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[MUSIC]
Varun:	The conference doesn't end with the last session. It's after the last session when you go back home and you've had the time to recover when the actual work begins of following up with the people that you spoke with. What we tell the fellows is to never, ever send out a common email blast to everyone. Nobody cares about this. Nobody reads it. So we always tell our fellows to individualize the follow-up to the people that they are trying to follow up with and then send a follow-up to the follow-up.
[INTRO]
Judith:	Welcome to a special episode of Pathways to Zero Barriers, the podcast about scaling solutions for disability inclusion.
	Hello, I'm Judith Hermeter, Global Head of Communications at the Zero Project, and I'm standing in for Tom today as he is on a well-deserved holiday. A few weeks ago, we hosted the Zero Project Conference 2026 at the United Nations in Vienna, and today we have a special guest to look back at three busy conference days. I'm very happy to have Varun Tandak here with me today. Varun, welcome back.. 
Varun: 	Thank you, Judith.
Judith:	We briefly had a chance to meet in person in Vienna, but time is always short at ZeroCon. So I really look forward to hearing your thoughts and your takeaways about the three days in Vienna. And Varun, before we dive into the topic, could you just briefly explain what your company Access to Success is focusing on and how you're involved, ⁓ how you were involved at the Zero Project Conference?
[01:40 About Access To Success and Zero Project Scaling Solutions]
Varun:	Absolutely. Access to Success is a Toronto based global nonprofit on a mission to enable everyone. We are a global innovation hub for accessibility startups and that we help accelerate the work of entrepreneurs building life change organizations for people with disabilities so that they can reach and scale to people all over the world. We convene the national and global disability innovation ecosystems and we elevate the stories of the innovators that we sell and the lives that they change. I do this because I have a couple of disabilities myself. so that experience with disabilities informs a lot of my work.
Judith: 	You also have a role with the Zero Project Scaling Solutions Program. Can you tell us a little bit more about.
Varun:	Access to Success was very fortunate to be one of the recipients of the Zero Project Award. And following that, following conversations with the Zero Project team, we came on as the implementation partner for the Zero Project Scaling Solutions Programme. 
	What that means is that once the fellows are selected, Access to Success is the organization behind the scenes providing all of the support, all of the training, a lot of the matchmaking, a lot of the resources that are all very specifically tailor-made to help the Scaling Solutions Fellows achieve the goal of the program, which is to take their work and take it to new countries, new communities, new regions. 
	So over the course of about six to eight months, Access to Success delivers monthly master classes, lots of group check-ins, lots of one-on-one with each one of the Fellows, all again geared towards actually achieving that goal of impact transfer into new countries and new regions.
[03:24 About the conference]
Judith: 	The conference is sort of one of the highlights of the program, right? Because the fellows come from all over the world and then at that moment in the program, they're actually meeting in person in Vienna and you were there as well. Can you briefly outline what the programme for the fellows looked like at the conference? 
Varun: 	That's exactly right. A lot of what we do in the scaling solutions program sort of revolves around the conference itself, including getting ready for the conference. So even before any one of us even arrive in Vienna, the planning for our arrival begins a month or more in advance. would say in fact, two months in advance. That means that there are logistical sessions where we talk about what exactly is the participation of the fellows looks like during the conference, but also helping them ensure that they get the most out of the conference, the most out of the matchmaking, the most out of all of the resources and opportunities that the ZeroCon provides. 
	So in the weeks leading up to the actual conference, we were spending a lot of time digging into all of the participants, all of the speakers of the conference, and trying to figure out who are the people, who are the organizations that each one of the fellows should try to connect with while they there in Vienna in person. 
