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Abstract 

Inaccessible environments and transportation exclude disabled people from full 

participation in society. Accessibility is affected by a wide range of socio-material factors, 

including the interaction between the environment and mobility devices. Yet to date, little 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

knowledge might inform policymakers or service providers. 

In this thesis, I have worked with powered wheelchair users to document their experiences 

of mobility and explore how these might be conveyed to other people. An observational go-

along method was used, travelling with thirteen participants as they captured their 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ΨWƻǳǊƴŜȅ/ŀƳΩΣ ŀ ōŜǎǇƻƪŜ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ŀƴŘ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻƻƭΦ ¢ƘŜ 

data were used as prompts in semi-structured interviews following each journey. Two 

further participants were interviewed without first using JourneyCam. Finally, through a 

series of group workshops, nine participants explored how their collective experiences and 

knowledge might be used to create more accessible environments.  

Powered wheelchair users accumulate situated knowledge which they use to navigate 

disabling barriers, but this knowledge is gained through significant personal labour and 

experiences of psycho-emotional disablism. Participants highlighted a wide range of socio-

material enablers and disablers to their mobility, including barriers associated with poorly 

ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ 

service providers were met with indifference, and funnelled through individualised 

complaints processes. In response participants sought more effective modes of engagement 

that might bring about systemic change, in line with their commitment to social model 

principles of confronting structural disablement. 

L ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ōŜ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ 

resource for service providers and policymakers, but it is also a form of collective resistance 

to ableist societal practices. The social model of disability remains relevant for disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǎǘŜǊǎ 

shared resistance.  
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 1 

Chapter 1. Introduction  
1.1 Introduction 

Disabled people are often excluded from built environments and modes of public transport 

that do not accommodate their needs. These spaces incorporate a variety of socio-material 

ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ thereby hinder their free 

movement and full participation in society. Wheelchair users, for example, are prevented 

from accessing many buildings and urban environments by steps, rough surfaces, and a lack 

of accessible toilets. The weather and season may make otherwise accessible environments 

more challenging or even impassable. Difficult interactions with non-disabled others can also 

compound material inaccessibility, while many factors affecting mobility, such as ramp 

assistance for boarding trains, are simultaneously both social and material. For powered 

wheelchair users, socio-material barriers are magnified: such wheelchairs are typically larger 

and heavier than their manual counterparts and therefore may not fit into environments 

that could accommodate manual wheelchairs. The users of these kinds of wheelchairs must 

also consider distinct factors, such as the risk of breakdown or depleting the battery, that do 

not apply to manual wheelchair users. These distinctions between the factors that even 

users of different types of wheelchair must consider are just one example of the complexity 

of the socio-ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΦ 

However, even though the socio-ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎcess to built 

environments and public space have been highlighted for more than two decades (see for 

example Imrie, 1996b; Butler & Bowlby, 1997; Kitchin, 1998), and despite the passage in the 

United Kingdom of both the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and the Equality Act 2010 

(HM Government, 1995, 2010), these barriers remain. In 2016, the House of Lords Select 

Committee on the Equality Act 2010 and Disability highlighted that the needs of disabled 

people were an afterthought when planning services and buildings, with reactive processes, 

poor communication, and difficulties in enforcement (House of Lords Select Committee on 

the Equality Act 2010 and Disability, 2016). Similarly, the House of Commons Women and 

Equalities Committee noted in 2017 that disabled people still face needless restrictions in 

housing, workplaces, and the built environment, and called on the Government to take a 

strategic leadership role to drive accessibility through law and policy (House of Commons 

Women and Equalities Committee, 2017).  
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The continued prevalence of these barriers demonstrates that disabled people in Britain still 

lack equitable access to built environments and public transport. Given the complexities of 

the socio-material factors described above, this suggests a lack of understanding amongst 

decision-makers of the ways that particular environments or situations can pose specific 

barriers to disabled people. This in turn suggests the need for a deeper understanding of 

these barriers and their effects, grounded in the everyday lives of disabled people.  

In this context, this research aims to explore experiences of mobility and access amongst 

powered wheelchair users in the United Kingdom, by working with this group of disabled 

people to understand the factors influencing their experiences from their perspectives and 

how they perceived and respond to these experiences. This introductory chapter first briefly 

describes the research context, highlighting the importance of accessible environments to 

disabled people. Building on a social understanding of disability, it shows how they are often 

excluded from environments by socio-material barriers, and discusses those barriers faced 

by powered wheelchair users specifically. Noting how such barriers are not well-understood 

by non-disabled people, and the challenges associated with articulating them to others, this 

introductory chapter describes how mobile phones are a technology that has the potential 

ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

access. It then outlines the research questions that the thesis explores, before providing an 

overview of the structure and content of the remaining chapters. 

1.2 Research Context 

1.2.1 Accessibility and mobility for powered wheelchair users  

Individual mobility is usually regarded as a fundamental part of democratic freedom for all 

people, both as an intrinsic good and because it opens up other opportunities (Imrie, 2000a). 

Correspondingly, a lack of access to mobility can be both a cause and a result of social 

exclusion (Kenyon et al., 2002; Cass et al., 2005). As such, accessible environments are 

critical to enabling the full participation of disabled people in society, permitting them to 

access employment and leisure opportunities on equitable terms to non-disabled people.  

Yet prior research has identified how the design of built space and public transport often 

excludes people who do not conform to the bodily norms of the non-disabled majority. 

Building on the social model of disability, which highlights how people with impairments are 

disabled by society which unnecessarily isolates and excludes them from full participation 

(UPIAS, 1976), such critiques have noted that the material organisation of society leads to 
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disablement (Gleeson, 1997, pp.193ς194). They have identified the socio-spatial nature of 

ΨŀōƭŜƛǎǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜ Ǉhysical and social barriers (Chouinard, 1997). As 

such, they highlight how disabƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ 

closely linked socio-material factors relating to both the fabric of built environments and 

transport and to the interactions that happen within them. These spaces are places where 

people with different embodiments and mobility requirements interact, and these meetings 

can sometimes be fraught or difficult (Garland-Thomson, 2006; Scully, 2010).  

Such environments are rife with barriers that exclude disabled people, such as steps that do 

not allow passage for wheelchair users or those with limited mobility, uneven and unsafe 

surfaces for people with balance or visual impairments, temporary or permanent street 

clutter that poses obstacles, and an absence of dropped kerbs or accessible toilets (for 

examples, see Salvage & Zarb, 1995b; Butler & Bowlby, 1997; Kitchin, 1998; Imrie & Kumar, 

1998; Kitchin & Law, 2001; Matthews et al., 2003; Beale et al., 2006; Bromley et al., 2007; 

Wiseman, 2019). Disabled people experience similar barriers when using public transport, 

with prior work implicating a range of socio-material factors that overlap with those 

experienced in the wider built environment (Heiser, 1995; Salvage & Zarb, 1995a; Wilson, 

2003; Bromley et al., 2007; Rodger et al., 2016). Indeed, transport itself is only one part of a 

ΨƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŎƘŀƛƴΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ƛŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ 

from society (Wilson, 2003). Many disabled people therefore either rely on private vehicles if 

available (Pyer & Tucker, 2017)Σ ƻǊ ƻƴ ǊŜǎƛŘǳŀƭΣ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭΩ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǊƪ ǘƘŜƳ 

out as different to the non-disabled majority such as Dial-a-Ride (Imrie, 2014, p.19). 

The persistence of these socio-material barriers in the built environment and transport 

reflects disabling design discourses that are seldom challenged (Imrie, 2014), and which 

reproduce disabling spatialities through socio-political processes such as weak planning 

systems that rely on developer voluntarism to improve access (Imrie & Wells, 1993; Imrie, 

1996b; Imrie & Hall, 2001a). ²ƘŜǊŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

narrowly conceptualised as beinƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇƛŎŀƭΩ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ (Imrie, 2000a), 

failing to recognise diverse needs and requirements (Hall & Imrie, 1999). Although recent 

parliamentary inquiries have noted improvements over the past two decades, they have also 

highlighted that there remain significant socio-ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

to built environments and public transport (House of Lords Select Committee on the Equality 

Act 2010 and Disability, 2016; House of Commons Women and Equalities Committee, 2017).  
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1.2.2 tƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

The socio-material barriers described above highlight the multifaceted nature of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳōƭƛc transport, and the ways in which 

interlinked socio-material factors affect their experiences of access and mobility. However, 

to date little research has investigated how these complex experiences unfold amongst 

users of powered wheelchairs specifically. This particular group of disabled people face 

different challenges to their mobility compared to users of manual wheelchairs, many of 

which relate to the nature and physicality of powered wheelchairs as a mobility technology. 

Powered wheelchairs are typically considerably larger and heavier than manual wheelchairs, 

which can heighten accessibility issues in environments that are not built to accommodate 

them. Users also face challenges imposed by limited battery life that can fluctuate across 

different terrains and weather conditions, and the potential for technical failure or 

breakdown. The characteristics of powered wheelchairs therefore influence distinctive 

experiences of mobility and access amongst their users which, while sharing certain 

commonalities with manual wheelchair users, deserve closer examination.  

Prior research has highlighted the importance of engaging with the specificities of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǳǎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛƻ-material 

environments to produce either smooth passages or disablement (Moser & Law, 1999). In 

this context it is necessary to examine the particular experiences of powered wheelchair 

users in order to understand how environments may pose barriers that are different to 

those experienced by other wheelchair users or disabled people more broadly. Engaging 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

of mobility and access, which is a necessary pre-requisite in seeking to remove disabling 

barriers. While the social model of disability helps us to identify the structural nature of 

these socio-material barriers and creates the political imperative to address them, its focus 

on the structural aspects of disablement can at times restrict such engagements with the 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ  

This research therefore aims to respond to calls for more experientially based accounts of 

disabled peoǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ (Scully, 2011), by working with powered wheelchair users to explore 

their experiences of mobility and access built environments and public transport. While 

these experiences may be highly diverse, individual powered wheelchair users often face 
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shared challenges in accessing these environments and are confronted by similar socio-

material barriers.  

1.2.3 Conveying complex experiences of access and mobility  

Drawing on feminist understandings of the political ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

experiences as conveyed in their own words (Morris, 1992; Thomas, 1999), this research 

adopts a methodological approach that foregrounds the individual experiences and situated 

knowledge (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1993) of powered wheelchair users. This approach 

recognises that those most affected by oppressive environments can contribute particular 

forms of socio-spatial knowledge about these environments (Laws, 1994), and that 

investigating how disabled people are prevented from free movement in these spaces also 

sheds light on wider social and material power relations (Sawchuk, 2012).  

In prior work I had undertaken with disabled people campaigning on the issue of accessible 

transport, participants had highlighted the challenges of capturing these complex embodied 

experiences of disablement and articulating them to others (Rodger et al., 2016). Travelling 

with wheelchair users on journeys by public transport gave me an insight into some aspects 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΣ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎŀƛŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ΨƧǳǎǘ ǿƘƛǇ ƻǳǘ 

Ƴȅ ǇƘƻƴŜΩ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƘƻǊǎŜǎ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎǿƛŦǘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

technology was prevented due to a combination of the nature of his impairment and the 

physical and software interface of the phone. This incident prompted me to consider what a 

more accessible way of enabling people to capture experiences of journeys through mobile 

phones might look like, and how it could be combined with the insights generated by going 

along with participants on journeys.  

This led to the development of the novel observational go-along method which I used in this 

research and which is described in more detail in Chapter 3. I travelled with participants on 

journeys of their choice as they used a smartphone to record their experiences of mobility 

through video and sensor data, which was used in subsequent semi-structured interviews. 

This approach built on methods that recognise the value of in situ discussion for generating 

rich understandings about place (Kusenbach 2003, 2017), and drew on work demonstrating 

ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ƛƴ ǇǊƻƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ (Harper, 2002; Clark, 1999; 

Van House, 2006).  
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1.3 Research Questions  

Due to my previous professional experience working in the field of neuromuscular research, 

and the prior work I had undertaken with staff and volunteers in a national charity that was 

campaigning on the issue of accessible transport (Rodger et al., 2016), I initially framed and 

planned this research as working with people living with neuromuscular conditions. This was 

with the intention of working with and recruiting participants through the charity.  

My initial research questions were therefore: 

¶ What is the role of digital technology in supporting people with neuromuscular diseases 

to articulate their experiences of the built environment and transportation? 

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴg their experiences of the built 

environment, and how might technologies be used to enable such sharing? 

¶ How can personal experiences, in relation to accessible transport and built environment, 

be brought into use to inform policy and service provision?  

However, during the preparatory stages for fieldwork, I experienced challenges relating to 

recruitment, which are discussed in Chapter 3 and resulted in the reassessment of my plans. 

Alongside these pragmatic considerations, however, I was informed by my engagement with 

disability studies literature. As I read more widely during the course of the first year of my 

PhD, I came to recognise that what was particularly significant in this context were shared 

experiences of barriers to mobility that are associated with using powered wheelchairs. 

These factors resulted in a shift of my research focus and recruitment approach onto shared 

experiences of using powered wheelchairs for mobility, and away from the unintentional 

foregrounding of a medicalised understanding of disabled experiences. They also resulted in 

a slightly revised set of three research questions that guided the remainder of the project, 

which were as follows: 

¶ What is the role of digital technologies in supporting powered wheelchair users to 

capture and articulate their experiences of mobility and accessibility? 

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ 

environment, and how might technologies be used to enable such sharing? 

¶ How can personal experiences of mobility and accessibility be used to inform policy 

and service provision? 

1.4 Outline of Thesis  

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows:  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

This chapter situates the thesis within the existing literatures that I have drawn upon while 

planning and conducting the research. It frames my work as building on a social approach to 

understanding disability and disablement, and especially the social model of disability. This 

provides a focus on identifying exclusionary societal barriers faced by disabled people, and a 

political imperative to remove these barriers. It also advocates adopting an approach to 

research that seeks to elucidate and find ways of removing those barriers by doing research 

that works for disabled people. This thesis also draws upon aspects of critical disability 

studies that question totalising narratives of disability, and that open space for disabled 

people to craft new narratives about their experiences in a predominantly non-disabled 

society.  

The chapter engages with ǿƻǊƪ ōȅ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

personal experiences are not divorced from the public sphere, and that sharing such 

experiences is a political act that challenges dominant epistemologies. In addition, it draws 

ƻƴ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀƴŘ ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

environmental and social barriers faced by disabled people in towns and cities, and the links 

between these barriers and dominant societal attitudes which create such environments to 

fit the requirements of non-disabled bodies. Finally, it builds on work from Digital Civics and 

human computer interaction which discusses how digital tools may be built and used by 

citizens to highlight issues of concern such as access and mobility, and engage with decision-

makers around those issues.  

Chapter 3: Methodology  

The Methodology first builds upon the feminist work discussed in the Literature Review to 

outline the epistemological and methodological approach of the thesis, explaining why it is 

important to ground data collection for this project in the individual experiences and 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ΨƎƻ ŀƭƻƴƎǎΩ 

offer a productive way of engaging with lived experiences of mobility and place. It goes on to 

ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨWƻǳǊƴŜȅ/ŀƳΩΣ ŀ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ ǘƻƻƭ ǘƘŀǘ 

enables powered wheelchair users to capture and convey aspects of their journeys through 

video and data. It describes how I approached participant recruitment, and gives a summary 

of the people who took part in the research. It provides an overview of the fieldwork itself, 

including the go-along journeys and data-led interviews, as well as the process of data 
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analysis. Finally, it discusses the process of ethical approval and the ethical and political 

challenges that I faced as a non-disabled person conducting disability research.  

/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ пΥ 9ƴŀōƭŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜǊǎ ƻŦ tƻǿŜǊŜŘ ²ƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ aƻōƛƭƛǘȅ 

This first data chapter explores the factors that participants identified as important in either 

enabling or disabling their mobility, exploring social and material issues that participants 

characterised as being most significant to their experiences. It draws upon the accompanied 

journeys in which they used JourneyCam to capture aspects of their experiences, and the 

subsequent semi-structured interviews during which we talked through the data they had 

collected. It discusses material concerns expressed by participants, including the qualities of 

different surfaces, the challenges associated with unpredictable, temporary barriers, and 

aspects of the natural environment. It then discusses social issues, highlighting how both 

direct actions of other people and indirect actions could influence peopleΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƛƴ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƻǊ ΨōŀŘΩΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘ 

explores how some things which are meant to reduce barriers can, at times, themselves be 

disabling: how factors such as lifts, accessible toilets, and dropped kerbs can be absent or so 

poorly implemented as to actively cause disabled people problems.  

/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ рΥ ¢ƘŜ ±ŀƭǳŜ ŀƴŘ /ƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ tƻǿŜǊŜŘ ²ƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ {ƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ  

This chapter, which also draws on the accompanied journeys and semi-structured 

interviews, explores how powered wheelchair users possess situated knowledge and 

expertise which they develop through the experience of the enablers and disablers 

discussed in Chapter 4. Built up over time and tied to their experiences as disabled people, 

this knowledge exists at the intersection of their own bodies, the powered wheelchairs they 

use for mobility, and the environments through which they travel. It enables them to 

circumvent the disabling barriers that would otherwise hinder their mobility. However, 

although it enables them to exert agency, their situated knowledge is acquired at a cost: 

they incur physical and psycho-emotional labour in order to make their way in a world that 

does not accommodate their needs. Moreover, although their situated knowledge could 

provide society with valuable insight into how to remove disabling barriers, they often find 

that their attempts to bring about change are funnelled into processes of complaint. Aside 

from being time-consuming and frustrating, complaints procedures individualise the 

systemic issues participants faced, imposing additional labour on them and seldom bringing 

about the systemic changes that are needed or desired by participants.  
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Chapter 6: Beyond complaint: pragmatic approaches to collective political action 

Chapter 6, the final data chapter, draws upon data generated in the group Skype workshops, 

conducted several months after the end of the first phase of fieldwork. These sought to 

validate initial findings from accompanied journeys and semi-structured interviews, before 

exploring how the participants felt their experiences and situated knowledge might be best 

brought into conversation with policy makers and service providers to bring about more 

accessible environments. The chapter first sets out the group workshop method, and the 

activities participants undertook, before discussing the findings from the workshops. These 

included themes such as pragmatism in engaging with policymakers, seeking alignment 

between different groups, and the workshops themselves as enabling knowledge-sharing. 

Participants also drew links between the barriers they faced and wider ways in which society 

ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ŘǊŀǿ ƛƴ ŀ 

discussion of how these aspects link back to the value of the social model in fostering a 

disability politics and collective action.  

Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This chapter draws together the findings of the thesis, reflecting on its contributions to our 

understanding of poweǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

noting the theoretical and policy implications of the research. It also considers the research 

itself, reflecting on the strengths and challenges of using JourneyCam as a tool to capture 

aspects ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

limitations of this project, and highlights directions for future work. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review  
2.1 Introduction 

This thesis builds upon a range of previous work in disability studies, human geography, 

science and technology studies, and human-computer interaction. This chapter explores this 

prior literature, contextualising my research within these fields. In particular, I situate my 

work within social understandings of disability, which emphasise how people with bodily 

differences that are classed as impairments by medicine and society are disabled by 

environments which do not accommodate these differences. The full participation of 

disabled people in society is constrained by needless socio-material barriers, which 

particularly restrict their mobility and access to public and private spaces. Within social 

approaches to understanding disability, I particularly draw upon the social model of 

disability, which highlights the political imperative that such barriers both can and should be 

dismantled. I also draw on insights from feminist disability scholars, who emphasise both the 

intrinsic and epistemological value of paying attention to individual and embodied 

experiences of disablement. Work from critical disability studies provides a nuanced 

understanding of how disablement can be situational, challenging a binary dichotomy 

between disabled and non-disabled people. Alongside insights from science and technology 

studies, this highlights the challenges faced by people whose needs do not accord with 

standardised socio-technical norms, and the importance of society accommodating a diverse 

ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ 5ŜǎǘŀōƛƭƛǎƛƴƎ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ΨŀōƭŜ-ōƻŘƛŜŘƴŜǎǎΩ ŀƭǎƻ 

offers the opportunity to consider how the needs of different groups might align, and how 

technologies might be designed to support these alignments.  

Developing these concepts in the context of spatial access and mobilities, I draw on work on 

(and influenced by) the geographies of disability, which explores the nature and impact of 

disabling socio-material environments on disabled people. In addition, it shows how these 

environments have their roots in societal structures and processes such as land planning 

frameworks. In so doing, this work demonstrates how a utopian reliance on technology to 

ΨǎƻƭǾŜΩ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-material barriers is inadequate because it does not engage sufficiently 

with the wider societal relations and processes that exclude non-disabled people. A further 

aspect of disabling environments that is informed by this literature, and builds on some of 

the feminist work in the first part of the chapter, is then discussed: that of psycho-emotional 

disablement of disabled people stemming from socio-material barriers. This again highlights 

ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
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ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

holistically. The chapter concludes by situating my research in relation to this prior work, and 

frames how these diverse literatures have informed my approach.  

2.2 Disability, Disablement and Technologies  

2.2.1 The Social Model  

This thesis is based on a social understanding of disablement, grounded in key insights from 

the social model of disability as articulated by disability rights advocates during the 1970s. In 

the context of a dominant societal understanding of disability being a personal tragedy 

stemming from biological impairment and necessitatiƴƎ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ΨŎǳǊŜΩ ƻǊ 

ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ΨǊŜƘŀōƛƭƛǘŀǘŜΩ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ activists highlighted the many ways in 

which society actively disabled people with physical impairments (Goodley, 2011, p.11)1. 

This is most clearly articulated in the мфтс άCǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ 5ƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅέΣ which 

reported on discussions between the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation 

(UPIAS) and the Disability Alliance, wherein the former set out its position that άŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀ 

situation, caused by social conditionsέ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ Ƙƻǿ άit is society which disables 

physical impaired people. Disability is something imposed on top of our impairments, by the 

way in which we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full participation in society. 

Disabled people are therefore an oppressed group in societyέ (UPIAS, 1976, p.3).  

This distinction between impairment and disability has become a defining characteristic of 

the British social model of disability. In the British context, the distinction between individual 

biological impairment and socially imposed disability has often been expressed as a stark 

divide between ŀ ΨƳŜŘƛŎŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭΩ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ although Shakespeare notes that there have 

been other social-contextual approaches both before and since the UPIAS declaration 

(Shakespeare, 2006, pp.15ς26). ¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ άǎǿƛǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

focus away from the functional limitations of impaired individuals onto the problems caused 

by disabling environmeƴǘǎΣ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΧ ώƛǘ ƛǎϐ ŀ ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘέ (Barnes, 2007, 

p.206)Φ Lǘǎ ǇǊƻǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ άŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŘŜƴȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻǊ 

ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΧ 

[including medical or re/habilitative interventions] but draws attention to their limitations in 

ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ōȅ Ψƴƻƴ-

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ ŦƻǊ Ψƴƻƴ-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩέ (Barnes, 2007, p.206). The social model thereby 

 
1 While the original UPIAS socio-political definition of disability focused on physical impairment, it has since 
expanded to include physical, sensory and cognitive impairments (Barnes, 2012, p.14). 
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explicitly highlights the ableist societal practices and norms that create barriers to disabled 

people. These barriers, including inaccessible material environments and negative or hostile 

interactions, prevent full participation in society by people with impairments and are 

therefore a form of oppression by the non-disabled majority.  

The social model reframed previously dominant individualised and medicalised conceptions 

of disability, with several important consequences. It enabled the imagination of an 

alternative to the status quo, emphasising that disabling environments were not inevitable 

but the result of a societal choice not to cater to the needs of people with impairments; it 

identified barrier-removal as a political strategy to challenge the status quo; and it 

empowered disabled people to demand such a change (Shakespeare, 2006, p.30). Moreover, 

the social model helped disabled people to understand and conceptualise their experiences, 

with a significant effect on how they perceived both themselves and the world around them. 

As Crow recounts, the social model was άǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾŜǊōƛŀƭ ǊŀŦǘ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊƳȅ ǎŜŀǎΧ {ǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ L 

ƘŀŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƪƴƻǿƴΣ ŘŜŜǇ ŘƻǿƴΣ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

all my difficulties, it was external factors, the barriers constructed by the society in which I 

ƭƛǾŜέ (Crow, 1996, p.55). Furthermore, given the roots of the social model in material 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ƛǘ ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ 

on material barriers faced by disabled people in other fields such as leisure and 

transportation (Thomas, 1999, p.17). Building on Marxist analysis, a materialist perspective 

emphasises not simply material environments but rather the structural nature of systemic 

ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΥ άǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ disabled people arises, 

in the first instance, from the specific ways in which society organises its basic material 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ άǿƻǊƪΣ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘΣ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ώŀƴŘϐ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎέ (Gleeson, 1997, 

pp.193ς194). In this way, it permits an analysis of the disabling nature of society itself. The 

social model has thus been described as having άŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

else ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέ (Thomas, 1999, p.26). Furthermore, being developed by disabled activists 

themselves it provided a base for grass-roots political activism. Barnes and Mercer (2001, 

pp.20ς21) ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƘŀƭƭƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ movement which emerged during 

this period was its critical evaluation of how society oppresses disabled people through 

barriers based on individualised, medicalised understandings of disability, and how removing 

these barriers therefore requires reappraising disability itself and recognising that 

deprivations experienced by disabled people are an outcome of hostile physical and social 

environments.  
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However, as suggested above the social model has also attracted criticism for the clear 

distinction it makes between impairment and disability, which has been described as an 

άǳƴǘŜƴŀōƭŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ 

άconcede[d] ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜέ (Hughes & Paterson, 1997, p.328). This critique suggests 

that by de-emphasising the role of individual impairment in the everyday lives of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ΨǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƻǳǘΩ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ ōǳǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

the purview of the medical domain, contra one of the fundamental drivers of the social 

model itself. For Hughes and Paterson, the social model should be expanded to produce an 

embodied understanding of disability.  Others have gone further, ultimately arguing that the 

social modelΩǎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ-disability dichotomy is unsustainable and that the model itself is 

ŀƴ ǳƴŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŀōƭŜ ΨǎŀŎǊŜŘ ŎƻǿΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ Ŧƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ (Shakespeare & Watson, 

2001). While noting its value in highlighting societal oppression and exclusion of disabled 

people that had hitherto been neglected in disability research, what Shakespeare (2006) 

identifies as flaws and inconsistencies in the social model leads him to conclude that 

Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ ŀ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƛƴ 

subsequent sections.  

Such readings of the social model are challenged by its chief proponents, who suggest that 

ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŘŜŀƭ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ άƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΧ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘΧ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘέ (Oliver, 2004, p.8). They 

highlight instead how the social model of disability is a άǘƻƻƭ with which to gain an insight 

into the disabling tendencies of modern society in order to generate policies and practices to 

facilitate ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (Barnes, 2007, p.206)Φ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ άƘŜǳǊƛǎǘƛŎ ŘŜǾƛŎŜέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΣ ƛǘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ 

crucial role in the mobilisation of disabled activism during the 1980s and 1990s that led in 

turn to legislative and policy gains (Barnes, 2012, pp.18ς20). The notion of society as 

ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀ ǳƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ, underpinning solidarity 

around a collective identity and vision (Beckett, 2006, p.747).  

As evident above, there has been significant and heated debate around the meaning and the 

implications of the distinction between impairment and disability as conceptualised in the 

social model. I discuss some aspects of this in more detail below, where I outline how 
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feminist approaches and critical disability studies engage with the social model and provide 

more nuance to these perspectives. However, this literature review and thesis does not aim 

to take sides in this complex and contested terrain. Rather, I build upon those contributions 

of the social model which are regarded by those from different perspectives as being the 

Ƴƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘŦǳƭΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ 

enabling a focus on societal-level disabling environments as a significant aspect of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΤ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ 

focus that this provides relating to the removal of these barriers, around which disabled 

people could coalesce; and the way in which the social model offers an alternative vision of 

the future, one in which things could be different. Even those critical of the social model 

highlight these aspects as key strengths, noting that the main priority for disability politics 

should be the significant social and environmental barriers to disabled people (Shakespeare, 

2006, p.198).  

While I have discussed above the contributions of the social model in relation to highlighting 

societal barriers and identifying them as a locus for political action, I briefly wish to discuss 

the importance of the social model in providing an alternate vision of the future. Barton 

(2001) describes how transformative social change depends on hope in the possibility of an 

ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ 

are not foreclosed. Without hope the kind of social transformation that is being advocated 

ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘέ (Barton, 2001, p.3). As described above, the social model offers such 

hope: in locating the source of disadvantage disabled people face in societal oppression, it 

highlights not only that the status quo is unjust but also how through the removal of barriers 

ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ŘŜǾƛŎŜέ (Beckett & Campbell, 2015) that has prompted new ways of thinking. It introduced 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇǇŜŘ ōƻŘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘΥ άƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΧ ώŀƴŘϐ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΧ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘΣ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǳƴƧǳǎǘέ (Beckett & Campbell, 2015, p.278). As such, these aspects 

of the social model help to enable a politics of disability that coalesces around identifying 

and removing disabling barriers, in the knowledge that this is indeed possible. The origins of 

the social model in disability activism are a critical aspect of this, as it was both the result of 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ (Beckett & Campbell, 

2015, p.271). The social model retains ongoing relevance in this respect. Recent research 
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with young disabled people has shown how it permits them to envision their preferred 

future, supports activists to create resistance practices, and enables a focus on 

emancipatory goals (Griffiths, 2019). TƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƧǳƳǇƛƴƎ 

ƻŦŦ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (Peters et al., 2009, p.544). 

While insufficient on its own, these authors go on to use the notion of resistance as a 

unifying concept to suggest a theory of political action stemming from the social model.  

The political and practical value of the social model therefore remains highly relevant to the 

ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ Lǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƪŜȅ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ 

over the course of both this chapter and the thesis. First, the social model highlights the 

structural nature of the multitude of needless material and social barriers to disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ, which persist today more than four decades after the UPIAS 

declaration. Second, the social model provides both a practical and political focus: the 

removal of these disabling barriers from society. These profoundly political ideas are the 

core contributions of the social model to this thesis and remain as relevant today as they 

were almost half a century ago. However, other schools of thought have also contributed 

important insights that extend, and at times challenge, aspects of the social model, and 

which I have built upon in this research. The next two sections examine two of these areas: 

feminist approaches, which brings ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ΨōŀŎƪ ƛƴΩ 

to discussions of disability; and critical disability studies, which questions how society values 

ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ. 

2.2.2 Feminist approaches 

As noted above, raising the issue of impairment and how it affects disabled peopleǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ 

has been controversial in the context of the social model, as it risks the resurgence of an 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŘŜŦƛŎƛǘΩΦ ¸Ŝǘ ǎƻƳe authors, especially those writing 

from a feminist perspective, have identified areas of compatibility between the social model 

and discussions of impairment. They often seek to advance the social model, but emphasise 

that impairment is an important aspecǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

included in discussions about their experiences. These efforts can be seen as part of a wider 

movement within feminist epistemology towards acknowledging diverse lived experiences 

as a form of situated knowledge, which is also discussed below.  

Morris (1992) acknowledges that while the social model has highlighted the socially 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ όǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛǎƛƴƎ what had hitherto been the 
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ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭΩύΣ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ 

sometimes denied personal experiences of disability. Arguing that feminism offers 

researchers the tools to understand the subjective ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΩΥ άƻǿƴƛƴƎΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

of disability ς including tƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀƛƴ 

(Morris, 1992, pp.163ς164). Nonetheless, she acknowledges the potential dangers of 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘΣ ŀǎ άǘƻ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴȅ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ 

ōƻŘƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎέ 

(Morris, 2001, p.9). She describes how this has sometimes led disabled people to denying 

the experience of their own bodies (Morris, 2001, p.10). Similarly, calling for impairment to 

ōŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ΨōŀŎƪ ƛƴΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀl model, Crow (Crow, 1996, p.58) notes how it is an integral 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƪŜ ƻŦ 

our own physical and emotional well-being, and, subsequently, for our individual and 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅέΦ  

!ƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ 

issues, Thomas (1999) emǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ΨǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦΩ ƛƴ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ DƛǾƛƴƎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ άŀ ƪŜȅ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘέΣ 

making the personal political, and furthermorŜ άƎƛǾ[ing] rise to new ways of understanding 

what knowledge is ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘΧ ƛǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘΧ ŀ 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎǎέ (Thomas, 1999, 

pp.68ς69). Feminist approaches thus fundamentally challenge the epistemological 

underpinnings of social science, particularly that knowledge is unconnected to the social 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ .ȅ ǳƴǎŜǘǘƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ΨǇǊƛǾŀǘŜΩ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ 

are divorced from politics, they also provide support for the idea of telling individual, 

experiential stories of disabled lives, reminding us that by denying personal experience we 

can miss social factors of oppression in areas of life such as self-ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜΩ 

(Thomas, 1999, pp.73ς74). Feminist approaches thus suggest that these personal stories and 

situated accounts serve an epistemological purpose, reframing what are considered as valid 

forms of knowledge.  

Such accounts ƻŦŦŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ IŀǊŀǿŀȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ōȅ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 

situated, embodied knowledges (Haraway, 1988, p.583), rather than performing ΨDƻŘ ǘǊƛŎƪǎΩ 
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of totalising narratives (which promise an impossibly detached objectivity) or relativism, 

ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ΨƧǳǎǘΩ ŀƴ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΦ {ƘŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

partial and critical knowledges, which at least offer the possibility of solidarity and of shared 

conversations between groups with different knowledges. She emphasises how the situated 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƻŦŦŜǊ ΨǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘΩ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǘǘǳƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ (Haraway, 1988, p.584). Ultimately, she calls for politics and epistemologies to 

ōŜ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎΣ ŀǎ άǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ōŜƛƴƎ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎέ (Haraway, 1988, p.589).  

Similarly, Harding explains how feminist standpoint epistemologies prompt us to engage 

with the value inherent in socially situated knowledges (Harding, 1993, p.50). These 

emphasise the socially situated nature of all knowledge claims. Harding notes that the 

dominant social positioning of those at the top of social hierarchies constrains their 

understanding of the nature of society, preventing the most critical questions about 

received beliefs (Harding, 1993, p.55). Instead, an analysis of social relations that starts from 

ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘΥ ǘƘŜ άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ 

marginalised people, as ǘƘŜȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳέΣ ƻŦŦŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ 

(Harding, 1993, p.54). The multiplicity of marginalised lives does not preclude this approach: 

Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜƎƛƴ 

(Harding, 1993, p.60), so the diversity of disabled lives is a source of situated knowledges 

from which to start such an analysis. Nor, in this account, are marginalised standpoints 

privileged with knowledge that is entirely unknowable to others. Some non-disabled people, 

such as personal assistants, family members, and friends, may be acutely aware of disabling 

barriers, while spaces that are inaccessible for certain disabled people like wheelchair users 

may likewise be inaccessible for other groups such as parents with buggies or people with 

luggage. Rather, standpoint theories argue that marginalised lives offer a starting point for a 

critical investigation of society. The social situatedness of subjects of knowledge is therefore 

itself a resource for maximising objectivity (Harding, 1993, p.69). To begin from the 

standpoint of marginalised lives, such as disabled people in a predominantly non-disabled 

society, enables us to not only explore their experiences but also to ask critical questions 

about the wider nature of society. This requires attentiveness and reflexivity: 

άǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳέ (Harding, 
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1993, p.72)Φ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

generating ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

through bringing standpoints into dialogue with each other.  

The value of bringing diverse perspectives into dialogue is developed by Young (2004), who 

contends that democratic decision-making processes benefit from involving all groups in a 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ άǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŀ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ 

the perspective of everyone from self-regard to a more objective view, which takes into 

ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜέ (Young, 2004, p.20). In this view, objectivity is 

collectively assembled from the partial, situated perspectives of those with different social 

positions. In this exchange of views, any given situated knowledge has to be expressed in a 

way that is persuasive and understandable to others, appealing to justice rather than self-

interest. While different claims may conflict with each other, rather than being expressed in 

terms of a shared interest, ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ άǘŜŀŎƘŜǎ ŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŀƭΧ ώǘƘƛǎϐ 

contextualising of perspective is especially important for groups that have power, authority 

ƻǊ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜέ (Young, 2004, pp.26ς27). These groups not only take their own experiences as 

uncontroversial but can also represent their experiences as more general norms. In a society 

which is predominantly non-disabled, the ways that society is itself disabling are likely to be 

invisible to the non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΦ .ǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴǘƻ 

democratic discussions therefore offers the chance for a critical assessment of the nature of 

society and the position of disabled people within it. These are, at heart, political questions 

ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 

relationship between knowledge and politics is core to standpoint epistemologies (Harding, 

1993, p.55), the assertion of some social model proponents that a focus on personal 

experiences of disability is άŀ ŘƛǎŎǊŜŘƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŜǊƛƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ (Finkelstein, 1996, p.34) is therefore misplaced. Rather, personal 

experiences are a key aspect of the knowledge base of standpoint epistemologies.   

9ƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ƳǳŎƘ 

about societal disablement, and this thesis is underpinned by a recognition of the value in 

such individual, embodied accounts as articulated by the feminist work discussed above. 

Acknowledging these experiences means emphasising the importance of specific contexts, 

spaces, and geographies. Individual stories, taken together, form a diverse patchwork of 
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experiences that can help to shed light on issues of disablement in relation to mobility and 

access. But more than this, these experiences are important to the identity and selfhood of 

disabled people, as they are ways in which individual disabled identities are expressed. 

Disabled people have historically been offered little opportunity to portray their own 

experiences and have been left isolated and individualised by societal definitions and 

judgements around individual capacities and personalities (Morris, 1992, p.161). Even when 

disabled people are able to convey their experiences, they are sometimes disbelieved if 

these conflict with a non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿΥ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

subject to diminished credibility by virtue of being disabled, a form of testimonial injustice 

(Scully, 2018, pp.7ς8). 

This thesis is therefore indebted to feminist writers who emphasise the importance of such 

accounts coming from disabled people themselves in the first instance. Moreover, it also 

draws upon a feminist recognition of the value inherent in the situated knowledge that 

informs these accounts, and how this knowledge can be a starting point for a critical 

investigation of society as a whole. Such an engagement with the situated, partial 

knowledge of individual powered wheelchairs users involves seeking to understand not just 

how barriers affect their experiences, but also how they perceive, interpret and act upon 

these experiences as well as how such interpretations are shaped by structural factors. In 

this respect, the ways in which disability is described, and the narratives about disablement 

and disabled people, are critical. This is an area that is highlighted by work from critical 

disability studies, which also offers a critique of the impairment-disability dichotomy 

proposed by the social model. The following section briefly outlines the contributions of 

critical disability studies to this research. 

2.2.3 Critical disability studies: toward a relational understanding of disablement  

In addition to feminist critiques, the social model has been challenged by critical disability 

studies, which has questioned the ideas, assumptions, and categories used to discuss 

disability (Vehmas & Watson, 2014, pp.638ς639). By examining how notions of disability are 

historically and socially contingent, this has highlighted how ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ΨƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘΩ 

ŀƴŘ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΩ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ. Critical disability studies sheds light on the 

ways in which societies label and react to those thaǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ΨŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΩ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ƴƻǊƳǎ. 

Whereas medical understandings see bodily deviations themselves as the unifying feature of 

disability, these are challenged by both the heterogeneous nature of impairment and the 
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ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛǘǎŜlf (Scully, 2011, p.38). From the perspective of critical 

disability studies, binary dualisms such as able-bodied/disabled, normal/abnormal, and 

impairment/disability are questioned, as they impose a totalising, modernist worldview of 

fixed categorisation (Thomas, 2007, pp.65ς69). Instead critical disability studies highlights 

ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘΩ ōȅ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ 

such labels intersect with myriad other concerns such as ethnicity, class, age, sexuality and 

gender (Shildrick, 2012, p.33)Φ .ȅ ōƭǳǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΩΣ 

ǘƘƛǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ  ΨǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅ ŀōƭŜ ōƻŘƛŜŘΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŦƻǊ accessible environments are more universal than society acknowledges. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ΨƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴΩ ƴƻƴ-disabled 

bodies, ignoring why it is that non-disabled people find disability threatening and failing to 

recognise the plurality of forms of acceptable embodiment (Shildrick, 2012, pp.34ς35).  

Critical disability studies itself has been critiqued on several grounds. Vehmas and Watson 

(2014) note that Critical disability studies suggests ethical relativism in its implication that all 

impairments, even those leading to early death, are neutral. They highlight its endless 

deconstruction, which could undermine a shared disability identity and political purpose. 

They also note that the ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜŀƭ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ άŎŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ 

challenged, let alone abolished, merely by pointing out the wanton nature of difference, and 

ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ (Vehmas & Watson, 2014, p.647). In 

rejecting the distinction between impairment and disability, and implicitly between the 

biological and social, critical disability studies has even been condemned as philosophical 

navel-gazing with άƭƛǘǘƭŜΣ ƛŦ ŀƴȅΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ research, policy and 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ that undermines the social model (Barnes, 2012, p.22). However, an examination 

of why it is that society labels some types of body as disabled also allows for the possibility 

of questioning and challenging such labels and the stigmatising accounts that accompany 

them (Coleman-Fountain & McLaughlin, 2013, p.137). From this perspective, not only do 

individual bodies and the spaces they inhabit matter, but so also do the stories which are 

told about them. Post-structural accounts demonstrate not only the historical and social 

contingency of disability but also how particular societal discourses around disability are 

replicated and sustained. In doing so, they at least open up the opportunity for new 

identities and narratives to be created around disability and impairment, in turn offering the 

possibility for dominant, disabling narratives to be challenged (Coleman-Fountain & 

McLaughlin, 2013, p.144). 



 22 

This is an area where critical disability studies shares certain broad commonalities and 

alignment with the previously discussed feminist approaches in understanding disabled 

experiences. AcceptƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǾŀƭƛŘ, and accepting their epistemic 

credibility (Scully, 2018), acknowledges the right and capacity of any individual disabled 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜƭŦƘƻƻŘ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ άǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ 

ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƛǘέ (Scully, 2011, p.41). This enables disabled 

people to align themselves with narratives that are true to their experiences, rather than 

those that may be externally ascribed to them, and can serve to support consolidation of 

collective political and cultural disability identity. Indeed, such alignment can have a 

transformative impact on individuals (Scully, 2011, p.43). Being able to express and 

articulate their lives on their own terms contrasts with the disempowerment that they may 

experience when others adopt ableist narratives about their lives. These can invoke pity for 

ƻǊ ǊŜǾǳƭǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ΨƻǘƘŜǊŜŘΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ΨŀōƭŜ-ōƻŘƛŜŘΩ 

ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅΦ !ǎ aƻǊǊƛǎ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άǿƘƛƭŜ ƻƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

whatever media, the reality of those perceived as different, there is always a danger that the 

άƻǘƘŜǊέ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴΦ !ǎ ƭƻƴƎ ŀǎ ƴƻƴ-disabled people retain the power to 

represent our reality, impairment will always mean at best a cause for treatment and cure, 

at worst a life not ǿƻǊǘƘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎέ (Morris, 2001, p.6).  

/ŜŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƴƻƴ-disabled people runs the risk of 

returning ǘƻ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ highlighting the importance for 

disabled people in being able to define and articulate their own narratives about their 

experiences. Enabling disabled people to convey their own experiences can itself be an 

expression of agency (McLaughlin et al., 2016, p.75), and moreover a way of dealing with 

oppression (Thomas, 1999, p.47). It is therefore important to recognise the authority of 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ 

of their experiences (Scully, 2011, p.50). For some in critical disability studies, however, this 

does not mean privileging the voices and experienceǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ άŀ 

ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘȅ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǘƘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎέΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ΨŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜΩ 

ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǘƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƻǳƭŘΣ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘέ 

(Shildrick, 2012, pp.36ς37). This returns to some of the issues raised by feminist critiques 

that have already been discussed, on the situated nature of all knowledge. Both feminist 

approaches and critical disability studies show us that individual and collective experience is 

always mediated and re-presented in particular accounts, and that how these accounts are 
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formed is itself worthy of examination: άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ΨǘǊǳǘƘΩ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ 

we access and reproduce something unmediatedέ (Thomas, 1999, p.80). It is therefore also 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻf 

disablement are generated and represented.  

