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Handout
Questions of disability: impairment or society?
Questions of impairment
(e.g. OPCS)
Can you tell me what is wrong with you?
Does your health problem / disability
prevent you from going out as often or as
far as you would like?
Have you attended a special school
because of a long term health problem or
disability?

Questions of society
(e.g. the work of
Mike Oliver & Paul Abberley)
Can you tell me what is wrong with society?
What is it about the local environment that
makes it difficult for you to get about in your
local neighbourhood?
Have you attended a special school
because your educational authority’s policy
of sending people with your health problem
/ disability to such places?
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Research as knowledge, participation and emancipation:
Disability studies research might be conceived as a continuum …
Knowledge research

Shared Knowledge

Co-produced action
research

e.g. an (individual)
academic challenges the
constitution of normalcy1

e.g. researchers work with a
self-advocacy group to
develop inclusive research
practices2

e.g. disabled people’s
organisations work with
researchers to measure and
eradicate disablism3

Participatory

Emancipatory

Non-participatory
Research-led, universitybased, generating social
theory for those in the
academic field

Researcher invites
participants into the
research, breaking
traditional boundaries

Co-researchers coproducing knowledge and
practice
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Participatory Research vs Emancipatory Research
Participatory Research4
1. Clarity about what participation
is being offered, and what its
limits are;
2. Participation from the beginning
in ways which are central to
agency structures and
processes but which are also
flexible;
3. Tangible goals for participation;
4. Participation from black and
minority perspectives;
5. Individual and collective
perspectives;
6. Provision of time, information,
resources and training;
7. Openness to advocacy;
8. Clear channels of
representation and complaint;
9. Involvement of key participants,
not just some;
10. Open agendas;
11. Facilitation of attendance
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Emancipatory Research5
As per Participatory Research; but
also…
Accountability to the disabled
community is a key component.
Founded on the social model of
disability.
Researchers must make their position
clear at the outset, ensuring that
disabled people’s choice of research
methodology and data collection
strategies are logical, rigorous and open
to scrutiny
In terms of the choice of data collection
methods, from the point of view of the
emancipatory model, all data collection
strategies have their strengths and
weaknesses.
In terms of ‘the role of experience’, it is
important that discussions of disabled
people’s experiences, narratives and
stories are couched firmly within an
environmental and cultural context in
order to highlight the disabling
consequences of a society that are
increasingly organised around the needs
of a mythical, affluent non-disabled
majority.
In terms of practical outcomes,
emancipatory disability research can
and has offered something different and
positive.
Doing emancipatory research cannot be
conceived in terms of a single project or
even a collection of projects, but is a
continuous process and the organisation
and content can only be determined by
disabled people and their organisations.
The evaluation of the effectiveness of
the research can, ultimately, only be
determined by disabled people and their
organisations.
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