	And then finally, the week of the conference arrives. And for the fellows and for access to success and, of course, the Zero Project team, the conference begins earlier than for most people. What that means is that on Monday, the week of the conference, we have a training day for the fellows where the fellows arrive in Vienna. Through pitch training, they go through their actual pitches as well. There's a stage rehearsal which takes place at the United Nations where the conference itself takes place in Vienna. And there is a lot of elevator pitch training with Tom, who we all love. And so there's a lot of preparation that begins ahead of time. The next day is the famous Parliament event, the brilliant event that takes place at the Austrian Parliament. Now, this year, one of the Scaling Solutions Fellows, Becca from Inclutech, was selected to present at the Austrian Parliament. That's not necessarily always the case, but this year the Scaling Solutions Program was represented there through Becca, and I was there in the audience as well, providing moral and visual support.
	And then finally, on Wednesday, the actual conference begins. And that's where the fellows have an opportunity to pitch in the scaling solutions panel itself, where they present their solutions to the attendees. And outside of that, there are lots of opportunities spread out throughout the conference. Each one of the fellows may be speaking at other firesides, they might be speaking at other panels. And then again, in the background, we have all of us, scrambling to ensure that the fellows are well supported, that they have the opportunity to meet the people that they want to meet.
[06:33 Impact and take aways]
Judith:	It sounds like a really intense week, I have to say. I'm sure there were some emotional moments and probably a few moments where some people might have felt overwhelmed because we had, I think, more than 1,400 people at the conference this year from around 100 countries. So it must have been quite an experience, especially for the fellows who have attended for the first time. Were there any particular moments where you, I don't know, from interactions with the fellows that kind of stayed with you based on that experience.
Varun:	Boy, Judith, you're absolutely right. It can get very, very intense. I learned that very quickly my first time around and the second time around. I thought I was prepared, but it still hits you, the intensity. it's intensity in the best way, right? You want to be there. You want to be having the conversations you are having. So it's intense. It's tiring. But you know that it's going towards a good reason. I had a fantastic time at the conference. Zero Project and the Zero Conference is honestly one of the highlights of the year for me. I've been to a fair few conferences and each time, the two times I've been to the Zero Conference, it just stands out so much. And the example that I give to people which really best describes the nature of this conference, or maybe not the nature, but I suppose the approach of the attendees to this conference is this.
	In many conferences I go to during networking sessions, you'll see a bunch of people gathered around one of those cocktail tables and everybody's having a conversation. And if you don't know them, you're just sort of standing away from them awkwardly a little bit, waiting for an opening to get in. And some clients, don't even get that opening. And so you just walk away to try and find another group of maybe friendlier people. At the Zero conference, every single time I've been standing behind a group of people waiting for an opening, and never have to wait for more than a few seconds because usually somebody will see me and you know what they do? They make a space for me. They invite me to join. And that just happens so consistently and it's so lovely and it's so representative of the kind of people and the kind of conference that makes the Zero Conference what it is. 
	Specifically with the fellows, a few moments really stand out. It was for me really watching that journey of those fellows going through the training in the early days after they got selected. And then going through the training for the actual conference when they started practicing their pictures with us on the Zero Project team. And then having them do the rehearsals, the stage rehearsals, and then actually seeing that confidence evolve each single time they did these steps. And then finally at the day where they presented, they were their absolute best selves possible.
	They had a great time. It was so lovely to see them on the stage, all the nervousness gone, and they had a great time. They were confident in what they were talking about because they share my belief that those solutions are there for a reason. So it was really good to see that progression. ⁓ The second thing that really stands out for me in terms of the fellows' experience was every single time I was walking around and I saw one of the fellows, they were talking to someone. I don't think I ever saw them idling around, which sounds exhausting. But at the same time, it also tells me that they did such a great job making sure that they're getting the most out of the conference. And again, obviously, a lot of that credit goes to the Zero Project team as well, and setting it up that way. 
	And then finally, back to your point around intensity, I'll share a quick incident. It's been so busy in these last few months working with these fellows, even though I've spoken with them many, many, many times over now. We had a session where all the Zero Project fellows got to meet all of the Scaling Solutions partners. It was early in the morning. So before we started that session, one of the fellows just pulled me aside outside the room. And this fellow goes, what's your story? And I'm like, what do mean? And the fellow goes, no, I mean, you know so much about us. We've told you what we do, I just know what you do professionally, but I don't know anything about you. And that was the only time this fellow could find to actually ask me that question. So we just ended up in a conversation about our life.