One way of drawing together insights from feminist approaches and critical disability studies 

is to consider disability as a product of an interaction between individual and environmental 

factors. For example, in dealing with the issue of impairment, Thomas describes 

άƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎέ ŀǎ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƳǇŀƛǊŜŘ ōǳǘ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜέ and contends that both impairment 

and its effects are shaped by the interaction of biological and social factors (Thomas, 1999, 

p.43)Φ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜƳŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΩ (Williams, 1999, 

p.813)Σ ƻǊ ŀ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ between individual and contextual factorsΣ άthe whole 

ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘǎέ 

(Shakespeare, 2006, p.58). The stance of these authors on the social model varies: some 

such as Thomas and Morris, argue for its continued relevance while others such as 

Shakespeare have called for it to be replaced with a wider social approach that is less rigid 

(in their view) about the distinction between impairment and disability. As already 

discussed, the nuanced semantics of the social model are of less relevance to this research 

than the insights it provides into the experiences of disabled people in a disabling society. 

Similarly, insights from critical disability studies are compatible with those of social 

approaches: what matters are individual experiences within wider disabling structures. 

While the body in situ is highly relevant to disability (Freund, 2001), this does not deny socio-

material barriers, nor the value of the ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ to address 

such barriers. 

Critical disability studies makes several contributions to understanding disabled experiences 

on which this thesis draws. First, by questioning totalising categories of disability, critical 

disability studies (like feminist perspectives) highlights the importance of attending to 

individual, embodied accounts of disabled peoǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎΣ L ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ 

importance of acknowledging the significance of different embodiments, which can some 

times lead to differential experiences of disablement, within a wider social approach that 

recognises and focuses on societal barriers. Secondly, and linked to this, through its 
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emphasis on the interactional aspects of disablement, critical disability studies enables a 

focus on how particular bodies in specific environments may be disabled in situ. Again, this 

can help to shed light on how different people are disabled differently, as well as opening 

the possibility for finding areas of alignment between disabled and non-disabled people in 

relation to what might make more enabling environments. This focus on interaction is also 

picked up by writers in science and technology studies (STS), which is discussed in the next 

section. Finally, critical disability studies highlights how narratives help shape social reality. 

By acknowledging that the ways socƛŜǘȅ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

experiences, it emphasises the potential for disabled people to challenge and contest these 

dominant, disabling narratives through their own accounts of their lives.  

2.2.4 Technologies, knowledge, and represeƴǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 
place 

Understanding disablement as a result of interactions between people and environments 

allows for a conceptual engagement with work in science and technology studies (STS) that 

analyses the complex interconnectedness between humans and technologies. By examining 

how socio-technical norms are created, STS highlights the experiences of those who do not 

conform to such norms, enabling the questioning of stabilised networks of socio-technical 

relations by suggesting that such networks could be otherwise (Star, 1990). This contributes 

ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ 

disablement in several ways. First, it can help us to understand processes of knowledge 

formation through its analysis of how scientific knowledge is socially created, which has 

parallels with the feminist and critical approaches discussed above. It questions ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ 

positivistic underpinnings and the conclusions drawn from its findings  (Star, 1990, p.31). 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƎƻŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ΨŘƻƴŜ 

ǊƛƎƘǘΩ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴōƛŀǎŜŘΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ΨŘƻƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘΩΣ ōȅ 

identifying processes of rationalisation, classification, and quantification through which 

science helps form our taken-for-granted assumptions and freezes specific knowledge in 

ΨǎƻŎƛƻ-ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΩ (Star, 1990, p.32). STS acknowledges the existence of these 

processes, which enables us to question both the processes themselves and the inevitability 

of particular socio-technical outcomes and knowledge. Like feminist approaches discussed 

above, this forces us άǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ōǳǘǘ ǳǇ 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΣ ώŀƴŘϐ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅέ (Law, 1990, p.7). 



 25 

Highlighting how socio-technical networks help to create and maintain what is considered 

ΨǾŀƭƛŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ŀƭƭƻǿs us, at least potentially, destabilise such understandings.  

{ŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩΣ {¢{ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ 

insights into the relationships and dependencies between humans and technologies. This 

not only highlights the ways in which socio-technical norms and standardised forms of 

technology come to be, but also how they sometimes break down when confronted by 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ΨŦƛǘΩ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lƴ ŀ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

ΨǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘƛǎŜŘΩ όƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƴƻƴ-disabled) bodies and practices, those who do not 

conform to such norms encounter particular kinds of friction. Garland-Thomson describes 

ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǿƪǿŀǊŘ ƧǳȄǘŀǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ 

that does not sustain that body, and notes how environments commonly fit majority bodies 

ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘǘƛƴƎΩ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ (Garland-Thomson, 2011, pp.593ς594). The ways in which 

physical environments do not cater to the needs of disabled people will be discussed in 

more detail in section 2.3, where I examine prior work on the geographies of disability.  

!ŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ {¢{ ƭŜƴǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜ 

different forms of labour in an attempt to better align with their environments, and 

moreover highlights how this work, and the effort it involves, is typically invisible to those 

ǿƘƻ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƳƛǎŦƛǘΦ !ƴ ŀƭƭŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ ƻƴƛƻƴǎΣ άǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳƛƴƻǊ ŀƴŘ ȅŜǘ ǎƻ 

ǇŜǊǾŀǎƛǾŜέΣ ƎŀǾŜ {ǳǎŀn Leigh Star the opportunity to critically examine the costs that occur 

where individuals, organisations and standardised technologies meet (Star, 1990). She 

describes the inability for standardised food production processes to cater to her unusual 

(i.e. non-standard) needs, the disbelief of waiters when told about her requirements, and 

the added costs of surveillance to ensure her needs are met which are borne entirely by her. 

Disabled people undertake similar work in order to make their way in standardised socio-

ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦƛǘΩ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƴ-disabled majority, and mobility technologies and processes that struggle to 

fulfil their particular requirements. At times, they deal with incredulity from non-disabled 

others who are ignorant of their needs, and they are compelled to undertake additional 

surveillance to ensure that those needs are met.  

¸Ŝǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ΨƎƻƻŘ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛǎ 

concealed (Moser & Law, 1999, p.207). STS illuminates how particular combinations of 

ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘΥ άǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƳƻƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜrs. Stairs 
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ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳƛȄ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƳƛȄ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜƎǎ ς but legs, for instance, without the 

Ǉŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƻǿŜǊ ƭƛƳō ŀǘƘŜǊƻǎŎƭŜǊƻǎƛǎέ (Moser & Law, 1999, p.208). Moreover, 

ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘΥ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǿƻǊƪΩ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭΣ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ 

on a spectrum from strenuous manual labour to deep concentration without physical 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ άǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƎƛtimacy of work can never be taken for 

ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘέ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ (Star & Strauss, 1999, p.15). The work undertaken by disabled people in 

achieving good passage is not restricted to the physical effort of working around disabling 

material environments. Significant emotional labour, for example, is involved in managing 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-presentation through 

strategies such as passing, normalising, parading or performing disability (Scully, 2010, 

pp.29ς31). The forms of work undertaken by disabled people are highly diverse, and may 

include aspects such as pre-emptive journey planning to find accessible routes and ensure 

they have back-up plans should things go wrong, the physical effort expended in controlling 

their wheelchair in inaccessible environments, and emotions engendered by experiences of 

inaccessibility or discrimination. The latter will be discussed in more detail in Section 2.3.3, 

where I explore how disabling geographies engender psycho-emotional effects. However, 

here it is worth highlighting how STS helps us to understand these factors: by blurring 

boundaries between humans and the technological aids on which they rely (Law, 1990), it 

highlights that all of us experience lives that are largely structured by and around different 

forms of technology (Blume, 2012), challenging not just the assumption that only disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ΨŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΩ ƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ.  

Indeed, examining the diverse ways in which disabled people use technologies illuminates 

the complexity of this relationship. While many ǳǎŜ ΨŀǎǎƛǎǘƛǾŜΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 

lives to aid with functional tasks (Scherer, 2002), through processes of embodiment such as 

becoming ΨŜƴ-ǿƘŜŜƭŜŘΩ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ 

rather than just tools (Papadimitriou, 2008). For people with particular impairments, specific 

types of medical technologies such as full-time ventilation are life-preserving or extending 

(Eagle et al., 2002; Gibson et al., 2007). In these ways, specific technologies can become an 

integral and indeed inviolable aspect of ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ and being (Gibson, 2006, 

p.194). Highly specialised technologies such as sports wheelchairs can be perceived as 

desirable objects, and are sometimes valued for highlighting bodily capability (Apelmo, 

2012). They provide an opportunity for disabled people to demonstrate sporting prowess, in 

doing so creating new narratives around disabled bodies that refute the notion of 
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ΨŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΩ, although this in turn also risks validating the paternalistic norm that disabled 

people should ΨƻǾŜǊŎƻƳeΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ (McLaughlin et al., 2016, pp.127ς132). 

Involvement in sports such as powerchair football also offer a chance for in-person social 

interaction, which is often denied to disabled people due to barriers such as inaccessible 

buildings (Skyrme, 2017).  

However, it is also worth noting that technology can sometimes be problematic or even 

intrusive in the lives of disabled people. It can mark disabled people out as different to non-

disabled people (McLaughlin et al., 2016, p.293) or medicalise everyday lives; in some cases 

it can also serve as a reminder of the progression of particular medical conditions or 

impairments (Kirk, 2010). Even when disabled people find digital technologies beneficial in 

their everyday lives, they can face a range of barriers in its use (Baumgartner et al., 2021). 

New forms of mainstream technologies can serve to disable as well as enable (Mairs, 2007), 

paradoxically causing new forms of disablement even as they reduce others (Roulstone, 

2016, pp.3ς4). The form and function of assistive technologies, in particular, can influence 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ 

for technologies to be designed to balance their social and functional requirements 

(Shinohara & Wobbrock, 2016; Shinohara et al., 2018). Technologies can also uphold 

idealised, normalising discourses of rehabilitation and what is considered as ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ 

functioning (Moser, 2000, 2006)Σ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ŏŀn 

ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōƛƻƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ΨŎǳǊŜΩ ƻǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ 

individualised, deficit-based conceptions of disability (Shakespeare, 2006, pp.103ς117). Yet 

this is not inevitably the case. It is also possible to imagine how technologies might be used 

to recast existing narratives, enabling self-expression and discourses of value rather than 

stigmatisation (McLaughlin et al., 2016, p.93). Even in highly techno-scientific processes, 

such as genetic diagnoses, people have agency in interpreting knowledge provided by a 

given technology, and they create particular narratives around this knowledge (McLaughlin 

et al., 2016, pp.68ς86).  

These examples show how different forms of technology play a range of diverse roles in 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŀǎǎƛǎǘƛǾŜΩΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ 

rather than being something worthy of undue attention, for many disabled people what 

others ascribe as their ΨŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΩ ƻƴ technology is just their way of getting on in life 

(Gibson et al., 2012). Furthermore, the ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŀǎǎƛǎǘƛǾŜΩ 
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technologies are increasingly amorphous. Technologies such as home automation that were 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻǎǘ-prohibitive for many disabled people barely a decade ago 

(Harris, 2010) have become increasingly mainstreamed, built into smartphones alongside 

tools like voice assistants which are either implicitly or explicitly useful to disabled people. 

Smartphones also incorporate many features designed and advertised directly as assistive 

technologies2. They also offer a wide range of tools that enable users to express themselves, 

such as on-the-go video and audio recording, software for editing and presenting the data 

that is captured, and social networking for sharing these data. This permits a reimagination 

ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŀǎǎƛǎǘƛǾŜΩ ǘƻ ōŜƛƴƎ ΨŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜΩΦ For 

example, Rice (2017) describes the use of wearable cameras by a disabled media makers, 

and notes how the appropriation of smartphone cameras could enable disabled activists to 

take ownership of social media representations of their experiences (Rice, 2017, pp.209ς

210). Similarly, smartphone video can support the authenticity of accounts of someone 

ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ΨōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩ (Puikkonen et al., 2009). As such, it is possible to imagine these having 

the potential to enable disabled people to capture particular experiences and situated 

knowledge in ways that are meaningful to them, and convey this to others through 

narratives that affirm rather than stigmatise.  

wŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƛǾƛŎǎΩ ƛƴ ƘǳƳŀƴ-computer interaction (HCI) has explored how 

technologies might support citizens to engage in matters of civic concern, and particularly 

focus on how community knowledge of local issues might be brought into engagement with 

policymakers (DiSalvo et al., 2014; Olivier & Wright, 2015; Vlachokyriakos et al., 2016). This 

is underpinned by the idea that places are constructed through plural forms of participation 

enabled by linking social and technical resources to enable capacities for civic action (Le 

Dantec, 2019, p.171). As discussed in the next section, experiences of local environments are 

embodied and political, and work in this tradition has focused on facilitating dialogues about 

place through techniques like digitally supported city walks (Crivellaro et al., 2015), 

participatory media and storytelling (Manuel et al., 2017), and platforms for community 

consultation (Johnson et al., 2017). This work has highlighted how digital technologies can 

potentially bring together diverse accounts and perspectives on urban spaces (Crivellaro et 

al., 2016). In some cases it has engaged with communities whose needs are marginalised, 

 
2 !ǇǇƭŜΩǎ ƛh{ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ōǳƛƭǘ-in support for features such as screen-reading, 
magnification, sound recognition and external switch control (https://www.apple.com/uk/accessibility/). 

https://www.apple.com/uk/accessibility/
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such as older adults (Clarke et al., 2016), cyclists (Le Dantec et al., 2015; Asad & Le Dantec, 

2017), children (Peacock et al., 2018), and disabled people (Rodger et al., 2016). 

Many such efforts to bring place into civic technology have been supported by the ubiquity 

of smartphones and geo-located media, which support the collection of data while out and 

ŀōƻǳǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƙŀǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŎȅŎƭƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ΨŀƴƴƻǘŀǘŜŘ ǊƻǳǘŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

journeys, augmenting GPS traces with in-the-moment audio comments or post-journey 

textual description to support reflection and discussion for civic engagement (Maskell et al., 

2018). Visual imagery has been used to log maintenance issues in the physical environment 

with civic authorities (Foth et al., 2011), an approach that has also been explored with 

wheelchair users (Steinfeld et al., 2010). While sensor-triggered video to automate logging 

accessibility barriers has been explored with manual wheelchair users (Kirkham et al., 2017), 

conceivinƎ ƻŦ ǾƛŘŜƻ ŀǎ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey review precludes 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

limits their agency in determining what matters to them in-the-moment. Indeed, work with 

cyclists and urban planners has demonstrated that the data that result from the use of such 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ŀ ƳǳǘŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΣ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ψǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ 

ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ truth (Le Dantec, 2019). 

Such work has highlighted how technologies become actors in socio-technical networks, not 

just augmenting or amplifying publics but aiding in their formation (Jenkins et al., 2016). 

How data is produced is shaped by the social and material qualities of particular places, so 

both ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǎ 

an important consideration, as is the wider ecosystem in which such data is used (Taylor et 

al., 2015). One challenge identified by this literature is the ways in which designers of socio-

technical systems might go beyond merely providing technological tools for civic 

engagement, and help instead to support redesigning processes of policy-making (Manuel & 

Crivellaro, 2020). Such a vision has some parallels with the STS notion of hybrid forums, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀǊŜƴŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ΨǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƛƭŘΩ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

modify the enactment of disability in the city (Galis, 2011). 

This work on civic technologies opens up ways of conceiving of how disabled people might 

use technologies to challenge ableist barriers, narratives and attitudes. One way in which 

this might be done is through surfacing place-based situated knowledge and expertise, using 
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mobile technologies to convey their perspective of mobility and access. In this respect, prior 

ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ΨƭƛŦŜ-ƭƻƎƎƛƴƎΩ ƛs insightful, showing that the data generated by such tools is not an 

analogue to memory but rather a resource for digital narratives that enable users to tell 

evocative stories about even prosaic events in their everyday lives (Harper et al., 2008). The 

choice of topics, and the identities and narratives told around them, support the telling of 

ΨǎƳŀƭƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ (Lindley, Randall, et al., 2009) and retrospectively enable 

new insight into everyday routines (Lindley et al., 2011). Videos captured by wheelchair 

ǳǎŜǊǎΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ΨǿƘŜŜƭƛƴƎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ Ƙŀve been used to campaign and share 

stories around access issues and explicitly to tell narratives that counter ableist discourses 

(Parent, 2019). As discussed in the following chapter, videos like this have also been adopted 

as a research method, highlighting in particular the embodied dynamics of wheeling and 

moving together with others (Parent, 2016). Combining ethnographic methods with digital 

tools ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŜƭǇ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ, and has the potential 

to link them with other stakeholders involved in urban design, as well as being a resource for 

disabled communities themselves (Rebernik et al., 2020).  

Yet as discussed in the next section, disabled peopleΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

public transport are multifaceted and complex, and are linked to wider structural and 

societal factors. In this respect, enabling disabled people to convey their own narratives and 

experiences opens up the possibility for resistance in inhospitable places, epitomised in the 

direct action campaigns of the disability movement in the 1990s (Freund, 2001, p.701). It is 

nonetheless important to consider that while such narratives could be used for political 

resistance, the agency disabled people express in telling their own stories is not necessarily 

activism, and as discussed in Section 2.2 has intrinsic value. Some people may not identify 

with a political conception of disability (Shakespeare, 2006, p.74), and may not wish to bring 

their disabled status to the fore and risk it becoming a dominant identity (Thomas, 1999, 

p.109). As such it is important to think of civic technologies broadly, and allow for their use 

in unexpected, open-ended ways. This would enable people to express their own narratives 

around their experiences of mobility in ways that will not constrain them to the singular 

ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŦƛȄƛƴƎΩ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

The STS, HCI and related literature discussed above highlights the complexity of the 

relationship between humans and technologies, underlining how socio-technical systems are 

not only ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ but may also be a means of 
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conveying their experiences around these issues to others. This thesis builds on how this 

work highlights the interactional aspects of the relationship between people and 

technologies, and how dominant socio-technical norms cause friction for those who do not 

conform to them. This opens up the possibility for generating alignment and understanding, 

by demonstrating similarities in processes of enablement and disablement between groups 

with ostensibly different needs. It also adopts the critical approach that STS brings to 

questioning how particular and partial forms of knowledge come to be embedded in such 

socio-technical norms in the first place. It draws on the ways that this literature highlights 

the place of technologies in the lives of disabled people in particular, and how these are not 

ƻƴƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊ ΨŀǎǎƛǎǘƛǾŜΩ ǘŀǎƪǎ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ 

other roles. Finally, it draws on the HCI conception of civic technologies that seeks to enable 

particular communities to express their views around issues of concern, and bring these into 

policymaking discourses. Taken together, these insights allow for a nuanced perspective on 

the ways in which people may be disabled by socio-technical systems and norms. They also 

open up space for how dominant knowledges that are frozen in these systems may be 

ǳƴǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘŜŎƘƴologies 

such as smartphones and civic technologies. 

2.2.5 Conclusion  

This prior work on disability, disablement and technologies provides a base from which to 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΦ Lǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ 

in which socio-material environments and socio-technical systems serve to disable or enable 

particular groups. It emphasises the importance of individual narratives around these 

particular embodied experiences, as they are expressed by disabled people on their own 

terms, in both collective experiences of disablement and in the consideration of wider 

societal structures and attitudes towards disability. It highlights the importance of 

understanding the ways in which particular situated knowledges become embedded in 

socio-technical systems, and the importance of considering the processes and tools that are 

ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ 

disablement. This thesis draws on the these insights in investigating disableŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ 

experiences of mobility, through a focus on the ways in which specific environments disable 

users of powered wheelchairs. It considers the interactional aspects of how users of these 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩ ŜƴǾƛǊonments built around dominant 

socio-technical norms that are predicated on particular embodiments and ways of moving 
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through space. It foregrounds the individual and collective disabled voices of powered 

wheelchair users by working with them to understand their experiences in their own terms, 

thus attending to their situated knowledges and expertise about how they are disabled by 

particular socio-technical environments, and the ways in which these might be reimagined.  

In the following section, I explore how work from human geography has begun to engage 

with these concepts, and has come to recognise the situated knowledge of disabled people 

in relation to mobility, place, and what makes for enabling or disabling environments. This 

work, broadly conceptualised as being on ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩ, forms the second broad 

area of prior research on which this thesis is built.  

2.3 Geographies of Disability and Disablement  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ 

informs this thesis. This literature explores the ways that particular socio-material 

environments can spatially exclude disabled people from participation in society, by limiting 

their access to public space and transport. First, this section provides some background to 

and summarises the development of this research, which has expanded significantly in scope 

since emerging in the mid-1990s. This shows how it engaged with and responded to wider 

theoretical currents about the nature of disability and disablement, including the insights 

provided by the social model and critical disability studies that have been discussed above. 

Then this section engages with some of the common findings in this and related literature 

that describe ways in which disabled people, and wheelchair users in particular, have been 

excluded from material environments. It goes on to discuss in more detail one particular 

aspect of social exclusion, psycho-emotional disablement, that both stems from and 

reinforces material exclusion. It concludes by summarising how insights from geographies of 

Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƘŀǾŜ 

influenced this research. 

2.3.1 The development of geographies of disability 

As discussed in Section 2.2 above, social understandings of disability and disablement offer 

an insight into how disabled people are excluded from specific socio-material environments, 

including public space and transport. Prior research in geography has highlighted how places 

may affect different groups of people in different ways, and lead to particular patterns of 

movement and spatial relations. For example, feminist researchers identified the gendered 

nature of the built environment, drawing attention to specific patterns of mobility that were 
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ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

work trips (Law, 1999). Places are therefore not neutral, but rather can have distinctive and 

sometimes detrimental impacts on ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ (Laws, 1994). Moreover, this research has 

shown how those who are most affected by oppressive environments can contribute 

particular forms of socio-spatial knowledge about those environments (Laws, 1994).  

Public spaces and transport are two socio-material environments where differences in 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ Ƴŀȅ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩ Ƴƻǎǘ Ǿƛǎƛōƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛǎƳ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ 

manifest through the friction that results. Furthermore, they are particularly important to 

full participation in modern society. Transport between locations is a critical aspect of this, 

ŦƻǊ άƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ƳǳŎƘ progress may be made in improving the accessibility of buildings, public 

spaces, employment and educational facilities, [it] will be wasted if the people at whom 

these improvements are aimed are unable to travel to their chosen destinationέ (Salvage & 

Zarb, 1995a, p.1)Φ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ άƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

education, employment, health services, ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘǎέ (Wilson, 2003, 

p.6). Moreover, the (in)accessibility of transport is intrinsically linked to that of the wider 

ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΥ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƭƛƴƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƻǊ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ΨŎƘŀƛƴΩ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ 

to a destination, and the physical accessibility of a vehicle cannot be considered in isolation 

ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ (Heiser, 1995; Jensen et al., 2002; Tyler, 2015). A 

lack of access to mobility can be both a cause and a consequence of social exclusion (Kenyon 

et al., 2002; Cass et al., 2005). Mobility is also generally considered a fundamental aspect of 

democratic freedom for all people, both as an intrinsic good and as a means to an end in 

opening up other opportunities (Imrie, 2000a, p.1643).  Accessible public spaces and 

transport therefore enable disabled people to access to societal opportunities on the same 

terms as non-disabled people, while environments that hinder their mobility constrain such 

choices. As such, the study of how people move (or are obstructed from moving) through 

space can provide an insight into systemic social and material power relations, showing 

whose time and bodies are valued in particular contexts (Sawchuk, 2012). Despite being 

more reliant on public transport than non-disabled people, disabled people are also less 

satisfied with it, and are more likely to see it as unreliable and to feel that their needs are 

not considered by public transport operators (Jolly et al., 2006). These factors highlight the 

imperative of understanding how disabled people experience both location and mobility, 

which have received increasing attention in a wider context of increasing engagement by 
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geographers with the spatial properties of social and cultural factors (Butler & Parr, 1999, 

p.6). 

Chouinard et al (2010) describe how, prior to the mid-1990s, disability occupied a marginal 

place within the discipline of geography that was characterised by three broad areas of 

research. These were first, positivistic studies of the epidemiology of disabling conditions; 

second, studies of access and mobility of disabled people in urban environments, which 

documented spatial exclusion but did not examine the structural nature and production of 

barriers (for example, Golledge (1993)); and finally, studies that focused on the sense of 

difference experienced by those with mental health conditions around deinstitutionalisation. 

Although this early work was later critiqued for a lack of engagement with structural factors, 

it laid the foundations for the subsequent critical turn by contributing άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎΧ 

[including] the prevalence of disabling conditions, the significance of social and cultural 

environments in shaping the lives of disabled people, and the embedded discrimination in 

ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǿŜƭŦŀǊŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎέ (Chouinard et al., 2010, p.2). This early 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ Ǝƻ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ άǘƘŜ 

significance of socio-political and environmental contexts, in the production of disabling 

ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ (Imrie & Edwards, 2007, p.625).  

Following on from this, there has since the mid-1990s been an increasing range of research 

ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ light 

on a range of issues relating to disability and space. Stemming partly from a consideration of 

ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

processes that produce disabling built environments (Imrie & Edwards, 2007, p.626). The 

subsequent research, in fields of development, planning and design, has been therefore 

informed by a critical, social understanding of disability and disablement (Butler, 1994; 

Gleeson, 1996, 1999b; Hall & Imrie, 1999; Imrie, 1996a, 1996b; Kitchin, 2000; Imrie & Hall, 

2001a, 2001b). As such, this work critiques the framing of disability as individual impairment 

and highlights the socio-political and environmental contexts that produce disabling spaces. 

Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨŀōƭŜƛǎǘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ άƭƛǾŜŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ which 

incorporate and perpetuate physical and social barriers to the participation of disabled 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜέ (Chouinard, 1997, p.380). It notes the importance of challenging 

ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŀǘion, and calls ŦƻǊ άŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛƻǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ (Chouinard, 1997, p.383).  
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In several cases, this ΨŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŀǾŜΩ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ is an explicit response to what authors perceive 

as ableist norms and assumptions in prior geographical work on disability. For example, 

Butler (1994) challenges DƻƭƭŜŘƎŜΩǎ (1993) assertion that visually impaired people lack 

spatial awareness and understanding, noting the existence of place-specific cues available 

through non-visual senses, and highlighting the lack of spatial information in accessible 

formats that are suitable for them. Emphasising the need to consult disabled people about 

their spatial experiences, she highlights that:  

άǘhe blind live in a world built by and for the sighted. Their awareness of the 

spatial problems that they face in their everyday lives underlines their awareness 

of the environment around them, the lack of society's efforts to meet their needs 

and the lack of insight into how these needs can be met. The problems must be 

confronted from a blind person's perspective and not from that of a sighted person 

attempting to imagine what being blind entailsέ (Butler, 1994, p.368).  

Likewise, Gleeson (1996) ǊŜƧŜŎǘǎ DƻƭƭŜŘƎŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ǇƘȅǎƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǿŜŀƪƴŜǎǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǎ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘǳǊƛƴƎ ΨŘƛǎǘƻǊǘŜŘΩ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΤ ŘǊŀǿing instead on the 

social model of disability, he outlines a historical-materialist understanding of disability and 

ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘΥ άŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ 

what may become of impairment as each society produces itself socio-ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅέ (Gleeson, 

1996, p.391)Φ wŜǇǳŘƛŀǘƛƴƎ DƻƭƭŜŘƎŜǎΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘivism, he outlines how such a materialist view calls 

for an emancipatory effort by geographers to understand how socio-spatial structures 

oppress people with impairments. Moreover, as does Butler, he argues that it is disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ άŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎέ 

(Gleeson, 1996, p.394), calling on geographers to participate in the struggle with disabled 

people in pursuit of material justice and political emancipation. Similarly, Imrie (1996a) 

ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ DƻƭƭŜŘƎŜΩǎ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ΨŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

depoliticization of his analysis and highlights ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ 

ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ƎŀȊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘΩ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ (Imrie, 1996a, p.400). 

Echoing calls made by disabled researchers for an emancipatory research paradigm 

grounded in the social model (Oliver, 1992)Σ LƳǊƛŜΩǎ critique reflects wider concerns amongst 

this first wave of critical studies about research methodologies that were done to, rather 

than for or with disabled people. As such, these studies foreground a focus on the power 

relations that exist in the production of geographical research on disability, and have helped 

ǎǇǳǊ ŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ΨŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎΩ (Gleeson, 2000).  
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While this critical turn is influenced by the social moŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ 

production of disabling barriers, it also focuses on the importance of the material body. 

Indeed, some authors suggest that concepts such as ableism and disablement are more 

helpful than the social model of disability, which they characterise as paying scant attention 

to different mind and body states (Butler & Parr, 1999, p.7). Work in this tradition, building 

on feminist insights, has emphasised the link between disabling environments and disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ Ƙow acknowledging embodied 

experiences does not signal an inevitable return to individualised understandings of 

disability and, in fact, is critical to achieving political and social equality for disabled people 

(Butler & Bowlby, 1997).  In this regard, it mirrors the concerns of feminist disability scholars 

described in Section 2.2.2, who highlight the importance of particular accounts of disabled 

experiences in all their diversity and specificity. It suggests the critical importance of 

attending to how different bodies, who may be using diverse technologies for mobility, may 

experience particular socio-technical environments differently. It also emphasises paying 

close attention to how these different environments may serve to enable or disable 

particular embodied people: the existence of stairs, or the presence of faulty equipment 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƭƛŦǘǎΣ ŀǊŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΩ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ 

STS concerns of how transport and the built environment are ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ άǎƻŎƛƻ-technical 

ƻǊŘŜǊέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ άǿƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

is partly social. In practice nothing is purely technical. Neither is anything purely sociŀƭέ (Law, 

1990, p.9)Φ !ƭƭ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀǊŜ άǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

ǊŜŦƭŜȄƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎέ (Butler & Bowlby, 

1997, p.411). While each person is different, there are certain commonalities to the 

experiences of powered wheelchair users, who use specific forms of socio-technical systems 

for their everyday mobility. These in turn interact in complex ways with wider socio-

technical systems including modes of transport and the built environment. A social approach 

to understanding disablement, as adopted in this thesis, must therefore attend to the 

diverse experiences of differently embodied disabled people and how they use and interact 

with particular socio-technical systems.  

! ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŀǾŜΩ ƻŦ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ нлллǎ 

which Chouinard characterises as encompassing four themes: a broader understanding of 

disability; an increased concern with embodied experiences of disability and chronic illness; 
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the opportunities and challenges posed by technologies; and the relationship between 

geographical disability research and policy (Chouinard et al., 2010, pp.3ς4). These are briefly 

outlined below, along with their implications for this research. 

A broadened understanding ƻŦ ΨŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻǇŜƴǎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ŀ 

range of bodily differences can influence the spatial experiences of different groups. These 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΣ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ΨŦŀǘΩ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ 

ΨƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎŜǎ (Chouinard et al., 2010, p.4). This 

has highlighted how, for example, attitudinal environments affect people with facial acne 

who often withdraw from these disabling spaces (Hawkesworth, 2001). A widening of what 

is considered as disability, and how this relates to different forms of embodiment and spatial 

disadvantage, must be considered carefully. If it leads to a reductionism in which bodily 

differences are crudely equated to disability, it may return the focus to individualised and 

ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ 

the socio-political conditions that create disabling barriers for those with different 

embodiments. For example, including experiences of chronic illness within broadened 

understandings of disability requires a consideration of medicine, health care, and 

impairment which may be at odds with some interpretations of the social model (Crooks et 

al., 2008, p.884). However, a broader conception of disability, that examines how differently 

embodied people may be disabled in place and mobility, also enables a focus on similarities 

between the spatial processes of disablement as they are experienced by different groups of 

people. It also opens up the possibility of considering the role of mutual interdependence 

and shared requirements for smooth mobility between differently embodied people, 

including between disabled and non-disabled users of space and transport.  

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǾŜƛƴΣ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪǎ 

between diverse bodies and the spaces they inhabit. Drawing on Massey (2005), Imrie 

describes how we are all spatially emplaced, and that space is not simply the context in 

which things occur but constrains and enables specific embodied practices (Imrie, 2014, 

p.15). The experiences of wheelchair users as they navigate around uneven surfaces in their 

neighbourhood, their expertise in knowing the best routes to follow for their own comfort or 

the protection of their chair from damage, and the emotions they experience as they 

negotiate disabling barriers are not easily disentangled. Through poor physical design, 

therefore, space itself produces disability as outlined in the social model. This has led to a 
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call for research to focus on the production of (disabling) spaces, the fluidity of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ of embodied encounters and experiences, all of which 

are άƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜέ (Imrie & Edwards, 2007, p.634). Similarly, 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΩΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘ ŀ 

rethink of the ways in which all people, not only disabled people, άƻŎŎǳǇȅ ǿƻǊƭŘƭȅ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

ŀƭƭ ƪƛƴŘǎΧ ώǿŜ should notϐ ǎǘƻǇ ŀǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΧ ōǳǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ŀ 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ōƻŘƛŜǎΧ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

normality of very different ways of human being, doing, relating and place-making is 

ǳǇǇŜǊƳƻǎǘέ (Hansen & Philo, 2007, p.502). This requires engaging with diverse embodied 

experiences and situated knowledge about spatial experiences and socio-technical systems 

of mobility, transport, and access to places. Moreover, it requires considering how these 

different narratives may be conveyed, and how such dialogues between different people 

might be supported. 

The third broad area of recent ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƻǿ ƴŜǿ 

technologies affect the lives of disabled people. New technologies pose a wide range of 

opportunities and challenges. While they have the potential to improve access for disabled 

people, for example through the provision of information or services via the Internet, they 

may also be viewed as a quick technical solution that obviates the need to make meaningful 

changes to physical and social environments (Chouinard et al., 2010, p.11). As previously 

highlighted, technologies can even introduce new barriers while removing others 

(Roulstone, 2016, pp.3ς4; Mairs, 2007). For example, where information is provided on 

websites that are inaccessible to screen reading technologies, it may preclude access to 

those with visual impairments. The digitisation of previously analogue processes such as 

mobile ticketing or payment can lead to disablement in the interaction between people and 

digital objects (Egard & Hansson, 2021). Moreover, all technologies, including those systems 

that are designed and implemented to improve accessibility for disabled people, are not 

value-ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭΥ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ άƛǎ ŜƴǘǿƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (Imrie, 2012b, 

p.877). As noted in the previous section, both mobility technologies and those representing 

experiences of mobility and place do not exist outside of social context: they are imbued 

with wider values associated with the society in which they are created and deployed.  

The role of different technologies and how they affect the lives of disabled people are thus 

linked to how a predominantly non-disabled society values disabled people and as such to 
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the relationship between disability research and policy more broadly. While Chouinard 

highlights work that combines critiques of disabling environments with policy analyses in 

several fields (Chouinard 2010:14), some of which are discussed in more detail below, they 

note an ongoing disengagement between geographers and policymakers and a need to 

consider the different scales of geographical analysis to facilitate such engagement. This 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ 

how its findings and implications could be brought into productive engagement with 

decision-makers and service providers.  

The geographies of disability literature that has emerged since the mid-1990s therefore 

complements the work on disability and disablement underpinning this thesis. As already 

ƴƻǘŜŘΣ ƛǘǎ ΨŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŀǾŜΩ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǊŜ-orientate geographic sensibilities towards an understanding 

of disability that acknowledges ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ 

experiences. It emphasises the need to work with disabled people to understand their 

experiences, and acknowledges their expertise in describing and analysing disablement. In 

addition, these critical accounts highlight how social approaches to understanding 

disablement must be attentive to different embodied experiences, and to different 

interactions between individuals and particular socio-technical systems used for mobility. 

Such contributions reflect and build upon key insights from social approaches to disability 

and disablement described in Section 2.2. Work on geographies of disability has also 

suggested areas where it can contribute towards spatial understandings of disablement, 

including closer engagement with policymakers. In the following section, I explore some of 

ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ 

experiences of public space and transport, and the structural factors that influence these 

barriers. 

2.3.2 The structural context of disablement in the built environment and transport  

!ǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻt only 

provided insights into how socio-material barriers constitute disabling environments, but has 

also sought to explain the processes that lead to this exclusion. In this section, I begin by 

outlining how wider social and political processes of spatial planning and accessibility 

legislation sets the context for specific disabling barriers, before examining the substantive 

nature of these barriers in the contexts of the built environment and public transport.  
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A central insight of the ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ is that it demonstrates how the design of 

built space and public transport excludes people who do not conform to the bodily norms 

and comportment of the non-disabled majority. The disabling design of these environments 

is not only insensitive to the needs of disabled people but remains unchallenged due to 

ǇǊŜŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΥ ƛǘ άis illustrative of the power of disabling design 

discourse as a naturalistic part of the crafting of the designed environment and, as such, it is 

rarely prƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛǎŜŘ ƻǊ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέ (Imrie, 2014, pp.16ς17). The materiality of urban 

ǎǇŀŎŜǎ άƻŦǘŜƴ όǊŜύǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘŜƳŀǊŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣ from the 

lack of access to public transport systems to the absence of visual clues or guides in towns to 

enable vision-impaired people to move with ŜŀǎŜέ (Imrie, 2001, p.232), with the result that 

disabled people are effectively debarred from aspects of public life. Meanwhile discourses of 

mobility prioritise independent, non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΣ ΨƳƻōƛƭŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ 

inequalities that exclude disabled people (Imrie, 2000a).  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ 

and represented in urban planning, with development processes that are often insensitive to 

diverse requirements (Hall & Imrie, 1999; Imrie & Hall, 2001a). This is more than a purely 

technocratic issue: rather, disablement is embedded in the entire development ecosystem: 

άǘƘŜ socio-institutional structures and relations of the development process areΧ implicated 

in the production and perpetuation of disabling barriersΧ Inattentiveness to, and exclusion 

of, the needs of disabled, and other, people is evident at all stagesέ (Imrie & Hall, 2001b, 

p.7). Where disabled people are considered they are often narrowly defined as wheelchair 

users or people with restricted mobility; however such definitions reinforce ŀ ΨƳŜŘƛŎŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ 

view of disability and, moreover, άŦŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

impairments, and the often conflicting and different mobility needs of different categories of 

όŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘύ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ (Imrie, 2000a, p.1644). People with visual impairments may have very 

different requirements for accessibility to those with hearing impairments. Even the 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƴƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

those who use different types of wheelchair (powered, manual, power-assisted) to say 

nothing of other powered mobility devices such as scooters. Each of these has different 

characteristics, which are entwined with particular socio-technical experiences of mobility 

and access as well as with wider socio-political conditions of their creation and use (Koontz 

et al., 2010; Cooper et al., 2008; Woods & Watson, 2003, 2004).  
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Research on the history of accessibility suggests little understanding in the mid-20th Century  

of the need for disabled access, with officials noting the limited presence of disabled people 

in public spaces but not recognising that this was itself likely an outcome of inaccessibility 

(Watson & Woods, 2005, pp.102ς103). Despite increasing political attention paid to the 

accessibility of public buildings during the 1980s and 1990s, the UK planning system placed 

little obligation on developers to ensure access, relying instead on the goodwill of 

developers through a voluntary rather than a coercive framework of regulations (Imrie & 

Wells, 1993). Although the increasing institutionalisation of access as a concern drew 

attention to disableŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛƻ-legal context reinforced a 

ΨŎƭƛŜƴǘƛǎǘΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

remained subservient to market considerations of cost and affordability (Imrie, 1996b, 

1996c; Edwards, 2001). A plethora of legislation and guidance now nominally governs the 

accessibility of built environments and buildings, including the National Planning Policy 

Framework (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2021), Part M of the 

Building Regulations (HM Government, 2015), and the Equality Act (HM Government, 2010). 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƻǊƳ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ άŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƧƛƎǎŀǿέ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻ 

cross-departmental strategy that brings together all aspects of built environment 

accessibility (House of Commons Women and Equalities Committee, 2017, pp.10ς12). In this 

respect, the long-standing problem of weak and poorly enforced accessibility legislation that 

encourages minimal levels of compliance (Imrie & Wells, 1993; Imrie, 1996b, 2000c) is still 

an issue, and ableist assumptions around particular forms of embodiment and specific bodily 

competencies remain embedded in the built environment (Imrie & Kumar, 1998). This is 

despite active efforts by disabled people to improve accessibility by means such as local 

access groups, which are constrained by the nature and extent of support received from 

councils and the wider political culture in a given area (Imrie, 1999). There are difficulties in 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

ŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ΨƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

provision to delegated control (Begum & Zarb, 1996).  

The result of the pervasiveness of these ableist norms in policies and practices is that many 

of the specific material barriers that identified during the 1990s and 2000s by geographical 

and geospatial research still exist. The built environment retains streets that resemble 

obstacle courses and many buildings remain entirely inaccessible, thereby preventing 

disabled people from moving easily in urban spaces (Imrie & Kumar, 1998, p.361; Salvage & 
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Zarb, 1995b). Specific problems include a wide range of issues that impede free movement, 

such as poorly maintained paths or routes; the presence of steps or deep gutters, steep 

ǊŀƳǇǎ ƻǊ ŎŀƳōŜǊǎΣ ƻǊ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ΨǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŦǳǊƴƛǘǳǊŜΩΤ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōǎ ŀƴŘ 

accessible toilets (see, for example Kitchin, 1998; Imrie & Kumar, 1998; Matthews et al., 

2003; Beale et al., 2006; Bromley et al., 2007; Rodger et al., 2019). Many of these barriers 

remain commonplace (House of Lords Select Committee on the Equality Act 2010 and 

Disability, 2016; House of Commons Women and Equalities Committee, 2017). Disabled 

people are also still excluded from public spaces through inadequate provision of essential 

facilities such as accessible toilets, which is not simply a spatial issue but a political and social 

one as well (Kitchin & Law, 2001; Jones et al., 2019; Wiseman, 2019). Indeed, recent years 

have seen the closure of many public toilets and an increasing reliance on private provision, 

disproportionately affecting disabled and other marginalised people (Jen & Jones, 2018). 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ άƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ 

ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜέΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǊƻǳǘŜǎ 

through it that do not reflect those of non-disabled people (Matthews & Vujakovic, 1995; 

Kitchin, 2002). 

Understanding the marginalisation and exclusion of disabled people requires engaging with 

how socio-ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōȅ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ǇƭŀŎŜΩ (Kitchin, 1998). Marginalisation helps to enforce dependency on specialised provision, 

and in doing so prevents the exercise of rights typically associated with full citizenship such 

as privacy, respect and individual choice (Young, 1990, p.54). It has been reinforced during 

austerity through the framing of those who rely on social welfare programmes, including 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀǎ ΨǎƘƛǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎǊƻǳƴƎŜǊǎΩ (Garthwaite, 2011). Such 

discourses and policy regimes have further served to spatially marginalise disabled people, 

who often do not conform ǘƻ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭŜΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΣ ΨǎŜƭŦ-ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎΩ 

bodies (Imrie, 2014). Instead, they relate to wider issues around the place and valuation of 

disabled people in society, and how issues of inequality and citizenship are materialised in 

everyday, embodied interactions and (im)mobilities (Gaete-Reyes, 2015). Disabled people 

someǘƛƳŜǎ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻōƭƛƎŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǊƻƭŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ 

and bureaucratic-administrative labels and classifications, to qualify for the services they 

require for mobility and access (Porter, 2000). The wider implications of spatial 

arrangements and the design of environments in ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

people are developed further below. 
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Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

perpetuated through inaccessible modes of public transportation. As with many material 

barriers in the built environment, these have been readily identified by disabled activists and 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǿƘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ΨǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ 

unnecessary exclusion of disabled people from current forms of transport, especially public 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘέ (Heiser, 1995, p.49). As already noted, transport exclusion constrains a range of 

other opportunities. Critically, it cannot be seen in isolation from the wider accessibility of 

the built environment as a whole, and must be seen as part of a wider journey or transport 

ΨŎƘŀƛƴΩ (Salvage & Zarb, 1995a; Wilson, 2003; Jensen et al., 2002; Porter, 2002). An outcome 

of this is that many transport barriers overlap to a significant degree with barriers identified 

in the built environment, and can be related to different aspects of the transport chain. For 

example, a 1995 working paper identified barriers relating to information about service 

provision, the process of buying tickets and making enquiries, getting to public transport 

stops, physical access to and inside vehicles, and in-vehicle information provision (Salvage & 

Zarb, 1995a). An illustrative set of physical barriers described the same year include steps up 

to and inside buses, narrow gangways, a lack of assistance and absence visual or audio 

information, inaccessible trains and toilets (Heiser, 1995, p.51). Many of these issues were 

found to be problematic not only for disabled people, but also for a wide range of other 

users of public transport (Hine & Mitchell, 2001). 

