with someone? Is it something I want to enhance masturbation? Is it something that is a bit more on a kink? I want to explore a different aspect of my sexuality. So trying to identify what it is that you're interested in, what is it you want to get out of sexual pleasure and what toys can do to enhance that and then thinking about OK? What access needs do I have within that? So is this, you know, do I have limited mobility? Is that going to affect how I can hold something or how I can apply it to my body? Is it something that is about, you know fatigue and how long I can use something for? Is there pain management I need to think about? And then you can kind of bring those two things together and see what there is available or, come and chat to me and I'll talk to you about what we can find for you. But trying to kind of go through that thought process and and then also…. that's my thing, when companies like mine kind of can come in because it's about what then information is available about those products. Because I write all of my own product copy. I don't tend to use the product copy that comes with the kind of marketing materials when companies launches a toy because they're not, I mean, they’re trying to sell their products, and so am I, but I'm not going to try and sell something to someone that isn't then going to be able to use it. So I tend to be trying to be quite upfront about things like this has small buttons. These buttons are actually quite hard to press, so that's not going to work for people with, you know, fine motor control issues. This toy has great big buttons and it's really useful, but it's heavy, so if heaviness is going to be a problem for you, that's something you need to look at. However, that means it's stable, so, so maybe you could use it hands free, which you know things like that. So trying to provide that information so that when someone is viewing a product and thinking is this going to work for me, that information is there so it has got that information about what shape is it? What size is it? How heavy is it? What does it, you know, do physically and you know how is it controlled? How do you do the buttons? I think one of the really great innovations that's really becoming quite common in sex toys now are magnetic charging cables, so charging cables that just snap on just and they just connect really easily. You're seeing lots and lots more sex toy particular vibrators who used those charging cables now and I love it because it's so easy to use. You don’t have any fiddly batteries, you don't have any kind of twisting or any kind of fine little, I don’t know what do they call, Jacks, that you've got to get in a little hole, it's just “ooo” pull, off it goes and then you're charging your product and it's things like that, knowing that about the toy that you want to buy then can open the doors to finding the right product for you. 
Clare: I think that's really important. I got a vibrator during lockdown like most people did because I've burned my other one out and [laughter] that's a bad sign isn’t it? And then it was a really sleek one with, um, you know magnetic charger, like you mentioned Francesco, it was really smooth and then I couldn't workout switch it on cos the buttons were concealed. So, then you have to hold it down and then press it again like a long portion, then a slow push. But cos I was just too excited, you know, to get it out and charge it up, I didn’t read the instructions and because of neurodiversity it was nearly on it’s way back before, before it got a road trip [laughter]. 
Natalie: It’s the same with, it’s the same with, I mean, coming, for me coming across the liberator cushions, and like the Axis 1 Mount. And yeah I I suffer with lot of severe chronic pain, no movement really in my left side and so it's really difficult and it can be like really tricky. It's like doing manual excavation of trying to figure out how the hell I'm supposed to do whatever with each and enjoy it at the same time, so, you know it saves. I get frustrated when I've gone on well, I'll call them mainstream sex toys, right? I mean, I get frustrated that they're always male dominated, but I also get frustrated with the fact I have to read through reams and reams of pages just to figure out, OK, is this gonna be something that's useful to me? Is it going to be something I can actually use? And it takes me forever to read, I’m dyslexic. What I love about Pleasure Garden, it's there, the information’s just there. You don't have to do research. You don't have to feel like you know you're doing a PhD to find out what's going to work. It's just there. You know the toys that you market. How much input do you have with any of the companies that make them? Or do you, have you managed to have a dialogue with any companies that make? 