Judith:	I really like this Varun. It's also, you I mean, you can't know this, but it actually, you just said, reflects what we saw in the participants survey a lot. You know, the words you mentioned – confidence - but also this welcoming space that people feel they belong to. And that's actually the community making that space, right? It's, we're organizing the conference, but it's the participants that actually create space for every person to be there and to feel confident and to pitch their work. So it's really lovely to hear that from your side too and your observations. 
[12:21 Challenges]
Judith:	But let's go into the more tricky bits. So it's intense and you just mentioned this whole life cycle of preparing for the conference, preparing the pitches, getting ready to actually pitch on stage, the technical aspects and all that.
	Can you share some examples of challenges that you observed or experienced firsthand while you were working with the fellows? And also, how did you handle them? How did they handle them?
Varun:	Before I answer that, will again just acknowledge about the amount of effort that goes into pulling off a conference like this. And it's one of the more complex, but at the same time, one of the more well-run conferences that I've ever been to. It's worth emphasizing that. But as with every event of this scale, there will always be incidents. There will always be running outcomes. There will always be things that are, in fact, sometimes out of our control. So in this case,
	One of the incidents that were just completely in the beginning out of our control was that one of the fellows, that fellow's visa was rejected. And so, you know, it was a really difficult time. It was a really difficult situation. We were all scrambling to figure out if that fellow was going to be able to make it in person. But again, the visa decision may be out of our control, but what we do with that decision was not.
	And it was again, just so amazing to see the Zero Project team just completely mobilize around this fellow. They instantly created a new fireside chat opportunity where the fellow could join virtually should they not be able to make it in person. And they didn't stop there. They didn't take no for an answer. This fellow put in an appeal with the support of the Zero Project and on appeal, the visa was ultimately approved and this fellow was actually able to make it in person. 
	It was a very challenging situation because until the very last minute, this fellow didn't know if they would be able to make it or not. But through the efforts of the team, they were able to make it. A part of it is also the intensity as we keep going back to. So for people who might be attending for the first time, they don't know what they're walking into necessarily. So that preparation is really paramount. Despite all of the support that the fellows had from Access to Success, from the Zero Project, it was still just a sheer amount of work to ensure that they get the best out of the experience. So managing the schedules was always tricky. It's not as much of a challenge or just a consideration that they always have to keep in mind. There were times when their meeting rooms were getting, you know, the meeting blocks were getting completely booked up. And they had to make a decision, are they going to attend the session they want to attend, or are they going to use that time to do meetings? that was another one. 
	And then the unexpected outcome of all of this is that sometimes we forget to give ourselves a break because we're just going out at all engines firing. We're there at 8 in the morning. We leave at, you know, 7 p.m., there's dinner plans, there are side events. You get to bed at 11 and then you're out again. And all of the social aspect was obviously very exhausting as well. So I had to keep reminding the fellows, make sure you block off time for yourself. Make sure you take care of yourself. That will allow you to continue making the best out of this opportunity.
[12:21 Dos and don’ts / AI]
Judith:	Absolutely. think everyone who has been to any conference, to any big event, can totally understand what you were just saying. This is so important. And I guess it's important to set priorities and to give a hundred percent because these are unique opportunities, but then it's so important to look after yourself too, right? This kind of leads to my next question as well, the importance of networking.
	Can you share your sort of good practices or takeaways from working with the Fellows? How do you make the most of networking opportunities during conferences?
Varun:	A lot of that component I've already touched upon, but I think just like with any major conference, it begins with planning. And even before you start planning your day, you have to decide what are the outcomes you're looking for. What is it that you want to get out of this opportunity? Do you need funders? Do you need partners? Do you need customers? What is it? And once you decide that, then you start the actual planning of digging into who's attending the conference, who's speaking at the conference, what are the sessions that are going to be available at the conference. 