More recently, a 2003 literature review highlighted a range of inadequacies identified in 

prior literature on the accessibility of public transport, including poor information provision, 

ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǊǳǊŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ 

would be able to be completed (Wilson, 2003)Φ ! нллт ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ 

experiences of accessibility in a large city centre found that most who shopped there 

travelled by car and none used local buses, noting that Britain lagged behind other countries 

in the provision of accessible buses (Bromley et al., 2007). While the proportion of local 

buses with an accessibility certificate indicating compliance with low floor accessibility 

standards3 has risen from 28% in 2004-5 to 99% in 2020-21 (Department for Transport, 

2021), this does not automatically result in greater use or better experiences for disabled 

people. For example, it there is a tendency for access standards that have been set and 

intended as a minimum to become ossified as the norm, resulting in a basic standard at the 

 
3 Disability Discrimination Act PSV (Public Service Vehicle) Accessibility Regulations 2000 (DDA PSVAR 2000 
Certificate). PSVAR mandated that public service vehicles be accessible to disabled people by 1st January 2017. 
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worst acceptable level while reducing the possibility for improvements over time (Tyler, 

2002, p.10). Indeed, wheelchair users still face a range of interlinked technological, spatial, 

and social barriers which restrict their access to public transport (Muscular Dystrophy 

Campaign, 2009; Muscular Dystrophy UK, 2016; Velho et al., 2016; Rodger et al., 2019; 

Velho, 2019, 2021).  

One aspect of this is that where alternatives to an inaccessible mode of transport exist, they 

have their own disadvantages. For example, much of the London Underground network is 

inaccessible to wheelchair users: 89 of 272 stations offer step-free access from the street to 

the platform (Transport for London, 2021a), but many of these require a manually deployed 

ǊŀƳǇ ǘƻ ōƻŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǘŜǇ-ŦǊŜŜΩ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ƻŦ ǳǇ ǘƻ онлƳƳ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƎŀǇ of 

up to 250mm (Transport for London, 2021b). More accessible modes, such as the Docklands 

Light Railway or London Overground, are only available in certain areas. While buses offer an 

alternative for many journeys across London, and all are now low-floor with an electric 

ramp, they are not a panacea: buses are slower than trains, are prone to traffic delays and 

damaged ramps, and typically have only one wheelchair space. These factors detract from 

the experience of travelling by bus. For example, the single wheelchair space prevents more 

than one wheelchair user travelling together and results in friends being forced to split up to 

wait for the next service, while the loud siren that accompanies the deployment of the ramp 

on London buses draws unwelcome attention to the disabled travellers and demonstrates 

how technologies designed to improve material accessibility can in turn lead to other socio-

technical barriers (Rodger et al., 2016; Velho, 2019). It is important to note that wheelchair 

users are not passive in these situations: they develop a range of problem-solving skills and 

inclusion mechanisms to work around the barriers they face, and contest the disablement 

they experience (Velho, 2019, 2021). Such contestation is based in their situated knowledge 

of making their way in the world, and what works to achieve their goals. 

Nonetheless, aspects of these experiences of inaccessibility can be hard to articulate and to 

express to others, including campaigners for more accessible environments and the 

policymakers who must be engaged to bring them about (Rodger et al., 2016). Transport 

barriers also have pernicious effects. Research has shown that they contribute to young 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ 

different to that of their non-disabled peers, and can lead to isolation, transport anxiety and 

mobility dependency on private forms of transport (Pyer & Tucker, 2017). While transport 
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exclusion affects a range of other groups alongside disabled people (Hine & Mitchell, 2001), 

the overall result of inaccessible forms of public transport is that for many disabled people, 

access άƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘΣ ǊŜǎƛŘǳŀƭΣ ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ώǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 5ƛŀƭ-a-Ride], 

which increasingly resembles a form of post-welfare transit that serves to reinforce spatial 

ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅέ (Imrie, 2014, p.19). Such segregated provision restricts disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǾŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪǎ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ 

non-disabled majority. As with the inaccessibility of the built environment more generally, 

this reflects wider societal attitudes towards disabled people, and their marginalisation by 

ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ƴƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ  

Even studies foregrounding individual framings of disability have recognised the significance 

of environmental socio-material barriers to powered mobility. For example, a 2004 survey 

highlighted a range of concerns amongst users of a regional UK powered wheelchair service, 

which included personal safety and appropriately fastening the chair in vehicles, the failure 

of ramps and ramp assistance services (Belcher & Frank, 2004). Similarly, a 2019 Australian 

survey of mobility aid users highlighted a range of material concerns about the accessibility 

of various modes of transport (Unsworth et al., 2019). A recent literature review noted a 

ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΣ ƛƴŎƭuding physical access to public transport 

stops, the provision of inaccessible information, staff attitudes, and the internal material 

configuration of vehicles (Unsworth et al., 2021). While these works may not be directly in 

ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ Ƴŀƴȅ 

of the same barriers identified by such geographical work.  

Although there have been efforts to make places and transport more accessible for disabled 

people, these are not without their own problems. Universal Design (UD) is one notable 

approach to design which aims to make άǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΣ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜǊƛƻǊ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ 

ǳǎŀōƭŜ ōȅ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέ (Mace et al., 1995, p.2). In doing so, it 

seeks ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΣ ƻǊ άŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŘǳŎŜŘ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇǎέΣ ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ 

ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ άƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ŀǎ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ Řŀƛƭȅ ƭƛŦŜέ 

(Mace et al., 1995, p.3). Rather than adopting a compensatory approach, in which existing 

inaccessible designs are adapted to add specialised accessibility features (which may add 

ǎǘƛƎƳŀ ōȅ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘύΣ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ άǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ infuse accessibility 

into the design of objects and spaces marketed to the generŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ (Connell & Sanford, 

1999, p.36). It does this through promoting design principles that focus on, amongst other 
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attributes, equitability, flexibility, simplicity and intuitiveness (Story, 1998). Although this 

focus has the potential to address many material barriers, including those in transport and 

the built environment, it has been critiqued for its optimistic technological utopianism 

toward issues of access, its emphasis on market discourses and professional expertise as the 

ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ΨōŜǘǘŜǊΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŀ ΨǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǎƳΩ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

may not be feasible when confronted by particularities (Imrie, 2012b).  

While acknowledging that UD principles encourage the development and implementation of 

user-friendly design ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ 

ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ άlittle or no recognition of the interrelationships between 

the social, technical, political and economic processes underpinning building and designέ 

(Imrie & Hall, 2001b, p.16). Yet as has been suggested above, examining underlying social 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳ ŀƭƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ΨŦƛȄΩ 

disabling environments that are the outcome of, and are rooted in, deep societal structures 

and relations (Gleeson, 1999a). In addition, universal design strongly positions the people 

ǿƘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ΨŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ŀ 

consumer-centric notion of accessibility and does not challenge design professionals nor 

question their position as knowledgeable experts (Imrie & Hall, 2001b, p.17). This has led to 

calls for more inclusive processes for designing built environments that engage meaningfully 

with the diversity of disabled users of space and their different needs (Luck, 2000; Imrie, 

2004, 2012a, 2013)Φ ¢ƘŜ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƻƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ ŘƻŜǎ 

ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ŀƭƭΩ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨǘȅǇŜǎΩ 

of human (Imrie, 2000c). Given potential incompatibilities in need between those with 

particular impairments, there may be an inevitable and inherent tension in the strategy of 

barrier removal (Shakespeare, 2006, pp.46ς47). In response to these challenges, Hamraie 

Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ άŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ¦5Σ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ άǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ƳƛǎŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ōƻŘƛŜǎέ 

(Hamraie, 2013). A practical strategy for universal design should consider the relational 

aspects of disability, in the form of the interactions between bodies and environments, 

ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ άsituated knowledge from 

disability advocatesέ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ (Lid, 2014, p.1348).  

All of the factors described above highlight the importance of considering a plurality of 

corporeal forms in the design and implementation of the built environment (Imrie & Luck, 



 47 

2014). Failure to do so perpetuates a status quo where άǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜέ (Imrie, 

2013, p.3446). Just as work on gendered geographies has identified the need to engage with 

grounded knowledge and practices around mobility (Law, 1999, p.573), so too is it necessary 

ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

of place and movement. This is a starting point for identifying and tackling the various socio-

material barriers described earlier in this section (Hine & Mitchell, 2001). Building on these 

ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

experiences of socio-material disablement in built environments and transport in their 

totality. An important aspect of this, touched upon in some of the literature discussed 

earlier, is the psycho-emotional disablement that is caused by socio-material barriers. The 

following section explores this aspect of disablement in more detail. 

2.3.3 Psycho-emotional disablement and emotional labour  

!ǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

transport is not the only consequence of socio-material barriers. Inaccessibility also imposes 

psycho-emotional disablism on disabled people, who are forced to undertake emotional 

labour in response to disabling environments and situations. This section explores the nature 

of psycho-emotional disablism and how it is entwined with the disabling material and social 

factors discussed above. 

Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ώŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎϐ 

psycho-ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎέ (Thomas, 1999, p.60)Σ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǇǎȅŎƘƻǇŀǘƘƻƭƻƎȅΩ ƻŦ 

disability rooted in a (biomedical) framing of disability and impairment as individual deficits 

requiring rehabilitation (Reeve, 2006). Reeve identifies three forms of psycho-emotional or 

psychosocial disablism, noting that not all disabled people may be affected by them in the 

same ways, at the same intensities, or even consistently over time. The first of these is 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇƘȅǎically 

ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ άǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ƛƴ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎέ 

(Reeve, 2004, p.85). In this respect, exclusionary environments inscribe symbolic messages 

that seƴŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ψƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

serve to reproduce cultural representations and myths (Kitchin, 1998). This facet of 
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psychosocial disablement is thus directly linked to how society (de)values disabled people, 

and serves to compound physical marginalisation by reinforcing a sense of exclusion.  

The second aspect of psycho-emotional disablism is through the dirŜŎǘ ΨŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ 

by non-disabled people when they interact with disabled people, through negative looks, 

words or other actions. Being in public means being co-present with strangers and subject to 

their gaze, and those who do not conform to what society as a whole deems to be 

ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΩ ƻǊ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ Ǌƛǎƪ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ (Butler & Bowlby, 

1997, p.419). Such acts of invalidation against disabled people may be manifested through 

actions such as staring, unwelcome and/or inappropriate questions, or disablist and 

discriminatory comments (Reeve, 2004, pp.86ς87). They can also extend to physical assault 

or damage to property, alongside a wide range of low-level harassment  (Hall, 2019; Healy, 

2020; Wilkin, 2020). The latter, in contrast to more extreme acts of physical violence, may 

not be widely recognised by the public or in policy spheres as a hate crime (Hall, 2019). 

Again, this aspect of psycho-emotional disablement is linked to the worth that is assigned to 

disabled people in cultural discourses, and the ways in which disabled embodiments or 

comportment are perceived by others.  

The final aspect of psycho-emotional disablement is the way in which societal prejudices 

about disabled people may, in certain circumstances, become internalised by disabled 

people themselves, affecting not only their immediate sense of self-esteem and self-worth 

but also directly restricting their conception of who they can be (Reeve, 2004, pp.87ς89). 

This internalised oppression of dominant non-disabled prejudices can sometimes impact on 

the decisions disabled people take about their lives (Reeve, 2006, pp.101ς103). This serves 

ǘƻ ŀǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǎŜƭŦ-worth onto 

them. Yet again, this is closely linked to cultural representations of disabled people and how 

society values disabled lives.  

It is important to recognise that the structural and psycho-emotional aspects of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ŜƴǘǿƛƴŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ 

users described the emƻǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ōǳǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ±ŜƭƘƻΩǎ 

(2019) study: they talked of their happiness at new enabling infrastructure, the stress and 

anxiety associated with inaccessible journeys, and the difficulties of some interactions with 

other passengers (Velho, 2019). Moreover, there are complex linkages and feedback loops 

between different aspects of psycho-emotional disablism itself: a person might be forced to 
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Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜΣ ōŜ ƭŜŦǘ 

feeling unwanted or worthless if their request is rebuffed, and feel angry or embarrassed 

that an inaccessible environment compels them to ask for assistance in the first place 

(Reeve, 2006, p.98). Similarly, they may be forced into accepting particular societal or 

administrative classifications to be considered eligible for the privileges they require for 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǾŜǊƎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ (Porter, 

2000). Such a mismatch is itself a form of disablement. All of these factors impose hidden 

labour on disabled people in managing their interactions with non-disabled people in order 

to make their way in the world, which can come at the cost of damage to their own self-

respect and emotional or physical wellbeing (Scully, 2010, p.36). Similarly, as already 

intimated, the pathways along which psycho-emotional disablism operates are influenced by 

cultural factors such as how disabled people are represented in the media, which not only 

influences how disabled people see themselves but also how society perceives them (Reeve, 

2006, p.96). The impact of these diverse aspects of psycho-emotional disablism on the 

wellbeing of disabled people, including wheelchair users, is therefore significant, as is the 

emotional and indeed physical labour they must undertake to address its effects.  

In the face of ableist environments and interactions, and the emotions they engender, 

wheelchair users therefore adopt a range of strategies to manage their emotions in public. 

These include using humour to defuse the awkwardness experienced by other people in 

embarrassing situations (Cahill & Eggleston, 1994). Such work often involves the masking of 

their own emotions in order to manage the emotions of others. They may, for example, not 

feel able to give voice to their righteous anger at poor treatment due to personal 

embarrassment, the risk of retaliation, and societal norms of non-confrontation. There may 

also be the consideration that in environments which are not friendly to their needs, they 

cannot afford to alienate non-disabled people whose assistance they may require to 

ƻǾŜǊŎƻƳŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΦ Lƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŀȅǎΣ άǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 

responsibility for alleviating ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǎǘǊŀƛƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎέ 

(Cahill & Eggleston, 1994, p.310). Scully highlights the various motivations behind the 

management of disabled ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-presentation, including to gain formal or informal 

support, to maintain relationships with others, to drive social change, and to maintain self-

respect (Scully, 2010, pp.30ς31). Such management involves physical and psychological 

labour to control self-presentation, to identify the needs of the other person in the 
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interaction, and to evaluate and implement strategies to meet these needs. Moreover, this 

labour has to be concealed (at a personal emotional cost) from others: 

άώƛǘϐ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƘƛŘŘŜƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

nondisabled party were conscious of being managed or manipulated, it would 

defeat the objective of getting the observer to accept the identity or emotion being 

presented as the reality; and this would in turn compromise the achievement of 

ǘƘŜ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ όƻŦ ƻōǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΣ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴύέ 

(Scully, 2010, p.32) 

As the work in this section shows, disabled people undertake substantial psycho-emotional 

labour in order to successfully make their way through disabling environments, and this 

labour is very closely linked to the socio-material barriers that these environments present. 

This implies that strategies which seek to address socio-material disablement cannot simply 

be technological, but must engage holistically with experiences of mobility and access from 

the perspective of individual disabled people. This includes understanding the ways in which 

psycho-emotional disablement is caused by socio-material barriers, and the ways in which 

ǎƻƳŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ΨǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘƻ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻ-emotional effects by 

marking disabled people out as different. A ramp on a bus that is physically accessible but 

imposes the embarrassment of a loud siren, or compels a difficult interaction with a bus 

driver, must be considered as part of a wider understanding of an accessible socio-technical 

system as whole. 

2.3.4 Conclusion 

The above literature, broadly within or influenced by work on the geographies of disability, 

provides examples of the persistence, form, and societal context of specific barriers in the 

built environment and public transport. It shows how, notwithstanding legislation that has 

mandated and led to improvements in accessibility, disabled people still face considerable 

socio-material barriers in built environments and public transport. Moreover, it notes that 

technologies and processes that have sought to address some barriers have led to the 

ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦƛȄƛƴƎΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǿƛƭƭ 

not resolve wider issues of societal relations and the valuation of disabled people. Instead, 

through the ways in which it links the socio-material outcomes of disablement with the 

structural factors that underpin it, this work emphasises the need to consider inaccessible 

environments within broader consideration of how society values disabled people. It further 

ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ōŜƛƴƎ 
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attentive not only to issues of physical or material access but also to social considerations, 

mindful of the psycho-emotional disablement and emotional labour that can be inflicted by 

socio-material environments and socio-technical systems on disabled people. In turn, this 

literature highlights the critical importance of listening to disabled people, and being guided 

by their individual and collective situated knowledges about their embodied experiences of 

disablement, barriers, and (in)accessible environments. This is imperative even if one seeks 

to ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭΩΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ many of the 

concerns highlighted by the literature in Section 2.2. 

2.4 Discussion 

The literature described in this chapter provides a theoretical framing and practical context 

for this thesis. Based on a social understanding of disability and disablement, it shows how 

socio-material barriers in society disable people whose bodies or comportment does not fit 

the norm. Disablement is rooted in social and political structures, and cannot therefore be 

addressed in isolation: transforming the material environment alone will not fully address 

the barriers experienced by disabled people.  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ 

environment and public transport requires sensitive engagement with diverse individual and 

collective situated knowledges of mobility and access. This means attending to individual 

stories and experiential accounts, rather than ascribing totalising identities or experiences. 

These accounts highlight the complexity and nuances of these contexts, which are places of 

both socio-material and psycho-emotional disablement. It also requires enabling disabled 

people to craft and convey their own narratives around these embodied experiences, which 

are rooted in their situated knowledge as powered wheelchair users.  

Work in this chapter has also demonstrated the complexities associated with socio-technical 

systems in the lives of disabled people, including those used for mobility or functional tasks. 

It has shown how technologies can play both enabling and disabƭƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ 

and can be adapted and adopted for a range of expressive and civic purposes. This suggests 

ways in which disabled people might utilise these technologies to capture aspects of their 

complex experiences of disablement and convey them to others. However, it has also shown 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ΨǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ 

address some disabling barriers while introducing other new ones.  
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Mindful of this prior work and contextual framing, this thesis responds to calls for more 

experientially based accounts of disabled lives (Scully, 2011) through an exploration of 

ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǳǊōŀƴ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ Lǘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 

disablement for this group of disabled people in the built environment and public transport, 

by enabling them to capture and convey their experiences through digital technologies and a 

ΨƎƻ-ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΦ Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ƛǘ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

situated knowledges to be surfaced, and for strategies to convey this situated knowledge to 

other groups such as policymakers and the wider public to be explored. These are essential 

first steps of working towards a practical strategy of not only removing socio-material 

barriers in urban spaces, but also of the wider political and societal ambition of reframing 

how disabled people are conceived of and valued by non-disabled society. The following 

chapter describes how my research methodology responds to the issues identified in this 

literature review. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses my approach to ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

of mobility. As already set out in the literature review, I start from the premise that it is 

imperative to listen to disabled people in order to understand their experiences. Powered 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘuated knowledge (Haraway, 1988) offers insights into the ways that 

dominant environments and practices may enable or disable them, as well as helping to 

identify how such environments and practices might be improved. To engage with this 

situated knowledge requires exploring how participants perceive their experiences and the 

factors that shape them. It was critically important to attend to these experiences in a 

sensitive manner, cognisant of my own positionality as a non-disabled researcher.  

This chapter begins by explaining my epistemological approach to the research, building on 

the prior work discussed in Chapter 2. The first section of the chapter frames my choice of 

ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΥ ΨƎƻ-ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜŘ ǿŀƭƪǎ 

with powered wheelchair users on journeys of their choice. During these journeys, they used 

a smartphone-based tool to capture video and data about their experiences of mobility, 

which were then used as a resource for subsequent semi-structured interviews. Together, 

these two activities formed the first phase of fieldwork, which took place between January 

and August 2017. Building on this, the second phase of fieldwork sought to bring these 

individual experiences into dialogue with other powered wheelchair users. Data and findings 

from the first phase of research were used as a resource for group workshops, which were 

held via Skype with some of the same participants during February 2018. This first section of 

the chapter provides an overview of the rationale for all fieldwork activities, and how they 

worked together within the project.  

The second section of the chapter describes in more detail the methods that I used during 

the first phase of fieldwork: the go-along walks and individual semi-structured interviews. It 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ άWƻǳǊƴŜȅ/ŀƳέΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜ-based tool used by 

participants; the software and hardware that comprised this tool; and the overall method of 

using JourneyCam for go-alongs and semi-structured interviews. The second phase of the 

fieldwork is described in Chapter 6, where I show how the workshops helped validate 

findings from the first phase of fieldwork and functioned as a forum where disabled people 
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shared their situated knowledge and expertise. As the method used is closely tied to the 

findings from the second phase of fieldwork, these are discussed together in Chapter 6.  

The third section of this chapter describes the recruitment of participants to this project, 

beginning with revisions to the focus of the project that were necessitated by practical 

challenges that I encountered. An overview of the participants is then provided, along with a 

short descriptive profile of each participant. I then give a detailed account of the go-alongs 

using JourneyCam and the individual semi-structured interviews which comprised the first 

phase of fieldwork, followed by a discussion of the data that was gathered and the analysis 

process I undertook. Finally, the chapter concludes with reflections on ethical issues in this 

research, including the presumption of vulnerability that is found in formal ethics processes, 

specific challenges I faced during fieldwork, and a discussion of my own positionality as a 

non-disabled researcher conducting research about the experiences of disabled people.  

3.2 Research Questions  

As described in the Introduction, this project was guided by three slightly revised research 

questions due to challenges with my initial project plan and my own better understanding of 

the nature of barriers faced by powered wheelchair users. These revised questions were: 

¶ What is the role of digital technologies in supporting powered wheelchair users to 

capture and articulate their experiences of mobility and accessibility? 

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ their experiences of the built 

environment, and how might technologies be used to enable such sharing? 

¶ How can personal experiences of mobility and accessibility be used to inform policy 

and service provision? 

Although the focus changed to working with powered wheelchair users rather than people 

with neuromuscular conditions, the core issues that I was seeking to understand remained 

broadly the same: to understand experiences of mobility and accessibility, to explore how 

these might be captured and shared and the role that digital technologies could play in this, 

and to investigate how these experiences could inform policy makers and service providers. 

As such, my underlying epistemological and methodological approach remained unchanged: 

I aimed to work with participants to understand their experiences from their perspectives, as 

explained in the following section.  
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3.3 Epistemological and Methodological Approach  

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ 

and to investigate ways in which these experiences might be utilised to bring about more 

accessible environments and interactions. In doing this, I draw upon ideas from feminist 

epistemology on the nature of situated knowledge, the inherent value of starting from 

marginalised lives, and the importance of bringing situated perspectives into dialogue on 

important social issues such as the full inclusion of disabled people in society. I also draw on 

feminist disability research, which emphasises both the necessity of understanding disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘΣ and enabling them to convey such experiences in their 

own terms.  

I begin from the premise that disabled people, including powered wheelchair users, have 

particular forms of knowledge and expertise that are grounded in their experiences. The 

situated nature of all knowledge has been identified by theorists such as Harding (1993), 

ǿƘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨǾƛŜǿ ŦǊƻƳ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜΩ 

and argue instead that our social situatedness both enables and constrains what we can 

know. Societies are shaped by those at the top of social hierarchies, whose critically 

unexamined position results in a limited ability to critique the very nature of those societies 

(Harding, 1993, p.55). By contrast, starting from the experiences of marginalised groups 

offers the opportunity to ask more critical questions about received beliefs. This enables the 

Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ΨǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ ǘƘŀǘ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘǎ ƛƴǘo dialogue with each other, 

whereby situatedness is itself a resource for maximising objectivity (Harding, 1993, p.69).  

The notion that bringing different standpoints into dialogue might result in better outcomes 

has been further developed by Young (2004). She describes how including a wide range of 

social perspectives in democratic discussions and decision-making processes increases the 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜƭŦ-regard 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜsts. Objectivity in this context is collectively 

constructed from partial, situated perspectives. Because it requires an exchange of views, 

particular perspectives must be made understandable to those who do not share them. This 

contextualisation is particularly important for those with power, such as non-disabled 

people in a predominantly non-disabled society, who might otherwise take their own 

experiences as uncontroversial norms. This bringing together of different perspectives is 

what Haraway descǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ άǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
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ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎέ (Haraway, 1988, p.583). These situated knowledges are explicitly 

ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘΥ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ Ǉǳƭƭ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ΨDƻŘ ǘǊƛŎƪΩ ƻŦ ŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛvity. 

Moreover, bringing situated knowledges into dialogue offers at least the possibility of 

solidarity and of shared conversations between different groups. Haraway also notes how 

ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǎǳōƧǳƎŀǘŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ΨǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘΩ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻning, as these 

groups are more likely to be aware of the interpretative and situated nature of knowledge 

(Haraway, 1988, p.584).  

These feminist authors highlight the value of explicitly engaging with the situatedness of 

particular, typically marginalised knowledges, to better understand society itself. To begin 

ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǳǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ those lives better but also 

to ask critical questions about the wider nature of society and the relationship between 

disabled and non-disabled people. In the context of this research, engaging with the situated 

knowledge of individual powered wheelchairs users requires examining how their 

experiences, interpretations, and actions as a marginalised group in society are shaped by 

wider structural factors. 

Building on a key insight from the social model, that structural barriers create disablement, 

disabled researchers have likewise identified how knowledge about disability is intrinsically 

linked to the conditions of its own production. In the context of the historical exclusion of 

disabled people from research processes, they have argued instead for an explicitly political 

ΨŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳΩ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ 

way of transforming the social relations of research production. This approach highlights the 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ 

need to be examined but able-ōƻŘƛŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΧ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ώǎhould 

examine] the disablism ingrained in the individualistic consciousness and institutionalised 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ŀ Řƛǎŀōƭƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ (Oliver, 1992, p.112). Adopting a social 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ άƘŀǾŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ΨŎƻǇŜ ǿƛǘƘΩ ƻǊ ΨŀŘŀǇǘ ǘƻΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴd more to do with the 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎέ (Stone & Priestley, 1996, p.702). Feminist disability 

ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ 

while linking them to and retaining a focus on structural barriers and societal disablement. 

Morris highlights the importance of the personal, subjective experiences of disabled people 

and in particular of affording them control in representing these experiences (Morris, 1992). 
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¢Ƙƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǾƻƛŎƛƴƎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

act that challenges how knowledge is produced and emphasises its situatedness (Thomas, 

1999, pp.68ς69). Indeed, contesting ableist representations of their experiences by showing 

their own perspectives is itself a form of activism by disabled people (Parent, 2019, p.201). 

My research draws upon these epistemological considerations, which together emphasise a 

social understanding of disability that starts from the experiences and situated knowledge of 

powered wheelchair users. The latter is essential in countering ableism, as part of a 

commitment to identifying and addressing structural barriers that affect disabled people and 

underpin the social model. Tƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜ 

Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ƻƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ 

knowledge of ways that these things could be different. Moreover, to not to engage with 

this knowledge and expertise is in itself an act of epistemic injustice with real consequences, 

ŀǎ  ǘƻ άŜȄŎƭǳŘŜώŜϐ ŀ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǎǘƻŎƪ ƛǎ ŀ 

persistent and powerful way to ensure that its members stay pushed to the edges of social 

ƭƛŦŜέ (Scully, 2018, p.20). An epistemological framing that values powered wheelchair users 

aǎ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ΨƪƴƻǿŜǊǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

that recognises and engages with the situated nature of their experiences of mobility, and 

which seeks to assist them in telling their stories.  

3.4 Methodology  

3.4.1 Overview 

In light of the epistemology discussed above, I wished to ensure that the research design I 

adopted would enable powered wheelchair users to convey their situated knowledges as 

disabled people, and their particular experiences of mobility. I therefore sought to ground 

the process of data collection in ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ individual experiences, and to provide them 

with an opportunity to highlight and discuss on their own terms the aspects of these 

experiences that held particular meaning for them. The process of doing this would also be 

an initial step in thinking more widely about how complex, individual experiences of mobility 

amongst different powered wheelchair users might be brought into conversation with each 

other, as part of a process of the collectivization of experience.  

This necessitated a two-phased approach to conducting fieldwork, as described above. The 

following provides an account of the first phase of the fieldwork, in which I sought to explore 

together with participants their experiences of mobility as powered wheelchair users by 
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adapting and expanding the ΨƎƻ-ŀƭƻƴƎΩ approach (Kusenbach, 2003) and data-led semi-

structured interviews. 

3.4.2 ¢ƘŜ ΨƎƻ-ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ 

Given the focus of this research on experiences of mobility amongst powered wheelchair 

ǳǎŜǊǎΣ L ōŜƎƛƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ǿƛǘƘ them as they travel offers a starting 

point for understanding both their spatially located experiences and their experiences of 

mobility (Kusenbach, 2003, 2017). Not only is human knowledge inherently socio-spatial 

(Anderson, 2004, p.254)Σ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ΨƴŜǿ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘǳǊƴΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

(Sheller & Urry, 2006) mobility itself is understood to influence how people both engage 

with and know the world: άōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ motion is somehow different to being stationary, both in 

terms of the kinds of engagement with the world that it prompts, and the kinds of 

knowledge and identities that it therefore engendersέ (Hein et al., 2008). The sharing of 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǇŀŎŜ ŀǘǘǳƴŜǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

embodied nature of social dynamics: ǿƘŜƴ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ άǿŀƭƪŜǊǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ 

with cities are fraught with obstructions, interference, fear, hurt and sadness. At the same 

time, privilege is paced out through cities, with some bodies able to go wherever they want, 

whenever they wantέ (Bates & Rhys-Taylor, 2017, p.3). Accompanying and conversing with 

people who do not enjoy such privilege, such as powered wheelchair users, offers an insight 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ !ŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƎƻ-ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ 

of these experiences with them in situ as we travel together. This combination of observing 

spatial practices, whilst simultaneously accessing their experiences and interpretations 

about those practices has been identified as a unique advantage of the go-along approach 

over sedentary interviews or observation alone (Kusenbach, 2003, p.463). Go-alongs can 

provide access to topics that are otherwise very difficulǘ ǘƻ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 

practical knowledge or expertise helps guide their spatial practices, or how certain locations 

may hold particular relevance to them.  

What characterises a go-along and makes it particularly suited to this project is that it also 

άǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΣ 

ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎέ (Kusenbach, 

2017, p.348). A go-ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ άƭŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ŀ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΧ learning 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǊŜŀ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƻwn 
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ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ (Carpiano, 2009, p.267). In asking participants 

to literally guide them on a journey, a researcher recognises the participant as a situated 

ΨƪƴƻǿŜǊΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀl context. This is particularly the case where the routes 

and timings of the journeys are determined by the participants, rather than the researcher 

(Kusenbach, 2017). Anderson (2004) also argues that go-alongs can create a bond between 

researcher and participant that can facilitate conversations, in turn helping to overcome the 

power dynamics of a traditional interview. 

Although many applications of the go-along approach have focused on walking as a mode of 

mobility, it can be used in a range of contexts in which researchers accompany participants 

(Kusenbach, 2017, p.345). However, this approach has seldom been applied to the context 

ƻŦ ǿƘŜŜƭŜŘ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ! ΨǿƘŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ōȅ tŀǊŜƴǘΣ ŀ 

wheelchair user herself (2016, 2019). She especially highlighted the collaborative dynamics 

of these interviews, and complexities of go-alongs that brought together various different 

ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŜŜƭƛƴƎΣ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎΦ {ƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ άŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ 

about how participants move in their city as much as I learned how we move together. My 

presence changed everything. The participants did not move like they usually do. They 

moved with me. We moved together. Talking while moving also shaped how we move 

ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊέ (Parent, 2016, p.528).  

tŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜnts highlight a potential limitation of the go-along approach in seeking to 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ 

alter the dynamics of the situation. As such, the participant is unlikely to behave as they 

would had the researcher not been present. This is particularly the case where a participant 

may be explaining particular experiences to the person going along with them. Even if 

ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻƴ ŀ ǘǊƛǇ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴȅƘƻǿΣ άώƎƻ-alongs], like 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƛǾŜŘΩ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŘƛǎǘǳǊō ǘƘŜ ǳƴŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΧώǘƘŜȅϐ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƛƳ ŀǘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ 

perceptions, emotions and interpretations that informants usually keep to themselves. The 

presence and curiosity of someone else undoubtedly intrudes upon and alters this delicate, 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ (Kusenbach, 2003, p.464)  

There is also the possibility of research participants giving performative responses, which 

was perhaps more likely given the relatively brief nature of the interaction between us in 

this project compared to longer-term ethnographic research. In addition, accessibility is an 
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issue of significant importance to these participants, which may be manifested in the things 

they chose to show me and the emphasis they put on particular aspects of their experience. 

In this context, my presence offered a conduit through which a conscious political message 

about the nature of disabling barriers might be delivered. My reflections and analysis of the 

data were therefore conscious that such factors could shape the research process.  

! ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǳŎƘ 

as members of the public or transport staff, will try to account for and understand. Given 

societal attitudes towards disabled people, it is possible or even likely that other people 

would perceive me as the personal assistant of a wheelchair-using participant. In turn this 

could lead to different kinds of interactions than if I were not present, such as staff speaking 

to me rather than the participants themselves, reflecting widespread ableist presumptions 

ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ΨƎƭƻōŀƭ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΩ (Scully, 2018). The interactions that others 

have with us as I go along with participants may therefore not be representative of the 

interactions that would take place in my absence. Nonetheless, situations in which a 

bystander interacts with a personal assistant or co-traveller rather than the disabled person 

themselves are relatively common, so if these were to happen during the fieldwork it would 

ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǳƴǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ  

The presence of a researcher during a go-along therefore influences the social setting of the 

research in several ways, and affects how others including the participant themselves 

behave in that situation. Yet as discussed above, this is not unique to go-alongs. While I 

acknowledge the possible limitations that the presence of a researcher creates I feel that the 

ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƳƻōƛƭŜ ƘŀōƛǘŀǘǎΩ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

strength of the go-along approach for this research topic as they facilitate access to powered 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ άŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳƴŦƻƭŘ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀŎŜέ 

(Kusenbach, 2003, p.478)Φ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊ ŀƴ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΩ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿƛƭƭ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ 

conversation with participants about their experiences as they happen, enabling us to co-

construct meaning in that spatial context. 

Finally, there are a range of practical challenges associated with the go-along method. One is 

the requirement to be able to record on-the-go interactions between the researcher and the 

participant alongside spatial location (Carpiano, 2009). This has become easier over the past 

decade, with the widespread adoption of smartphones that include geolocation and audio-
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visual recording features. Other challenges of the go-along method are associated with 

environmental factors, such as inclement weather or poor lighting, which can make 

conducting a go-along difficult or even impractical, as well as uncomfortable for the 

participant. Such environmental factors may cause particular challenges for wheelchair users 

(Lindsay & Yantzi, 2014; Ripat et al., 2015, 2018), and have been highlighted as affecting 

mobile video-making practices by wheelchair-using activists (Parent, 2019). In addition, 

there are various technical challenges associated with conducting interviews on the go with 

wheelchair users, including background noise and difficulties mounting of recording 

ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊǎ (Parent, 2016). 

3.4.3 ΨWƻǳǊƴŜȅ/ŀƳΩΥ digitally supported go-along journeys  

It is worth emphasising at this point that go-ŀƭƻƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨƳƻōƛƭŜΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ aŜǊǊƛƳŀƴ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊ-

reliance on mobile methods, noting that while co-presence can provide a beguiling illusion of 

ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƻǎŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǊŜǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ƛǘΥ ƻƴŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ (Merriman, 

2014).  He calls instead for a plurality of methodological approaches to studying mobilities. 

Yet go-alongs need not happen at the expense of other forms of data collection, such as 

participant observation or interviews; indeed, their respective strengths and perspectives 

accumulate when they are used in combination (Kusenbach, 2003, p.465). I therefore chose 

to combine the go-alongs with post-journey semi-structured interviews, in which I would 

discuss with participants our journeys together and their wider experiences.  

A key advantage of interviews as a method is that they enable a researcher to explore 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ (Lamont & Swidler, 2014). This 

makes them well-suited to exploring how powered wheelchair users perceive and 

understand their experiences of mobility and access, and how they account for these 

experiences in relation to society as a whole. In the context of expƭƻǊƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

situated knowledge, the meanings that participants ascribe to their experiences are critically 

important. While I may gain an understanding of some socio-material barriers through 

observing the journeys of powered wheelchair users, it is only through the dynamic of 

talking with them about their experiences that I can gain an insight into what these 

experiences mean to them.  
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Interviews can also be augmented through the use of prompts such as photographs, which 

can help elucidate rich reflection from participants (Harper, 2002). Visual imagery generated 

by participants themselves can give particular insight into the significance of specific events 

ƻǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ (Clark, 1999; Clark-Ibáñez, 2004). Participant-collected visual 

imagery can provoke detailed accounts of the context in which it was captured and the 

meanings ascribed to that situation, as well as serving to refresh memories and unearth 

latent patterns of behaviour (Van House, 2006). Moreover, different kinds of prompts can 

lead to particular kinds of reflection and discussion in interviews. For example, rediscovering 

forgotten photƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ŀ ǊŜƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ 

(Frohlich et al., 2013), while augmenting still images with audio can bring them to life, 

providing additional context and triggering specific memories (Frohlich & Tallyn, 1999; 

Frohlich, 2015).  

²ŜŀǊŀōƭŜ ΨƭƛŦŜ-ƭƻƎƎƛƴƎΩ ǘƻƻƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

qualities of that data, affect the reflective practices that are undertaken around them 

(Hodges et al., 2006; Lindley, Harper, et al., 2009; Lindley et al., 2011). Videos can be 

particularly evocative, as they go beyond the visual realm and evoke sensory aspects of 

experience through sound and movement (Bates, 2014, p.1). Videos of everyday life and 

movement can enable particular forms of reflection and communication about these 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ tƛƴƪ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ΨǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘΩ ǾƛŘŜƻ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ŜƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

perceptions of their environment (Pink, 2007). The video that is captured by body-worn 

cameras is not simply a record of experiences of mobility; rather it has the capacity to 

generatŜ ƴŜǿ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǾƛŘŜƻ ΨǘǊŀŎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ άŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎέ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ (Sumartojo & Pink, 2017, p.40). 

The use of such videos captured by powered wheelchair users offers the possibility for them 

to reflect on and discuss their experiences of mobility with a researcher, and to create new 

understandings of those experiences.  

Other forms of geographic data have also been used to prompt reflection during interviews. 

GPS-captured location, for example, has been shown to add spatial context that is helpful in 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘeir environments (Evans & Jones, 

2011). As well as video clips, I therefore also sought to capture supplemental data relating to 

location and movement, recording the GPS location of each video as it was taken. I hoped 
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that when this data was later plotted on a map, it would help orientate the participant to the 

places they had travelled through as they captured each video, and be a resource for 

conversation about those places. In addition, given the significant role played by different 

ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ (see e.g. Imrie & 

Kumar, 1998; Matthews & Vujakovic, 1995; Bromley et al., 2007; Matthews et al., 2003; 

Beale et al., 2006) it is possible that providing a visual representation of these surfaces 

through captured data about the bumpiness of travelling over them could additionally 

prompt reflections.  

The research discussed above demonstrates the value of in situ engagement, and especially 

ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎΩΣ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

mobility and place. It also shows how technologies that capture aspects of such experiences, 

such as photography, life-logging, and video, can help people to reflect and discuss these 

experiences with others. I sought to extend this previous work by adopting an approach that 

combined the strengths of these two methods: go-alongs, during which participants led me 

on journeys of their choice, and sedentary, semi-structured interviews that drew upon the 

visual and spatial data captured by participants to facilitate rich discussion. I anticipated that 

these prompts, which directly linked to the lives and geographically-rooted experiences of 

individual powered wheelchair users, would help stimulate deeper reflection and discussion 

which could overcome some of the disadvantages of a static interview (Kusenbach, 2003, 

p.463). The static nature of the follow up interview would also help to address some of the 

practical difficulties associated with a go-along interview such as background noise.  

L ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƛǘǳΣ 

with post-journey reflections around the place-based visual media and data that they had 

captured during these journeys. This required me to adopt a technological approach that 

would enable the capture of video, location and movement data while on accompanied 

journeys with powered wheelchair users, and permit subsequent reflection on that data. 

Because off-the-shelf technologies did not provide these features and had accessibility 

barriers, I created JourneyCam, a bespoke tool for this purpose.  

3.4.4 JourneyCam design considerations 

JourneyCam is a smartphone tool to enable powered wheelchair users to capture data about 

the journeys they make. It consists of hardware and software elements that work together 

to permit the capture of short video clips, alongside supplemental accelerometer and GPS 
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data, and to arrange these data for later review. Following a discussion of my initial ideas 

and specification for the tool, I jointly designed JourneyCam with my Open Lab colleague 

Dan Jackson, who coded the iOS application and Python scripts which together make up the 

JourneyCam software. The key design considerations were that JourneyCam should enable 

the capture of both video and metadata whilst on-the-go, be accessible to powered 

wheelchair users, and permit the capture of unanticipated events or situations. These 

aspects are discussed in more detail below.  

The default camera applications in smartphones capture the location a photo or video 

recording is initiated, not a trace showing the movement of the phone over time. Likewise, 

at the time of planning this research in early 2016, GoPro cameras did not record the GPS 

trace of the videos they captured4. This, as well as data about the bumpiness of the surfaces, 

could however be captured using the built-in accelerometer in a modern smartphone 

through a custom application. Finally, as described in more detail below, I was interested in 

ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ΨƧǳǎǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΩΣ ƴƻǘ 

only things that were about to happen. Off-the-shelf technologies did not offer this feature 

at the time of conducting this research, though the ability to capture 30 seconds of footage 

prior to the shutter being pressed has at the time of writing this thesis been added to the 

latest flagship GoPro camera (GoPro, 2020).  

At the time of planning this research, off-the-shelf technologies for mobile video capture 

had variable and often limited accessibility for disabled people. Previous research I had 

undertaken with a charity campaigning for accessible transport highlighted the challenges of 

generating evidence around complex lived experiences of mobility (Rodger et al., 2016). In 

line with the literature discussed above, campaigners explained that video recordings might 

ŀƛŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ hƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ƨǳǎǘ ΨǿƘƛǇ ƻǳǘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƘƻƴŜΩ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ŀ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƻŦ ǿƘŀt was going on around them. However, to do this 

required rapidly manipulating both the physical device and its software, which made such a 

possibility inaccessible to him. His experience reflects previous work on the configurations of 

particular embodiments and standardised technologies (Star, 1990; Moser & Law, 1999), and 

on the inaccessibility of smartphones for people with motor impairments both generally 

(Naftali & Findlater, 2014) and relating to mobile photography (Mott et al., 2018). Powered 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƛƴŎƻƳǇŀǘƛōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎΩ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ŦƛŘŘƭȅ ǳǎŜǊ 

 
4 The ability to capture GPS traces was added to the GoPro Hero 5 Black in autumn 2016. 
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interfaces, an issue compounded by the wheeled context in which they are used (Carrington 

et al., 2013, 2014)Φ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ DƻtǊƻǎ ǳǎŜ άǳōŜǊ-ŀōƭƛǎǘέ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ǘƻ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ 

demographic of non-disabled extreme sports enthusiasts; with little representation of 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǳǎŜǊǎ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ disability and an event-worth-wearing-a-

camera-to-ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŀǎ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎέ (Rice, 2017, p.204). Despite this, 

disabled people have repurposed these wearable cameras to capture aspects of their lived 

experiences of mobility, though such reuse requires adaptability and creativity, and can pose 

unexpected challenges such as finding mounts that are accessible to disabled people who 

are not DƻtǊƻΩǎ target audience (Parent, 2016, p.525). These factors underlined the 

importance of making JourneyCam as accessible as possible. 

A linked issue is that if participants had to manually commence a recording they might miss 

part of something that they wished to capture, and it would be unrealistic to expect them to 

anticipate all unexpected situations and pre-emptively begin a recording in advance. We 

thus wƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΩ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘΦ 

Recording an entire journey would have removed this operating burden from the user 

(Kalnikaite et al., 2010). However, reviewing the large amounts of data gathered by such an 

approach is time-consuming, and continuously recording entire journeys raises privacy 

concerns. I wished to afford participants as much control as possible over the process of 

data capture, as well as to minimise non-essential data that was collected. JourneyCam was 

therefore designed to enable participants to take an active role in video capture, through a 

purposeful interaction to commence video and data recording.  