Francesca: Unfortunately, not a huge amount. I wish I had. I wish I had more. I mean, there are makers out there and manufacturers out there who are doing more and more to make inclusive product. And I think as opposed to being in a position where I can influence that, what I try and do is at least support those companies through stocking their products, basically. And there is some dialogue and I'd, I'd love to have more. I mean I have big plans. We've gotta start where we start but I, I think. Well, I try and do as he says curate what is available you know, as you say, if you go on those mainstream sites, you've got 5 million different rabbit vibrators and they all look the same and they all are, you know, five star rated and yet one of them costs £15 and one costs £150 and you've got absolutely no idea what the difference is and it, it’s just is kind of overwhelming. And where is what I've tried to do is kind of create that much more select, selection of stock which is sort of specifically looking for products that I think are inclusive, are accessible that are high quality that a body safe, so no, nothing made of rubber or jelly or any other kind of products that actually can be quite bad for your body and supporting those companies who are doing more. You mentioned Liberator, Liberator are a company that I, I really love their products and I think they're fantastic. What's really interesting about them is that I don't think they market themselves as an accessible. Company as much as they could. They market themselves as quite a mainstream product when actually they’ve, they've got this huge accessible market that they're kind of ignoring, and I think it's a real shame cos I'd love to see, for example, disabled models in their advertising materials, and they haven't quite pushed, they haven't got over that barrier yet and I'd love to see them do that cos I think they could really make a difference, because it is a high quality, excellent product and just to kind of have that representation would be wonderful. 
Francesca: But there are other companies out there like, Hot Octopus is a great example. So Hot Octopus and one of their kind of best-selling, their original product was the pulse, which is a male masturbation sleeve which is a vibrating sleeve and it was designed specifically so that it could be used regardless of whether you could maintain an erection or not, so it's usable with or without an erection, and it is also usable hands free as long as you can kind of get it in place, you can just kind of pop it in and off you go. And what they do, which I think is absolutely fantastic, is they include really hot, cool looking disabled people plus size  people, older people, but disabled people specifically in their marketing materials, and I think that's fantastic. They, they just explicitly said, yeah, this is a product for everyone. It's for you. It's for you. It’s for you. And here's how it's accessible. And that is just something that you just go yeh, brilliant, well done like that's there you go, there’s the product. 
Clare: That's really exciting. That is really exciting. 
Natalie: That’s the link isn’t it
Clare: It’s not elitist, it’s inclusionary when it's like that when you can see people who really look like you. So if people wanted to get in touch with you about perhaps getting some support, you know perhaps if, if a carer was involved in, you know, purchasing some items via yourself are things discreetly packaged, you know 
Francesca: Absolutely, absolutely. So it's I mean, I think that's a critical part of the sort of purchasing experience. Everything is sent in, in plain packaging and even so as far as what appears on your credit card bill is, is sort of anonymous. You know it doesn't say big dildos are us, you know it's, it's quite discreet and so it means that, you know, if you want to place an order, everything is done, you know, on the DL, shall we say. 
Clare: That’s amazing. That’s always a concern if it's how it's going to show up on your bill. 
Francesca: Yeah, no, you don't need to worry. You do see some amazing missteps, should we say, in people's packaging choices. And you think, oh no, I'm pretty sure no wanted that [laughter] There was someone who decided to print literally, sort of Dildo King or something like, that on their own
Natalie Wow!
Francesca: external packaging. No, no, thank you.
Natalie Brilliant!
Francesca: But yeah, I genuinely, was one of the things I, I'm really trying to within my capabilities. I'm not the most expert in and often no. I mean I will. I'm sort of more comfortable. Sort of saying hey you know I I don't know the answer to that, but let's find someone who does and so signposting people. But I am more than happy to to have conversations with people even an email, there’s a contact form on the site and where people can get in touch and say hey you know what do you recommend for me. I have this issue. This is how I I need to access something. Do you have any product recommendations? I'm more than happy to talk through and try and help people identify what's going to work for them, and sometimes that might be saying hey, yeah, well, I don't stock what's going to work for you, but these guys do. Or you could order especially or we, let's see if we can get it in. So I do try and kind of help, where possible, identify what's, what sort of products are out there and what information or perhaps it might be saying, hey, do you know what I think maybe talking to a sex therapist, you know, might be helpful. Someone who can work with you to sort of identify your needs or, or build your confidence, that kind of thing. 