	And I would be remiss to not mention that in the new age of AI, it would be a missed opportunity to not use AI to help you with all of that planning. There are so many tools out there, and there are so many ways to use those tools. An easy example is to give access to an AI, any one of those AI agents that we all know about, and give that AI agent access to the conference schedule, give it access to your priorities, what is it that you want to get out of the program, give it access to the speakers, give it access to the participant list if you are able to, and then have the AI do a lot of that planning work for you. Now, not everybody may be able to do that necessarily. So the good news is that at least for the fellows, the Zero Project team behind the scenes has their own AI database, where we were able to use that database to dig through all of the Zero Project Network, all of the conference attendees and speakers to identify who are going to be the best possible matchmaking opportunities for our fellows. This is something that the Zero Project team and the Access to Success team spent a lot of time on. We combined the use of AI as well as a lot of manual digging in to find who are the best matchmaking opportunities for the followers. So being intentional with that planning is really going to set the tone for the experience at the conference itself. 
	When I say be intentional, there's two sides to that coin though. Not every top leader is going to be available to meet with everyone who is there.  So if you want to send out an invitation to, you know, a chief accessibility officer of a very large company or a very large country, they will not necessarily be able to meet with everyone, so have a backup plan in that case, which is something we always tell the fellows as well. Another thing I would say is to make the best out of side events that might be there. So at Access to Success, we were very fortunate to host a side event of our own, which was a dinner that took place at the Kelsen restaurant, which is at the Austrian Parliament, where we were able to invite a lot of the leaders that we really wanted to spend some more time with, including Martin Lessel, the founder of the Essl Foundation and the Zero Project, where the opportunity and the resources are there. It's worth considering whether you have the option to host or the option to attend one of these side events because there is a lot more conversational opportunity that's available in those events. 
	Finally, the last thing I would mention is that the conference doesn't end with the last session. It's after the last session when you go back home and you've had the time to recover when the actual work begins of following up with the people that you spoke with. What we tell the fellows is to never, ever send out a common email blast to everyone. Nobody cares about this. Nobody reads it. The response rate will be negligible if not non-existent. So we always tell our fellows to be deliberate and be personal with their follow-ups, individualize the follow-up to the people that they are trying to follow up with, and then send a follow-up to the follow-up. After the conference, everyone is going to be going through the same experience. They'll be going back to work. They'll have a lot to catch up on. So it's OK if you don't get a response to your first email. Make sure you send a follow-up email with a gentle reminder.
Judith:	Absolutely. I think a very practical aspect is also how do you keep track of all the conversations? I don't know if you had the same experience, but you meet someone in the corridor, you have a quick chat while you're waiting in line for a coffee. What's your best practice for keeping track of the conversations and the things you want to follow up on?
Varun:	I'm personally very simple when it comes to this stuff. I've tried a whole bunch of apps and task management platforms and note-keeping, note-taking platforms, none of them are worth the complexity for me. So my system is very, very simple. I take photos of people's name tags and upload them all to one folder for the conference. So if somebody's name is there, I know that I spoke with them.
	In my case, I'm usually able to remember what I spoke with them about. In case there was something that was really sort of specific or really minute that came up in a conversation, I use a Google phone, a Google Pixel. So I have Google Key, which is basically the basic note taking app. And I just have one single note running in that where I note down everything that I want to remember. People like to add others on LinkedIn.
	With me, the problem I face is that once they've added me or I've accepted the invite, I don't know who I accepted that invite from. It just gets lost. So if somebody adds me on LinkedIn, I take a screenshot of their profile and upload it to the same folder where I upload the photo of their name tag. So sometimes I don't have a photo of the name tag, but the screenshot of the LinkedIn profile does the same job. When I take the notes, I try to just have their name, their company, and that one or two points about what is it, why is it that I'm taking a note about this. I don't take full conversational notes. I always find that given the fast-paced nature of the conference, it's better to actually spend time on the person rather than looking down on your phone or your notebook. So I just try to make those one or two notes after I'm done with the conversation.
[22:45 Credits Funding Partners]
Judith:	You're listening to Pathways to Zero Barriers, the official podcast of the Zero Project Scaling Solutions Programme. It is brought to you with the support of the Essl Foundation, Fundación Descúbreme, GIZ on behalf of BMZ and Access to Success.