WƻǳǊƴŜȅ/ŀƳ ǘƘǳǎ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŜǎ ŀ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ΨŘŀǎƘ ŎŀƳǎΩΣ ƳƻǳƴǘŜŘ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

record a journey from the point of view of a vehicle driver. These typically use a loop of 

video that is overwritten when the device recording capacity or a predefined time period is 

reached. Extending this principle, we designed JourneyCam to capture footage through the 

use of a short temporary video loop, which is discarded unless the user makes the explicit 

decision to save it by operating a trigger button. The explicit intent of initiating a recording 

also acts as a natural marker for indexing and subsequent retrieval. JourneyCam is therefore 

designed to achieve a balance between enabling accessible and purposeful recording of 

events, while limiting unnecessary recordings. The use of a video loop also permits both 

ΨǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎΥ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ōƻǘƘ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

unanticipated events. Recording is initiated by the participant pressing a Bluetooth button, 



 66 

which saves the contents of the loop of footage at that moment in time (capturing events 

that took place immediately beforehand). The recording continues for a short period of time 

after the point of activation. Initial testing with the first two participants led us to set the 

ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ΨǇǊŜ-ǊƻƭƭΩ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǘƻ сл ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ΨǇƻǎǘ-ǊƻƭƭΩ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ǘƻ нл ǎŜŎƻƴŘǎΦ 

Participants can extend the duration of the recording through additional presses of the 

Bluetooth button, which enables them to capture an ongoing event as a single video clip.  

3.4.5 JourneyCam hardware and software 

JourneyCam consists of hardware and software components. The former includes a 

smartphone (Apple iPhone 5s) and case, a clamp and phone holder to attach it ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ 

wheelchair, and a Bluetooth trigger button used to activate recordings (Figure 1). Software 

consists of smartphone application to capture video and data recordings, as well as data 

processing and visualisation software to support post-journey sharing and discussion.  

 

Figure 1: JourneyCam hardware: clamp/phone holder, Bluetooth button, and iPhone 5 in case 

Once the JourneyCam hardware is securely mounted on a wheelchair in a position of the 

ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ƘƻƭŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀƳǇ όFigure 2), the software is started and 

they can begin their journey.  
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Figure 2: A common JourneyCam mounting position was level with the wheelchair armrest or control stick 

During the trip, JourneyCam records GPS and accelerometer data. These add spatial and 

geographic context to the video clips, allowing the latter to be displayed alongside location 

and velocity on an aerial map in Google Earth (Google, n.d.). After each journey, the 

JourneyCam data are downloaded to a laptop. These consist of two comma separated value 

(CSV) files containing location and movement data, and one video file for each clip the user 

captured. If JourneyCam was paused (such as when taking a lunch break) this results in 

several sets of data. 

The files are processed with Python scripts5 to generate a GPS track for each journey 

showing location over time, which are stored as KML6 files. Each video is geolocated along 

the GPS track, and to aid in quickly identifying specific clips when visualised, the Python 

scripts generate thumbnail images for each video. They also store the accelerometer 

magnitude data as an additional data track alongsƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ Řŀǘŀ 

ƛǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ DƻƻƎƭŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ Dt{ ǘǊŀŎƪǎ ǎƘƻǿ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƭƛǇ ƻŦ 

each of the captured videos located along the route at relevant waypoints (Figure 3).  

 
5 Python is a programming language often used for processing text files (Python Software Foundation, 2021).  
6 Keyhole Markup Language, a standard format for geographic annotation data (Open Geospatial Consortium, 
2021). 
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Figure 3: ±ƛǎǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ ǳǊōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘǳƳōƴŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǾƛŘŜƻ ŎƭƛǇ 
at waypoints along the journey where they had captured video data. Each thumbnail could be clicked to play 

the video clip. 

The semi structured interviews that take place with JourneyCam users after their journeys 

are therefore directly structured around the geo-located data that they collected on those 

journeys. This enables participants to draw upon a range of different information when 

reflecting on their experiences: not only the content of the video clips they captured, but 

also the spatial and temporal sequence of those clips accessed via an interactive aerial map 

of the places they had passed through. The accelerometer data is also available as a graph 

within Google Earth. The visualisation also enables participants to consider the collation and 

presentational aspects of the data they collect, and how that data might be reviewed, used, 

and shared with others. Together, these provide users of JourneyCam with rich prompts for 

reflection and discussion in the context of the interviews.  

Both the hardware and software aspects of JourneyCam were therefore designed to enable 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǾƛŘŜƻ ŀƴŘ Řŀǘŀ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƻƴ ŀ ΨƎƻ-

ŀƭƻƴƎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǊƛŎƘ ǇǊƻƳǇǘǎ ƛƴ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 

this data. This aimed to ensure that the go-along and interview fieldwork would build on the 

strengths of each method identified in prior literature, and contribute to enabling 

participants to share their situated knowledges about mobility and access.  
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3.5 Recruitment and Participants 

3.5.1 Recruitment 

Recruitment took place in two phases: initially working closely with a UK charity, Muscular 

Dystrophy UK (MDUK), before recruiting participants directly. This dual approach was the 

result of challenges associated with establishing recruitment through a charity, and delays to 

the development of JourneyCam.  

Phase 1: Working primarily through a partner charity  

I had originally intended to work with and recruit participants through a partner charity,  

Muscular Dystrophy UK (MDUK), and their young campaigners group Trailblazers (Muscular 

Dystrophy UK, 2021; Trailblazers, 2021). Before my Ph.D. I worked in research in rare 

neuromuscular diseases and knew that charities like MDUK campaigned on issues including 

mobility and access for disabled people. During my M.Res. in summer 2015, I worked with 

Trailblazers to understand how they campaigned around accessible transport (Rodger et al., 

2016). This catalysed my interest in framing my Ph.D. research around this topic, as I knew 

Ƙƻǿ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ IŀǾƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

charity I hoped to continue working with them, and my initial ethics application was on this 

basis. Appendix A: Original project documents contains the project information sheets, 

debriefing sheets, and consent form associated with this application. This ethics application 

ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŀǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ a5¦YΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ 

stakeholders, people living with neuromuscular conditions, in North East England and was 

approved on 5th August 2016.  

However, I faced several challenges to this approach to recruitment. During summer 2016, 

JourneyCam development took longer than anticipated due to resource constraints within 

Open Lab. Due to this, a planned workshop organised alongside an existing Trailblazers 

meeting on 13th August 2016 in Newcastle, where I had originally hoped to show and discuss 

JourneyCam with potential participants, was redesigned to include card-sorting exercises 

around possible barriers to accessibility. Approximately ten people had been anticipated but 

none attended, and the only people present were the MDUK organiser and a Community 

Relations representative from the local transport authority. Further attempts to recruit 

participants through MDUK and Trailblazers during August and September 2016 were 

unsuccessful. I was unable to establish the reasons for this, but I recognise that charities 

have multiple priorities and limited resources.  
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Phase 2: Recruiting powered wheelchair users directly 

In light of these challenges I took the decision, in consultation with my supervisors, to adapt 

my research and my recruitment approach. First, I chose to widen my focus to work with 

anyone who used a powered wheelchair for mobility. This was informed by my recognition, 

through engaging with work in disability studies, that the significant factor in experiences of 

mobility amongst people with neuromuscular conditions was the shared socio-material 

barriers that affected all powered wheelchair users. Focusing on the shared technology that 

these disabled people used for mobility also avoided an unintentionally medicalised framing 

of disability. In addition, as a pragmatic issue I also sought to recruit participants directly 

from across the United Kingdom.  

These decisions had the potential benefit of increasing the number and breadth of 

experiences amongst participants. While I aimed to work with participants flexibly, leaving 

the level of participation open to them, to take part in a journey and interview was time-

consuming and I recognised that only some of those who expressed an interest would 

ultimately take part. Given the widespread nature of access barriers (Department for 

Transport, 2018), I also hoped that working nationally might provide an insight into a wider 

range of experiences. L ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǾƛǎŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ άWƻǳǊƴŜȅƛƴƎέΦ  

This changed focus led to my revision of the research questions which guided this project, 

described in Section 3.2. The changes also required a revision to ethical approval, granted in 

November 2016. The revised and simplified information sheet, debrief sheet, and consent 

form are provided in Appendix B: Revised documents (Journeying).  

Notwithstanding the changed research focus described above, I was conscious that many 

people with neuromuscular conditions use powered wheelchairs for mobility, and knew 

from my career and my work with MDUK and Trailblazers that social issues like accessible 

environments remained a focus of campaigning and activism. As an initial step in publicising 

the research, I therefore approached several UK charities with whom I had good working 

relationships, including Muscular Dystrophy UK (MDUK) and Trailblazers, Spinal Muscular 

Atrophy UK (SMA UK), and Action Duchenne. In each case, I asked if they would publicise the 

project via their email lists, websites, and/or social media channels. I also contacted the 

registry curators at the TREAT-NMD Network with whom I had previously worked, to ask if 

they would be prepared to circulate information about the project via email lists and to their 
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charity partners. Examples of communications are provided in Appendix C: Example letters 

to charities and neuromuscular registries. 

In addition, I created resources to provide interested parties with further details about the 

project. This included a website with background information and an explanation of how to 

take part (Appendix D: Project website), as well as Twitter and Facebook accounts (Appendix 

E: Project Twitter and Facebook profiles). The latter were used to promote the project, and 

to direct prospective participants to the website. Finally, I created A4 and A5 flyers to hand 

out at in-person events, which I had professionally printed (Appendix F: Project flyers). 

These outreach efforts led to the research being promoted by several organisations via their 

websites, social media, and email lists (Appendix G: Example publicity). These included the 

MDUK and SMA UK websites and social media feeds, and a blog post by Limitless Travel, a 

travel agency providing accessible and disabled-friendly travel. My social media posts and 

engagement were also picked up by various other organisations including Transport for All, a 

charity focused on accessible travel, and several individuals with an interest in accessible 

travel. In addition, I attended two events run by Trailblazers in York and (19th November 

2016) and London (28th November 2016), where I gave short informal presentations about 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ƘŀƴŘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŦƭȅŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  

All of these efforts were aimed at ensuring as many participants had the opportunity to take 

part as possible. However, it was hard to gauge the relative effectiveness of the different 

recruitment strategies. In several cases, organisations who agreed to publicise the project 

did not let me know when they did so, or following initial interest in publicising the project 

did not respond to follow ups. I recognise that charities especially have limited resources 

and did not wish to put them under additional pressure by repeatedly chasing them. 

In addition, the routes through which participants reported finding out about the project 

were varied and sometimes unclear or even interwoven. Several said they heard about the 

research via charities, came across it on social media, or were forwarded information by 

friends. As noted above, my social media posts were amplified by several organisations. 

Overall, however, the people who took part were generally highly motivated about 

accessibility, with the majority having been in some way involved in campaigning or activism 

around these issues.  

Potential participants were invited to email me on a dedicated project email account hosted 

by Newcastle University. I replied with a short email including the project information sheet 
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and explaining the next steps. If they expressed continued interest, I arranged an informal 

phone chat to discuss the research and answer any questions. Some participants also used 

this opportunity to quiz me about my understanding of disability, being concerned that I 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΣ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ L ǿƛƭƭ 

return to in Section 3.8 where I discuss my positionality as a non-disabled researcher. This 

phone call also enabled the logistics of fieldwork to be planned co-operatively between us. I 

tried to make this as flexible and convenient for the participant as possible. I was conscious, 

for example, that when recruitment began it was the start of winter, and some participants 

would find taking part in outdoor fieldwork challenging or even impossible in poor weather. 

As we could not control such factors, I was keen to ensure that there was flexibility around 

aspects that we could control in order to make participation was as easy as possible.  

This sometimes led to logistical challenges: I was travelling by public transport to work with 

participants around the country, sometimes scheduling to work with several people within a 

few days of each other in a particular area. Although I did my best to accommodate any last-

minute rearrangements caused by their personal commitments or unexpected health issues, 

it was not always possible to do so. For example, one participant in London cancelled due to 

illness when I was already on the way to our meeting point. Another had to postpone with 

ƻƴƭȅ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŘŀȅǎΩ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƻǊǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊŀƛƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ 

made fieldwork very challenging but posed a direct threat to their health.  

3.5.2 Participant overview  

I was contacted by 34 potential participants expressing an interest in the research, of whom 

fifteen took part in fieldwork between January and August 2017. Thirteen took part in 

journeys and interviews. Two participants did not undertake journeys and only took part in 

interviews for health reasons. 

Of the fifteen participants, thirteen were current users of powered wheelchairs, while one 

was no longer a wheelchair user due to the effects of their impairment and one used a 

manual wheelchair with power-assisted wheel hubs. While two participants did not provide 

their exact age, the majority were between 30 and 60 years old. Although some had used 

powered wheelchairs their whole lives, others previously did not use a wheelchair at all, 

and/or had used manual wheelchairs or mobility scooters before moving on to a powered 

wheelchair.  
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Summary demographics of each participant and their involvement are provided in Table 1, 

followed by short profiles of each participant. Pseudonyms are used in all cases. It is worth 

noting that the recruitment approaches I adopted are likely to have influenced the sample of 

people with whom I worked: for example, several were people living with neuromuscular 

conditions despite widening recruitment to all users of powered wheelchairs, and all had an 

active interest in accessible transport and environments.  
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p Environments traversed Date Mode of Transport 

(if used) 

Fieldwork 

Duration7 

Footage 

Duration 

Number 

of clips 

DAVID M 50-59 London Y Y Y Urban January 2017 2x Bus, London 

Underground 

1h 50m 26m 39 114 Unknown 

AMBER F 30-39 Yorkshire and 

the Humber 

Y Y  Urban July 2017 Bus 1h 9m 13m 6 169 Friend 

JAMES M 40-49 South West Y Y Y Urban/semi-rural May 2017  2h 35m 49m 32 225 Charity 

MATTHEW M 30-39 South East Y Y Y Urban and intra-urban January 2017 Train, bus 3h 12m 10m 14 55 Charity 

TOM M 60-69 London Y Y Y Urban/semi-rural February 2017 Train (x2), Bus 3h 35m 1h 13m 52 170 Friend 

MELISSA F 50-59 East of England Y Y  Urban August 2017 Bus 49m 26m  17 124 Via Rachel 

RAVI M 18-29 East Midlands  Y  N/A January 2017 N/A N/A N/A N/A 46 Via Jane 

RACHEL F 30-39 East of England Y Y Y Urban and intra-urban June 2017 Train, London 

Underground 

2h 55m 11m  8 103 Friend 

GEOFF M 50-59 North East 

 

Y  N/A January 2017 N/A N/A N/A N/A 137 Local access 

panel 

ANNE F 50-59 South East Y Y Y Urban/semi-rural February 2017  1h 20m 24m 17 150 Charity 

PETER M 50-59 North West Y Y  Urban June 2017  1h 35m 53m 40 265 Charity 

 
7 Fieldwork Duration is from initiating a JourneyCam journey to ending the journey, and where indicated with * includes refreshment break(s). 
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Footage 

Duration 

Number 

of clips 

JANE F 18-29 West Midlands Y Y  Urban January 2017 Train 1h 28m 22m 15 95 Travel blog  

JESSICA F 40-49 Yorkshire and 

the Humber 

Y Y Y Urban and intra-urban January 2017 Train, Bus (x2) 3h 48m 41m 29 206 Twitter 

ANTHONY M 18-29 North West Y Y  Urban June 2017 Car8 3h 26m 40m 30 210 Unknown 

MARGARET F 50-59 North West Y Y  Urban June 2017  2h 10m 18m 7 176 Unknown 

Table 1: Participant Overview 

 

 
8 Car was only used as transport between two urban areas, as public transport was not available. 
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3.5.3 Participant profiles 
David 

David is a retired office worker in his 50s, who lives in London and frequently travels by 

public transport including buses, trains and the London Underground. He has access to both 

a powered and a manual wheelchair, using the former while participating in this research. 

David has previously campaigned with a charity about issues of inaccessible transport and 

environments, and complained to service providers about these issues, so was very 

motivated to take part in the research. We met at a major London station, before travelling 

on a bus to central London and walking around Soho. We went to a large department store 

ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ōǳǎ ǘƻ YƛƴƎΩǎ /Ǌƻǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀ ƭƛƴŜ ǘƻ 

another part of London. The interview was conducted in a nearby coffee shop. 

Amber 

Amber is in her 30s and lives in a large city in Northern England with her partner and young 

child. She has used a wheelchair for ten years, initially part time and now full time. She uses 

public transport to get around and described this as challenging. Amber explained how she 

encounters barriers that non-disabled mothers do ƴƻǘΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ άǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ 

ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎέ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ 

changing tables. I met her at her home, before we walked through her neighbourhood to a 

nearby main road and caught a bus to the city centre. We walked around the city, ending up 

near one of the tourist attractions, where we met her family and ended the journey. The 

interview was conducted the next day in a local café.  

James 

James is in his 40s, and lives with family members in an urban area of South West England. 

He uses an all-terrain 6-wheel mid-drive powered wheelchair and employs a full-time PA. 

James has a degree, and is a very keen user of computers and technology. He mostly travels 

by private car, as he has found that public transport can be hit-and-miss when using a bulky 

powered wheelchair: he once had to travel in a train vestibule as the doors to the passenger 

ǎŀƭƻƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻƻ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΦ ²Ŝ ƳŜǘ ŀǘ WŀƳŜǎΩ house, before 

we walked together with his PA on a journey to a café elsewhere in town. 

Matthew 

Matthew is in his 30s and lives in a small town in South East England. He often travels into 

the London by train to meet family and friends. He currently uses a manual wheelchair with 
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powered hubs but was considering whether to move to a powered wheelchair at the time of 

the fieldwork. He has been involved in charity campaigning in the past. Our journey was an 

example of one he might take when going to see friends. We met a coffee shop near his 

local station, and travelled together by train without pre-booking assistance to London. We 

ǘƘŜƴ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ YƛƴƎΩǎ /ǊƻǎǎΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŎŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ōǳǎ ǘƻ hȄŦƻǊŘ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ 

walking to a café for lunch. After lunch, we walked a bit more through central London. The 

interview was conducted in a coffee shop near Oxford Street. 

Tom 

Tom is in his 60s and is self-employed, working from home in London. He has a keen interest 

in technology and home automation gadgets which he uses around the house. He uses two 

powered wheelchairs for mobility, choosing between them depending on the journey, and 

has previously taken part in research on accessibility. He often travels by public transport, 

mostly by bus or train to central London or to nearby commercial areas. We met at his 

house, walking to a nearby station before travelling by train elsewhere in London with a 

large commercial area where he often goes to do his shopping. We had lunch together in 

local café, before he did his shop at the local supermarket and we returned home. Due to 

access issues at local station, we came back via a different train line and a local bus, before I 

interviewed him at his home. 

Melissa 

Melissa is in her 50s and lives in the East of England. Her health and mobility are affected by 

changes in ambient temperature, so she sometimes spends long periods without leaving her 

ƘƻƳŜΦ IŜǊ ƧƻōΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŜǊ ΨǇŀǎǎƛƻƴΩΣ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜΦ {ƘŜ 

used a mobility scooter and walking sticks before becoming a powered wheelchair user four 

years previously. We went on a journey of around a mile and a half in her local area, 

catching a bus for one stop to shorten the duration of the journey, before I interviewed her 

at home. Although she has an assistance dog, this did not accompany us on the journey. 

Ravi 

Ravi is a young man who lives in the Midlands, and has used a powered wheelchair since he 

ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊΦ IŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ǎƻ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭǎ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

driven by a member of his family. He is actively involved in charity campaigning and 

fundraising and was keen to be involved in the research as he recognises the importance of 
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accessible environments to disabled people. We did not go on a journey together, so I 

interviewed him at home one afternoon. 

Rachel 

Rachel is in her 30s and is a disability campaigner living in the East of England. She also works 

as a consultant and adviser to organisations on disability issues, which involves train travel 

on a regular basis. She uses a height-adjustable powered wheelchair for mobility, and she 

described how the different positions of the chair can help her squeeze into different 

environments such as cramped trains. I met her at her home, before walking with her to a 

railway station and taking a train together to London where she had a work meeting. I went 

with her part of the way to her destination by London Underground. The interview took 

place a couple of weeks later at her home. 

Geoff 

Geoff is in his 50s and lives in the North East of England. He used a manual wheelchair in his 

mid-teens, and learned to drive which he described ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƘƛƳ ΨŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ 

ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΩ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊΦ IŜ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ 

up driving, and later used a powered wheelchair for mobility. Geoff emphasised the social 

nature of the barriers he encountered as a disabled parent. He had pursued a professional 

career in several sectors as well as being politically active, but is now retired due to ill-

health. We did not go on a journey, and I interviewed him at his home. 

Anne 

Anne lives in a suburban commuter town in South East England and is in her 50s. She has 

used a powered wheelchair since she was a teenager. She is retired, though used to work in 

a local council as an Access Officer, and remains involves in a local access group to try and 

ensure that developments in the area are suitable for disabled people. She regularly travels 

to the nearest town centre, and sometimes goes to London for days out with her extended 

family. Occasionally she also goes on holiday abroad. We met at her home, before going on a 

short journey around her local neighbourhood. She hoped to take me to the centre of the 

nearest town but inclement weather prevented this. Most of the interview was conducted 

the next morning at her home. Because of time constraints that day, the final section of the 

interview was conducted several weeks later by Skype. 
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Peter 

Peter lives in North West England and uses a powered wheelchair for mobility. He is in his 

50s and is retired after a successful career. Having grown up in the countryside, he enjoys 

hill-wŀƭƪƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ ǎŀǾŜŘ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ Ψŀƭƭ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴΩ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ 

the countryside again. He described this as being very beneficial to his health and well-being. 

He also has an assistance dog, which can sometimes complicate access issues as I observed 

while we travelled together. In his free time, he is involved with campaigning for a charity. 

We met at a railway station, before travelling around a local town and returning to his home 

for the interview. Due to time constraints, the final part of the interview was conducted at a 

later date over Skype. 

Jane 

Jane is a young woman who has always used a powered wheelchair for mobility. She works 

full time in an office job in the city centre, commuting there every day by train. She also 

travels frequently on leisure trips to see friends, as well as occasional work and holiday trips 

within the UK and abroad. Her job regularly brings her into contact with other disabled 

people, so she had both a personal and professional interest in taking part in the research. 

We met at her workplace, and we walked together through the city before catching a 

commuter train to her local station. As such, the journey we did together was in part her 

normal commute home. The interview was conducted the following day at her office. 

Jessica 

Jessica is in her 40s and lives in a large city in Northern England with her family. She began 

using a manual wheelchair several years earlier, and switched to a powered wheelchair 

about a year before our interview. Before retiring due to ill-health, she had a career in the 

public sector. She travels by both private car and public transport, though her confidence in 

using the latter has been shaken by barriers she had faced in the past, and has gone on long 

distance trips by public transport to see family elsewhere in the UK. We met at the railway 

station in the city centre, before taking a train to another town where we had lunch. We 

then took a bus back to her city, before catching a second bus to her home. The interview 

took place at her home the following morning. 

Anthony 

Anthony is a student in Northern England. He has been involved in disability activism and has 

worked with a range of organisations around disability issues. He therefore has a detailed 
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knowledge about disability rights, as well as wider socio-economic issues that affect disabled 

people. I met him at his house, before we walked around his neighbourhood and he showed 

me the local retail area. His PA then drove us to a nearby city, where we travelled around 

the city centre. Finally, we conducted the interview in a nearby university where we had 

been able to secure a quiet meeting room. 

Margaret 

Margaret is in her 60s and lives on her own in a town in North West England. She formerly 

had a job that involved considerable travelling but was made redundant following a sudden 

health problem. She uses a lightweight, collapsible powered wheelchair for outdoor mobility 

with free-spinning front wheels that were prone to losing grip. We walked to the centre of 

her town, stopping to do some errands and have lunch before returning to her house where 

the interview took place. 

3.6 Go-along Journeys and Data-led Interviews  

3.6.1 Go-along journeys 

A key characteristic of the go-along journeys was that they were led by the participants 

themselves. I asked each participant to take me on a journey of their choice and to show me 

things they felt were important to their experiences of mobility, rather than restricting the 

type of experience or environment. This stemmed from my desire to understand powered 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ In turn, this meant that the 

types of journeys participants took me on, as described in the participant profiles above, 

ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǳǎǳŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳǘŜǎΣ ǊŜƎǳƭŀr trips to local shops, 

and specific journeys they chose that they would not have otherwise made. The experiences 

we had on these journeys are described in more detail in Chapter 4. 

I met each participant at a location of their choice, often their home although sometimes a 

public location such as a café, to review the plan for their participation in the fieldwork and 

ensure they were comfortable using JourneyCam. In these initial, informal and unrecorded 

meetings, participants often provided valuable contextual insight into their experiences. 

They frequently discussed not only their participation and the research project itself, but 

many also gave unprompted reflections on their wider experiences of accessibility and 

mobility. An essential part of these meetings was to review the information sheets and 

consent forms that participants had already been sent, to make certain these were fully 
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understood and completed, and that the participants were properly consented. This also 

meant that they were able to ask any final questions before fieldwork commenced. 

Once consented, I helped the participant to attach JourneyCam to their wheelchair in the 

location of their preference, which was usually at the height of their control panel (Figure 2). 

However, individual preferences and the diversity of wheelchair designs led to JourneyCam 

sometimes being mounted elsewhere, such as at head or leg height, or even in one case at 

ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŦƻƻǘǇƭŀǘŜΦ Reflecting prior work exploring ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

ΨŎƘŀƛǊŀōƭŜΩ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ generally preferred JourneyCam to be mounted such 

that it did not stick out and the overall form-factor of their wheelchair was maintained, to 

avoid compromising manoeuvrability (Carrington et al., 2014, p.3110). Their choice of where 

to locate the device was also often constrained by the limited number of secure mounting 

points available on their wheelchairs and could be challenging (Carrington et al., 2013; 

Parent, 2016). A certain stiffness was required in the clamp to ensure JourneyCam remained 

securely attached to the chair, and this typically meant that I had to attach the device under 

the guidance of the participant. Such inaccessibility can prevent a disabled person from 

independently using these kind of mobile video tools (Parent, 2016).  

Having secured JourneyCam to their chair, I explained how to operate JourneyCam using the 

Bluetooth trigger button and let them test it in operation. Once they were comfortable with 

this, we travelled together on a journey of the participantΩs choice, which were in some 

cases several hours long. During these journeys we conversed about a wide range of topics, 

including current affairs, hobbies, and interests. However, often our conversations related to 

ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ 

experiences of using a powered wheelchair or being a disabled person. As we encountered 

particular barriers, participants frequently narrated what was happening to them: they 

ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ΨǎƘƻǿŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ (Carpiano, 2009). These detailed 

explanations of particular interactions with their environments, and how these related to 

their experiences of being disabled, were often picked up by JourneyCam as we travelled. 

This sometimes meant that the comments participants made at the time were then used as 

the starting point for their detailed reflection later, during the semi-structured interviews.  

In addition to conversing with participants as I would with any other person I was travelling 

with, I also provided them with any support they requested while we were on a journey, 

such as technical failures or repositioning JourneyCam if it became dislodged. On occasion, 



 82 

participants also asked me to provide personal assistance in inaccessible environments: one 

person asked me to put my hand on their back to steady them as they disembarked a train, 

for example, while another asked me to help push their chair up a few particularly steep 

dropped kerbs. This allowed me to observe the in situ experiences of the participants as I 

went along with them, and indeed physically experienced with them (but differently) some 

of the barriers they faced and the workarounds they had to employ to get around them.  

As we travelled, I also made short field notes using a Notes application on my smartphone. 

This was usually during quieter moments of the journeys, such as a lull in the conversation, 

or in the case of some participants when they were talking to their personal assistant. These 

notes were by necessity brief. At the end of fieldwork session, I spellchecked and expanded 

these, and combined them with reflective notes to form more comprehensive field notes. 

Once the journeys with the participants were completed, we returned to an appropriate 

ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǉǳƛŜǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

such as a café, to download and process the video and sensor data onto my password-

protected laptop. In some cases, participants had several sets of journey data, for example 

where we had paused fieldwork for a lunch or coffee break 

The opportunity was also taken at this point to briefly discuss the journey we had taken 

together, and debrief the participants on this section of the research. Wherever possible, the 

semi-structured interview was planned for the subsequent day. This was settled upon for 

the comfort of both participants and myself, as the experience of working with the first two 

participants demonstrated that conducting a full accompanied journey and subsequent 

interview took a very considerable time. Sometimes, however, this was not possible due to 

scheduling conflicts and participant availability, in which case interviews were conducted 

immediately following the journey.  

3.6.2 Data-led, semi-structured interviews 

Following the accompanied journeys, I conducted semi-structured interviews with each of 

the participants. The interviews were audio-recorded using a handheld digital recorder, and 

were framed around the data they had collected on the journey. This was presented via 

Google Earth as described above in Section 3.4.5 (Figure 3), enabling participants to draw 

upon different types of data (video, GPS, and accelerometer) as prompts for reflection and 

discussion. With the GPS track opened inside Google Earth, showing an aerial view of the 

route we travelled together and the video clips strung along this route, we talked through 
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the journey we had together, playing each video clip and discussing it in turn. While playing 

each clip, I invited the participant to explain what was going on and what had prompted 

them to capture that particular clip. This provided a chronological structure to this section of 

the interview, from the start to the end of the journey. This also permitted a discussion 

about how the data might be collated, visualised, reviewed and potentially shared with 

others. The structure of the interview guide (Appendix H: Interview guide) was such that our 

discussion began with the data the participant had collected, and the experience of using 

JourneyCam, before discussing their wider experiences. In the first two interviews, with 

Matthew and David, I had started with their broader experiences before focusing in on the 

data. However, I chose to reverse this for all remaining participants, as I found that the 

conversation flowed more naturally when we started from their specific experiences during 

our journey together as reflected by the data they had captured, before broadening out to 

talk about their wider experiences.   

This procedure was well understood and adopted by participants, who typically narrated the 

clips as they were played back. Starting from the data was highly productive: participants 

usually expanded on their initial description of what was going on in a clip without further 

prompting on my part. They frequently gave details about their bodily experiences, their 

feelings about that particular situation, and how typical (or indeed atypical) this experience 

was in their everyday lives. In these ways, the clips helped them to scaffold their discussion 

with me, and to discuss issues and concerns beyond just those that were visible within the 

clips that they had captured. Moreover, such reflections frequently went deeper than simple 

comparisons with similar situations the participants had previously experienced; instead, 

participants described issues such as why they felt that certain barriers existed and 

prevailing societal attitudes towards disabled people. The video clips had a capacity to help 

stimulate a collaborative process of discussion and reflection that formed the starting point 

ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ (Sumartojo & Pink, 2017). 

Because this part of the interview involved playing each clip through, and usually prompted 

such detailed reflections from participants, it often took a considerable time particularly 

when working with participants who had captured many clips. As noted earlier, participants 

had often narrated incidents as were on journeys together, and sometimes these comments 

were picked up in the videos they recorded. At times, this led to an interplay between their 

in-the-moment responses to particular situations as captured on the clip, and their later 
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reflections on these situations in the interviews when they were not caught up whatever 

was going on. These recorded comments thus informed their post-journey reflection during 

the interview, as participants revisited not only the clip itself but also what they had been 

saying at the time.  

After we had gone through the journey data together, the next questions asked participants 

to discuss their experiences and perceptions of JourneyCam as a tool and how they found it 

in use. They identified aspects that they particularly liked and disliked, suggested potential 

improvements, and provided ideas for developing it further. In addition, however, some 

participants also provided feedback which indicated the deeper level of reflection prompted 

by the tool, such as discussing the qualities of the video clips and how these related to their 

own feelings and experiences. For example, the shakiness of the footage that they captured 

as their chair and the camera bumped over rough surfaces was described as being reflective 

of how participants experienced these environments. The position and field of view of the 

ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ǿŀǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜƛǊΩ ƻǊ ΨǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊΩǎΩ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΣ ōǳǘ 

ōƻǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

tool and the data it produced were valuable in providing additional depth to the various 

experiences they had already discussed, and considering how and why JourneyCam might be 

used in capturing and conveying aspects of these experiences to others.  

Finally, ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

of accessibility and mobility, which frequently included discussions about being a disabled 

person in society more broadly. Often, the latter marked a return of our conversation to a 

theme that had been brought up earlier in the interview, as participants had reflected on the 

data they had collected.  

Interviews varied in overall length between 55 and 265 minutes (4 hours and 25 minutes), 

although the majority took between 90 and 150 minutes (1.5-2.5 hours). With a substantial 

amount of time in each interview devoted going through the videos in detail, interviews 

where participants had captured more video in total generally took longer to complete. In 

planning the interviews, I had underestimated the time this would take, especially in light of 

the rich descriptions that participants provided of their experiences. On several occasions, in 

fact, we ran out of time to conclude the interviews in person and so the final part of the 

interview was conducted at a later date by Skype.  
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While the journey and interview process described above was adopted for the majority of 

participants, there were exceptions to this preferred structure. Two participants, Geoff and 

Ravi, did not undertake journeys for health reasons and instead took part in semi-structured 

interviews without having used JourneyCam. In these cases, I omitted the data-led section of 

the interview. In addition, it was uncertain whether a journey would be possible with James, 

so I initially interviewed him via Skype about his general experiences of being a powered 

wheelchair user. We were, however, able to go on journey together at a later date and I 

conducted the data-led part of the interview subsequent to that. This also led to a second 

discussion of some of his broader experiences.  

3.7 Data and Analysis 

The data collected during this phase of fieldwork included the 15 audio recordings of the 

interviews, field notes I had taken during fieldwork, and JourneyCam data. The latter 

consisted of time-stamped video clips, GPS tracks, and graphed accelerometer and elevation 

data in Google Earth. All interviews were transcribed: 11 by me, and four by an external 

transcription company, having first sought the permission of those four participants to do 

this. This resulted in a total corpus of approximately 320,000 words of interview data. In 

addition, the field notes that I had taken before, during and after the accompanied Journeys 

totalled 26 pages. 

I began transcription and analysis of the interviews after the first two interviews took place 

in early January. I transcribed the interviews using ExpressScribe for Mac, which enables the 

insertion of timestamps with a keystroke. Data analysis began in parallel with transcription, 

and I conducted a thematic analysis of the interview corpus (Silverman, 2017). Thematic 

analysis is a flexible method that can be used with a range of theoretical frameworks that 

allowǎ άƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ όǘƘŜƳŜǎύ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŘŀǘŀΧ ώǘƘŀǘϐ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭƭȅ 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ώǘƘŜϐ Řŀǘŀ ǎŜǘ ƛƴ ǊƛŎƘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭέ  (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.79). This 

flexibility allowed an analysis of the data to understand both the material reality of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

experiences come to be socially constructed. I aimed to provide a rich description of the 

overall interview data set, obtained inductively from the data themselves rather than from 

an a priori coding frame (Braun & Clarke, 2006, pp.83ς84). I coded the interviews at the 

sentence and paragraph level, in order to identify both semantic and latent meaning. In this 

process, I was informed by the field notes that I had taken, and issues identified in previous 
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ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ {ƻƳŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŎƻŘŜǎ 

are provided in Table 2. 

Accessibility not taken seriously Actively choosing accessible places 

Understanding chair attributes or capabilities Given up on complaining 

Acceptance or dealing with it Lack of staff training 

Accessibility as built in Back door treatment 

Progress and improvement Accessibility as freedom 

Maintenance Signage and information provision 

Table 2: Examples of codes from coding process 

Even while this process was ongoing, this enabled me to identify associations and patterns in 

the data. For example, many codes related to either particular aspects of the material 

environment, such as lifts, dropped kerbs, buses, trains, and rough surfaces. Others related 

to the choices that disabled people make about their mobility, such as being on enforced 

detours, actively choosing accessible places, or taking risks. After seven interviews had been 

coded, I felt confident enough to develop tentative themes by clustering these related 

codes, and identifying areas of comparison and contrast.  

This led to an initial organisation of data across of 8 primary themes, which enabled me to 

gain a general overview of the data (Figure 4). The full initial coding framework is provided in 

Appendix I: Initial coding framework. 
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Figure 4: Tentative themes identified from initial clustering of codes 

However following discussion with my supervisors, I realised that although these tentative 

ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀ ΨƘŀƴŘƭŜΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ 

analytical to serve as the basis for thesis chapters. In addition, there were too many themes 

and sub-themes, and they were insufficiently delineated from each other. Finally, as the 

remaining fieldwork took place, and additional interviews were transcribed, I realised that I 

was missing certain aspects of the data.  

An iterative process of re-working of the codes and themes therefore followed, which led to 

the following structure focused around four broad areas: JourneyCam itself, enablers and 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΤ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΤ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ to 

such situations (Figure 5). The full revised coding framework is provided in Appendix J: Final 

coding framework. 

 

Figure 5: Revised themes following reworking 
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As I began to write out these themes into early chapter drafts, and revisited the interview 

transcripts, I realised that the data I initially thought would form a chapter on JourneyCam 

would be better woven into the other chapters. As data from the group Skype workshops 

directly engaged with individual and collective responses including activism, I reframed the 

final chapter around these. This iterative process led to the current structure of the thesis.  

3.8 Ethics and Positionality  

3.8.1 Institutional and societal assumptions of disabled vulnerability  

At this point I feel it is important to challenge assumptions, written into formal university 

ethics processes, about the nature of disabled peopleΩǎ ΨǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 

require additional oversight and caution in any research undertaken with children or other 

groups considered vulnerable as defined by Section 59 of the Safeguarding Vulnerable 

Groups Act 2006, a definition which includes anyone with άŀƴȅ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ, alongside 

several other categories such as being in sheltered accommodation or residential housing 

(Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act, 2006). While safeguards are very important to try to 

prevent exploitative research given the social position of a researcher vis-à-vis participant, 

the definition in the Act frames all disabled people as automatically vulnerable in line with a 

medicalised understanding of disability. In light of my experiences working with powered 

wheelchair users in this research, I feel that this reflects broader ableist assumptions about 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŀǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƎƭƻōŀƭ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΩ ǘƻ ǘƘose 

with an impairment (Scully, 2018). The framing given by many participants for their 

experiences accorded with a social model understanding of disability, as something that is 

imposed on top of their impairment as a form of societal oppression. These are undoubtedly 

complex issues: some participants described how they felt more vulnerable in certain 

situations as a wheelchair user, and some mentioned impairment as a factor in this. 

However, there are many situations where non-disabled research participants might feel 

vulnerable. In addition, as described below when I discuss my own positionality, it is worth 

noting that the power relationship between researcher and participant is not always or 

necessarily unidirectional. The ethics process thus reinforces problematic medicalised 

understandings of disability, and an ableist implication that this equates to vulnerability. 

3.8.2 Ethical challenges during fieldwork 

On several occasions during fieldwork, situations arose which posed ethical challenges. As 

described in Section 3.5.1, one challenge with doing outdoor fieldwork is that posed by 

inclement weather. This was particularly the case because in this case fieldwork began 
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during winter. For some of my participants, who lived with chronic health conditions, taking 

part in bad weather would pose a risk to their health. Even for those without this 

consideration, undertaking fieldwork in heavy rain or snow would have been very 

unpleasant. Given these considerations I therefore emphasised my willingness to be very 

flexible in relation to the timing and format of the fieldwork, both during pre-fieldwork 

conversations and on the day itself. I emphasised that they could stop participating at any 

time, and that if needed we could cancel or rearrange the fieldwork at short notice. In some 

cases this happened, and fieldwork was adjusted (for example, Anne explained that she had 

shown me a different journey to the one she had initially planned). In other cases, this led to 

the postponement or cancellation of fieldwork.  

I also tried to ensure that participants were compensated fairly for their time and expertise, 

and in a way that reflected the considerable amount of time that they spent working with 

me, offering shopping vouchers to the value of £10 per hour or part hour they spent working 

with me. One ethical issue that I had not anticipated was that two participants turned down 

this offer, explaining that they had wanted to take part in order to do their bit to help bring 

about more accessible environments. I responded to this in two ways: firstly, as I did more 

generally, I explained that while I hoped the research would contribute towards this goal, I 

was not able to promise them that their participation would lead to this, which they 

recognised. Secondly, I reiterated that I very much appreciated their participation in the 

research and emphasised that they were very welcome to the vouchers as a token of 

appreciation in case they had changed their minds.  

3.8.3 Reflections on positionality  

A particular ethical issue in this research was my own position as a non-disabled person 

doing research around disability. Given a history of research conducted by non-disabled 

ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ (Oliver, 1992), I was particularly 

conscious of the need to be especially sensitive to my own positionality as a non-disabled 

researcher and how this influenced my conduct of this research.  

I tried to address this firstly by grounding my work in a social model of understanding of 

disability, in particular adopting the social model of disablement as a core epistemological 

framing (Stone & Priestley, 1996). I recognised disabled people as knowledgeable experts, 

seeking to highlight their particular expertise and understanding of structural barriers. I have 
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focused throughout the project on identifying ways in which their knowledge and expertise 

might be used to challenge and remove these barriers. Building on work by feminist 

disability scholars, I tried to ensure that participants were able to tell their own narratives 

about their experiences by affording them practical control over many aspects of the 

fieldwork. I asked participants to take me on journeys of their choice, and to show me the 

things that mattered to them in their experiences of mobility, rather than imposing any 

constraints on the type of journeys they might take me on. When I was asked in pre-journey 

telephone calls by some participants what I wanted to see, I deferred back to them and 

emphasised I was interested in their experiences as broadly as possible. As described earlier 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ŘƛŘ Ƴȅ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ preferences 

about the scheduling and locations of our work together, even when this meant that I 

travelled considerable distances in short periods of time to work with participants in 

different parts of the country. JourneyCam itself was designed to enable purposive and 

selective data capture, so participants retained control of what aspects of their journeys 

were recorded. In all of these ways I tried to ensure that participants had as much control 

over the process of participating in the research as possible, and that their contribution was 

recognised. 

More broadly, I recognised that within a PhD my research was unlikely to have the kind of 

impŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ L ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ 

about my hopes for the research ς that it would contribute to a better understanding of 

their experiences ς while not over-promising that their participation would directly bring 

about systemic change. I was also open with the participants about the practical issues of 

doing this research within the time-bound context of a PhD. I initially hoped to work with 

organisations such as transport providers, bringing disabled peoplŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

into dialogue with service providers through joint workshops. However, when I explained 

the project to my participants and also when I talked about the next steps after the journeys 

and interviews, I emphasised that it might not be possible within the PhD. Finally, I gave 

participants the opportunity to validate or contest my understanding of data from the first 

phase of fieldwork in group workshops where I shared my tentative analysis with them and 

invited them to critique it. This process, which formed part of the second phase of fieldwork, 

is discussed in Chapter 6. It aimed to recognise the commonality of disablement not only 

through my own analysis of data but also through the research design itself, helping to 

collectivise both personal experiences of disablement as well as the process of research 
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production (Stone & Priestley, 1996, p.711). Indeed, these workshops became sites of 

collective knowledge-sharing, an aspect explored in more detail in Chapter 6. 

A related issue that stemmed from my positioning was that of my own politics as a non-

disabled researcher. On several occasions during the course of the project, participants 

asked questions that probed my understanding of disability and in particular whether I had 

adopted a social model understanding. For example, it was very clear in my initial phone call 

ǿƛǘƘ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ΨǘŜǎǘƛƴƎΩ Ƴȅ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ 

repeated when we met for the journey and interview. He later acknowledged this, reflecting 

in the interview on our interaction when I was explaining how to operate JourneyCam: 

άL ŦŜƭǘ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΦ LŦ LΩƳ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

ȅƻǳΣ L ǿŀǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ Ψ5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ 

the [Bluetooth button] and just click it wƘŜƴ L ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ŎƭƛŎƪ ƛǘΚΩ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǎŀƛŘΣ 

Ψ²Ŝƭƭ ƴƻΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƛǘΩΦ  

Χ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀǎ 

possible or whether you were wanting to have any input in that relationship. But it 

felt very much that you built the whole research project on the basis that the 

individual should have as much power as possible throughout the experience and 

within the parameters of what you've set, which is obviously logistically what 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ȅƻǳ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊǎΧ .ǳǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳϥǾŜ 

ƎƛǾŜƴ ƳŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέ  

(Anthony, post-journey interview) 

²ƘƛƭŜ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ 

over participating in the fieldwork as possible were at least somewhat successful, they do 

raise the issue of my positionality as a researcher. I had been checked out, to see whether I 

ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǊƛƎƘǘΩ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ς specifically, adopting the social model of disability ς and had 

ΨǇŀǎǎŜŘΩ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ 

some of our interactions, such as when the issue of impairment came up in the workshops. 