Natalie: Technology like being able to control something, via an app or remote free. I think that the explosion of that kind of technologies super exciting and mainly because actually it's it's making it more accessible and less intrusive. If you do need somebody else to remotely, they can be out the room, press what you say what you want or you don't want and they press play for you and just leave you with some private time. 
Francesca: I think it's a it's a real, real area of opportunity, particularly in terms of creating, creating their successful or inclusive products. I think there's loads example would make really great point. For example, having someone be able to set up a vibrator on someone physically hand them a phone or maybe have the app ready for them to use and then walk out of the room so that person can then use that toy independently, and there doesn't have to be that kind of awkwardness about you know, helping someone masturbate. I think it's absolutely fantastic. I think there is a slight, kind of area to be aware of, and that's security in that there have been a couple of examples where apps have not had the highest standards of security and there was an issue with some hacking and things like that of people's private data, so it's worth just double checking. If you're looking at a product just to make sure that the app is safe and secure to use, but again remote controls, lots more products using remotes, the I've plugged in a couple too many times but the Hot Octopus pulse they've got a kind of essential model and they've got a sort of deluxe model now, and the deluxe model comes with a watch and that's where you control it from. 
Clare: I know, I know. 
Francesca: It’s literally like a like an i-watch kind of thing and you, so it's a wrist strap remote basically that you can use to like control the toy. So it's things like that you know that's something you don't even have to hold you know it's just there and you can tap on your wrist. So things like that I think, you know, there's huge amounts of innovation out there and what I want to see is more companies, kind of, realizing that there is a market and those sorts of features have a real place for people. And, you know, it's that thing of saying, hey, if you don't have a disability, this is cool and you can use it remote and hands free. If you do, this is a really crucial accessibility feature and this is how you can use it. And I think companies are sitting up and paying attention which is which is great to see. So we hopefully in the future we'll see even more of that, fingers crossed. 
Natalie: We just need to make disabled people more sexy in the media. 
Clare: Yeah, well we’re sexy but just in our own little boxes at the minute, Nat, aren’t we?
Natalie: Yeah, we’re never in a box I'm, I'm just down the street, you know, bra and everything
Francesca: This is the thing, what I want to see is, is images of disabled people where their disability is the least interesting thing about them? Yeah, you know what I mean? Like it's the the disability is just like yeah yeah. I mean at the moment I think representation, having active representation is really, really important because it's about saying making a choice to represent someone, and I think we still, we not there yet and that's why it needs to be more of an active choice. But I think the goal is to get to that point of saying, of just not even, not being important because it is seen as just so accepted and you and just part of lived experience. That someone's disability is, is literally the least interesting thing about them in, in that representation. 
Natalie: We hope you really enjoyed listening to that as much as we enjoyed doing the interview. I think it's really encouraging, to have somebody who is non-disabled and has set up a site and is going above and beyond to create a website that's out there that that people can get access to have a sex life and toys and it be fun and learn as you go.
Clare: It's validating having a space as disabled people where you can access holistic those holistic needs because that's what it is. 
Natalie: Yeh
Clare: It's a holistic need. 
Natalie: Completely holistic need and, you know, I can't encourage you enough to go and check out Pleasure Gardens site at pleasureGardenShop.co.uk We’ll put all the links in our social media below. And yeah, go now go and have a peruse, please do, and if you're a carer, or you’re supporting somebody that's disabled then, yeah, take the time to go and have a look as well. 
Clare: Can I give you some ideas? 
Natalie: I know you might end up coming away with something cheeky yourself. 
Natalie: Thank you for joining us for another episode of spoke Cast Look out for our next episode and we will see you then. Bye, 
Clare: It's been a lot of fun. 
Clare: Thanks for joining us today. We hope that we've given you a little bit of food for thought. 
Natalie: Now. If you have been affected by anything that we have discussed today, you can find links on both our Twitter and our Instagram feeds to organisations that can offer help and support. 
Clare: You can find us on Twitter and Instagram at spokecast 101 or you can email us at spokecast101@gmail.com and that is good bye from us I think Natalie. 
Natalie: It is good bye from us Clare. 
Clare: Bye
Natalie: Bye