[23:00 Dos and don’ts for presentations]
Judith:	So we've talked quite a bit about networking and planning and follow-up, but let's dwell a little bit on the presentations and the sessions themselves. I know you've chaired one of the sessions with the fellows, with the scaling fellows. Can you share any do's and don'ts from that experience?
Varun:	Certainly. So given the nature of the work that we do at Access to Success, I'm fortunate to be in a lot of those kind of sessions where people are presenting or pitching their solutions. And there are really two or three things that always stand out to me. The first one is that people will always find themselves short on time when they're actually sitting up on the stage. So it's okay to not try to pack in all of the information that you feel the audience should know because trust me, the audience is not going to remember the majority of it. We should have only a small handful of a few key points that we really want the audience to remember and just focus on those points. Allow room for curiosity for people to actually reach out to you and follow up and ask you questions. You don't have to give them all the relevant pieces of information right there in your presentation. It also allows for your presentation to be a lot more digestible for the audience rather than them struggling to keep up with you. 
	The second thing I would mention is that the Xero conference is somewhat unique in the world of disability conferences, given its size, its reach and its scale and the diversity of people who are going to be in the audience. And so something that I found myself telling the fellows is that you can't be everything for everyone.
	You can't have your pitch be for everyone in the room. It's okay to be a little bit more directed towards specific outcomes so that when you have follow-up conversations, those are meaningful conversations. The people who reach out to you are tailored to what your actual priorities are. The majority of these fellows are earlier stage entrepreneurs and like any other early stage entrepreneurs or innovators, are very very strapped on time so it's always important to prioritize based on what's actually going to make a dent in their work and have that as the call to action at the end of your presentation. The final thing that I like to tell people is they are there for a reason. They've been selected from a very many many many people from all over the world.
	They should share that same confidence, that same belief that the Zero Project and me and Access to Success have in their work. And we found that when we remind the fellows that usually their face lights up and you can visibly see a lot of the stress out of the straining from their shoulders. So that's something that I would suggest to others presenting or pitching in one of these events because if they are there presenting or pitching, they are there for a reason.
Judith:	So to summarize the three aspects, it's: believe in yourself, don't pack too much into your presentation and tailor your presentation to your priorities. Right. And don't forget to put a call to action at the end of your presentation. Is that summarizing it? That's perfect. So what's your call to action for us now for this podcast?
[26:41 Wrap-up and call to action]
Varun: 	I would say that we are going to be opening up applications for Access to Success 2026 very soon this spring. So come check us out. If you are building any innovation that benefits the lives of people with disabilities, we want to hear from you wherever you are in the world, whether you are a for-profit or a nonprofit. If what you're doing is innovative and it benefits people with disabilities, come talk to us. You can check us out at Access to Success.
	If I may also add, we are also going to be opening up calls for the Zero Project 2027 Awards soon, so keep an eye out for that because, like I said, the Zero Conference is not an opportunity you want to miss.
Judith:	I would like to add one more call to action because I really liked what you said earlier about people just opening up space for conversations at the conference. think that's really key to our work. 
You want to say something? Go ahead.
Varun: 	Yes, you're absolutely right there, Judith, because I actually had this in my notes here. If you're here listening and you spoke with people at the conference and you are one of the leaders out there in the world and people are trying to reach out to you, make time for them. 
	When you were starting out, when your work was still early, somebody made time for you. Pass that on. It's okay if you're busy. It's still early in the year, there's a lot going on. Feel free to schedule those conversations two months down the road. But for people who are sending personalized emails to you, following up from relevant conversations they had with you, see if you can make time for them.
Judith:	That's a fantastic end to this episode. So I will say no more, except for thank you so much for joining us again, Varun. Thank you for listening and have a lovely day ahead. 
[28:45 Outro]
Judith:	Subscribe to Pathways to Zero Barriers today and join us as we explore real world solutions driving disability inclusion on a global scale.
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