In that context, I explained my uncertainty about how best to include it in my analysis, as 

some participants had explicitly mentioned it while others had not. I explained that I was 

interested in what they thought, and it became a topic of debate and discussion within the 

workshops. Nonetheless, I still felt compelled to explain that my approach to the research 

was rooted in a social understanding of disablement, and that my interpretation of what 
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they had said to me so far was that impairment formed a far less significant part of their 

experiences than societal barriers.  

This experience partly reflects a dilemma of what a researcher should do when confronted 

by diverging opinions amongst disabled participants, especially if they are distanced from 

ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΥ {ǘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ tǊƛŜǎǘƭȅ (1996, p.711) ask if a researcher ought 

to ever politicise the unpoliticised or advocate for a social model of disablement. They 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘ 

should be their guide. To take an initial decision to adopt the social model of disablement is 

itself, they argue, a key step in demonstrating commitment to the disability movement. This 

is a form of ethical responsiveness, necessary in order to be answerable to my participants: 

the process of building a trustful and respectful relationship with participants involves a 

form of political positioning in relation to them (Durrant & Kirk, 2018). I feel answerable to 

the participants with whom I worked, and for the reasons discussed earlier in this chapter 

this meant that I framed my work within a social model understanding of disablement. That 

this granted me access to participants who might otherwise have refused to work with me 

reflects the ethics of working on a sensitive political issue and of being accountable to them. 

3.9 Discussion 

This chapter has outlined the methods adopted in this research, beginning with an overview 

of my epistemological and methodological approach. Building on feminist epistemologies, I 

emphasised the importance of recognising ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ L 

have framed my work within the social model of disablement, explicitly acknowledging the 

ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ 

led to the adoption of a go along method, where I accompanied powered wheelchair users 

on journeys of their choice and provided them with a custom smartphone tool enabling 

them to capture video and data about our journeys together. These was followed by semi-

structured interviews, which drew upon the data they had gathered, enabling them to 

reflect on their journeys and to co-create new knowledge about their experiences of 

mobility with me during the interviews. The following chapters outline the findings of this 

ǿƻǊƪΥ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ п ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΤ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ р 

explores the value of their situated knowledge and the costs associated with its acquisition; 

and Chapter 6 looks at how this knowledge might be brought into dialogue with others. 
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Chapter 4. Enablers and Disablers ƻŦ tƻǿŜǊŜŘ ²ƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ¦ǎŜǊǎΩ 
Mobility 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the things that participants identified as significant as either enabling 

or disabling their mobility. In both the journeys and post-journey interviews, all participants 

described vividly and in detail how they encounter social and material barriers in their 

everyday lives. These barriers created what have been described as ΨŀōƭŜƛǎǘ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎΩΣ 

that is ΨƭƛǾŜŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜΧ [such barriers] challenge [disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎϐ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ ŀōƭŜŘ-ōƻŘƛŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΩ (Chouinard, 1997, 

p.380). They are by their nature exclusionary: spatial barriers serve to materially exclude 

disabled people from public space, thereby ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƭŀŎŜΩΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

social barriers reinforce this spatial marginalisation (Kitchin, 1998). Improving the access of 

disabled people to public space therefore requires improving both the physical and social 

environment (Butler & Bowlby, 1997), and any attempt to bring about more inclusive spaces 

Ƴǳǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

the complex interplay between them. These factors can serve as barriers or facilitators of 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

This chapter therefore explores some of the most significant material and social concerns as 

expressed by participants during the journeys and in the semi-structured interviews. Often, I 

witnessed the issues they described, and participants captured many of them in their video 

clips. These social and material concerns were often characterised as disabling, hindering 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜǊǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ L ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎΩΥ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ 

or factors that participants described as aiding their mobility. The chapter then examines 

how some measures that are intended to reduce barriers faced by disabled people, which I 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΩΣ Ŏŀƴ in some cases perpetuate disabling practices. Finally, 

the chapter draws together some unifying themes from across these diverse experiences, 

underlying the socio-material nature of both enablers and disablers, highlighting gaps 

between formalised and experiential understandings of accessibility, and exploring the 

contingent nature of disabling environments.  
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4.2 Material Concerns 

Participants discussed a wide range of issues about the material environment, explaining 

how these could create different kinds of disabling barriers. These material concerns related 

to both the built and the natural environment, and were most often physical barriers which 

impeded the free movement of powered wheelchair users. They frequently related either to 

the poor quality of surfaces, which gave an unpleasant and uncomfortable ride, or to routes 

which were rendered impassable by the presence of permanent features such as steps or 

temporary blockages like scaffolding. Participants often had to take much longer routes than 

non-disabled travellers to get around these barriers, resulting in additional effort and time 

spent on their journeys. Their overall experiences of material barriers reflect those widely 

documented in previous literature on the geographies of disability (Gleeson, 1999b; Imrie, 

1996b, 2000a; Imrie & Edwards, 2007; Imrie & Kumar, 1998; Matthews & Vujakovic, 1995). 

Some participants also mentioned how certain aspects of the natural environment, such as 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƻǊ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊΣ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ 

pose challenges to mobility for disabled people. Such factors have also been identified in 

prior work (Corazon et al., 2019; Lindsay & Yantzi, 2014; Ripat et al., 2015; Williams et al., 

2004). It was notable that many of the material barriers described by participants could be 

addressed through programmes of barrier removal, although not all natural barriers are 

well-suited to such strategies (Shakespeare, 2006, pp.45ς46). The most significant material 

issues participants raised, and their implications, are discussed in more detail below. 

4.2.1 Qualities of surfaces 

Rough or uneven surfaces were the most common physical barrier discussed by participants. 

All talked at length about the enabling and disabling qualities of the surfaces on which they 

travelled, and about the effect of these surfaces on both themselves and their wheelchairs. 

These comments were frequently made during the journeys themselves, typically while 

going over uneven surfaces or traversing steep inclines, but participants also discussed them 

retrospectively while reviewing video clips and describing their experiences during the 

interviews. David, for example, described viscerally how bumps caused by these surfaces 

were a source of discomfort as well as of potential damage to his wheelchair: 

άǊƻǳƎƘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜΧ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ 

ŎƘŀƛǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŀǘǘƭŜ ƛǘΧ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ƛǘ ŀƴŘΧ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƳŜ ƭƻƻǎŜΧ ŎƻōōƭŜǎΧ 

trees coming under pavements, and pavements disintegrating. Stuff like that, it's 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜέ (David, post-journey interview).  
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Participants expressed a clear preference for certain surfaces over others, with a hierarchy 

emerging in which smooth tarmac or large well-laid paving slabs were perceived as most 

pleasant and therefore desirable to travel over. Yet even the latter could be problematic for 

participants if they had been unevenly laid or had suffered damage over time, as Anne 

explained:  

άȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ Ƨƻƭǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƳŜ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ώǇŀǾƛƴƎ ǎƭŀōϐ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΦ .ǊƛŎƪǎ 

ŀǊŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊǎŜΣ ŎƻōōƭŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘέ (Anne, post-journey interview).  

Another participant, Jessica, described the old, worn down stone flags near to her home as 

her άǿƻǊǎǘ ƴƛƎƘǘƳŀǊŜέ and compared them unfavourably to railway station concourses or 

indoor shopping centres (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Worn paving slabs described by Jessica as her "worst nightmare" (author's photographs) 

This preference for travelling on smooth surfaces led participants to alter their patterns of 

movements in their wheelchair. When travelling with them, I noticed how they would 

frequently adjust their position as they travelled, seeking out smoother routes on footpaths 

and roads to avoid bumps or cracks rather than necessarily taking the most direct route. 

When interviewed, one person described the need to be vigilant: 

ά[I have] ǘƻ ǿŀǘŎƘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻōōƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōǳƳǇǎΧ  ƛǘϥǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ 

{ƻ L ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ LϥƳ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŀǊέ (Ravi, interview).  

Another participant described in detail how their experience of negotiating a bumpy path 

differed from that of her personal assistant (PA):  

άƳȅ ŎǳǇ ƻŦ ǘŜŀ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ everywhereΦ !ƴŘ ƘŜǊǎΧ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǇƛƭƭΧ L ǿŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ 

ǘƻ ƘŜǊΣ ΨŘƻ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōǳƳǇǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ΨƴƻΩΣ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀƛŘ ΨŘƻ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻǘǇŀǘƘΩ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΧ ǎƘŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǘ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜϥǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƛǘ Χ 

IΩƳ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦΣ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŀŘŀǊ ƭƛƪŜΣ ȅΩƪƴƻǿΣ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊǘƘΣ ōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊǘƘΣ 
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should I go that way, should I go this way, is that bump, is that twig gonna make 

ƳŜ ƧǳƳǇ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ŀǾƻƛŘ ƛǘΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ƴƻǘέ (Anne, post-journey interview). 

!ƴƴŜΩǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƘŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ 

user was to that of a non-disabled person travelling on the same path. Despite knowing the 

path well, she had to be constantly vigilant in a way that her walking companion did not. 

This vigilance helped her to avoid bumps which could disturb her planned path or cause her 

discomfort. Yet despite the additional effort she expended to do this, she was unable to 

prevent her drink from spilling: vibrations transmitted through the chair were sufficient to 

upset the cup of tea she held in her lap. The negative experience caused by a bumpy surface 

therefore went beyond discomfort, and caused danger due to the risk of her spilling her tea.  

It was also clear from conversations with participants that some found bumpy surfaces to be 

more difficult to deal with than others. Those living with impairments that cause heightened 

sensitivity to pain, for example, described how poor-quality surfaces were more than an 

inconvenience but could cause injury and severely restrict their activities. Likewise, those 

whose impairments led to limited strength explained how bumps could jerk them out of 

position in their seat, leaving them in an uncomfortable position or even causing them to 

lose control of their wheelchair. For some, it would require the assistance of another person 

such as a PA to position themselves again, reducing their independence by imposing an 

unwelcome and otherwise unnecessary reliance on others to assist them (Scully, 2010, 

2014). These psycho-emotional costs and associated labour imposed by disabling material 

barriers will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Most participants also discussed how the steepness of inclines, such as slopes or ramps to 

and from vehicles, often posed particular challenges. Those with experience of manual or 

ΨǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ƘǳōΩ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ the challenge of propelling themselves up or 

controlling their descent down such slopes. There was also a widespread concern around the 

potential for accidents, and several explained that they felt nervous of tipping out of their 

chair when traversing steep inclines. Jessica had twice previously ended up in Accident and 

Emergency after falling out of her chair, and explained how steep slopes made her feel: 

άŀǿŦǳƭΦ !ōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ŀǿŦǳƭΧ Ƴȅ heart is in the back of my throat, because I feel that 

ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƴŀǎǘȅ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘέ 

(Jessica, post-journey interview). 
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These kinds of psycho-emotional impacts of material barriers will be discussed further in 

Chapter 5. As with driving on rough surfaces, participants often changed their behaviour 

when faced with such barriers. Many avoided steep slopes entirely, incurring additional time 

and effort as they sought other routes. Several asked for my assistance as they traversed 

steep inclines, for example by asking me to put my arm out and steady them in their chair.  

These examples highlight how the design of particular features of the built environment, in 

particular poor-quality surfaces and steep ramps, had the effect of disabling wheelchair 

ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΦ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǿŜƭƭ 

considered in the UK planning system (Imrie, 2000b; Imrie & Wells, 1993), and the examples 

described by these participants show how specific configurations of built space can exclude 

disabled people. These exclusionary spaces have been widely documented in the literature 

on the geographies of disability, for example in relation to shared space (Imrie, 2012a) and 

the provision of accessible toilets (Kitchin & Law, 2001)Φ ¸Ŝǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄperiences 

show that even mundane aspects of the material environment, such as pavement surfaces, 

can have a considerable effect on disabled people. Furthermore, not only do exclusionary 

environments have a physical impact on disabled people and cause them to act differently, 

they can also make them feel less valued than non-disabled people (Imrie & Kumar, 1998), 

another aspect of psycho-emotional disablism that will be discussed in the next chapter. The 

long-ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ Ŏƻǳƴcils 

or society as a whole.  

Some experiences described above also hint at the ways that the built environment is not 

stable and constant, but rather exists in a state of variability and inconsistency. Certain 

aspects of the built environment will inevitably degrade with time, for example as paving 

slabs crack or tree roots work their way under tarmac leading to bumpy or uneven surfaces. 

In turn, these changes can lead to environments becoming less hospitable for disabled 

people over time, underlining the critical importance of actively maintaining accessible 

places and routes. This will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. However, 

participants also explained how short-term changes and variability could also lead to 

disablement and excƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΩ ƻōǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ 

to their mobility. These are further discussed below. 
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4.2.2 Circumventing temporary obstructions and blockages 

Participants often described how temporary obstructions were especially problematic, as 

they could impede the only accessible route from one place to another, and were very 

difficult to anticipate and plan around. I encountered or observed such obstacles on almost 

every journey I undertook with participants. Most often these were things which obstructed 

the pavement, including advertising boards, building works, wheelie bins, and parked cars. 

These were often difficult or impossible for wheelchair users to circumvent without having 

to travel in the road, though even this was not always possible due to a lack of dropped 

kerbs (a factor discussed in more detail in Section 4.4.1).  

A particular bugbear explicitly mentioned by several participants ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ōƻŀǊŘǎ ƻǊ Ψ!-

ōƻŀǊŘǎΩΦ These were often encountered immediately outside hospitality venues and, along 

with the presence of other permanent or temporary street clutter like bollards, bins, or 

parked cars, could entirely obstruct the pavement for a wheelchair user (Figure 7). A typical 

comment was that A-boards posed άŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƴǳƛǎŀƴŎŜΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎέ (David, 

post-journey interview), though similar sentiments were widely expressed by participants 

about other things that frequently blocked pavements such as parked cars.  

 

Figure 7: (L) Footpath in residential neighbourhood made impassable by the presence of a parked car (R) A wide 
footpath in the entertainment district of a large city substantially blocked by a variety of street furniture 

(author's photographs) 

Another issue raised by several participants was shop displays that protruded into aisles, or 

advertising boards or other display units that were frequently placed in the entrance to 

shops. One participant explained how businesses that were otherwise unproblematic for her 

to enter as a wheelchair user became inaccessible in these situations: 

άώǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜϐ Ƴȅ ǇŜǘ ƘŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅΧ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΣ 

they're everywhere, they're everywhere, they're evenς all the jewellery shops right, 
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so you got, an entrance that might be two metres wide, they put a great big A 

board right in the middle. So whoever's going in, has to take a detour, and squeeze 

down the sidesΧ I can't, so I just push it. And then I tell them, but that's already 

Ǝƻǘ ƳŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘέ (Anne, post-journey interview). 

!ƴƴŜΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǎƘŜ ŦŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ 

psycho-emotional consequences of coming up against them so often, an issue discussed 

further in Chapter 5.  

As noted above, another experience ubiquitous to all participants was that of parked 

vehicles blocking the path. We often came across this in residential suburbs or inner cities, 

where the pavement was rendered impassable for a wheelchair user. These issues were 

heightened when it was rubbish collection day (Figure 8). As with the other issues in this 

section, it was often the combination of multiple permanent and temporary blockages that 

caused particular access barriers. This highlights the significance of contingent and 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜŀōƭŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

 

Figure 8: Jessica's JourneyCam footage showing a 
 parked car and wheelie bin obstructing the pavement 

Other temporary issues highlighted by participants included road and building works, which 

led to pavements obstructed by clutter such as open manhole covers and scaffolding. This 

was particularly well illustrated on a journey with David in central London. He captured clips 

as he carefully manoeuvred around an open telecommunications manhole (which had to be 

partly moved by the engineer to allow him passage), before seeing an A-board that partly 

obstructed the pavement. When we passed that, he found his way blocked by scaffolding 

erected for building works, but no temporary ramp to allow him to get off the pavement and 

onto the road, nor any advance signs warning that the pavement was shut (Figure 9). 
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Figure 9: David's JourneyCam footage: sequence approaching the manhole (top left), then seeing an A-board 
(top right) before finding our ourselves completely blocked (bottom left), and retracing our path past the open 

manhole (bottom right) 

In the subsequent interview, he explained how it was understandable that for safety reasons 

we could not pass the building works, but that because there was no temporary plastic ramp 

provided to bridge the pavement and street levels, wheelchair users are unable to get past 

this blockage:  

άǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǉǳǘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǊŀƳǇǎΧ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŎƻƳŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜǊō ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅΧ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŦƛƴŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭΦ aƻǎǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ 

ǎƛǘŜǎΧ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƻǎŜέ (David, post-journey interview). 

In the absence of such provision for those who could not traverse a kerb, there was no 

choice except to retrace our path, and face the ΨƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩ ƻŦ Ǉǳō ǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ 

manhole. There was so little clearance between the latter and the enƎƛƴŜŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǊƪŜŘ Ǿŀƴ 

that 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ wheelchair clipped the flimsy metal barrier around the manhole:  

LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊΥ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘƻǳōƭŜŘ ōŀŎƪΣ ŀƴŘΧ ǘƘŜ .¢ Ƴŀƴ ƘŀŘ ƎƻƴŜ ƻŦŦΦ  

5ŀǾƛŘΥ ¸ŜǇΦ !ƴŘ ǿŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƘƛǎΧ ŦǊŀƳŜΦ  

LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊΥ {ƻ LΧ ǎǘŜǇǇŜŘ ƛƴΦ  
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David: Ah, we should hear a knock now! [klinking noise] Yeh! 

(David, post-journey interview). 

Faced with these barriers, participants sometimes opted to travel along roads rather than 

footpaths or pavements, although as described above this was not always possible if no 

dropped kerb or ramp was provided. Elsewhere, often though not exclusively in rural or 

semi-rural areas, participants had no alternative but to travel on the road because no 

pavements were provided. Participants described positive and negative factors associated 

with travelling on the road. Anne, for example, explained that the camber on the road was 

less extreme than on the footpath, with the latter also more likely to have tree roots 

distorting the surface. Another participant described how they preferred travelling on the 

back lanes of terraced residential areas rather than on the footpaths, as these άǿŜǊŜ 

ǎƳƻƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǉǳƛŜǘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘ ƧŜǊƪƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƭŀōǎέ (Geoff, interview). 

For these participants, the road sometimes offered a better experience of mobility.  

Yet travelling on the road could be fraught with danger as it brought the wheelchair user, as 

well as their PA or others accompanying them, into the path of motor vehicles. Participants 

acknowledged these dangers, but often noted they were less problematic than the pain or 

discomfort (and in some cases, the danger of falling out of their chair) they experienced on 

paths. As already noted, in some cases the design of the built environment also left them 

little choice except to travel on the road in the absence of alternative provision. 

One participant captured several videos that graphically illustrate how blocked or absent 

pavements could force wheelchair users into dangerous situations involving motorised 

traffic. In the first example, James saw that the footpath ahead was impassable due to the 

combination of a parked car and overgrown bush, and choose to travel in the road instead 

with his PA as a lookout. There was no pavement on other side of the road that we could 

travel on, so had no option but to continue on the road. As it was a quiet residential street, a 

car that overtook us shortly afterwards was travelling at a relatively low speed (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: James's JourneyCam footage (L) as he moves out into the road because the pavement ahead is  
blocked by a parked car and overgrown bush, and (R) as a car overtakes us while we move along the road 

By contrast, later in the same journey, we had to travel for a short distance along a major 

road which lacked pavements. Despite both WŀƳŜǎΩǎ t! ŀƴŘ ƳŜ ΨŦƭŀƴƪƛƴƎΩ him and watching 

for traffic, this experience felt very unsafe. We returned later that day along the same route 

in the opposite direction, and were again passed at high speed by vehicles as we travelled 

along the carriageway (Figure 11). The still images do not fully convey this experience. 

 

Figure 11: James's JourneyCam footage: sequence on a busy main road as we approached an underpass (top 
left), fast traffic passes us in the opposite direction (top right), overtakes us from behind (bottom left) and 

finally overtake us into the path of oncoming traffic (bottom right). 
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James subsequently discussed these experiences in the interview. His response highlights 

how he negotiated the various material barriers during this portion of the journey with his 

personal assistant, and how the barriers in the material environment meant he was forced 

into an unsafe interaction with motorists.  

JamesΥ ŎǊƻǎǎƛƴƎ ώǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊƻŀŘϐ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ōƛǘΧ ǎŎŀǊȅΧ You just make sure itΩs clear. 

I could go up the kerb there, but there's no way to get down the other side. Plus 

itΩs overgrown anyway.  

Interviewer: What are you thinking when you're in this situation on a road, and 

thereΩs traffic going past?  

James: Emm, a little bit nervous [laughing]. ItΩs just really want to just get off it as 

quickly as I can. But then again not going too fast, to cause an issue with the other 

cars. You can see thereΩs a nice paved bit there, that I can't get onto. If they just 

made a drop kerb there, itΩd make it a lot safer. 

Interviewer: And then you pulled over and stopped underneath the bridge here. 

James: Yep, thatΩs cause [my PA] mentioned there was a car behind, so I thought it 

was bestΧ to let them past on this bit. Rather than carrying on. Give them time to 

get round, and a few other cars to stop. Like this one here stopped to let 

everybody past me. Which I do think was pretty good.  

(James, post-journey interview). 

WŀƳŜǎΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǳƴǎŀŦŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƘƛƳ ŦŜŜƭΥ  

Interviewer: What were you feeling here?  

James: Ehh, a bit nervousΧ theyΩre quite fast, thereΩs a lot of noise as well, so you 

canΩt tell if somethingΩs coming up the road. So yeh, itΩs not the best.  

Interviewer: Χ stuff that was going in your directionΧ did that give you enough 

space, do you feel? 

James: Ehm, I felt okay, it wasnΩt too close. Some go closer than that, so! I think 

some of them could have waited until the other cars had pastΧ [they] will cut into 

ƳŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ƙƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΦ ¸ŜƘΧ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƘŜǊŜΦ 

ΨCause that car on the rightΩs quite close. This next one coming up. Which pulls 

around there, thereΩs not much room for it to actually do that. ItΩs always nice 

when a bike crosses the road as well Ψcause I know itΩs safe! Yeh, was definitely a 

sense of relief when I got on this bit here! ΨCause youΩre out of the way of big cars. 

(James, post-journey interview). 
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These comments highlight the close relationship between disabling material environments 

and the kinds of interactions with others they engender. In this case, the absence of an 

accessible route (materialised through a lack of footpaths, dropped kerbs, and pedestrian 

crossings) compelled a wheelchair user to travel on a main road, where they became 

vulnerable to the behaviour of motor vehicle drivers. Elsewhere during the interview James 

described the importance of training new personal assistants, and this extract demonstrates 

how the relationship of trust they had built up with their PA helped them to navigate this 

unsafe situation. This intertwining of material and interactional aspects of the environment 

will be further discussed later in this chapter. 

4.2.3 Natural environmental factors  

In addition to aspects of the built environment discussed above, many participants also 

identified how the natural environment could be disabling. Several participants described 

how dirt and muck were problematic for powered wheelchair users, as unlike a pair of shoes 

one cannot remove the tyres on a wheelchair when entering a house. This was particularly 

the case for someone who relied on a personal assistant at home, who described what might 

happen if they got their chair dirty when they were on their own:  

άL ƪƴƻǿ LΩǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŘƻƎ ǎƘƛǘΣ ƻǊ ƳǳŘΦ L Ŏŀƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǎƛǘ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƛǘΣ ōǳǘ L ƎŜǘ ǘƻƻ 

frustrated, so I need to move round the house, and then yƻǳΩǾŜ ƧǳǎǘΧ ȅΩƪƴƻǿΗέ 

(Anne, post-journey interview). 

Two participants who had experience using both manual and powered wheelchairs drew 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƳǎ ƻŦ 

the wheels, and as Jessica put it, άǘƘŜȅ ƎŜǘ ŦƛƭǘƘȅέ. Participants also mentioned ambient light 

and temperature as factors that could significantly affect their experiences, which interacted 

with other factors such as their wheelchair. Jessica explained how the battery indicator lights 

on her wheelchair control panel could be blinding in the dark, making it hard to see what she 

was doing. Light levels were related to perceptions of personal safety, which was raised as a 

concern by some participants. One noted that in a busy place with lots of cameras, such as 

the West End, άǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŘŀǊƪƴŜǎǎ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΧ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ǊƻǳǘŜΧ ώƴŜŀǊŜǊϐ ƘƻƳŜ ƛǎ 

ǾŜǊȅ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘϥǎ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΧ ώƛǘϐ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜƭǘ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜέ (David, post-journey 

interview). This again suggests a complex interaction between specific social, material, and 

natural factors in his perception of safety in low light conditions. The presence or absence of 
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//¢±Σ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǊƻǳǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŀƳōƛŜƴǘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŀƭƭ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ 

experience of mobility.  

Alongside light levels, participants described ways in which the temperature, weather and 

season could also have disabling effects on them. David explained how low temperatures 

could impact powered wheelchair users differently to manual wheelchair users:  

άƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳƻǘƻǊςcyclist youΩre not moving about, and youΩve got wind rushing past 

youΧ itΩs possible to get really freezing cold in a power chair. ItΩs different in a 

wheelchair where youΩre exerting yourself and you can stay warm, but youΩre 

absolutely imƳƻōƛƭŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŎƘŀƛǊέ (David, post-journey interview).  

As a user of both manual and powered wheelchairs, he also noted that wet conditions could 

post him functional challenges in controlling his chair: 

άƛŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƛǇ ǊƛƳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭ wheelchair are at all moist, I can't grip them. So 

they slide around and I lose controlέ ό5ŀǾƛŘΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview).  

He therefore chose to take his powered chair, rather than use his manual chair, if it was 

raining. Like many other participants, David also described how the weather affected his 

choice of whether to go out at all. He noted that wintery conditions posed a particular safety 

issue:  

άL ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǎƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƛŎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜΧ L Ŏŀƴϥǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ [the 

wheelchair] ƻƴ ƛŎŜΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴŀǎǘȅέ (David, post-journey 

interview).  

Jessica also highlighted how she would think twice άƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴȅ ǊŀƛƴΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ōŀŘ 

ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŘŀǊƪ Řŀȅέ (Jessica, post-journey interview). This was for several linked 

reasons: the discomfort she would experience in poor weather conditions, her concern 

about damaging her chair, and concerns about her personal safety such as being clearly 

visible to car drivers. As described in the Methods chapter, fieldwork with some participants 

was postponed or interrupted due to inclement weather.  

Leaves and pooled water, more common in autumn and winter, could also conceal physical 

barriers. Anne retrospectively described during her interview why she manoeuvred her chair 

in a particular way, and explained her thought process at the time of capturing the video:  

άƘƻǿ ŘŜŜǇ ƛǎ ƛǘΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ŀǾƻƛŘ ƛǘΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ƧǳǎǘΧ 

risk it, and maybe if the hole's too big I come flying out, or maybe don't risk it, all 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ (Anne, post-journey interview). 



 106 

!ƎŀƛƴΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

concerns. Many of these barriers could not be fully addressed by a strategy of barrier 

removal. For example, although providing covered bus stops might reduce the amount of 

time a wheelchair user spends waiting for a bus in the rain, it would not remove the 

problems caused by precipitation for wheelchair users entirely. Likewise, previous studies 

have highlighted how severe winter weather conditions can cause a range of barriers for 

wheelchair users (Lindsay & Yantzi, 2014; Ripat et al., 2018, 2015).  

However, some weather-related barriers could be at least partially addressed to make 

environments more accessible. For example, if better drainage ensured water did not pool 

on drop kerbs, for example, or if pavements were well-gritted during cold weather, 

participants would face fewer material barriers to their mobility. The fact that these issues 

do not appear to be regarded as a priority speaks to a broader societal issue: an apparent 

lack of concern for providing suitable environments to enable the mobility of wheelchair 

users and other disabled people. Moreover, the ever-changing nature of barriers associated 

with the natural environment, which were linked to weather conditions, seasons, and light 

levels, again highlights the impact that unpredictable or transient factors can have on 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ  

4.3 Social Issues  

L ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

other people, and unsurprisingly such interactions featured prominently in their everyday 

mobility. Walking, the most widespread form of mobility, has been described as a 

profoundly social activity wherein social relations are not simply enacted in situ ōǳǘ ΨǇŀŎŜŘ 

ƻǳǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΩ (Ingold & Vergunst, 2008, p.1). Experiences of mobility amongst 

wheelchair users are likewise social endeavours, including inevitable interactions with the 

wide range of other people with whom wheelchair users share space.  

Some of these intŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎǊƻǿŘǎΣ ƘŀǾŜ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩ 

implications, demonstrating the blurring of material and social factors. However, others 

highlight specific social barriers that are faced by disabled people in their encounters with 

non-disabled people, such as the attitudes and behaviours of others. These were often 

related to being visibly different, with their use of a powered wheelchair or (in some cases) 

ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǿƛǎƛōƭȅ ΨŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǳƴǳǎǳŀƭΩ ōƻŘȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǘŀǊƛƴƎ at them. Disabled 

people disrupt non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨƴƻǊƳŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎǘŀǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ άǎƴŀƎƎƛƴƎ 



 107 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭέΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ 

explain such differences (Garland-Thomson, 2006, pp.173ς174).  

Participants emphasised the significance of these interactions in their experiences of 

mobility. They often dwelt in the interviews on how they perceived the attitudes and 

behaviours of other people towards them. It was particularly notable that these interactions 

could be every bit ŀǎ ΨŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎΩ ƻǊ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎΩ to disabled people as the material factors 

already discussed. In some cases, the ways in which these interactions enabled or disabled 

was due to the direct actions of the other person, whether or not that was consciously 

intended. For example, a stare or an insensitive comment could make someone feel that 

ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘΣ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ 

feel welcomed. However, it was sometimes indirect actions ς that is, individual or collective 

behaviour that was not directed at the disabled person ς which were perceived as disabling. 

In addition, it was often a combination of these interactional and material factors which was 

highlighted as particularly significant.  

4.3.1 Indirect actions  

Most participants expressed discomfort around crowds, both verbally during interviews and 

through their behaviour while out and about. This was due to the perceived dangers posed 

by the physical presence and unpredictable behaviour of a crowd, rather than the specific 

actions of individuals, reflecting prior research oƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

(Transport for London, 2010). Participants described going out of their way to avoid busy 

locations, including planning their routes carefully to consider temporal factors such as rush 

hour or seasonal variations in the size of crowds that would be present:  

ά!ǘ ǊǳǎƘ ƘƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻ ώǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎǘǊŜŜǘϐΧ Lǘϥǎ ǘƻƻ ōǳǎȅΦ 9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜϥǎ 

just there. It's like when there was the German Christmas market. I just didn't go, 

because there's no point. Like there's just too many people, too many like 

ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎΧ wǳǎƘ ƘƻǳǊ ƛǘϥƭƭ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōǳǎȅΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǘƛƳŜΧ ώŀƴŘϐ 

it's always busy when it's ChrƛǎǘƳŀǎέ (Jane, post-journey interview). 

Crowds not only posed physical obstacles to the mobility of powered wheelchair users. In 

addition, as discussed in the following chapter, participants were conscious of what they 

described as their own responsibility to control the movement of their chairs, which were 

often large and heavy. Some described how interacting with crowds could lead to a risk to 
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the safety not only of themselves, but to others as well, if the crowd impeded their ability to 

control their chair: 

άǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ LϥƳ ƛƴ ŀ ŎǊƻǿŘΣ L ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǉǳƛǘŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻƴ 

ƳŜΣ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻƴ ώƳȅ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƧƻȅǎǘƛŎƪϐ ŀƴŘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴƧǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳΧ {ƻ L Řƻƴϥǘ ƭƛƪŜ 

crowds, just because my arm's there, my elbow's out, and if anybody knocks my 

elbow, IϥƭƭΧ LϥƭƭΧ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΗ Lǘϥǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǘŀƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀƛǊΗέ  

(Anne, post-journey interview). 

The presence of crowds compounded another issue, the issue of safety in the interaction 

between a powered wheelchair user and others around them: 

άǿƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ really really busy, and you have loads of people around you, that can be 

quite intimidatingΧ you also have to make sure that you're driving your chair 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭȅ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴȅōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪέ  

(Jessica, post-journey interview). 

Participants explained how non-disabled people made incorrect assumptions about the 

capabilities of wheelchairs, which extended to how they interacted with wheelchair users. 

Several reported that people misjudged how much space they would need to get past or 

manoeuvre in their chair. One person described how  

άǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƧǳƳǇƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪΦ !ƴŘΧ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴǎǳǊŜΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜέ (Geoff, interview). 

This uncertainty could result in people behaving unpredictably, which further complicated 

the interaction between the wheelchair user and the non-disabled person. As David 

explained,  

άƛŦ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŦƛŦǘȅ ȅŀǊŘǎ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƘŜȅϥƭƭ ŀǇƻƭƻƎƛǎŜ ŦƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅϥƭƭ ƧǳƳǇ 

out the way if I'm twenty yards away as if I'm going to run them over at seventy 

ƳƛƭŜǎ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊΦ {ƻ ƛǘϥǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜŀŎǘ ǘƻ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊǎέ (David, post-

journey interview). 

The unpredictable behaviour of others could be dangerous: people risked being run into by 

the powered wheelchair user if they stopped suddenly in front of them. Given the weight 

and bulk of powered wheelchairs, participants expressed concern over the potential to 

injure others, reflecting ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƴŜƎŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ 

possibility. These issues are related to wider notions of disabled people needing to assume 

particular responsibilities around their bodily self-management and presentation in order to 
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cater to the expectations and requirements of non-disabled society (Scully, 2010). As such, 

they also reflect broader hegemonic discourses which assert the supremacy of unimpaired, 

mobile bodies (Imrie, 2000a). This suggests not only that disabled people must undertake 

additional work to overcome non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘƛƭȅ 

(in)competence of disabled people, but also that their formal right of disabled people to 

access public space is contingent on them exercising what society considers to be 

ΨŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇƻǊǘƳŜƴǘΦ 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŀǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 

notable at several points during my journeys with them. DaǾƛŘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ the 

ŎǊŀƳǇŜŘ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜŘŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ ǘǳƴƴŜƭ ŀǘ YƛƴƎΩǎ /Ǌƻǎǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ 

how carefully he had to move to negotiate crowds of passengers. On several occasions in 

under thirty seconds, he was forced to slow down or even stop as his way was blocked by 

groups or individuals, which he described in the post-journey interview as άǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎέ 

him (Figure 12).  

 

Figure 12: David's JourneyCam footage: sequence in a pedestrian tunnel in a London tube station, as people  
walking or running in the opposite direction repeatedly blocked his path and forced him to stop moving 
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In the interview, he made it clear that his caution was related to his perception that he 

would be blamed for a collision: 

David: I'm very cautious Ψcause I don't want to be one who causes an accident 

because someone is going to walk into me, I want to be stationary or very slow. 

LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊΥ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǳǘƛƻƴΧ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǳǘƛƻƴΚ Lǎ ƛǘ ŀ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ 

thing? Orς 

DavidΥ ¸ŜƘΣ ƛǘΩǎΧ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ LϥƳ ƴƻǘΧ ƘŜƭŘ ƭƛŀōƭŜ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻŜǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ LϥƳ 

the one with the heavy machinery and I would be seen as the more dangerous of 

the two people crashing.  

Interviewer: Even if it's someone else running into you?  

David: Yes. I don't know whether that's how it would be seen, but I don't want it to 

be risked.  

(David, post-journey interview). 

Despite several other participants noting the danger their chair could pose to others, not all 

participants described their behaviours around crowds as manifesting in caution. Geoff 

compared the experience of being a wheelchair user in a crowd to being a pebble in water, 

where the ΨƎŀǇΩ ōŜƘƛƴŘ you was filled immediately. He explained how, when he was a 

wheelchair user, he άǘŜƴŘ[ed] ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎǊƻǿŘǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŦƛǊƳƭȅέ, which worked for him but 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ t!: 

άώƛƴϐ ¢ǊŀŦŀƭƎŀǊ {ǉǳŀǊŜΧ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǇŀǊǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΦ .ǳǘ [my PA] was behind, and they 

were completely hit! ΨCause what people would do is they would walk around, and 

then immediately walk behind the chair and the PA just got hit by this torrent of 

people coming at them because they didn't keep the space. Although the PA was 

immediately behind, people didnΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎΣ ŀƴŘΧ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

the space that was in front of the PA, between them and my chair, was filled by 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅέ (Geoff, interview). 

In this example, the interactional dynamics between a powered wheelchair user and the 

public had changed because of the presence of a personal assistant walking behind him. It 

again ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜΩ their movement and that of 

people around them as they pass through busy public spaces.  
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!ǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŎǊƻǿŘǎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨƛƴŘƛǊŜŎǘΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ-disabled 

people as problematic and disabling. Jane, for example, described the barriers posed to her 

by the behaviours of smokers: 

άŎƛƎŀǊŜǘǘŜǎ Řƻ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘ ƛƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦŀŎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ǎŀȅ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜϥǎ 

ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƛƎŀǊŜǘǘŜ L ǿƛƭƭ ŘƻŘƎŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǊƛƎƘt in my face. So 

ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƳƻƪŜΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƎƻǘΧ ώŦŜŜƭƛƴƎϐ ƭƛƪŜΧ ŀƳ L Ǝƻƴƴŀ ōŜ ōǳǊƴǘΣ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ 

that. Like IΩve heard a story of someone being burnt on the face with a cigarette, 

because obviously itΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜǾŜƭΗΧ {ƻ L ǿƛƭƭ ŘƻŘƎŜΦ L ƘŀǘŜ ƛǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƭike a pet 

ǇŜŜǾŜέ όJane, post-journey interview). 

When asked about their thoughts on smoking, several subsequent interviewees also talked 

about the same issue faced by Jane.  

The examples above demonstrate how the everyday, unintentional, and even subconscious 

behaviours of other members of the public could have disabling effects.  

4.3.2 Direct actions 

As well as the indirect interactions described above, participants discussed at length the 

ƳƻǊŜ ΨǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭΩ ƻǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƴ-disabled people. These were 

described as highly variable, and were most often characterised as being at one of two 

ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜǎΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ΨǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΩ ƻǊ ΨƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜΩΦ ¢ƘŜ Ŏharacteristics of especially positive or negative 

actions shed light on behaviours and attitudes that participants found particularly enabling 

or disabling. Participants highlighted how these interactions could make or break a journey: 

ά¢ƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛǘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΦ .ǳƳǇǎΣ ǳƴŜǾŜƴ 

footpath, even if you canΩǘ ƳƻǾŜΧ ƛǘϥǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩs that. But peopleΩs attitude 

Ŏŀƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΧ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŜǊŀǎŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƻǊ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǿƻǊǎŜέ (Anne, post-journey 

interview). 

Similar perspectives on ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ were expressed by a 

majority of participants, though the suggestion that positive interactions could make up for 

physical barriers was not widely expressed. A different perspective was provided by Ravi: 

άƛŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ disabled-ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΧ ǘǊŜŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƴƛŎŜƭȅΣ 

youΩre still going to have a problem, because people being friendly and treating 

ȅƻǳ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛǎƴϥǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ǳǇ ŀ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǎǘŀƛǊǎέ όRavi, interview). 

Many described having had mostly positive interactions with others. David explained, for 

example, how άƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ фф҈ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƪŜŜƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭέ and will άōŜƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ 
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ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎέ to move things or make room for him in confined spaces. Jessica concurred, 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭȅ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΩΥ 

άYesterday, when I parked the car to go to the station, three different people 

asked me if I wanted help when I was getting my wheelchair out of the car. That 

ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴƛŎŜέ (Jessica, post-journey interview). 

Another said that other commuters on her train simply asked whether she had a ramp 

organised at her destination. She felt that this was a good thing:  

άώƛǘΩǎϐ nice, itΩs straight to the point and itΩs not sort of beating around the bush or 

ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ǉǳƛǘŜ ƭƛƪŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΧ ȅΩknow, especially on the way to work I've 

ƴƻǘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇέ (Jane, post-journey interview). 

In her interview, Jane noted that awareness of her needs as a powered wheelchair user was 

something that non-disabled people could develop over time, describing how her friends 

had come to recognise disabling barriers when they travelled with her, and now proactively 

sought out accessible venues to ensure she was able to participate in group activities. 

What was common to these positive interactions was that participants felt they had been 

treated with respect and dignity by others. However, as well as providing examples of 

interactions that were positive, participants also described negative interactions with others. 

While offers of assistance were generally received positively by participants, they also 

discussed how other people sometimes made unhelpful assumptions about their needs as 

wheelchair users. In these cases, offers of assistance could be deeply unhelpful. Several 

described interactions where their wishes were ignored by other people claiming to be 

ΨƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΩΦ Moreover, it is worth noting that disabled people sometimes feel compelled to 

show gratitude for any assistance they are offered όǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎΩ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

role) if this is the only way to get the assistance to which they are legally entitled (Scully, 

2010). 

In addition to offering unhelpful assistance, participants described non-disabled people 

ŘƻƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ manifested in several ways. Some were intrusive, asking 

inappropriate questions about the nature of ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ impairment. Others stared at 

them because they were in a wheelchair (Garland-Thomson, 2006, 2009). Jessica explained 

that staring was widespread: 

άȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ŀ lot of kids staring at you. And you see their parents sort of tug them or 

ǎŀȅ ΨǎǘƻǇ ǎǘŀǊƛƴƎΩ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐΦ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦΧ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 
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ǎǘŀǊƛƴƎ ŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎϥǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳέ (Jessica, post-journey 

interview). 

These interactions had ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ΨƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ Jessica explained, 

ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŜŜƭ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ΨƭŜǎǎΩ ƻǊ ƛƴŦŜǊƛƻǊΦ Jane explained how, as a younger woman 

who used a wheelchair, she attracted particular attention:  

άώǇϐŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǘŀǊŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ at you, I'm so over it, I've dealt with it forςƘƻǿ ƭƻƴƎΧ L Řƻƴϥǘ 

ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǎǘŀǊŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ (Jane, post-journey interview). 

She went on to say that she was άƛƳƳǳƴŜέ ǘƻ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ 

usually curiosity, except that she wished that if people had any questions they would simply 

ask her. However, other disabled people might find such questions intrusive. The acts of 

being stared at or questioned in this manner are forms of everyday ableism, as non-disabled 

onlookers attempt to know and classify ς in individualised, medicalised terms ς those who 

look different to themselves (Calder-Dawe et al., 2020). More generally, such actions 

demonstrate a lack of awareness amongst non-disabled people ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ 

and experiences, and suggest that non-disabled people do not respect appropriate 

boundaries in their interactions with disabled people.  

In some cases, participants described how these interactions could sometimes involve non-

disabled people making offensive or patronising assumptions. One participant explained 

how the disabled parking bay at her GP was being used by someone who did not have a blue 

badge, and on asking if she could park there, received verbal abuse. She described how the 

other driver:  

άǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ Ǝƻ ŀǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΧ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΧ ώŀƴŘ 

thenϐ ǎƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǎƘƻǳǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƳŜέ (Jessica, post-journey interview). 

Jane described being accosted by Jehovah's Witnesses on her way to work: 

ά[they] stopped me for ten minutes to say I was suffering. Which I just thought 

ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǊǳŘŜΗέ (Jane, post-journey interview). 

She also described an incident where an older woman had commented to no-one in 

particular, on seeing her on the bus, that it was the άƛƴǾŀƭƛŘΩǎ Řŀȅ ƻǳǘέ. Although she said to 

the woman άyou can't say that, that's not acceptableέ, she explained how she was annoyed 

because άƴƻςƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ǎŀƛŘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎέ at the time, although several did so after the 

older woman had left (Jane, post-journey interview). 
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Assumptions made by non-disabled ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ 

ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻǊ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ǿŜǊe widely reported. Many 

participants felt that these attitudes stemmed from non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ignorance about 

disability. When asked whether non-disabled people understood the challenges wheelchair 

users ŦŀŎŜŘΣ wŀǾƛΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛcal solutionism to issues of access 

would not solve the barriers faced by disabled people: 

άƴƻΣ L Řƻƴϥǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ 

ǊŀƳǇΣ ƻǊ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎΧ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎ ŘƻƻǊǎ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΧ ǘƘŜȅ 

wouldn't realise the issues that are really affecting disabled people. They kind of 

ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƎǳŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘΧ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŜƴŘΧ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛŎƪέ 

(Ravi, interview). 

Many of the interactions described above were due to the ways in which other members of 

the public behaved towards and around wheelchair users. However, participants also 

explicitly highlighted ways in which their interactions with members of staff affected their 

experiences of mobility. This was due to the central and often authoritative role that staff 

Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ.  

4.3.3 The pivotal role of staff interactions 

Participants drew particular attention to the interactions they had with staff, who are figures 

ƻŦ ΨŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅΩ ƻǊ ΨǎǘǊŜŜǘ ƭŜǾŜƭΩ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ΨǎǘǊŜŜǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ 

ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀǘǎΩ ŀǎ ǇŜǊ [ƛǇǎƪȅΩǎ (1983) formulation of the concept, or public-facing workers in 

the private sector, is less relevant than the fact that public-facing staff of service providers 

exercise considerable discretion in carrying out their duties and thereby hold power over 

disabled people who might require their assistance. For this reason, many participants 

described how interactions with staff of bus or train operators could have a significant effect 

ƻƴ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ  

These interactions were thus critically important to their experiences of mobility. Anne 

explained how, as a wheelchair user waiting for a bus, she anticipated the different ways in 

which an interaction with a bus driver might unfold: 

άȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎΦ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŦŜŜƭ ƛǘΧ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ 

up and then the door opens, and thereΩs a gap that big, and [if they asked to move 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǊϐ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōŜΣ ΨL ƘŀǾŜƴϥǘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƛƳŜΧ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƻƴŜΩΧ ƻǊ ΨȅŜƘΣ ŀƭǊƛƎƘǘ ƭƻǾŜΣ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ Lϥƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪΩΦ /ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘέ (Anne, post-journey interview). 
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Participants felt that public-facing staff had little or no immediate supervision and had a 

large degree of day-to-day autonomy in their work, and that these factors meant that poor 

behaviour went unmonitored. Although in some locations this may not actually be the case, 

with previous research identifying how remote monitoring influences the work practices and 

personal interactions of London bus drivers (Pritchard et al., 2014, 2015), these staff held 

considerable power over the experiences of wheelchair users. Participants highlighted the 

negative impact on them when such power is abused. For example, David characterised bus 

drivers as  

άƭƻƻǎŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻƴǎ [who] they can do as they please, they can be as rude as they 

please, they can be as unhelpful as they please, nobody is there to spot it. And 

ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƴƻ ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ōŜƘŀǾŜ ǿŜƭƭΧ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘέ (David, 

post-journey interview). 

Having travelled with him on a bus, I observed this kind of interaction first hand. Despite 

ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΩ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳǇ ōŜ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ at two consecutive stops, the 

driver drove off on both occasions. When David called out loudly to the driver after the 

second incident to alert him to the fact the button had been pressed, the driver aggressively 

accused him of not having pressed the button at all.  

Yet working with other participants (Figure 13), I observed how interactions with these staff 

could be much more positive. Prompted by a video she had taken on a bus, Jessica gave a 

detailed description of how interactions with the driver could make or break a journey. 

 

 

Figure 13: Jessica's (L) and Melissa's (R) JourneyCam footage of interactions  
with drivers as they boarded buses with manually deployed ramps 

She first described previous situations where a ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ actions had negatively affected 

her journey, to the extent of risking her safety: 
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άǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘŜŘΧ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ŀƳ 

[positioned]Χ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǎƭŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ LϥǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ώǘƘŜ ōǳǎϐ ǎǘƻǇǎ 

ŀƎŀƛƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ LϥǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΧ ώƻǊϐ there's been a pram that's 

attempted to move, but only sort of moved towards the wall, so there's still not 

ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴΦ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ ŀ ōǳǎ ǿƘŜǊŜΧ ώǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘϐ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ 

ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ LϥǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘǎΣ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎΣ ǎƛŘŜǿŀȅǎΗέ (Jessica, post-journey 

interview). 

She highlights the lack of care shown to her drivers who did not ensure she was safely 

positioned in the wheelchair space before moving off, and draws attention to the difficulties 

associated with interactions with other members of the public ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻ 

assist this. She went on to describe, in contrast, a far more positive interaction with a bus 

driver who not only was attentive to her needs in accessing the wheelchair space in a 

confined bus, but who also set her at ease through friendly engagement and humour:  

άǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƻǾŜƭȅΧ ƘŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜ ƳŀƴƻŜǳǾǊŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƭŀŎŜΧ ώƛǘ ǿŀǎϐ ǾŜǊȅ ǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƎƘǘ ǎƻ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘǳǊƴ ώƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎϐΧ ƘŜ ƘŀŘΧ 

me as well as all the other passengers on ǘƘŜ ōǳǎΧ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΧ ƘŜ 

ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƻƳŜŘƛŀƴΧ ώōǳǘϐ ƘŜΩs actually made a very awkward situation so 

much nicer by having a laugh about it. And saying things which were just funny, 

ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΧ ¢Ƙŀt was a potentially 

awful experience ς ōǳǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴϥǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΦέ 

 

άIŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƘŜ ǊŜŀŘ ƳŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭΧ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 

ƘǳƳƻǳǊΧ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƳΣ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƳΣ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƳΧ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜ like 

L ǿŀǎ ƘǳƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘΧ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ƳŜ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΣ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǘƛƎƘǘ 

ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻƻƪ ƳŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜΧ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ψtake your 

ǘƛƳŜΣ Řƻƴϥǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ Řƻƴϥǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜΩΣ Ψonly finished three hours 

ŀƎƻΩ, yΩknow, that sort of thing, it was just all really light humourΧ when I got off 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ L ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨŎŀƴ L ǎŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀǊǘΣ ǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳϥǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻ ƭƻǾŜƭȅΩΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ΨƻƘΣ Řƻƴϥǘ ōŜ ŘŀŦǘΣ ƛǘϥǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƧƻōΩΣ 

but ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘΧ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƳŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ǎŀŦŜƭȅΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ 

ǿŜƴǘ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΧ ώƛǘ ǿŀǎϐ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ 

organisation making the best of quite a difficult situation because that was the 

tightest bus I ǘƘƛƴƪ LϥǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴΧ ƘŀŘ ƘŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

ōŜŜƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜέ  

(Jessica, post-journey interview). 
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Although this example was unusual in making such a positive impression, it is worth noting 

that positive staff interactions ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ. Most felt 

that the vast majority staff were positive and did at least try their best to be helpful. One 

explained how staff on a regional transport network άǿŜǊŜ ǎƻ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘΧ ǿŀƭƪ 

ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘΣ ǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ȅƻǳ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘέ which he described as 

άǿŀȅ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ƻŦ Řǳǘȅέ and as άƎŜƴŜǊŀǘ[ing] a wonderfully warm feeling of 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŜŘέ (David, post-journey interview).  

If participants travelled on certain routes regularly, and encountered the same staff 

repeatedly, this sometimes fostered relationships that brought about positive interactions. I 

witnessed this on my journey with Jane, who when I asked about the interaction I observed 

with a guard on their train, exclaimed άƘŜϥǎ ƎǊŜŀǘΣ L ǎŜŜ ƘƛƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΗέ and 

commented that that άǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǊƪΧ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǊƻǳǘŜΦ {ƻ L Řƻ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿ 

ǘƘŜƳΧ L Řƻƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōǳǘΧ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ƻŦ ƳŜΣ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎέ (Jane, post-journey 

interview). 

The existence of at least a passing relationship with responsive and helpful staff can have a 

significant positive impact ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ, and this may suggest ways of improving the 

experiences of wheelchair users. Rostering patterns that enable particular staff to have 

consistent shifts, for example, might foster this kind of relationship with regular travellers. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŜΥ ƛŦ ŀ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ 

negative towards a wheelchair user, they would be exposed to this more often. While on a 

journey through his town, Anthony described how one particular staff member at a local 

station took his time when providing assistance and was over-familiar towards him in a way 

he found inappropriate. Where participants had poor experiences, they often described staff 

as being unaware of how best to interact with a disabled person or accommodate their 

needs. This might imply that disability awareness training was either lacking or ineffectual. 

Some participants, however, expressed the belief that it was about more than simply 

training, and came down to the kind of person they interacted with.  

As with material factors, it is worth noting that the interactional issues described above also 

ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǊ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ {ǳŎƘ ǾŀǊƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 

applied to interactions with staff and with others on their journey: a helpful member of staff 

or passer-by could be an enabler, whilst a rude person could disable. Yet social interactions 

were highly contingent on a range of factors: the individuals involved, their attitude or 
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mood, whether they were in a rush or otherwise under pressure, and so on. Staff dealing 

with major disruption on the railways, for example, might be unusually curt or otherwise 

unhelpful. For a disabled person reliant on that staff member to assist them in their journey, 

this negative interaction might have a significant disabling effect. Even where environments 

or services have been adapted to make them more accessible, and in some cases reduce 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎΩ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 

cause disablement. Such situations are examined in the following section. 

4.4 Enablers as Disabling 

This section discusses how certain features or services that are intended to improve access 

for disabled people can sometimes have the opposite effect. ¢ƘŜǎŜ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎΩ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

material features such as dropped kerbs, or exist at the nexus of material and interactional 

factors. An example of the latter is the provision of ramp assistance for trains, which relies 

on both material enablers (ramps) and on interactions with train company representatives 

before and during the journey in order to deliver a co-ordinated service. What unites the 

enablers in this section is that they offer the promise of a more accessible environment or 

mode of transport that is not always reflected in reality. As such, despite being intended to 

improve the experience of disabled people they can in fact ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜǊǎΩΦ As with other 

barriers, they often require in the expenditure of significant effort and time to work around. 

There are two broad ways in which accessibility features can function as disablers: through 

their absence, or through being unfit for their intended purpose. In the former, it is the lack 

of these accessibility features where they might reasonably have been expected which 

participants found problematic. In the latter, where accessibility features did exist, they 

were often perceived to be inadequate for various reasons. Yet the mere presence of these 

features ς however poorly designed or badly implemented ς implied that an environment 

ǿŀǎ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΩΣ wrongly giving the impression that disabled peopleΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 

addressed. As discussed below, this was not necessarily the case, pointing to a gap between 

ŀ Ψtick ōƻȄΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜϥǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ. 

The following section describes how inadequate provision of key accessibility features can 

serve to disable, drawing out some of the material and social issues described above. 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀǊŜ 

illustrative of the wider links between social and material factors, and certain themes such 

as the failure of maintenance or the fragility of service provision are common across them.  
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4.4.1 Dropped kerbs  

An almost ubiquitous aspect of the urban environment, discussed by all participants, are the 

ΨŘǊƻǇǇŜŘΩ ƪŜǊōǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾided to enable wheelchair users (and others with mobility 

impairments) a smooth transition between the pavement and the road. These are typically 

provided at junctions, pedestrian crossings, and entrances to driveways. However, travelling 

with participants demonstrated how in many places where one might reasonably expect 

dropped kerbs, such as at road junctions in popular and highly trafficked areas of Central 

London, they were conspicuous by their absence. One person commented how: 

άƛƴ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƴƻ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōΦ .ǳǘ 

ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǿŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘΧ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ƴƻ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōέ (Matthew, post-journey interview). 

Our journey had taken us along Oxford Street and the surrounding area, which are very 

heavily frequented by tourists and Londoners alike. In this case, Matthew was incredulous 

that these areas lacked dropped kerbs, and were therefore remarkably inaccessible for 

wheelchair users. The inaccessibility of this area of central London was, in fact, mentioned 

by several participants. David took me on a journey through nearby Soho, where not only 

were there few dropped kerbs even at junctions or where driveways crossed the pavement 

(Figure 14), but the kerbs themselves were also unusually high.  

 

Figure 14: A pavement without a dropped kerb in a busy part of central London, preventing powered wheelchair 
users from crossing the ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ service entrance and continuing along the pavement όŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘύ 

We had to retrace our route on several occasions as we reached junctions that he could not 

cross in his chair, adding considerable time and frustration to our journey. One example was 

when we were blocked by scaffolding and building works, discussed earlier in this chapter, 

though similar things happened several times because of the scarcity of dropped kerbs. They 

explained how this was a particular problem within that local government area:  
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άώƛϐƴ ²ŜǎǘƳƛƴǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ {ƻƘƻΦ .ǳǘ ŀƭƭ ƻǾŜǊ 

²ŜǎǘƳƛƴǎǘŜǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ōƻǊƻǳƎƘέ (David, post-journey interview).  

His comment highlights how the provision of dropped kerbs, probably the most common 

accessibility feature in the built environment, is ultimately the responsibility of local 

councils, and could therefore be quite different in different geographies. This likely reflects 

the devolved nature of access policies and practices, which vary significantly between local 

government areas (Imrie, 2000b). 

However, even where dropped kerbs were provided, participants regularly found them 

problematic. I frequently observed how their wheelchairs bumped visibly over the edges of 

dropped kerbs, and how participants had to slow down and alter how they drove their chair 

in navigating them. This was often because the residual ΨupstandΩ of the dropped kerb was 

still impassable or the incline was too steep. There is complex guidance around the 

installation of particular forms of paving, such as tactile paving and dropped kerbs, relating 

to their proposed use and location (Department for Transport, 2005; Department of the 

Environment, Transport and the Regions, 1998) aimed to ensure accessibility. In theory all 

paving should be built and maintained to these standards. Yet participants' perceptions of 

these features was that they were not adequate: WŀƴŜΩǎ explanation that a particular kerb 

άƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōέ was a common sentiment.  

Sometimes, this was because a kerb did not meet the appropriate regulations. Jessica noted 

how her local council had acknowledged that the dropped kerbs in her neighbourhood were 

not compliant with guidance:  

άǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ƎŀǇ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻƴ 

ǘƘŜƳΧ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǊƻǳƴŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΧ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 

ŦƭŀǘΧ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ƪŜǊōέ (Jessica, post-journey 

interview). 

Despite this, the issue had still not been resolved at the time of our journey and interview, 

many months later. Not only does this demonstrate how the adequacy of the provision of an 

accessibility feature is dependent on the implementation by local councils, but it also raises 

questions about the priority afforded to enabling a disabled resident to access their local 

area.  

However, at other times, participants felt that the provision of an accessibility feature such 

as a dropped kerb was inadequate, even if it complied with formal specifications. This points 
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to a gap between the understandings of accessibility, as codified in standards documents or 

formal specifications for accessible environments, and disabled peopleΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ experiences of 

what it meant for something to be accessible.  

4.4.2 Lifts  

Most participants mentioned the presence of lifts as an important accessibility feature for 

wheelchair users, as their absence often renders an entire building or mode of transport 

inaccessible. Several participants discussed this in relation to the London Underground, 

much of which is completely inaccessible to wheelchair users (Transport for London, 2021a). 

A further problem is partial accessibility, due to provision of lifts to only certain parts of a 

transport system. Some stations only have step-free access to particular lines even if the rest 

of the station is accessible. In some cases, the inaccessibility of a particular platform may 

render a line inaccessible in one direction only, adding significant complexity to journey 

planning. Such a situation can mean that wheelchair users must take entirely different 

routes or even modes of transport on their outbound and return journeys, as I did with one 

participant in London.  

However, as with many other accessibility features, even when lifts were provided there 

were many ways in which this provision could be inadequate. In some cases, the distinction 

between 'non-provision' and 'inadequate provision' of an accessibility feature could be 

unclear. In particular, maintenance is especially important for mechanical accessibility 

features such as lifts or retractable bus ramps, as they are prone to failure in ways that fixed 

environmental features such as ramps are not. Participants often described encountering 

broken lifts, which they related to issues of inadequate upkeep and proactive maintenance:  

"I think that people have a responsibility to keep lifts in good working order, and I 

don't think they do that, I think they deal with lifts reactively, they let them wear 

out and ōǊŜŀƪ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΧ ¢ƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƴƻ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƎƻƛƴƎΧ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜϦ (David, post-journey 

interview). 

Dealing with these issues reactively means that following a failure, there will inevitably be a 

period of time where an inoperable lift (or other feature provided to aid accessibility) poses 

a barrier to the disabled people who rely on it. This has the effect of disabling a wheelchair 

user, as if the accessibility feature had not been provided at all. However, such a failure can 

in fact pose a greater barrier than the lack of the feature in the first place, as by its nature it 
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is unpredictable and therefore hard to plan for. Participants may have made the reasonable 

assumption that a route was accessible, only to discover mid-journey that a lift failure had 

rendered it inaccessible and left them trapped or at best inconvenienced and frustrated.  

Yet even when present and functional, lifts could pose problems for accessibility, often due 

to inadequate design or implementation. For example, the provision of audible 

announcements in lifts is meant to enable those with visual impairments to know which 

level they are on, and to provide warnings about opening and closing doors. Yet when 

travelling with David, the lift announcements at one London Underground station were 

simultaneously so muffled as to be barely comprehensible, and so loud as to be painful. He 

compared these unfavourably to the clarify of the announcements at a major railway station 

that we had passed through earlier on our journey together. Again, this experience suggests 

that the formal provision of what is intended to create an accessible environment does not 

necessarily result in something which is in fact accessible to disabled people.  

Service providers have a legal duty to anticipate the needs of disabled people and make 

ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ (HM Government, 2010). This might 

include measures such as fitting a lift or ramp, or replacing an inaccessible vehicle by a 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŘŀǘŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ΨǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜΩ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 

resources, as well as the nature of the service that it provides. Moreover, it is clear that 

there is a gap between formal understandiƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

experiences. It is clear from their comments on the frequency of equipment failures, and the 

impact these have on their lives, that their expectations of what organisations ought to 

provide and maintain is not matched by the reality of service provision.  

4.4.3 Lowered counters  

Another feature aimed at improving access for disabled people is the provision of lowered 

counters at places where wheelchair users interact with staff, such as at station ticket 

offices. Yet as with lifts, the mere provision of such counters does not necessarily ensure 

accessibility. As we passed through a major railway station in a large city, Jessica highlighted 

that the single lowered counter was closed (Figure 15).  



 123 

 

Figure 15: Jessica's JourneyCam footage of the only lowered  
counter at a major railway station, which was closed 

At a different station later in our journey, she pointed out the total absence of lowered 

counters, and in the subsequent interview explained how this impacted on her interactions 

with railway staff:  

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻ ώƭƻǿŜǊŜŘϐ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎΧ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ŀ ƭƻǘΣ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ L 

ƎƻΧ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ ǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩt think it's a particularly 

big ask, is that when IΩƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ L Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀŎŜΧ ώ{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎϐ LΩve 

had to say Ψplease can you stand up so I can see your face when IΩm talking to 

youΩΧ LϥǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƳƛȄŜŘ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΧ !ǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ LΩd 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ōǳǘΧ ǘƘŜȅΩd have probably only been able to see the 

top part of my face, and IΩd have had to reach up to use the card machineΧ you 

Ƨǳǎǘ ƎŜǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ .ǳǘΧ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳǳŎƘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ŀ ƭƻǿŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊέ (Jessica, 

post-journey interview). 

Indeed, when I returned to the first station the following day, the lowered counter was again 

closŜŘΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

closed or absent lowered counter not only meant that this participant had to use a less 

accessible counter, but also exposed them to the possibility of more difficult interactions 

with staff. Throughout the fieldwork, material and interactional aspects of accessibility were 

linked in a similar manner. As will be discussed in the following chapter, disabled people 

already incur hidden labour in the process of managing their interactions with non-disabled 

people (Scully, 2010). Additional barriers, such as those imposed by the non-provision of 

accessible counters, can compound the challenges associated with disabled-nondisabled 

interactions. 
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4.4.4 Accessible toilets 

Many participants raised accessible toilets as example of a very important accessibility 

feature which they often found problematic. As with other accessibility features, this was 

often due to their absence, although problems were also discussed which related to poorly 

designed or implemented accessible facilities, or the misuse of such toilets for other 

purposes such as storage. All of these issues have been identified in prior research, with 

Kitchin and Law (2001) noting how the paucity of accessible toilets constrains disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ ¢here is historical precedent for the segregation of 

bodies that society considers abnormal, in the ƛƴŎŀǊŎŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨƛƴŎŀǇŀōƭŜΩ 

in hospitals, workhouses and asylums (Gleeson, 1999b) ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǳƴŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΩ 

bodily forms from public spaces through ά¦Ǝƭȅ [ŀǿǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ (Imrie, 2014, p.17) 

Several participants talked about how they had to plan their trips around the locations of 

known accessible toilets in particular locations, which had the effect of restricting their 

movements around towns and cities. In addition to highlighting the widespread absence of 

accessible toilets, participants explained that where they did exist the provision they offered 

was often unsuitable or compromised. One person explained how on quite a few occasions 

they had come across situations where shops άƧǳǎǘ ǳǎe [accessible toilets] as storage for 

ŜȄǘǊŀΧ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ (Matthew, post-journey interview). Others, such as Jessica, 

highlighted how accessible toilets were often poorly design, with heavy entrance doors or 

awkwardly laid out cubicles. This made them very difficult to use for powered wheelchair 

users. Several explained how the emergency alarm cord was often tied up out the way, 

rather than hanging loose as it is designed to, which would prevent it being used and mean a 

disabled person was unable to summon help. To my astonishment, while waiting for a 

participant in one modern office building, I came across an accessible toilet located behind a 

step (Figure 16). 
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Figure 16: 'Accessible' toilet located behind a step in the foyer of a modern office building 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ 

ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ς the paucity of 

accessible toilets, their poor design, their frequent misuse, and the spatial exclusion and 

political disenfranchisement that these lead to ς have been recognised in prior work (Kitchin 

& Law, 2001). More recently, perceived limitations of even supposedly ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΩ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ 

have led to campaigns such Changing Places, which seeks to provide publicly accessible 

toilets with more comprehensive facilities, such as hoists, for disabled people (Changing 

Places, 2018). However, despite clear standards for the provision of accessible toilets in Part 

M of the 2010 Building Regulations (HM Government, 2015) participants related that many 

buildings they encountered in their day to day lives still lacked accessible toilets that were fit 

for purpose. This data suggests critical differences between formalised understandings of 

what constitutes an accessible space, and how such standards are enacted and experienced 

by disabled people in everyday life. It also highlights that the provision of accessible facilities 

is not simply a material concern that is addressed once they are built, but rather is an 
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ongoing issue that is contingent on short term fluctuations and temporal issues such as 

whether the toilets are being misused as storage on a given day.  

4.4.5 Accessibility features on public transport 

Participants identified a range of issues in which accessibility features of public transport 

could be disabling, many of which exist at the intersection of material and social factors. 

Prior research has documented how disabled people are disadvantaged by inaccessible 

public transport, which denies them the freedom travel where and when they like, 

constrains participation in employment and social activities, and thereby reinforces socio-

economic disadvantage (Gleeson, 1999b, p.138; Kitchin, 1998). Participants discussed their 

experiences of accessible public transport in their interviews, and most emphasised its value 

and importance to them with many also taking me on a bus and/or train journeys. Although 

they described improvements in public transport accessibility over time, they also discussed 

how the features which support this improved provision for disabled travellers were often 

fragile and could be problematic. These features, and their effects on accessibility as 

experienced by the participants, are discussed below. 

Most participants described their experience of buses, likely due to their relative ubiquity as 

a mode of transport: unlike trains, trams, or metro systems, buses are commonplace across 

the country. In major cities, where the fitting of bus ramps is widespread, they therefore 

often formed a key mode of accessible transport for participants. This is in spite of falling 

patronage and reductions in services outside London in recent years (Department for 

Transport, 2019). Even in places where alternative modes of transport such as the London 

Underground are available, these are may not always be fully accessible to wheelchair users 

as previously discussed. Buses therefore offer a means of mobility with a broad reach for a 

variety of journeys in comparison to other modes of transport, as David explained:  

άǘƘŜ ǘǳōŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ CƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΣ ǎƻ L 

ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōȅ ōǳǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀǎ ƭƻƴƎέ (David, post-journey interview). 

Although many participants used buses, they were not uncritical of their limitations. As 

above, this was sometimes to do with the service quality: buses are considerably slower 

than the London Underground. In other cases, it was in relation to the physical aspects of 

the design of buses, such as the lack of space in which to turn around. However, comments 

on these material aspects often exposed other concerns of a social or interactional nature:  
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άL Řƻƴϥǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎŜǎΣ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ L Ŏŀƴϥǘ Ƴŀnage to get up the 

ǊŀƳǇ ōȅ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜέ (Matthew, post-journey interview).  

As someone who used powered hubs on a manual wheelchair, Matthew found bus ramps 

too steep to manage alone, and therefore had to ask for help from bystanders or the driver. 

In this way, a disabling aspect of the physical environment necessitated an interaction, 

which they would have rather avoided in terms of maintaining their independence. As 

already noted, such links between social and material factors were very common.  

Railway travel was discussed in detail by several participants. Much of the UK railway 

network is not step-free and so poses an accessibility challenge to wheelchair users: many 

stations date from the Victorian era and platforms have varying heights and curvatures, 

while some trains that do not comply with the 1995 Disability Discrimination Act were 

ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊƛŀƭ ΨŘŜǊƻƎŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘŘǊŀǿŀƭ 

deadline of January 2020. Due to the widespread use of high floor rolling stock and the 

variability of station platforms, even trains which are compliant with the 1995 Act are largely 

ƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŀƳǇ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΩ. This is a service by which 

wheelchair users can contact the train operator in advance of travel, and be met by staff 

members who will deploy manual ramps to enable step-free access from platform to train.  

However, participants discussed various ways in which ǊŀƳǇ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎΩ 

feature was problematic. Perhaps the most serious of these were the times when, despite 

being pre-booked, ramp assistance simply did not turn up for them to board their train. 

Some participants also explained how they had been carried off to an unintended 

destination, because ramp assistance had not been provided at the intermediate station 

where they wished to disembarkΦ CǊƻƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

common experiences. Matthew explained: 

άLΩǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ tŀŘŘƛƴƎǘƻƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻōƻŘȅΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳǇΧ ώƻƴ 

another occasion] I was assured there was a guard on the train and he was going 

ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳǇ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎǳŀǊŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜΧ L ŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǳǘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴΣ ŀƴŘΧ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ŦƻǊΧ ŀ 

ŦŜǿ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎέ (Matthew, post-journey interview).  

The non-provision of the ramp in this case needlessly delayed the wheelchair user, as well as 

all the other passengers on the train. But it also forced them to ask for help from other 
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passengers, making them dependent on the goodwill of strangers, as well as inflicting on 

them emotional labour as they were concerned about being left behind (Scully, 2010). 

The non-provision of ramp assistance was more than a mere inconvenience for participants: 

it could potentially be very serious. David explained how on one occasion he was left behind 

on a train at a major railway terminus with no means of alerting anyone: 

άώǘƘŜϐ ǊŀƳǇ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ŘƻǿƴΣ 

ǎƘǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎǎ ǎƻ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ {ƻ ŦǊƻƳ 

my point of view I was completely imprisoned in the train. And could easily have 

been ǿƘƛǎƪŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜΧ ŘŜǇƻǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊŀƛƴ ŦƻǊ ƘƻǳǊǎΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅέ (David, post-journey interview). 

The frequent failure of ramp assistance to be provided, despite pre-booking, was clearly a 

source of severe annoyance to many participants. It was also a failure that they found 

bewildering, with several asking how what they perceived as a relatively simple system could 

go so wrong. Even when it was available, several participants explained that the staff 

providing ramp assistance did not always do so safely. Participants described how some staff 

would not secure the ramp properly, posing a danger to them if they were to travel over it. 

Again, these issues point to a lack of understanding amongst non-disabled people as to the 

needs of disabled people. As participants perceived it, it also suggested that there was an 

absence of appropriate training to address this issue.  

Participants also criticised the way in which ramp assistance had to be pre-booked by ringing 

up the train company at least 24 hours in advance of travel. This forced them to anticipate in 

advance whether or not they would need to make a journey, something which was not 

always possible. It also constrained their journeys to specific services at particular times, 

reducing the flexibility that non-wheelchair users take for granted when using public 

transport. As Amber explained, pre-booking made it impossible to be spontaneous, which in 

turn could lead to further problems:  

άȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜΧ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƴƛŎŜ ǎǳƴƴȅ Řŀȅ 

ώŀƴŘϐ ǿŜΩƭƭ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀŎƘΦ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ Ƴy child [there]. [And 

ǘƘŜƴϐ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨƻƘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΩΧ LǘΩǎ 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ LǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎέ (Amber, post-journey interview). 

This issue, of being compelled to pre-plan their mobility in a way that non-disabled people 

did not, was something mentioned with great frustration by almost all participants. Disabling 



 129 

environments meant that trips had to be carefully organised in advance, often in great detail 

ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨōŀŎƪ ǳǇ ǇƭŀƴǎΩ. If they did not do this, participants risked being unable to get to 

their destination, or worse, ending up stranded. Participants contrasted their own pre-

planned, constrained mobility with the freedom enjoyed by non-disabled people, 

highlighting the inequality they experienced due to being wheelchair users.  

Participants also explained how, once they boarded a train, other accessibility issues came to 

the fore. This included the lack of a dedicated wheelchair-accessible spaces on older 

vehicles, which meant that wheelchair users being forced to travel in the doorway areas. I 

spent a lengthy journey with Matthew in the doorway area of one train, which caused both 

material and interactional issues with other travellers. When he boarded, a cyclist who was 

stood in the doorway had to move out of the way, and as the participant later recounted: 

άƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ LΩŘ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩt have to 

ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜέ όMatthew, 

post-journey interview). 

Over the course of the journey, the train became busier as it picked up passengers at 

intermediate stops. These crowds left Matthew cramped into the corner of the door area, 

with little room to move (Figure 17). 

 

Figure 17: Matthew travelling in the doorway area of the train (L) and repeatedly having to move around other 
passengers as they boarded, which left him eventually cramped into one side of the doorway area όŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ 

photographs) 

I experienced a similar situation on a busy rush hour train with Jane, who in her interview 

described the problems posed by crowds as partly due to us having been boarded on to the 

ΨǿǊƻƴƎΩ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ όƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǎǇŀŎŜύ:  

άƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ ōǳǎȅΣ ŀƴŘΧ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ƎƻΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ώŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜϐ Ƙŀǎ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ 

ώōŜŎŀǳǎŜϐ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ƴƻ ǎŜŀǘǎ ƛƴ ƛǘέ (Jane, post-journey interview). 



 130 

In both cases, participants noted how the cramped confines of the trains in which we 

travelled together hindered their accessibility, contrasted them to the spaciousness of more 

accessible alternatives, and noted that this caused interactional issues with other people. 

Several participants mentioned the London Overground as an example of a modern system 

which had been designed with the needs of wheelchair users and other disabled passengers 

in mind. However, such modern and more accessible alternative modes of transport were 

not widely available.  

4.4.6 Information about accessibility 

A common complaint amongst participants was that information relating to the accessibility 

of a given space or service was not widely available or up to date, and that where it was 

provided it was either inaccurate or insufficiently detailed. Even when they specifically 

sought out accessibility information it was not forthcoming. They explained how non-

disabled people often made incorrect assumptions abƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΩ ǿƘŜƴ 

asked to provided information about the accessibility of particular environments. A linked 

issue was that what they provided was either totally incorrect, or not the information the 

disabled person needed to make an accurate judgement about the accessibility of the 

environment. 

These issues were particularly common in relation to commercial premises, where different 

venues could have significantly different accessibility. Several people described having rung 

ahead and been assured a restaurant was accessible, only to find out it was not once they 

arrived. Anne described being reassured by staff that a ΨǘƘŜƳŜŘΩ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ was accessible 

before taking their young relatives there for a special meal. However, on arrival they 

discovered that their table was located on different floor, without many of the themed 

attractions they had specifically taken the children to see. To make matters worse, they 

were the only people on that floor. As this person explained, it was the lack of information 

provision that they found difficult to accept: 

άL ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ L ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ L Ŏŀƴϥǘ ƎŜǘ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ 

ȅƻǳϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎΧ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ 

me that if I make all that effort to get there, you will be on another floor, and if 

ǿŜϥǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ōƻƻƪŜŘ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǘƘŜǊŜέ (Anne, post-journey 

interview). 
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Many participants described similar experiences, where they expended additional effort to 

determine the accessibility of a route or place in advance only to find that the information 

they received was incorrect or inadequate. One person explained how ŀ сέ ƘƛƎƘ ǎǘŜǇ was 

assumed to be ǎƳƻƻǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ Ψwheelchair ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΩ. This again demonstrates the 

additional labour that disabled people must undertake to gain access to particular spaces 

beyond that of non-disabled people, and that even this effort can be wasted when the 

information is inaccurate.  

A related concern expressed by many participants was the belief that information provision 

and signage for wheelchair users could be significantly improved. On board one train in the 

north of England, one participant struggled to position their wheelchair safely, later 

explaining how that there were no clear signs or directions that they could see to indicate 

where they should be. Another participant and I spent several minutes trying to leave a 

platform at a major London Underground station, as neither of us could see the sign marking 

the lift on the platform. This was despite the participant praising the generally good signage 

and wayfinding on the London Underground network.  

Many participants emphasised the inadequacy of signage and information provision about 

operational problems or technical issues. These contingent or changeable factors could 

significantly affect the accessibility of environments and therefore their mobility as 

wheelchair users. Improvements to the accessibility of historic buildings like railway stations 

were typically made many decades after their initial construction, and cost or engineering 

constraints can restrict the scope of these modifications. Lifts or ramps may therefore be 

located some distance away from the most direct route, forcing wheelchair users to travel a 

considerable extra distance to get to them. In turn, this often meant that they had begun a 

journey, or gone a long way down a particular route, before they encountered an access 

barrier such as a faulty lift. As David explained, this led to wasted time and effort:  

άǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǎƛƎƴŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘ ƛǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǳƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ 

the lift. So you waste more time getting back from the lift and then re-planning 

ȅƻǳǊ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅέ (David, post-journey interview). 

L ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŀǘ YƛƴƎΩǎ /Ǌƻǎǎ {ǘ tŀƴŎǊŀǎ ¦ƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ 

station, where we made it through the gateline and past several members of staff on our 

way to the lift only to discover it was out of service. As the participant said to me at the time, 

it would have been helpful if those staff had warned us of this, as it ought to have been 
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evident to them that the wheelchair user going through the gateline would be unable to 

access the platform behind it.  

All in all, what beŎŀƳŜ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳ 

was an apparent lack of understanding or forethought amongst non-disabled people that if 

an accessibility feature was non-operational, environments once again became disabling. As 

such, the absence of adequate temporal and physical warning that an accessible route is 

blocked by a temporary barrier, such as a faulty lift, leads to significant inconvenience for 

wheelchair users. Not only does this needlessly waste time as wheelchair users are forced on 

longer journeys only to have to retrace their route, but it can also pose the risk of them 

being trapped in an inaccessible environment (for example, if they disembarked at a station 

where the lift was out of service).  

4.5 Discussion: the Contingency and Complexity of Accessibility 

This chapter has documented how a wide range of both material and social factors affect the 

experiences of powered wheelchair users, and can serve as both enablers and disablers in 

their experiences of mobility. The chapter has also examined how societal efforts to improve 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻǊ services, 

sometimes fail to achieve this goal and can in fact perpetuate exclusion. Many of the 

material and social barriers participants identified, and the experiences they described, 

reflect long-standing issues that run through literature on the geographies of disability. 

Three common threads run through many aspects discussed in this chapter: the socio-

material nature of enabling and disabling environments; gaps between formalised and 

experiential understandings of accessibility; and the contingent and changeable nature of 

disabling environments. Each is discussed in turn below.  

First, the examples provided here have highlighted the entwined nature of the social and 

ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻn the 

ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭΩ ƻǊ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩΣ 

suggesting instead that many exist on a continuum of socio-material influences on disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ !ƴȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛronments and making 

them more hospitable to disabled people must therefore be holistic: organisations should 

not assume, for example, that improving material environments alone will resolve the 

ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ Ƴƻbility. Likewise an approach 

to addressing barriers that focuses only on social or interactional issues will fall short of 
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creating truly enabling environments if it does not also address the material environment 

and the complex interplay between social and material.  

Second, many of the socio-material issues highlighted by participants revealed a significant 

ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨŦƻǊƳŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊΣ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 

understandings of what makes an accessible environment as codified in documents such as 

building regulations, were often at odds with the experiences of disabled people themselves 

in such environments and their knowledge of what would make them truly accessible. This 

gap was perceived by participants as being due to a lack of understanding amongst non-

disabled people ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ specifications 

that failed to account for diversity amongst disabled people, poorly implemented services, 

or unhelpful staff interactions, this lack of understanding led to disabling barriers. There is 

therefore an urgent need to pay attention to how disabled people experience accessibility, 

rather than treating it as a tick-box exercise. This includes engaging with the expertise and 

knowledge possessed by disabled people.  

CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

variable and changing nature of disabling environments, and only some of these contingent 

factors are amenable to intervention. The accessibility of environments can change, and in 

some cases be undermined, by socio-material fluctuations. The material environment decays 

over time, while temporary blockages or weather conditions can block particular routes. 

Social interactions can enhance or detract from accessibility, especially when those 

interactions are with figures of everyday authority. The interplay between these socio-

material factors further increases the variability experienced by disabled people, and even 

services intended to improve accessibility can be points of failure which can undermine their 

intended benefitΦ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŜǎ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ-notice changes can 

be particularly disabling, as they undermine pre-planned efforts to ensure an accessible trip. 

In particular, the unexpected failure of a service designed to enable accessibility poses a 

greater barrier than a permanently inaccessible environment. Moreover, when things do go 

wrong, current service provision for disabled people is brittle and unreliable. The rigid 

ƛƴŦƭŜȄƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

of the non-impaired are prioritised under the hegemony of the mobile body (Imrie, 2000a). 

¢ƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŜŘ 

sufficient importance by society at large, with many participants describing the provision of 
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ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŀŦǘŜǊǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΩΦ WǳŘƎƛƴƎ by their experiences, this is at least in 

part a reflection of how little the knowledge and expertise of disabled people themselves ς 

in particular, their lived understanding of what enables and disables them ς is brought into 

the design and provision of accessible environments. To take just one example, disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ψǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳǊōŀƴ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ 

into the maps which represent it (Matthews & Vujakovic, 1995), a shortcoming which an 

approach such as participatory mapping could begin to address (Kitchin, 2002). Most 

participants expressed the belief that their experiences and knowledge could be a useful 

resource from which non-disabled people could learn, which will be discussed further in 

Chapter 6. The data in the present chapter demonstrates the richness and depth of this 

knowledge possessed by disabled people about their mobility and the environments which 

enable it, and suggests that better engagement with these experiences might help to bring 

about more inclusive and accessible environments. 
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Chapter 5. The Value and Costs of Powered Wheelchair UǎŜǊǎΩ 
Situated Knowledge  

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores how the participants in the research possessed situated knowledge 

which they had developed in response the enabling and disabling factors discussed in the 

previous chapter. Like Chapter 4, this chapter draws on data from the accompanied journeys 

and semi-structured interviews. It begins by considering how powered wheelchair usersΩ 

experiences provide them with particular forms of situated knowledge and expertise, which 

assist them in making their way in a world built by and for the non-disabled majority. This 

knowledge, built up over time, relates to how they experience the world as powered 

wheelchair users at the intersection of three factors: the specific environments that enable 

or disable them, the technologies they use to aid their mobility, and their individual bodies. 

This enables powered wheelchair users to acquire skills and expertise in navigating around 

the disabling barriers they face in their everyday lives. Rooted in their situated knowledge, 

participants had a wide range of practical proficiencies, such as knowing the capabilities of 

their wheelchair in given conditions or how to best navigate particular disabling situations. 

But their situated knowledge also gave them a broader understanding of the experience of 

being a disabled person in contemporary Britain, with insights into processes of disablement 

at different scales (from specific material and interactional barriers to wider structural 

factors) that non-disabled people may not share. However, because of the situated nature of 

ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ 

particular to non-disabled decision-makers who play a critical role in the creation of enabling 

or disabling environments.  

The second section of this chapter explores how, although their situated knowledge was 

frequently beneficial to participants in enabling them to exert agency in the face of disabling 

barriers, it was acquired at a significant cost as the social and material situations that 

generate it often have negative aspects. Powered wheelchair users do not conform to non-

disabled norms of mobility, and like many other disabled people are forced to undertake 

additional labour in order to Ψget byΩ in a non-disabled world that is hostile to their needs. 

Although not the only group upon whom such work is imposed, the sheer pervasiveness of 

environments that exclude powered wheelchair users means that they undertake such 

labour on a daily basis. The psycho-emotional aspects of this labour, which are imposed on 
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disabled people in addition to structural barriers discussed in the previous chapter, can have 

a significant effect on powered ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ  

An under-recognised aspect of this psycho-emotional disablism is that, though participants 

felt that their situated knowledge could serve as a resource to create a more accessible 

society, they were often funnelled through formalised processes of complaint which they 

typically found frustrating, time-consuming, and inadequate. Rather than a constructive 

process in which their expertise was valued and used to inform the design of inclusive places 

or services, their engagements with service providers were through complaints processes 

which had the effect of individualising the barriers they faced. Participants found this very 

problematic: not only did these processes impose additional psycho-emotional labour on 

them, but the individualisation inherent to the complaints process meant that the systemic 

nature of these barriers was not acknowledged, and the structural or collective action that 

would be required to address them was not undertaken. They recognised their knowledge, 

while ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊǘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ΨƎŜǘ ōȅΩ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ 

to bring about wider systemic change via complaints processes alone. In Chapter 6, I 

describe working with participants to explore the ways in which they felt their situated 

knowledge might be used more effectively to bring about structural change. Here, I describe 

how they recognised their own knowledge and the agency it grants them, the costs 

associated with acquiring it, and how current ways of engaging with policymakers via 

complaints processes constrain its utility and value.  

5.2 Situated Knowledge and Expertise 

As discussed in Chapter 3, this thesis draws on insights from feminist researchers, and in 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘŀǘ IŀǊŀǿŀȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ άǎƛǘǳated and embodied 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎέ όIŀǊŀǿŀȅ мфууΥ руоύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

disabled people in a non-disabled society, not only provide an insight into the experiences of 

those groups but into society as a whole. This section firsts explores the ways in which 

participants perceived themselves as having particular knowledge ς as users of powered 

wheelchairs and disabled people ς that is distinct from that of the non-disabled majority, 

before discussing how the nature of this knowledge poses challenges when they try to 

convey it to non-disabled people.  



 137 

5.2.1 Situated knowledge as an asset for powered wheelchair users 

Participants frequently discussed the distinctive nature of the knowledge they possessed as 

users of powered wheelchairs. Perhaps the most literal aspect of this knowledge, which was 

mentioned by most participants, was that they have a physically different view of the world 

compared to non-wheelchair users. As Ravi explained, άǿŜϥǊŜ ƭƻǿŜǊ ŘƻǿƴΣ ŀƴŘ ώƘŀǾŜϐ 

different perspectives than peopleΧ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀƳōǳƭŀƴǘέ όRavi). Behind this literal meaning 

was a broader implication: that as wheelchair users they had a distinctive perspective on, 

and knowledge about the world. This was most often emphasised in the context of talking 

abouǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŘŜƻ ŎƭƛǇǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΣ ŀǎ WŀƴŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ 

ǾƛŜǿΩ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛǇ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴΥ άƛǘϥǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ώsomeone has] got, it's how they 

ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ όJane). Participants expressed that these perspectives had particular value 

that they considered to be distinct from the perspective of non-wheelchair users, and which 

provided them with situated knowledge about the world. 

This situated knowledge stemmed from their prior experiences of the complex interactions 

between the technologies they used for access, such as powered or manual wheelchairs, the 

environments they sought to travel through, and their individual bodies. It was built up over 

time, existing at the nexus or intersection of these factors, and participants used it in a range 

of different ways. On one level, situated knowledge allowed them to make choices about 

mobility: in the previous chapter I discussed how they would carefully consider their choice 

of route when planning a trip, or even whether they should go out at all. Such plans were 

influenced by factors including their previous experiences of particular barriers, the weather 

conditions, and how they felt at that moment in time. The latter might depend on how tired 

they were, and how much time they had available (as discussed in the previous chapter, 

accessible routes could often be more time consuming or unpredictable in duration than 

non-accessible routes).  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿŜƴǘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ōŜƛƴƎ 

intimately linked to their experiences of being disabled in a non-disabled society. They 

talked about how non-disabled people typically did not understand many aspects of their 

lives, such as how they incurred additional costs that were associated with the barriers that 

ǘƘŜȅ ŦŀŎŜŘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ 

(Purdam et al., 2008; Thornton, 2005; Palmer, 2011), major costs are incurred for personal 

assistance, transport, and adaptations or equipment, on top of many smaller cumulative 



 138 

costs in their everyday lives (Smith et al., 2004). These are often associated with overcoming 

disabling barriers: participants highlighted how, for example, they are forced to take taxis if 

public transport is inaccessible. Several recounted that they were charged more for a 

wheelchair-accessible taxi, as much as double that of a non-disabled person. Anne explained 

how one company attempted to justify this:  

άǿƘŜƴ L ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ώǿƘȅϐΣ ǘƘŜȅΧ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƧǳǎǘƛŦȅ ƛǘ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨƻƘ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ 

ΨŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘΩΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Although charging disabled people more than non-disabled people for a taxi was outlawed 

in April 2017 (Department for Transport, 2017), during the fieldwork for this study, these 

discriminatory practices have continued (BBC News, 2018). Participants also explained how 

they faced other costs associated with their mobility as disabled people that were less 

explicitly discriminatory. Again, their awareness of these costs was rooted in their situated 

knowledge. Peter, for example, was prompted by a video of an accessible shop to talk about 

the wider costs he faced due to inaccessible retailers:  

άǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ƳƻǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ώǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǇϐ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 

ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻΦΦΦ LǘΩǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ǇŜƴƴƛŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ȅƻǳ ƳƻƴŜȅΧ 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΧ ŀƭƭ ŀŘŘ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

Řƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎƘƻǇǎΦέ όtŜǘŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

One of the most significant costs associated with being a powered wheelchair user was the 

wheelchair itself: άŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǊƛŘƛŎǳƭƻǳǎƭȅ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜέ (Ravi, interview). As 

Ravi further explained, their £19,000 wheelchair was almost five times more than a family 

ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎŀǊΦ Ψ!ŘǾŀƴŎŜŘΩ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ suspension to reduce the impact of bumpy 

surfaces on the user contributed to additional costs, despite often being essential for people 

to be able to use their chair effectively in their daily lives. Again, this highlights the situated 

nature of the knowledge that disabled people have relating to and beyond their own 

mobility: they know the cost of a given chair, to meet their individual mobility needs within 

their specific social and environmental context, in light of the particular resources they are 

able to draw upon.  

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ 

about on journeys together: they knew the attributes and capabilities of their wheelchair-

and-body in specific environments and would make decisions about their movements 
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accordingly. Quite often, they would zig-zag or take what appeared to be otherwise indirect 

paths in an environment. Most often, this was because they had perceived obstacles to their 

progress that I was not aware of as a non-wheelchair user, despite accompanying them: 

particularly troublesome cracks in the pavement, for example, or other surfaces or barriers 

that they found difficult to traverse.  

hƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ƘŜǊΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ 

how ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǳǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

body, the technology they use for mobility, and the wider environment. Reflecting on bumpy 

surfaces in their local neighbourhood during the post-journey interview, Anne described the 

physical impact of being at this intersection:  

άŀ ŎǊŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƳŀŎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ƨƻƭǘǎ ȅƻǳΧ ώƛǘϐ 

used to be alright, when I was younger, my body was stronger, as I'm getting 

older, all these little bumps, pull my ǎƪƛƴ ƻŦŦΧ ƛŦ L Řƻƴϥǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ōǳƳǇ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ƻƴΧ 

Ƴȅ ǎƪƛƴϥǎ ǎƻ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘŜŀǊ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

These comments indicate the embodied nature of her situated knowledge: environmental 

factors that had not been a barrier to her younger self now were obstacles that could cause 

harm. Conscious of her own ageing, she had to be mindful of how experiencing a given 

environmental barrier, using her particular wheelchair technology, might cause her body to 

react at this point in time. As such, her situated knowledge led her to modify how she used 

her wheelchair in this specific context, approaching bumps straight-on. She went on to 

explain how her impairment meant she could not counteract the forces that knocked her out 

of position in her chair, such as those caused by a bumpy surface or kerb camber. Although 

using an air cushion helped to protect her from the worst bumps, it also made it harder for 

her to reposition herself in her chair, demonstrating that technology does not necessarily 

mitigate the disabling aspects of an inhospitable environment.  

While all people have situated knowledge stemming from their distinct social positioning, 

those whose mobility does not conform to dominant norms have specific knowledge of how 

particular environments may be disabling or enabling to particular people who happen to 

use particular, non-normative technologies in their mobility. Inevitably, some aspects of this 

knowledge are unique to individual disabled people, for it is the specificities of particular 

material configurations of bodies, technologies, and environments which affect the 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ Ŏŀƴ ǇŜǊƳƛǘ ΨƎƻƻŘΩ ƻǊ ΨōŀŘΩ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ (Moser & Law, 
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1999, p.198). As such, the situated knowledge and expertise of the powered wheelchair 

users in this study exist at specific intersections of individual corporeal forms, technologies, 

and environments, demonstrating the contextual nature of what Moser and Law describe as 

ΨŘƛǎκŀōƛƭƛǘȅΥ άǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŀǊǊŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƘŜǘŜǊƻƎŜƴŜƻǳǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΧ 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴκŀōƭŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎΧ ώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊŀȅǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ 

ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳ ς like absent ƭƛŦǘǎέ (Moser & Law, 1999, p.201).  

For Anne, one assembly of material specificities ς her body, the particular chair and cushion 

technologies she used to aid her mobility, and the built environment ς combined to make 

ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ΨǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎΩ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ IŜǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ 

chose to move her chair, in doing so helping her to navigate these passages and express 

agency. I witnessed her carefully avoiding particular, known cracks in the pavement leading 

between her home and a local shopping area. This highlights the individuality of such 

experiences: other wheelchair users may well not have experienced this environmental 

barrier as disabling in the same way or may not have been aware of how this particular 

barrier might disable them until they experienced it for themselves. To begin to understand 

!ƴƴŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ to 

these embodied dynamics, and to the situated knowledge and expertise that exists amongst 

disabled people at the meeting point of technologies, environments, and individuals. 

Throughout the fieldwork there were many other examples of participants making choices 

about their movement that were linked to this body-wheelchair-environment nexus. Some 

chose to reverse their chair up a steep ramp despite not having a clear view, as they felt it 

would be less likely to tip forwards than backwards. Others entirely avoided traversing steep 

inclines, or in some cases asked me or a member of staff for a steadying hand on their 

shoulder or wheelchair. During the post-journey interviews, some participants talked about 

their specific experiences and the effects of these ƛƴ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ 

of a ramp in the car park in her local town centre:  

άώƛǘ Ƙŀǎϐ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƘƻǊǊŜƴŘƻǳǎ ǎƭƻǇŜΧ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΦ ¢ƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊ ǇŀǊƪ 

Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘΧ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ 

wheelchairΣ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ LϥƳ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ǘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview)  

While the psycho-emotional effect of such barriers will be discussed further in Section 5.3, 

ƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ όŀƴŘ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ŀǾƻƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǊ ǇŀǊƪύ 

was due to her situated knowledge of how difficult this barrier was for her. Similarly, Jane 
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explained how with the agreement of her boss she timed her daily departure from the office 

so she could get άǘƘŜ ǉǳƛŜǘŜǎǘ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƘƻƳŜέ, as she knew that if she left at the regular time 

she would have to try to board a very busy service. Some participants described 

workarounds that they had devised to get around disabling barriers, such as jamming their 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊΩǎ ŦƻƻǘǇƭŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ of a train to prevent it leaving if ramp assistance had not 

arrived. Others, such as Tom, explicitly ruled this out because of the risks that such 

workarounds involved:  

άL ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ώŎƘŜŎƪϐ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀǾŜ tƭŀƴ .Φ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ tƭŀƴ /Φ 

BasicallȅΣ ƛǘΩǎΧ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘŀŦŦΣ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΣ ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊΦ LŦ ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ 

ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ōǳǘǘƻƴΦ LŦ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΣ ǇŀƴƛŎΦ !ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Řƻ ƛǎ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ 

put their wheelchair in the doorway. And stop the door closing. Very dangerous to 

Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΦ Ψ/ŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƳƛǎƧǳŘƎŜΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ Ǝƻ ƻŦŦΣ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘΦ {ƻ L ƴŜǾŜǊ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΣ 

ΨŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻƻ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΦέ ό¢ƻƳΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

The workarounds that participants employed were thus rooted in their situated knowledge 

of what would work for them as individuals, using a specific technology for mobility, trying 

to circumvent particular barriers.  

Furthermore, while the examples above suggest that participants used their situated 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ΨŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎΩ ǿŀȅΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘǊƛǇǎ ƻǊ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƛcitly guide the 

movement of their chair, it is worth noting that this knowledge was sometimes enacted 

ΨǎǳōŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅΩΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ WŀƴŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǾƛŘŜƻ ŎƭƛǇ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΣ ǎƘŜ 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘŜǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ Ψƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 

noticed when she saw this movement played back on video:  

άhƴ ŀ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ŘŀȅΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘΧ ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ōǳƳǇȅΣ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ L ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ 

subconsciously do it. But when you actually have to concentrate on what you're 

ŘƻƛƴƎΧ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎΣ ƻǊΧ ŘƻŘƎƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ Ƙƻǿ 

ƳǳŎƘ ȅƻǳ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ Řƻ ƛǘΦέ όWŀƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

I also observed how participants used their situated knowledge in situations where there 

was the potential for them to be hurt, or for damage to be caused to their chair or the 

surrounding environment. It is worth emphasising that participants attached significant 

importance to their chairs, due to their centrality in enabling mobility. They were therefore 

particularly conscious of situations where their chair might sustain damage, most often 

when they attempted to circumvent physical barriers in their environment. These situations 

were not necessarily dramatic: rough surfaces, for example, were described by one 
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participant as άƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘe power chair, they rattle it, and, and damage it and make 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƳŜ ƭƻƻǎŜέ (David, post-journey interview). As described in the previous chapter, 

ǳƴŜǾŜƴ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

wheelchairs. 

Other participants, drawing on their prior experiences, describe particular occasions where 

they had been hurt or their chairs had been damaged in such environments: 

άώǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀϐ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ǊŀŎƪ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊϥǎ ŘƻƻǊΧ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƎŜǘ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ 

ōǳǎ ōȅ ǊǳƛƴƛƴƎΧ ǘƘe rubber seal on the corner [of my wheelchair control panel, 

ǿƘƛŎƘϐ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ǊŀŎƪΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ L Ŏŀƴϥǘ 

ƳƻǾŜ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜǊΧ L ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎŎǊŀǇŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǉǳŀǎƘŜŘ Ƴȅ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎΣ 

which hurt. And I don't believe that I should have to get off a bus and cause pain to 

ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΦέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

In light of their importance in enabling mobility, and their as well as their significant cost, 

participants often described taking particular care of their powered wheelchairs. Anthony 

described how he was conscious of the potential cost of having to repair his wheelchair:  

άL Ǝƻ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǊƻŀŘǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘϥǎ ōǳƳǇȅ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘϥǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

ǇƻƻǊ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴΣ LϥƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΣ ΨLŦ I ruin one of my motors on my chair, that's 

ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŏƻǎǘ ƳŜΩΧ LϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘǿƻ ƳƻǘƻǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘΣ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ǿƘŜŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘϥǎ 

ϻмΣслл ŜŀŎƘΦέ ό!ƴǘƘƻƴȅΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Similarly, Jane commented that άL ǘƘƛƴƪ L ŎŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǘƘŀƴΧ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ, Ψcause it 

Ŏƻǎǘǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘέ (Jane, post-journey interview). The choices that participants made in 

exercising this care stemmed from their situated knowledge of the importance of the chair 

to their lives, and its resilience and capabilities in specific environments. This informed 

decisions such as whether to use one chair or another in particular weather conditions, an 

issue mentioned by David, or if it would be safe to ask someone to help lift them over an 

awkward kerb given the weight of the chair with them in it, as described by Matthew. 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘǳǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǿŀǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

to how they used their powered wheelchairs, as well as to their mobility more broadly. It 

enabled them to exercise agency about how and when they travelled, often permitting them 

to work around disabling societal barriers. Yet the very experiences that lead to this situated 

knowledge amongst powered wheelchair users are not shared by non-disabled people, and 

was difficult to convey to others. The following section explores the challenges the 

participants recognised in conveying their situated knowledge to others.  
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5.2.2 The challenge of conveying situated knowledge to non-disabled others 

All of the examples described above, including where participants made judgements and 

decisions about how they would interact with the environment through their chairs, 

demonstrate the application of their situated knowledge as powered wheelchair users. Yet 

precisely because it stemmed from their own particular situated experiences, this 

knowledge was not something that participants believed was easily accessible to non-

disabled people. A comment by Rachel was typical, explaining how non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

knowledge of the barriers they faced, or what was needed to enable access, was at best 

superficial: 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΣ ƭƛƪŜΣ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǳǇǎǘŀƛǊǎΦ L 

ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦέ όwŀŎƘŜƭΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

As discussed in the previous chapter, participants felt that non-disabled people often made 

inaccurate assumptions about both the capabilities of powered wheelchairs and about 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ 

framed the understanding they possessed ς and that non-disabled people did not ς as 

relating to their personal experience as powered wheelchair users. For example, Jessica 

described how becoming a wheelchair user herself was what made her aware of these 

issues, as she now had personal experience of them:  

άL Řƻƴϥǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Řƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘΧ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉǳǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƛǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ .ǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ƛǘΧ ŀƭƭ 

ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ȅƻǳ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻΧ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ in terms of 

ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƪŜǊō ƭƛƪŜΧ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǇ ƭƛƪŜΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎΧ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜŜǇƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛƭƭ ƭƛƪŜΧ 

it makes me much more aware of things that I would never have been aware of 

ōŜŦƻǊŜΦέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

{ǳŎƘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ 

that made particular environments (in)accessible being rooted in their experiences and lives 

as powered wheelchair users. Some participants explained that their own experiences as 

wheelchair users had influenced their family and friends, who had gained an understanding 

of the barriers faced by disabled people through their personal connection with the 

participant. They contrasted this with the lack of knowledge of the wider public.  

One participant explained how their friends were more attentive to the accessibility of the 

environments that they would be visiting with the participant, for example when planning a 

trip to another city for an evening out:  
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ά9ǾŜƴ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀȅΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ ǎǘŜǇǎ 

ƻǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǊŜΧ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ώƛƴ ŀ Ŏƛǘȅ 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƻƴϐΧ ǎƘŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƎƻŜǎ Ψƛǎ ƛǘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ 

ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŎƭǳŜΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƛŦ ǎƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ 

ŀǿŀȅΦέ όWŀƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

WŀƴŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜǊ ƴƻƴ-disabled friends had come to understand her access 

needs as a powered wheelchair user and were incorporating these needs into their plans. 

Yet it also demonstrates that her friends themselves recognised that they had previously 

lacked this knowledge, before they got to know her. This was again a common observation 

amongst participants, who often described how other people only began to understand the 

barriers faced by disabled people through personal contact and interaction. Jane later 

described an awareness of this dynamic within her own family:  

άώaȅ ƴŀƴϐ ǎŀƛŘ άƛǘϥǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΧ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ grow 

ǳǇ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 

ώŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜϐΦέ όWŀƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Similarly, Peter emphasised that although there was widespread ignorance amongst non-

disabled people of the barriers disabled people faced, they could come to know these 

experiences and what would improve them even if they did not have the same situated 

knowledge:  

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

understand, unless they ƪƴƻǿ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǿƘƻΩǎ ώŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘϐΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǿƘƻ LΩƳ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ΨbƻǿΣ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜΩΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƻǳǘ 

ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ L ƘŀǾŜΦέ όtŜǘŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

A lack of understanding was widely perceived by participants to afflict professionals who 

ƳŀŘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ wŀǾƛ 

felt that policymakers, lacking personal experience of disability or contact with disabled 

people, failed to provide ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΥ  

άL Řƻƴϥǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƳǳŎƘΧ ǘƘŜȅϥǾŜ 

ƴƻǘ ƘŀŘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΧ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ώŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜϐΧ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜΧ ǘƘŜȅ 

would assume [that] their policies are helping disabled people. But probably some 

of the things they thought are helpful are probably the worst things you can do 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅΣ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǎƛƴƎΦέ όwŀǾƛΣ ƛƴǘŜǊview) 
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This lack of knowledge amongst non-disabled people, including decision-makers, was 

something that participants felt could be addressed, though several highlighted that the 

knowledge a non-disabled person could gain would not be the same as that of a disabled 

person. Amber described the ways in which people who designed environments could better 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ όƭƛƪŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎύ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

importance of listening to disabled people. Her comments highlight the situated knowledge 

of those who came across barriers on a daily basis:  

ά¢ŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜǾŜǊ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀ 

wheelchair, any kind of wheelchair, because manuals are different from electrics 

and all electrics are different. So, you are never ever going to understand what it is 

ƭƛƪŜ ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƛǘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ŦƛǾŜ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƻƻ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ǎǘŜǇΧ 9ǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ώǿƘƻ ǳǎŜǎ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊϐ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ 

similar problems. You need to speak to the people who do it day in, day out 

because they are the people who actually feel the frustration about what happens 

ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘΧ ²ŀƭƪ ŀ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŜŀǎǘΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƛǘΧ DŜǘ ǎƻƳe real experience from some people 

ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƛǘΦέ ό!ƳōŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Similarly, Anne reflected on the value of professionals listening to the situated knowledge of 

disabled people. She explained how despite not having a visual impairment herself she had 

come to understand the importance of correctly installed tactile paving by listening to the 

experiences of those for whom it was essential: 

άL ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ōŀŘƭȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻǿƴΧ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘ [tactile 

ǇŀǾƛƴƎϐ ƪƴŜǿΣ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ƛǘΧ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻŎƪ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅϥǎ 

ƭƛŦŜ ǳǇΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

[ŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ !ƳōŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴƻƴ-

disabled people use wheelchairs for a short period of time to try to understand disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƴƻ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

people:  

άƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΦ LƴŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƻǊ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅΦ 

L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎe, stick someone in a wheelchair and push them around 

ŀ ōƛǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ ŦŜŜƭ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƳǇŀǘƘȅΧ LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 

ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ Řŀȅ ǘƻ ŘŀȅΦ ! ǘŀƭƪΣ 

L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ƻŦŦ ŀt talks.  They need to be able to ask questions, 

which is not a comfortable thing. If people are going to be able to get an 
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ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦέ ό!ƳōŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey 

interview) 

Yet participants acknowledged that it was not inevitable that non-disabled people would 

learn from such conversations about what would make an environment accessible. The 

experience of Anne, a former access officer at a local council, highlights this issue. Despite 

being employed in a role with a specific focus on improving access for disabled people, and 

having the opportunity to learn from her insights, her colleagues paid scant regard to her 

situated knowledge. She described the difficulties she faced in convincing her colleagues to 

take her situated knowledge seriously:  

άL ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎΧ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΧ L ǿŀǎ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

educate people, and I don't think they liked [it]ς these are people that were much 

older than me, had been engineers for a long long time, certainly didn't want a 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴΣ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΧ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇŀǘǊƻƴƛǎŜ 

ƳŜΣ Ǝƻ ΨƻƘ ȅŜƘΣ ŀƭǊƛƎƘǘ !ƴƴƛŜΣ ǿŜϥƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΩΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜΧ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎώƭȅϐΧ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎΣ ƻƴŜ ƛǘΩǎ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ 

because I was in a wheelchair, it was very easy to [dismiss and patronise me] and 

LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜ hƘΦ aȅΦ DƻŘΗ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΗ ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƳŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƳŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƻǘǇŀǘƘΦέ 

(Anne, post-journey interview) 

Although she was not keen on the idea, her bosses suggested that her colleagues do an 

ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘǊŀǾŜƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭǘΦ 

Such simulations are often regarded as problematic by disabled people due to their 

individualisation of disability, which ignores the impact of societal barriers, and evidence 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ 

about positive attitudinal change (French, 1992). Anne found that although the session 

initially seemed to have the effect of conveying to her colleagues them the issues at stake, it 

did not result in a long-lasting change of their attitudes or behaviours: 

ά¢ƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭ ƛǘΣ ȅƻǳϥƭƭ ǿŀƭƪ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ƘŀƭŦ ŀƴ ƘƻǳǊ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘΧ ǿƛƭƭ 

it really have an impact? You need to listen to people. [We did] get them all in 

wheelchairs, going over the work that they've done, like footpaths and dropped 

kerbs, andς I mean it was a joke, they couldn't do it! They felt [what it was like, 

ōǳǘϐ ǘƘŜƴΧ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŜƪǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΧ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘΦέ 

(Anne, post-journey interview) 
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The challenges Anne faced in persuading her colleagues to acknowledge and act upon her 

expertise demonstrate how people who design and implement disabling environments may 

not engage with situated knowledge even when it is readily available to them. As both Anne 

ŀƴŘ !ƳōŜǊ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ 

than just attempting to replicate the experience of being a wheelchair user. It involves 

listening to disabled people and their accounts of the disabling barriers they experience on a 

daily basis, both relating to accessible environments and in terms of their wider experience 

of being a disabled person. It also requires non-disabled people to meaningfully engage with, 

and seeking to learn from, the situated knowledge that disabled people have built up. 

5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎŀƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ŀ 

world that does not accommodate their access needs, and could at least potentially serve as 

a resource for conversations that might bring about more enabling environments. This is an 

aspect that will be further examined in Chapter 6. However, it is important to note that this 

situated knowledge is acquired at a cost. When they described their experiences of disabling 

environments, it was very clear that labour was imposed on the participants that was not 

imposed on non-disabled people. Some of these, such as the physical work associated with 

having to take longer detour, were discussed in the previous chapter. The next section 

discusses another form of work that grants disabled people particular forms of situated 

knowledge, the labour that is associated with psycho-emotional disablement. 

5.3 Labour and Psycho-Emotional Disablement 

As discussed above, disableŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ 

in a disabling society. However, this expertise is acquired at a cost, in the form of the labour 

they are compelled to undertake as they encounter and work around the material and 

interactional barriers they face in their everyday life. While the physical costs have been 

described above and in the previous chapter, this section focuses on the psycho-emotional 

costs of disablement and how these lead to particular forms of situated knowledge. This 

section first explores ways in which such additional psycho-emotional labour is imposed, 

before considering how it was experienced by the powered wheelchair users in this study.  

As described in Chapter 2, the world is constructed around the needs of standardised, non-

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩ 

(Garland-Thomson, 2011, p.594). Disabled people are often forced to undertake additional 

labour, often invisible to the non-disabled majority, to reduce the friction and costs that 
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occur when they meet standardised technologies or organisations that do not accommodate 

their particular needs (Star, 1990). As well as the physical costs described earlier, such as the 

longer journeys or risk of injury or damage to their chair, disabled people experience a range 

of non-physical costs. They exercise additional surveillance to avoid being caught out by 

standardised socio-technical environments or processes. Sometimes, they encounter 

incredulity or even hostility from others who are ignorant of their needs. It is important to 

note that these costs are still incurred when disabled people successfully navigate 

ƛƴƘƻǎǇƛǘŀōƭŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΥ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƛƴŎǳǊǊŜŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ ΨƎƻƻŘ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎΩ (Moser & Law, 1999, 

p.207). Indeed, it is precisely this work, drawing on their situated knowledge, which can 

sometimes enable smooth journeys. Again, such hidden work goes beyond physical aspects 

of mobility. It encompasses psychological aspects such as pre-emptive or on-the-fly journey 

planning, as well as the feelings engendered by experiences of inaccessibility or 

discrimination. It also includes emotional work that is related to managing difficult social 

interactions with others and controlling self-presentation in such interactions, for example 

to gain support, maintain relationships with others, drive social change, or maintain self-

respect (Scully, 2010, pp.29ς31).  

{ǳŎƘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŜƴƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ώŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎϐ 

pyscho-ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎέ (Thomas, 1999, p.60), which has different aspects that may 

affect particular people differently at different times (Reeve, 2004, p.85). These include the 

impact of structural disablement on disabled people, such as how being physically excluded 

from inaccessible places can reinforce a sense of segregation and difference. Psycho-

ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ άŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴέ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 

disabled people through the hostile looks, words, or actions of others (Reeve, 2014, p.93). 

Finally, societal prejudices may become internalised by disabled people themselves, 

affecting their sense of self-worth and potentially influencing the decisions they take about 

their lives (Reeve, 2006, pp.101ς103)Φ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

experiences and situated knowledge, and interact in complex ways: someone may know that 

they have to play the role of ŀ ΨƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ in order to obtain assistance, be left 

hurt if their request is rebuffed, and feel angry or embarrassed that an inaccessible 

environment compels them to ask for help in the first place (Reeve, 2006, p.98). The labour 

this requires often involves masking their own emotions in order to manage those of others: 

they may defuse awkward interactions with humour (Cahill & Eggleston, 1994), or feel 

unable to express their anger at poor treatment due to personal embarrassment, the risk of 
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retaliation, and societal norms of non-confrontation. They recognise that sometimes, they 

cannot afford to alienate a non-disabled person whose assistance they require to navigate 

disabling structural barriers.  

The participants in this study undertook many of the forms of psycho-emotional labour 

described above. In both my observations while travelling with them and in their reflections 

during the interviews, it was clear that how they dealt with these examples of disablement 

was intimately linked to their situated knowledge of being a powered wheelchair user. 

Although structural and psycho-emotional factors are closely linked, participantǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ 

frequently referenced situations where they experienced psycho-emotional disablement. In 

some cases, the psycho-emotional aspect of disablement was readily apparent and explicitly 

discussed. These included situations in which participants felt insecure, vulnerable, angry, or 

frustrated. At other times, it was an undertone to their response to disabling environments, 

such as being forced into a state of constant vigilance to ensure a smooth experience of 

mobility, or the effect of having to rely on other people for access. How these situations 

imposed particular forms of psycho-emotional labour, and the impact of this, is discussed in 

more detail below. 

Many participants described being forced to maintain a constant state of vigilance to assess 

and react to inaccessible environments. Some of the physical aspects of this labour, such as 

dodging cracks in pavements and taking long diversions in the face of inaccessible routes, 

have already been discussed in the previous chapter. However, what came through strongly 

in interviews was the significant cognitive load and emotional labour that was associated 

ǿƛǘƘ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘǘƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƭƛƪŜƴŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

immediate environment to technologies such as satellite navigation or radar. Ravi described 

how he had a άŀ ǎŀǘ ƴŀǾ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōǊŀƛƴέ (Ravi, interview), while !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ 

the ground like a radar to avoid bumps that would cause her to spill her tea (discussed in 

Chapter 4) show how the vigilance that she exercised was linked to her situated knowledge 

of how her interactions with the environment were mediated by her powered wheelchair. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ƘŜǊ ǎƳƻƻǘƘ ΨǇŀǎǎŀƎŜΩ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ 

her PA, who despite travelling with her regularly was not fully aware of the mental effort 

Anne exerted in her everyday mobility.  

It is worth noting that such vigilance was not always a conscious activity: Jane described, 

earlier in this chapter, how she only realised the extent of their constant scanning for 
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obstacles when she later reflected upon it in the interview. But the impact of this vigilance, 

whether conscious or not at the time, was generally described by participants in terms of the 

tiredness it caused them. For example, Jessica explained how barriers in her environment 

meant she always had to be alert while using her chair: 

άƛǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜΣ ǿŜƭƭ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƴƻŜǳǾǊŜ ŀ ŎŀǊΧ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀ 

school when there's loads of kids on the road, or when there's a riot. It feels very 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ȅƻǳΧ Ŏŀƴϥǘ ŎƻƴŎŜƴǘǊŀǘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀȅōŜ ȅƻǳϥŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ 

be concentrating on ς and that's why it's quite exhausting as well in a chair, 

because you can't ever switch off, you have to constantly be aware of where you 

ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŘƻΦέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey 

interview)  

This form of emotional work is a direct result of what Reeve (2014, p.85) describes as 

environmental or structural inaccessibilityΦ WŜǎǎƛŎŀΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

caused by physical environments but also by interactions with others. Furthermore, the 

unpredictability of accessible routes, which can depend on contingent factors such as the 

weather or operational status of lifts as discussed in the previous chapter, imposes further 

vigilance on disabled people that non-disabled people do not experience in the same way. 

WŜǎǎƛŎŀΩǎ ǾƛƎƛƭŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ in her situated knowledge that her passage may be impeded by 

particular material and interactional barriers. These structural factors affect how people feel 

about their journeys and the environments they pass through. Different environments can 

inspire positive or negative trains of thought and emotion amongst pedestrians, with 

ΨǳƴƻōǘǊǳǎƛǾŜΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ 

(Calvert et al., 2019). The disabling structural barriers described above, and the in-the-

moment vigilance that they impose on powered wheelchair users, have the potential to 

undermine positive aspects of mobility and movement through the imposition of 

psychological work.  

Psycho-emotional disablement was also apparent in the way that several participants talked 

about how they sometimes felt unsafe, insecure, or vulnerable. These feelings were usually 

associated with having previously encountered particular inaccessible environments or 

ableist attitudes. Again, this stemmed from their situated knowledge, rooted in their prior 

experiences of identical or similar barriers. One participant who had previously had an 

accident on a steep incline, for example, described how she felt when having to use a steep 

ramp to board a train: 
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ά!ǿŦǳƭΦ !ōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ŀǿŦǳƭΦ L ŦŜŜƭ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǘƘǊƻŀǘΧ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ 

potential for me to [go] backwards and have another nasty accident so I don't feel 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎŀŦŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛde [of the 

ǊŀƳǇϐΧ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ Ǌŀƴ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴΧ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀŘ ǊǳǎƘΧ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 

ǎŎƻǇŜ ŦƻǊ ώƳȅ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭϐ ƭŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛƴΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎΦ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ 

of thaǘΣ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŀƳǇέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Although Jessica did still use trains, her description highlights how structural inaccessibility 

has clear psycho-emotional consequences (Reeve, 2014, p.85). If the trains were accessible 

without a ramp, she would have been able to board without the experience reminding her 

of the accident. For other participants, these kinds of feelings led to them actively avoiding 

the use of particular modes of transport. Anne, for example, explained how the motion of a 

bus caused her to slide around in her chair, making her feel unsafe and therefore unwilling 

to take a bus on her own. James described one previous train journey as άŀ ƴƛƎƘǘƳŀǊŜέ, 

explaining how it had left him with a strong aversion to rail travel:  

ά¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ L ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜ 

ōǳǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƭƛƴŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƛƎƘǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻƴŜΧ ƘŀŘ ŀ 

nice big open carriage, it was really pretty easy, really comfortable. But then again 

on the way back, that carriage was full of bikes, so we had to sit in the 

ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊΧώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ōŀŎƪΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƻƻ 

narrowΣ ǎƻ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎƛǘ ƛƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎΧ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΧ  L ŘƻƴΩǘΣ really ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƴƻǿΦέ 

(James, post-journey interview) 

Although he said he would not rule out taking the train entirely, this experience had άǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

Ǉǳǘ ώƘƛƳϐ ƻŦŦέ doing so, and he tended to travel most places by car. Several participants 

discussed similar experiences of how structural inaccessibility had left similar psycho-

emotional impacts. Geoff, for example, described how the wheels of his wheelchair became 

trapped in a train doorway while travelling with his young son. The driver, unable to see him, 

attempted to close the doors and a serious accident was only averted by the actions of 

passers-by. He went on to explain the lasting emotional impact of that incident on his son:   

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŀƛƴΧ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ώǿŀǎϐ Ƴȅ ǎƻƴ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ 

outright to travel on the [railway system] with us, and we had to use taxis 

everywhere. And he still remembers that as well. He said it was quite a traumatic 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳΧ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǿƘŀǘΣ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΧ ώ!ϐǎ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ȅƻǳ 
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ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦέ 

(Geoff, interview) 

This incident provides an example of how structural barriers not only directly impeded the 

mobility of a disabled person, but also led to psycho-emotional disablement of their family.  

Yet such structural barriers also imposed other forms of emotional labour, through how they 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ interactions with other people. In order to work around such 

barriers, disabled people are often compelled to ask for assistance from other people. As 

one participant explained, this not only constrained their freedom and independence ς as 

they were now reliant on the goodwill of others ς but also led to them feeling embarrassed 

and insecure:  

άώLǘ ƛǎϐ ŀŘƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ΨL ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǳǇ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƻǇ ƪŜǊōΩΣ ƛǘΧ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ also 

ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΧ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ώƛǘϐ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƴƻ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƴŜŜŘ 

ǘƘŜ ƘŜƭǇΧ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǎƘŀƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ƎƻŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ǎŀŦŜΣ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ŀǊŜŀΧ L 

thƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ Ǉƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƻǿƴΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ 

this fear, either of not being able to get up or down a kerb and having to accept 

ƘŜƭǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ LΩƳ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΣ ƻǊ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ώǿƘŜǊŜ L 

am] noǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎΧ ƻǊ ƛŦ L ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ƛǘ 

ōŜŦƻǊŜ L Ǝƻǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŀƴƎŜǊΦέ όaŀǊƎŀǊŜǘΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ōǳǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǿƻǾŜƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇǎȅŎƘƻ-

emotional disablement: the direct effect of disabling environmental barriers, such as the 

fear of losing control of their chair; and the indirect effect of being forced to rely on others, 

and therefore disclosing potential vulnerability. Disclosure in this way also has the potential 

ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ 

otherwise disabling situations. Even the act of conveying their need for a particular form of 

assistance, a topic which would not typically be discussed outside of their intimate circle, can 

break norms of conduct in the interaction between a disabled person and non-disabled 

others (Scully, 2010, p.27). Worse, it may also result in existing societal prejudices about a 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴƭȅ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

ΨŀǎŎǊƛōŜŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻƴ-disabled others inappropriately extrapolating 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ όǎǳŎƘ as the need to be able to 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀ ǘǊŀƛƴύ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ŀǊŜŀǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ (Scully, 2014, p.209). Yet unless they disclose 
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these particular needs, disabled people remain constrained by the disabling effects of non-

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩ (Garland-Thomson, 2011, p.594). 

Structural barriers that force dependence on others are also problematic because disabled 

people are then sometimes obliged to accept poor treatment to gain the assistance they 

require for mobility or access. Anthony described these dynamics in his interactions with one 

member of staff at his local railway station, where he regularly uses ramp assistance:  

άIŜΩǎ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ŦŜŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ IŜ ƳƻŀƴǎΧ ƘŜ ǎƳƻƪŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƘŜΩǎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƳŜ ƻŦŦ Χ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ Ψ²Ƙȅ Řƻ ȅƻǳ Ǉǳǘ ǳǇ 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƘƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƴƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΚΩ I'm 

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ Ψ²Ŝƭƭ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ LϥƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦǳŎƪƛƴƎ ǇƛǎǎŜŘ ƻŦŦΣ L Řƻƴϥǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ 

ǘƘŀǘΧŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŀ ōŀŘ ƳƻƻŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƴ LϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ƴŜȄǘ 

ǘƛƳŜΩΣ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǳȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

he knows ƛǘΩǎ ƳŜΣ ƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪǎ ƘŜ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ ŦƛǾŜΣ ǘŜƴ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪǎ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǇŀƭǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ ΨLΩƳ ƴƻǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŀƭΧ L ǿŀƴǘ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

with the ramp when I get ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴΩΦ .ǳǘ L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ L ǎŀƛŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜ 

ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜŘ ƻǊ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƘƻŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ L ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴΚ Lǘ ƎƻŜǎ 

back to that issue of dependeƴŎȅΧ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ōǳǘ 

ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƳƛƴŘŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦέ ό!ƴǘƘƻƴȅΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-

journey interview) 

Again, while a structural barrier directly excludes a disabled person, forcing them to rely on 

ramp assistance, it also imposes subsequent psycho-social disablement: conscious that his 

reliance on ramp assistance meant he could not afford to alienate the employee, Anthony 

chose to prioritise maintaining a working relationship with him (Scully, 2010, pp.29ς31). As 

ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ 

grounded in their situated knowledge about what is necessary to enable their mobility. Yet 

in this case, that meant Anthony ignored behaviour he felt was unacceptable and was 

selective about the issues he complained about (an issue that will be further discussed in 

Section 5.4). 

Several participants described situations where they had been made to feel humiliated or 

embarrassed. Such situations were generally caused by one of two factors: the measures 

they were forced to take in response to structural inaccessibility, or the behaviours of other 

people towards them. The archetypal example of the former was the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨōŀŎƪ ŘƻƻǊ 
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ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΩΥ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƛǎǎǳŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǳǎŀōƭŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ 

ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ ǿŀǎ ΨŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪΩΣ ǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

entrance used by non-disabled people (Edwards & Imrie, 2003; Imrie, 2000a). This is yet 

another spatial signifier of difference (Imrie & Kumar, 1998) that demonstrates the inter-

related nature of material and social factors in disablement. Jessica described how this could 

involve being taken through non-public areas such as restaurant kitchens, while her dinner 

companions waited for her at the table:  

άώǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ǎǘŀŦŦϐ ǘƻƻƪ ƳŜ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΧ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ 

them to move the bins, then they opened the back door to the restaurant, and I 

ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊΧ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƭŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎŜŘ 

ŎǳǘƭŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻƻŘΧ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ŎƭŜŀƴ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƛƭǘƘȅΧ L ǘƘŜƴ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ 

Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛǘŎƘŜƴΧ ώŀƴŘϐ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ΨǘƘŜǊŜϥǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƘŜǊŜΩΧ ȅƻǳ 

ƪƴƻǿΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƳŜƭƭȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƭŜŀƴΣ L ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƘȅƎƛŜƴƛŎΧ L Řƻƴϥǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

that was an acceptable way of letting a wheeƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘΧ ώL 

ǿŀƴǘŜŘϐ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƴƛŎŜ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΧ ōǳǘ ώŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇϐ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘŜŘέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Although she complimented the restaurant and staff overall, her account highlights how 

structural disablement can cause psycho-emotional effects. She noted that άǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅέ for her to access the restaurant. Her experience demonstrates how 

a clumsy attempt to promote accessibility did enable wheelchair users to access the venue, 

yet the experience of that access was so different and inferior to that of a non-disabled 

person that Jessica felt humiliated as a result. It suggests the restaurant had focused on 

ǘƛŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨōƻȄΩ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŀŎƪed insight into how a disabled person would feel 

about this experience when it was implemented in practice. 

Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ΨŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ōȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

people towards disabled people were more direct examples of psycho-emotional disablism 

(Reeve, 2014, p.93). In some contexts, this involved non-disabled people disbelieving or 

otherwise invalidating the situated knowledge of participants. While travelling with David, I 

witnessed how ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭǳŜ ΨǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǊŀƳǇΩ Ŏŀƭƭ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ǘǿƛŎŜ 

at subsequent stops. As the bus began to pull away from the second stop, he called out to 

the driver to alert him that he wanted to get off. In response, the driver shouted back, 

aggressively accusing him of not having pressed the call button at all. The experience of 

being forced into a confrontation with the driver, who had publicly accused him of lying, 
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clearly annoyed and humiliated David. This was on top of him having been inconvenienced 

by having to alight a stop beyond where he had originally planned.  

Similarly, Amber explained how because society as a whole does not consider that disabled 

people might also be parents, facilities or services aimed at those with small children are 

often inaccessible. In turn, this can lead to interactions in which their role as a parent is 

devalued by the attitudes of non-disabled others: 

άǘƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ ōŀōƛŜǎΧ ώƻǊϐ ǊǳƭŜǎ ώƛƴ ŀ ǎƻŦǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀǊŜŀϐ 

where a child has to have an able-ōƻŘƛŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƳΧ LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ 

arguments at the front desk about why I should be able to take a carer in with me 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƘŀǊƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜǊΧ ώ¢ƘŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘϐ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

ώƳȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊϐΦ L ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ƘŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊΦέ ό!ƳōŜǊΣ 

post-journey interview) 

In this caǎŜΣ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛǎƳ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ !ƳōŜǊΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻ-

emotional wellbeing by calling into question her ability as a mother. As before, the situated 

knowledge that disabled people have ς in this case about parenthood, and the accessibility 

adjustments that may be necessary to enable them to fulfil that role ς is seemingly not 

considered by service providers.  

However, beyond these incidental acts of invalidation participants also described directly 

discriminatory forms of psycho-emotional disablism, such as receiving abusive comments 

ŦǊƻƳ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ {ǳŎƘ Ψƭƻǿ ƭŜǾŜƭΩ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŀƴ 

ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǉǳŀǘŜ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ΨƘŀǘŜ ŎǊƛƳŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ 

which risks obscuring the prevalence and impact of these kinds of everyday discrimination 

on their victims (Hall, 2019), and can undermine the perceived safety of everyday spaces 

that disabled people access (Healy, 2020).  

Jessica gave two examples of this kind of low-level prejudice. First, she recounted an 

interaction with another shopper in the confined environment of a shop, and his reaction 

when she asked him to make space for her:  

άƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ōǳǎȅΧ ǘƘŜ ōƭƻƪŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƴ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀƛŘ ΨŜȄŎǳǎŜ ƳŜ ǇƭŜŀǎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ 

ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳƻǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ƳƻǾŜŘΣ ǎƻ I just tapped him on the back 

ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ΨŜȄŎǳǎŜ ƳŜ ǇƭŜŀǎŜΣ ŎƻǳƭŘ L ƎŜǘ ǇŀǎǘΩΧ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǿƻǊŜ ŀǘ 

ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ΨǿƘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ŜŦŦƛƴƎ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΩΧ L Ǝƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǳǇǎŜǘ 

ōȅ ǘƘŀǘΧ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƻǾŜŘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ ōut then I just left the shop 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿŜƴǘ ƘƻƳŜέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 
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She went on to explain how her subsequent visits to that area were coloured by this 

incident, and she described having to make a conscious effort to return in the face of such 

discrimination. Initially, the incident acted as a constraint on her desire to go into the shop in 

question, though it later provided an impetus to exercise her right to do so:  

άǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ L ǿŜƴǘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ΨLϥƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘƻǇ ŀƎŀƛƴΩΦ !ƴŘ then the 

ƴŜȄǘ ǘƛƳŜ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ ΨȅŜǎ L ŀƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LϥƳ ƴƻǘ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƭŜǘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘŜ ƳŜ ƭƛƪŜ 

ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Jessica also described a separate incident when someone who had parked in a disabled 

parking bay shouted at her that disability was a άƭƛŦŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜέ. She explained how the psycho-

emotional impacts of such horrible interactions could linger:  

άLǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ L Řƻƴϥǘ ŎŀǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƪΣ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ L ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ 

ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴΧ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ΨǘƘŀǘϥǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 

ǎƻ ƴŀǎǘȅΧ ǎƻ ǳƴƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΣ ŀƴŘΧ Ƨǳǎǘ ŎǊǳŜƭΩΧ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΧ ŘƻŜǎ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƳŜΧ L Řƻ ŦŜŜƭ 

LΩǾŜ ƘŀǊŘŜƴŜŘ ǳǇ ŀ ƭƻǘΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƘŀƛǊΧ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ LΩƭƭ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪ ΨƻƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴϥǘ 

ǾŜǊȅ ƴƛŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƻǾŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ L Řƻƴϥǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΧ .ǳǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘǿƻ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŘƛŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘŜ ƳŜ ŀƴŘΧ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴϥǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƴƛŎŜΦέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-

journey interview) 

WŜǎǎƛŎŀΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ΨŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Reeve, 2014, p.93) could cause 

psycho-emotionaƭ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ΨƘŀǊŘŜƴŜŘΩ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ, and could have 

a ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ 

ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŜȄƛǎǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ƴƻǘ 

knowing how the next stranger will react to them (Reeve, 2012, p.80). Experiences like this 

can lead to some disabled people actively avoiding particular modes of travel in future, and 

therefore directly constrain their mobility (Wilkin, 2020). 

A common theme in many participŀƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 

ΨŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴΩΥ ǘƘŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ 

even expectation, that things might going wrong on their journey. Such expectations were 

rooted in their situated knowledge and experiences of things having gone wrong in the past, 

in some cases on many occasions. It is important to note that although individual incidents 

of (direct or indirect) psycho-emotional disablism may seem harmless or one-offs, Reeve 

notes that these are often experienced on a daily basis and so can have a cumulative effect 

on their self-esteem and self-confidence (Reeve, 2012, p.82)Φ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ǎǳƳƳŜŘ ǳǇ 

this cumulative impact on his psycho-emotional wellbeing: 
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άŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

do them again, you get a very tight stoƳŀŎƘΣ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΧ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ƘƻǊǊƛōƭȅ 

wrong, this could be upsetting, someone could be rude. I may not be able to make 

ǘƘƛǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ƭȅƛƴƎΧ ǘƘŀǘ 

ώŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛǎϐ Χ ŜǾŜƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ LϥǾŜ ǎŜǘ ƻŦŦΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ LϥƳ ǿaiting at the bus stop, before I've 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘΧ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘΦέ ό5ŀǾƛŘΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview)  

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ 5ŀǾƛŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ǎǘƻǇ ƘƛƳ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ 

this anticipatory tension affected their travel behaviours, such as explaining how they would 

not go to places they had not been to before or would not use new routes. Jane, who 

commuted by train on a daily basis to her full-time job, explained how she άǿƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ Ǝƻ ƻƴ 

my own [to a new development in city centreϐΧ Ƨǳǎǘ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ L ƎŜǘ ǎǘǳŎƪέ (Jane, post-journey 

interview). Instead she said she would travel with a friend, personal assistant, or family 

member until she was confident about the accessibility of that environment. Previous 

experiences of structural inaccessibility thus led, in this particular instance to a specific form 

of psycho-emotional disablement for someone who was otherwise very independent: the 

restriction of certain activities, and an enforced reliance on other people. When participants 

described this kind of anticipatory tension, and their lack of confidence that a journey would 

go well, they often drew upon past negative experiences to explain their low expectations, 

or to highlight how and why they had changed their behaviour.  

Lǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

own direct experiences, but also by those of their friends and acquaintances. In this context, 

shared social networks provided a means by which experiences were shared and discussed. 

Ravi highlighted how hearing about the negative experiences of his friends had discouraged 

him from using public transport himself:  

άL ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƻΧ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ŀ ōǳǎΦ 9ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΧ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƻŦΧ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΧ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ LΩŘ ŎƻǇŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ L 

[would] feel quite ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜΧ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊǳŘŜΦ hǊ ǳƳΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴƛƴƎΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ LΩŘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƻŦ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǊŀƳǇΣ ƻǊ 

ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ όŀύ ǎǘŜǇ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ LΩŘ ŦƛƴŘ ǿƻǊǊȅƛƴƎΧ LΩǾŜ 

not really faced a lot of ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘΧ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘΧ ƛǘϥǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ LϥǾŜ 

ƘŜŀǊŘΦέ όwŀǾƛΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿύ 
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¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ wŀǾƛ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƴŜƎŀtive 

interactions with others as being a greater concern than physical inaccessibility, despite him 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ŦŀŎŜŘ ƳǳŎƘ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΣ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ΨŀŎǘǎ 

ƻŦ ƛƴǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴΩ (Reeve, 2014, p.93) against a single disabled person can impact upon many 

others. Any individual act of psycho-emotional disablement can affect the broader disabled 

community, whose shared experience of disablement and discrimination forms the basis of 

common aspects to their situated knowledge.  

In light of this anticipatory tension, many participants described their sense of disbelief or 

even joy when their journeys went better than they had expected. Amber explained how, 

despite having had good experiences in the past, she still felt a physical sense of relief when 

things went well on a journey. She related this to the sense of uncertainty she felt every time 

she embarked on a trip, and the unease she felt not knowing how it would go:  

ά¸ŜǎǘŜǊŘŀȅΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƘƻǊǊŜƴŘƻǳǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΦ  L ǎŀǿ ƘƛƳΣ L 

asked, he smiled, jumped down, pulled the ramp out and I went. Great. What I find 

ǉǳƛǘŜ ǎŀŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ōǊŜŀǘƘŜ ŀ ǎƛƎƘ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ƻƴŎŜ LΩƳ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƭƛƪŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ǿƘŜƴ 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦέ ό!ƳōŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

As with the vigilance described earlier, the anticipatory tension discussed by many 

participants highlights an underlying issue relating to the psycho-emotional labour that is 

experienced by disabled people. Facilities such as bus ramps, which aim to reduce disabling 

ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎΣ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅΣ ǳƴǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ƻǊ ΨōǊƛǘǘƭŜƴŜǎǎΩΦ 

When they go wrong ς if compromised by poor maintenance, the hostile acts of another 

person, or a process which is inflexible to the lived needs of the people they are supposed to 

assist ς they impose further emotional and physical labour on disabled people. Psycho-

emotional existential insecurity (Reeve, 2012, p.80) relates ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

uncertainty about how others might act towards them, but also to unease about the very 

features and services which ought to reassure them of the accessibility of environments.  

The vulnerability of these accessible services and facilities to failure also risks undermining 

the situated knowledge that disabled people have accrued of workarounds that enable their 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎΦ !ƳōŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ found it sad that she felt relief in this context 

demonstrates her recognition that she ought not to feel relief for such a fundamental thing 

to her mobility as being able to access a bus.  
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Feelings of anger, irritation, annoyance and frustration in the face of disabling barriers came 

through very clearly in some interviews, as well as being a recurrent underlying theme 

amongst most participants. As with the anticipatory tension discussed above, they were a 

response to experiences of structural disablement (Reeve, 2004, p.85). Given the frequency 

of these incidents, some participants described how this imposed a recurrent form of 

psycho-emotional labour on them:  

άhƘΗ !ƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ LϥƳ ŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅΧ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƻǊŘΣ ώōǳǘϐ 

ŀƴƎǊȅΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

For most participants, such feelings typically related to occasions where things went wrong 

unexpectedly, such that their plans were thrown into disarray. For example, David explained 

how it was the unanticipated things that caused him the most annoyance: that άǳƴexpected 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜ ŀƴƎǊȅΦ 9ȄŀǎǇŜǊŀǘŜŘΦ aŀƪŜ ƳŜ ǎǿŜŀǊέ (David, post-journey interview). While 

accompanying him in central London, I observed this for myself. A car had parked across a 

dropped kerb, and David was forced to drive his wheelchair along the road for a 

considerable distance before being able to remount the pavement at the next dropped kerb. 

Reflecting on this incident during the interview, as he watched the video footage he had 

captured, he asked άƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǎŀȅ ΨŦǳŎƪ ŦǳŎƪ ŦǳŎƪΩΚέ. While he could laugh about 

the situation in retrospect, noting άŦŜŜƭ ŦǊŜŜ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƛǘ ώǘƘŜ swearingϐ ƛƴΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘέ, it was clear that the situation had caused him genuine annoyance at the time. As 

he explained in the interview, these incidents had a real impact on his life which lasted 

beyond the moment itself:  

άǘƘŜ ŀƴƎŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΧ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘ 

ōŜŦƻǊŜƘŀƴŘΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜǾŀǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΧ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜry sour, tense, angry 

ǳƴƘŀǇǇȅ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎΧ L ŦƛƴŘ ƛǘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦέ ό5ŀǾƛŘΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Similar frustrations and emotions were expressed by several participants. These negative 

experiences and the emotional cost they imposed formed an integral part of the situated 

knowledge that they possessed about the experience of being powered wheelchair users, 

including the disabling barriers they faced compared to non-disabled people. These aspects 

of psycho-emotional disablism were also closely related to other aspects of the emotional 

and physical labour they were forced to undertake to overcome these barriers: the constant 

vigilance necessary to exercise their mobility; the needlessly disabling environments and 

interactions; and their feelings of being on edge and tense that all of these situations 
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prompted. Anger and frustration were thus responses to everyday experiences of 

disablement. Some participants also framed these emotions in relation to their legal rights, 

expressing their anger that they were prevented from full participation in society because of 

disabling barriers.  

It is worth briefly noting that disabled people may experience psycho-emotional disablism in 

different ways and with different intensities, and some may not experience it at all (Reeve, 

2004, p.85). Other aspects of their identities, such as gender, age, and parenthood status, 

also influence individual experiences of psycho-social disablement (Valentine, 2007; 

Sawchuk, 2012; Murray et al., 2016). Such variations were reflected in some aspects of 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ WŀƴŜ ǊŜŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǘŀȄƛ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƻƴŎŜ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ ƘŜǊ 

and a friend home after a night out until another woman intervened:  

άȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ƛƴ ώǘƘŜ ǘŀȄƛϐ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅϥǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ǊŀƳǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ Ψƴƻ ǿŜ Řƻƴϥǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 

ǊŀƳǇΩΧ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƭƪ ƘƻƳŜΧ ŀ пр ƳƛƴǳǘŜ ǿŀƭƪΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ 

the early hours of the morning. Until this woman got in a taxi, saw that it had a 

ramp, and basicallȅ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ƘƛƳ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǎΧ L Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ 

ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŀŦŜΣ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƭƭ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŦǊƻƳ bƻǘǘƛƴƎƘŀƳΧ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ 

ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǿŜ Řƻƴϥǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƘƻƳŜΧ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 

(Jane, post-journey interview) 

For two young women who were in their late teens at the time of the incident, a long walk 

home in the middle of the night in an unfamiliar city raised questions of personal safety that 

may not have been perceived as so significant by someone of a different age or gender. Jane 

felt that this situation happened because the taxi driver would have had to exert more effort 

to carry a wheelchair user than a non-disabled passenger: they would have been required to 

get out of the car, deploy the ramp, and secure the wheelchair properly. An issue of 

structural inaccessibility was compounded by the direct psycho-emotional disablism of the 

ǘŀȄƛ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ 

and wellbeing. However, this incident also highlights how a non-disabled passer-ōȅΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

mitigated some of the negative aspects of this experience, suggesting ways in which 

structural and psycho-social disablement may be addressed through individual and societal 

actions. 

The characteristics of psycho-emotional disablement experienced by participants are both 

complex and deeply intertwined with their experiences of structural disablement. The sheer 

variability of environmental factors such as unreliable lifts or the attitudes of staff lead to 
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unpredictability, heightening the psycho-emotional labour imposed on powered wheelchair 

ǳǎŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ 

and disabling environments, and the workarounds rooted in that knowledge that they have 

developed. As described in Section 5.2, participants faced challenges when conveying their 

situated knowledge and expertise to non-disabled people, who did not share at least some 

similar experiences of disablement and working around barriers. This is even more the case 

given the complex relationship between structural and psycho-emotional disablement and 

the invisible nature of the latter. Moreover, an additional challenge is posed by the primary 

way in which disabled people can convey their situated knowledge to service providers: by 

making a complaint when things go wrong. As the following section explores, not only is this 

ineffective in bringing about systematic change, but it typically imposes further physical and 

psycho-emotional labour on disabled people which compounds the structural and psycho-

emotional disablement they already experience. As such, despite complaints often being the 

only way for disabled people to feed back about issues, they are a poor way of conveying 

situated knowledge about their experiences of structural or psycho-emotional disablement. 

5.4 Complaints: an Ineffective, Individualised Way of Conveying Situated 
Knowledge 

As described above, during the journeys and interviews many participants talked about how 

their knowledge was a valuable resource that could be used to improve access for disabled 

people. Although this applied to a wide range of issues, the dominant role of inaccessible 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ 

with service providers relating to concerns about access. However, they often felt frustrated 

in their attempts raise awareness amongst service providers about the barriers they faced, 

and in their efforts to bring about meaningful change through such engagements. These 

frustrations were linked to both the processes of engagement with service providers, and 

the outcomes of these processes.  

Participants described being funnelled through particular sets of formal processes, most 

often complaints procedures, which were not necessarily appropriate to the issue at hand. 

This was regardless of whether or not they actually wanted to complain, or simply wanted to 

feed back to improve service provision for the future. Anne described how, when she asked 

why the power-assist on the front door of a local shop was so frequently turned off, staff 

assumed she wanted to complain to the manager. She described her frustration with this 

attitude:  
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άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƧǳǎǘΦ Wǳǎǘ Řƻ ƛǘΦ 

¸ƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ώŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅϐ ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻ ƛǘΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Even when participants were truly motivated to submit a formal complaint, they often 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ to be indifferent or inadequate. David found that the 

repeated incidents he raised with his local transport authority were handled as isolated 

customer satisfaction issues, rather than systemic failings that ought to be addressed:  

άώƛǘ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴϐ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ !ōƻǳǘ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅǎΣ ōǳǘΧ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ 

ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘΧ LΩǾŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ώƳŀƴȅϐ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎΣ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎΣ ƴƻƴςǘǊƛǾƛŀƭΧ ƴƻƴςvexatious 

ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎΧ ŀƴŘ L ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ŀ ǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΧ 

regretting what had happened, apologising, saying that the person will be 

interviewed, and wellς nice words, but blah blah blah, we have a policy that 

everyone should have the right to travel. I'm not sure that anything behind the 

ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΦέ ό5ŀǾƛŘΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άƴƻƴ-ǘǊƛǾƛŀƭέ ŀƴŘ άƴƻƴ-ǾŜȄŀǘƛƻǳǎέ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ 

with the operator highlights another challenge of making complaints: the risk of being 

treated as a serial complainer, rather than someone raising a genuine problem.  

Yet even when they complained about a specific one-off incident, participants felt that the 

responses were dismissive. Peter described complaining to a train operator about an issue, 

only to receive a dissatisfactory response that failed to offer any reassurance that the 

organisation would prevent the issue from happening again: 

άL Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ōŀŎƪ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ Ψ{ƻǊǊȅΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴ ƎǳŀǊŘΦΩ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

was it, nothing else. Which I find quite difficult to swallow, really, because I 

ώǿƻǳƭŘϐ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ƛǘ 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΦέ όtŜǘŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

These examples were typical of the experiences of complaint that participants described to 

me. They often expressed the belief that complaints they raised with service providers as 

individual disabled people were usually handled in isolation (if they were handled at all), 

rather than being taken as potentially indicative of systemic issues that could be addressed. 

In some cases, complaints were entirely ignored, or lip-service was paid to the complaint but 

the underlying issue which gave rise to it was ignored. Melissa distinguished between 

responses from individual members of staff, who were sometimes empathetic and helpful, 

from that of the organisation as a whole: 
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ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ ǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ŀǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ōƻŘȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΧ ȅƻǳ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ǇƛŎƪǎ ǳp the 

phone, but then it doesn't go any further with the body, the body doesn't do 

ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦέ όaŜƭƛǎǎŀΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview)  

In such interactions, it was left to individual members of staff to express empathy, but the 

underlying concern that was being raised by the disabled person was not dealt with at an 

organisational level. Indeed, some organisational responses ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎ 

explicitly called into question their account of what had happened. David recounted how his 

testimony was contested by staff, and without any way of corroborating his account, he felt 

that he was being accused of dishonesty by the organisation he had complained to. Rachel 

described how, although organisations would not be so explicit as to call her a fantasist, that 

was the underlying implication of their response:  

άL ŀƳ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΦ aƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴΣ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǎŀȅ ƛǎΣ Ψ²Ŝ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ώƛƴǎǘŜŀŘϐΦΩέ 

(Rachel, post-journey interview) 

Another aspect of this was that many of the issues that participants faced were challenging 

to express in the form of a written complaint. As Peter explained, this enabled organisations 

such as local councils to sometimes entirely deny that a problem existed at all: 

άƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŀǘ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ 

trying to send them an e-Ƴŀƛƭ ƻǊ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴΧ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŜƴ ŀ 

ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦΣ ΨhƘΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƛǘΦΩ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ ΨhƘΣ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ 

ŦƛƴŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦΩ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ώŀϐ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅέ 

(Peter, post-journey interview) 

This speaks to the range of difficulties that disabled people face in conveying inaccessibility 

and its impacts on their lives to non-disabled people including decision-makers (Rodger et 

al., 2016). As described earlier in this chapter, conveying psycho-emotional disablement such 

as the impact of the poor attitude of transport staff can be particularly difficult. Amber 

explained how people processing a complaint may not recognise that ŀ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

attitude would not only be both directly psycho-emotionally disabling but could also make 

harder for a disabled person to then manage their interactions with other passengers:  

άLǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎult sometimes to explain that 

huffing and pulling a face actually has more of an effect.  
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¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘǳŦŦƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎ ŦŀŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŘƻΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƻƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ƻƴ 

ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ 

already been dismissed as a nuisance [by the driver] and everyone gets the idea 

that they can treat you like trouble and a nuisance and everything is your fault 

If I complained to the bus company that he had huffed at me and pulled a face 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅ L ǿŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎΦέ ό!ƳōŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

!ƳōŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƻ 

manage interactions with others (Scully, 2010), but also emphasises, as already discussed in 

Chapter 4, the critical role of staff in facilitating interactions with other travellers and 

contributing to good or bad journeys.    

In light of such responses to their complaints about disabling experiences, participants often 

talked of not having any faith in complaining. Amber, for instance, went on to explain how 

she would not have complained about the negative attitude of a bus driver towards her, as it 

was not clear-cut enough to a non-disabled person as being problematic:  

άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ƴƻ ŦŀƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Řƻ 

ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ώǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴϐ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎΦ IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

ǎǿŜŀǊ ŀǘ ƳŜΧ IŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǇƭƻȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳǇΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ƘŀǾŜ 

complained about. There are concrete things that you can complain about. Bad 

ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦέ ό!ƳōŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

!ƳōŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ her situated knowledge 

about what makes an interaction disabling for her would not be taken seriously by an 

organisation. Moreover, her situated knowledge as a disabled person was such that she 

knew this to be the case, and therefore would not submit a complaint about the behaviour.  

An important common element to all of the above forms of organisational response is that, 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǊ 

systemic disablement, they individualised the issue that was being complained about. Not 

only did this mean that systemic problems were not addressed, as described above, but it 

ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ŦŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

disabled person is implicitly located in themselves rather than in the disabling environment 

or situation. Furthermore, even where organisations acknowledged a problem in response 

to a complaint, their responses typically also located the problem in an individual ς for 

example, the staff member who had fallen short of expectations. Again, this individualised 
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framing is problematic, as it fails to account for or address wider systemic issues that need 

an organisational response such as training. As such they enable the organisation to deflect 

from their own complicity in the provision of poor service. This is despite the experiences of 

people such as David, who had repeatedly complained about the same issue across many 

different journeys, suggesting the need for systemic changes. 

It is also worth noting that participants typically framed their comments about feeding back 

to organisations in terms of how things could be better. None expressed any eagerness to 

submit complaints, but they sometimes felt it was the only way to get a service provider to 

engage on an issue. However, complaining leads to a different set of problems, as it involves 

expending a significant amount of time, effort, and emotion. The act of complaining thus 

imposes psycho-emotional costs on disabled people, as was evident frƻƳ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎΥ 

άL ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ώǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŀƴ !ŎŎŜǎǎ hŦŦƛŎŜǊϐΣ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΧ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΧ LΩŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǊƻǳƴŘ 

ƻƴ ŀ Řŀƛƭȅ ōŀǎƛǎΣ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΧ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƘose 

ōŀŎƪ ŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅΦ bƻǿΧ L Řƻ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ LϥǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘΧ ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ 

old nag, but there are so many areas that are dangerous, or unfair or just really 

badly made, that I could spend every day moaning about something and that 

brings me down.  

{ƻ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ƳȅΣ Ƴȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎΣ ƻǊΧ ǿƘŜǊŜ L Ǉǳǘ Ƴȅ 

ŜƴŜǊƎȅΧ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘϥǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƛǘ ƻƴΣ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ 

ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ΨŎŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƪŜ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǿ ƳŜΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘΧ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ 

weeks.  

AnŘ ǎƻ ŀƭǎƻΧ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǊŀƭŜΣ ƛŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨǿŜƭƭΣ 

ƴƻōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘŀǘ ōŀŘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƴ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ȅƻǳΧ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ 

ƳƻǊŜ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΧ drained, by it all. So I do report some things, but I have to 

ŎƘƻƻǎŜ Ƴȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōŀǘǘƭŜǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΦ !ƴŘ ƘƻǿΣ Ƙƻǿ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ LϥƳ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΦέ 

(Anne, post-journey interview) 

bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƻŜǎ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǇǎȅŎƘƻ-emotional costs of complaining, but it 

also highlights the indirect psycho-ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ 

ƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘΦ .ȅ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƴƻōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩΣ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

organisation belittle the significance of their experience to Anne, but also implicitly frames 

ƘŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǎ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

acknowledge that the issue or barrier raised by an individual might affect others or be a 
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systemic issue in need of collective ǊŜŘǊŜǎǎΦ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻ-

emotional costs associated with submitting a complaint had to be balanced against other 

priorities including her own levels of energy. This point was also picked up by Jessica:  

άƛŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ǌƛled me, I would [feed back], if I had the energy. And if I had 

ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΧ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƛŦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΧ ώŀƴŘϐ ƻƴ Ƴȅ 

ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŀŘ ƭŀǇǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΧ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 

serious enough, and I when I have beŜƴ ǿŜƭƭ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ L ƘŀǾŜ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ƛǘΦέ όWŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ 

post-journey interview) 

To complain about disablement is to take on additional labour, both physical and psycho-

emotional, beyond the experience of disablement that prompted the complaint in the first 

place. The costs and perceived futility of complaining, alongside the sheer ubiquity of 

ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ 

complaint. Participants faced a conscious choice of whether or not to complain: they 

weighed up the costs associated with this, such as having to recount a situation again, and 

not wanting to risk the consequences of making a complaint. Anthony described the factors 

that played into his decision, recognising that his efforts would be better spent elsewhere in 

order to bring about change: 

 άǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘƭŜǎǎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀȅΣ Ψ¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴΦ ¸ƻǳ 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣΩ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜƭƭ L ƎŜǘ ǳǇ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŦƻǊ т ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪΣ 

I am in my chair until 1л ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ 

examples of discrimination, be it built environment, attitudes, policies or whatever 

ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǇŜƴŘ Ƴȅ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛǘ ōǳǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

going to change anything. I can ǘŜƭƭ ŀ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΣ Ψ¸ƻǳϥǾŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƳŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎƘƛǘ 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ȅƻǳϥǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ LϥƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŀǘΣΩ ƛǘϥǎ 

ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΧ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻŜǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ 

ȅƻǳ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦέ ό!ƴǘƘƻƴȅΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Similarly, Rachel explained how she was selective in the feedback activities she undertook to 

service providers: 

άL Řƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΣ ǉǳƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ !Ŏǘ 

at them, and also via just like, ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊΦ LΩƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƘƻƻǎȅ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ LΩƭƭ Ǉǳǘ Ƴȅ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴǘƻΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǇŜƴŘ Ƴȅ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƛŦŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΧ L ǿƻǳƭŘ 

ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻ L ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŎƘƻƻǎȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ L ŘƻΦέ όwŀŎƘŜƭΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-

journey interview) 
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She went on to explain how άƴƛŎŜƭȅ ƴƛŎŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ could drag on for years, whereas a 

more robust approach invoking the Equality Act led to physical improvements from both 

private and public organisations in a few months, concluding that such an approach was 

άƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜέΦ As she reflected on relative strategies of complaint, she noted 

άL ƎǳŜǎǎ ƛǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ 

kind of catharsis then often I think live journal might be a better route than a 

ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘ ŦƻǊƳΧ LŦ ȅƻǳ ǿish to share your musings about what upset your 

journey, you can fill in a feedback form, but nobody is going to necessarily going to 

Řƻ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΦέ όwŀŎƘŜƭΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

This awareness amongst participants about the relative effectiveness of different strategies 

of feeding back to service providers and bringing about change will be further discussed in 

the next chapter. However, it is important to highlight that participants recognised that to 

file a complaint was typically an ineffective way of addressing access barriers. It often had 

considerable costs for little meaningful gain and individualised the structural nature of the 

barriers they were trying to highlight. Furthermore, it was perceived as not conveying their 

knowledge and expertise as powered wheelchair users. Recognising this, some participants 

talked about other ways of bringing about change through more meaningful engagement 

with their situated knowledge, through more formalised or structured processes of 

engagement with decision makers. 

One area discussed by several participants was that of infrastructure planning. This was a 

ŘƻƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ 

environments and service accessible could be constructively applied. They talked about how 

the early involvement of disabled people in development projects could help to ensure that 

their needs and requirements were considered at an early stage. As Matthew explained:  

άL Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊe of a say when things are being 

ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘΧ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƴƻ ǘƻƛƭŜǘǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ /ǊƻǎǎǊŀƛƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΧ ώŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ 

should be] approaching organisations like the [campaigning group] for opinions of 

disabled people, or other disability pressure groups being consulted before these 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜΦέ όaŀǘǘƘŜǿΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Similarly, Anne, the former Access Officer for a local council, noted that retrofitting access 

later on was more costly and therefore less likely to happen: 

άLǘΩǎ ǎƻ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘΧ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ 

ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΩΧ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΧ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ 



 168 

ŀƎŜǎ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ 

this year, so thŜȅΩƭƭ Řƻ ƛǘ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ŜƭǎŜΦ ¢Ƙŀǘϥǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛǘΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey 

interview) 

Such comments emphasise the value of involving disabled people at an early stage when 

planning infrastructure, in order to effectively utilise their situated knowledge and to 

influence projects before they were finalised. However, participants described how their 

knowledge was not drawn upon by planners and policymakers. There was a widespread 

perception that there was a lack of meaningful engagement by such professionals with 

disabled people, and where they were involved this was too often tokenistic. One 

participant explained how consultation typically only occurred after plans had been 

developed, rather than as an early and ongoing process, and over the course of their 

interview related this to wider power relations between disabled and non-disabled people: 

άǿƘŜƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀȅΣ ΨǿŜΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΧ ǿƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊΚ ¢ƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ 

with the people who have actually decided to do the consultation because they 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ōƻŀǊŘΧ ώǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻϐ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

Ŏƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΧ Ƙƻǿ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ Ŏƻ-productive approach of having 

somebody or people with you who will be able to design the development and the 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪΧ Ƙƻǿ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊŜŘΚ Χ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǘƻǿƴ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƻƴŜΧ ƛǘΩǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ 

ΨōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜƴ ǎǘŀǊǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇƭŀƴΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 

ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦέ ό!ƴǘƘƻƴȅΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

Participants perceived such engagement as tokenistic, with little power to truly influence 

outcomes, rather than participatory (Arnstein, 1969) and reflected that it did not draw upon 

their knowledge and expertise. Their experiences reflect the wider exclusion of disabled 

voices from technocratic processes of planning and development, which fail to take into 

account their knowledge and expertise and thus reproduce disabling barriers (Imrie & Hall, 

2001a; Bromley et al., 2007; Imrie, 2012a)Φ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǊŜŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

projects is often constrained by structural barriers (Edwards, 2001, 2002, 2009), and access 

has long been considered marginal to the work of local authorities with limited resources 

available for access work and a cautious approach to enforcing access through planning 

regulations (Imrie & Wells, 1993; Imrie, 1997). Central government funding for local 

authorities fell by nearly 50% between 2010 and 2018, and council spending on planning 
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subsequent dropped by 52.8%, the single largest area of local government budget cuts 

during austerity (National Audit Office, 2018). In this context, councils had few financial 

resources available to improve accessibility or to do anything but the barest minimum of 

statutory consultations on schemes. They are unlikely to have the capability, even if they 

had the desire, to reimagine the power relationships at the heart of the planning process to 

centre the needs of disabled people, as envisaged by Anthony. In addition, Anne noted how 

accessibility improvements are often deprioritised due to the cost of implementing them, 

even when they are legally required:  

άƛǘϥǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦŀǎŎƛƴŀǘƛƴƎΧ Ƙƻǿ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ƎŜǘǎ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻǎǘΦ 

{ƻ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻǘ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ wŜƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŜŎƪ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΧ ǘƘŜȅ 

Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƻŦŦ Χ ƴƻǘ ƭŜƎŀƭƭȅΣ ōǳǘ ώǘƘŜȅϐ Ƨǳǎǘ Řƻƴϥǘ ƎŜǘ ŘƻƴŜΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey 

interview) 

Although councils can refuse planning permission on access grounds, or require Section 106 

agreements with developers to enforce adjustments to schemes to improve accessibility, 

prior work has suggested that this rarely occurs (Imrie, 1997). Meanwhile, disabled people 

are largely excluded from planning processes due to weak statutory enforcement, as 

described above, and a planning system that seeks to minimise costs to developers and 

encourages minimal standards of provision for disabled access (Imrie & Hall, 2001b, pp.57ς

66). Relying on the private sector in this way seemed futile, as Peter explained: 

άǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ōǳƛƭǘΦ ²ŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ 

ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōǳǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƘŜŀŘ 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ {ƻΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄŎǳǎŜΣ 

ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ŘƻƴŜ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦέ όtŜǘŜǊΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey interview) 

In this context, disabled people have few opportunities to bring their situated knowledge 

into the planning of new infrastructure, and thereby are typically unable to influence 

developments at a sufficiently early stage for significant changes to be made. Even where 

disabled people had been directly involved in a professional capacity in the planning system 

in the past, the lessons from their situated knowledge and expertise were not embedded in 

the institutional memory of the organisations. Anne, the former Access Officer who was still 

involved in local access issues within her community through an Access Group, reflected on 

this as a missed opportunity:  
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ϦώLǘ ƛǎϐ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ ΨŎŀǳǎŜ ƭƛƪŜ нл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ ώǘƘŜϐ ǎŀƳŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ 

ƴƻǿΧ ǿƘŀǘϥǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ L ǿŀǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ 

to me, because I was there, and I was lƛƪŜΧ ǇǊƻŘŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ΨǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ 

ǘƘƛǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƭŜǘϥǎ ǘǊȅ ǘƘƛǎΩ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊΦ нл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƴΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ !ƴŘΧ 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΧ ƴŜǿ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊǎΣ ƴŜǿ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ƴŜǿ ōǳƛƭŘŜǊǎΦ 

!ƴŘΧ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎΦ {ƻΧ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘΣ ƻǊ ƘŜŀǊŘΣ ƻǊ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘϥǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎΦέ ό!ƴƴŜΣ Ǉƻǎǘ-journey 

interview) 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

lack of influence in the development of new infrastructure, suggest two linked challenges in 

ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 

and environments. The first is that specific individuals, including the planners and engineers 

who work on these eƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ disabled people face. This is a 

specific case of non-disabled people not ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ŀǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘΦ Lƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ 

recognised, nor is it embedded into the planning system or the development of new 

infrastructure. This leads to a second challenge, as also identified by participants, which is 

that these systems do not work well for disabled people. How these challenges might be 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘ 

to and taken up by decision-makers involved in the provision of infrastructure and services 

in a more effective way than through complaints processes, is examined in the next chapter.  

5.5 Discussion 

This chapter has outlined how the participants in this study have situated knowledge both as 

powered wheelchair users, and of what it means to be disabled in a predominantly non-

disabled society. Drawing on this situated knowledge and expertise, disabled people craft 

workarounds that help them to smooth their passage through hostile environments. As 

such, their situated knowledge is a valuable asset, for it enables them to exert agency in 

situations and environments that would otherwise disable them. However, because this 

knowledge exists at the intersection of individual bodies, environments, and technologies 

that participants use to aid their mobility, situated knowledge can be difficult to convey to 

others and is not widely recognised by non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

situated knowledge comes at a cost because the process of its acquisition imposes both 

physical and psycho-emotional labour. The socio-material situations that give rise to it can 
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be fraught: participants learned workarounds because they have few alternatives when they 

come up against unyielding environments. What is more, the psycho-emotional costs that 

lead to this situated knowledge are particularly hard to convey to non-disabled people. 

As well as helping them navigate a disabling society on a day-to-Řŀȅ ōŀǎƛǎΣ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

situated knowledge and expertise holds significant value for creating more accessible and 

inclusive environments. However, as noted above the existence of this knowledge is not 

widely recognised by non-disabled people, and the value it holds is therefore not drawn 

upon. This is particularly the case in technocratic domains, such as infrastructure planning, 

from which disabled people are systematically excluded. Attempts by disabled people to 

feed back their experiences to service providers are instead often channelled through 

formalised processes of complaint. These are deeply problematic: they are not only time-

consuming and generally perceived as ineffectual, but they impose additional labour on the 

disabled people who pursue them. In addition, they perpetuate an individualised framing of 

the issue of accessibility. This echoes a medicalised understanding of disability, as a 

ΨǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ŜȄŎǳǎŜǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ 

acknowledging or addressing systemic factors that result in disablement.  

Participants recognised that their complaints are being framed in this way, when they 

discussed the limitations of complaining as a strategy for bringing about change. Moreover, 

they also recognised that for this to change, these issues need instead to be acknowledged 

as issues of collective concern. They framed their situated knowledge within a wider context: 

of non-disabled people not understanding their needs, of being disabled by society, and of 

the need for societal change. The data presented here therefore suggests that more 

effective processes are required to enable disabled people to better convey their collective 

situated knowledge to non-disabled people, in a way that could meaningfully lead to their 

expertise being brought into the planning and delivery of more accessible services and 

environments. The following chapter discusses further work undertaken with some of the 

participants, to explore their views about how to address these challenges. 
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Chapter 6. Beyond Complaint: Pragmatic Approaches to Collective 
Political Action 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores how participants envisaged that their situated knowledge might be 

effectively conveyed to others to help bring about more accessible environments. It draws 

upon the second phase of data collection, which involved group Skype workshops with nine 

of the fifteen participants who had taken part in the first phase of fieldwork. The workshops 

had two goalsΥ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ǘƻ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

experiences as expressed during the interviews and journeys; and second, to explore with 

them their ideas about how these experiences might be effectively conveyed to others.  

!ǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ 

make their way in a world built for non-disabled people. As such they are examples of the 

types of knowledge disabled people have which could be a valuable resource for society in 

creating more inclusive environments. However, not only was this knowledge acquired at a 

personal cost, but participants also felt that existing avenues for them to engage with 

decision-makers or service providers, such as making complaints, were limited and 

ineffectual in creating meaningful change. The workshops were therefore designed to start 

from ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ enabling them to collaboratively discuss their responses to 

these experiences, and from these to draw out their collective ideas on how best to convey 

their situated knowledge in order to effect meaningful change. 

Exploring my initial analysis with participants was critical to validating my understanding of 

their accounts of their lives, and in recognising their situated knowledge and expertise. It 

meant that ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΩ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ discussion of the strategies they adopted in response 

to disablement was grounded in their experiences, and provided a space for peer validation 

and mutual learning. These aspects helped to foreground the political nature of the diverse 

strategies they adopted to disablement, from in-the-moment reactions to more purposeful 

activism and campaigning. This approach also highlighted how such strategies were typically 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ 

in particular contexts. Yet the workshops also reinforced how their repertoire of possible 

actions was constrained by factors such as the labour involved when confronting barriers, as 

well as their access to material, social, and political resources. The ways that the workshops 

helped to validate findings from the first phase of fieldwork will be briefly discussed below, 

and this validation helped to frame the findings described in Chapters 4 and 5.  
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IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 

provided a forum for participants to collectively articulate a form of disability politics that is 

grounded in the social model. This happened both through the substance of their ideas for 

bringing about change, and through the very process of discussion itself. The chapter first 

describes the structure and format of the workshops. It then explores how the workshops 

helped to validate the findings of the first stage of research, and how participants engaged in 

processes of knowledge sharing and peer-education about both practical and theoretical 

issues relating to disablement and disability politics. The chapter then briefly describes the 

ideas that were suggested by participants, before analysing the common themes that 

underpinned them that were rooted in a sense of pragmatism and political astuteness. The 

chapter concludes by highlighting the links between how participants engaged in the 

workshops and the ongoing relevance of the social model of disability.  

The workshops described in this chapter provided a space in which participants linked their 

individual ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎΩ 

about shared injustice ς an essential pre-requisite for collective political action (Campbell & 

Oliver, 1996). They thus supported a form of politics rooted in social model understandings 

of identifying and tackling societal disablement. In the ideas they put forward, participants 

made aspirational suggestions for how things could be different, thus using the social model 

ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΩ (Beckett & Campbell, 2015) against which current disabling 

practices and future alternatives could be measured. The workshops and the pragmatism 

ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ provided an example of the social model in 

action.  

6.2 Workshops  

6.2.1 Overview 

My initial analysis of the first stage of fieldwork consisted of open-coding the transcripts of 

the interviews that followed the go-along journeys. This was informed by the videos and 

photos captured by participants themselves in their use of JourneyCam, as well as by my 

own observations recorded in contemporaneous field notes and reflections, photos, and 

videos. This process is discussed in detail in Chapter 3.  

Having reached this point, I felt it was important to return to the participants to validate my 

tentative understanding and analysis of the issues they had raised. It is especially important 

for me as a non-disabled researcher to be accountable to the disabled participants with 
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whom I worked, as the inherent power relationships between researcher and participant are 

heightened in the context of wider societal power relationships between non-disabled and 

disabled people (Stone & Priestley, 1996). In this context, I have sought to foreground 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀŘƻǇǘ ŀƴ ǳƴǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

position of detached objectivity (Stone & Priestley, 1996, p.703). 

Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ L ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ 

serve as a resource for wider systemic change, for example by engaging with decision-

makers to improve the accessibility of places and transport. Several participants also 

mentioned that the possibility of exploring these issues was a motivation for them to take 

part in the research, even though I explained that for practical reasons taking part might not 

involve directly engaging with policymakers. Although at the end of each interview I asked 

participants how they felt their knowledge could help to bring about broader change, there 

was insufficient time to explore these issues in depth. There therefore remained 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΣ ŀǎ L 

witnessed and they described to me in the first phase of fieldwork, were part of a wider set 

of collective experiences amongst powered wheelchair users that might, in turn, form the 

basis of shared action to engage policymakers. There was also the chance to explore how 

these common experiences might be brought together through collective dialogue to enable 

shared sense-making.  

These factors led to my desire to bring participants together to discuss their experiences 

through a group interaction such as a focus group or workshop. A key aspect of focus groups 

is that they rely on interaction within the group to generate data and insights that would be 

less accessible without such interaction (Morgan, 1997, p.3). While specific approaches and 

techniques vary, they are commonly organised group discussions around a specific topic 

monitored and guided where necessary by the researcher, with their common distinguishing 

feature being the explicit use of group interaction to produce data (Stewart & Williams, 

2005, p.396). In this research, I approached the design of the group sessions as workshops 

rather than focus groups, drawing on their use in HCI where ς as one aspect of user 

participation in design processes ς ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άƘŜŀǾƛƭy orientated towards destabilising power 

structures that might enforce ill-considered technologies on groups who are not typically 

ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘέ (Vines et al., 2013, p.430). In this context, the goals of design workshops include 

sharing control with participants, sharing expertise, and motivating change (Vines et al., 



 176 

2013). In line with my desire to validate my initial understandings and interpretations from 

the interviews, I was keen to start from some of the data that participants had collected, 

using it as a prompt for collective discussion. Although I had initially planned to run the 

workshops in person, because participants were located across England it was logistically 

very challenging to find a suitable location and date that would have enabled many to take 

part. I therefore decided to run these workshops online. Careful consideration was given to 

the best way of doing this, in particular whether they should be run as synchronous 

interactions (in real-time using an audio- or video-based conferencing tool such as Skype), 

asynchronous interactions (via an interactive website), or some combination of the two. 

There are a range of advantages and disadvantages associated with either approach 

(Stewart & Shamdasani, 2017)Φ !ǎȅƴŎƘǊƻƴƻǳǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŀǎȅƴŎƘǊƻƴƻǳǎ ǊŜƳƻǘŜ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ό!w/ύ (MacLeod et al., 2016, 2017) do not require participants to all be online 

at the same time, making them potentially easier to accommodate alongside other 

commitments. They typically involve working with geographically dispersed groups, such as 

those living with rare diseases (MacLeod et al., 2016, 2017) and HIV (Maestre et al., 2018), or 

those sharing a particular social characteristic such as expectant or new mothers (Prabhakar 

et al., 2017). They are most often conducted via closed groups on social media platforms 

such as Facebook, with participants often recruited from existing, public online peer support 

and community groups on those platforms. While it is possible to create or modify existing 

digital tools to support online workshop activities, the ARC approach can be used with 

analogue activities ς such as diary studies or personas ς suitably modified for an online 

setting (MacLeod et al., 2017).  

However, adapting an existing social media platform in this way has several disadvantages. 

Unlike the asynchronous communities described in the literature, because I had recruited 

participants via multiple routes they were not all part of one pre-existing online community 

such as a Facebook group. I would have had to create such a community specifically for this 

purpose, in turn requiring all participants to have a Facebook profile and bringing with it the 

privacy implications of using accounts that are closely tied to their offline identities. In 

addition to the ethical challenges this posed, I was concerned that many existing platforms 

were not fully accessible. I therefore did not feel confident that the participants would be 

able to take part if the online workshops re-appropriated existing social media platforms.  
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More importantly, I felt that a core strength of the work I had undertaken prior to this point 

was the immediacy of discussion around particular issues with the participants, which was 

enabled by the nature of the in-person Journeys and subsequent interview discussions. This 

was a central reason for wanting to conduct workshops in the first place, as I hoped that 

particƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ L ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ 

asynchronous method would lack some of the interactional value that might occur during a 

ΨƭƛǾŜΩ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΦ CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ L ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ time, 

which I felt would be most productive in generating ideas and discussion. Such synchronous 

workshops most closely resemble in-person focus group or workshop interactions, as the 

researcher and participants interact simultaneously (Lobe, 2017).  

As I did not have the resources to create or modify a website to facilitate synchronous 

interactions centred around the data participants had captured, and had concerns about 

accessibility of existing tools regardless, I chose the simplest technical solution I could: using 

an existing online video conferencing tool to run synchronous online workshops. Multi-

person video calls preserve many of the advantages of in-person focus groups or workshops, 

including the ability to see and hear each other in real time, which supports a level of 

immediacy and spontaneity in responses and interactions (Tuttas, 2015). However, as with 

in-person synchronous activities, a synchronous online workshop requires structuring 

activities to serve as prompts for reflection and discussion and to help guide the 

conversation. These can be adapted from approaches used for in-person groups, such as 

questions or visual stimuli (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2017).  

I therefore chose to run these workshops synchronously via Skype, and created worksheets 

that I pre-circulated to participants. These contained individual activities to complete in 

advance of each Workshop, to enable participants to begin to reflect on their experiences 

and help structure their thoughts in preparation for the conversations. The worksheets are 

described in more detail below. I chose Skype to run the workshops due to its maturity as 

one of the longest-standing video-calling platforms, its wide availability across different 

devices, its support for both video and audio calling, and the fact it is freely available9.  

As discussed above, a key aim for the workshops was that they would help to validate my 

understanding and interpreǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŀ 

 
9 The workshops took place in February 2018, prior to the global COVID-19 pandemic and the widespread 
adoption of Zoom (https://zoom.com) and similar web-conferencing tools.  

https://zoom.com/
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ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƪƛƴ ǘƻ ΨƳŜƳōŜǊ ŎƘŜŎƪƛƴƎΩΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ 

to participants who can confirm or reject the credibility of the information and narrative 

account around it (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Member checking offers the opportunity for 

negotiating meaning between participant and researcher, and for increasing the level of 

participation in the research process (Doyle, 2007). Member checking can also provide a 

reflective tool for participants themselves (Candela, 2019), which would also help to support 

my second goal for the workshops: to provide a forum for participants to explore both the 

issues raised by the research and the research itself with each other. Finally, I aimed for the 

workshops to offer an opportunity for participants to ideate around particular actions or 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ΨƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇǎΩ 

might be either within or outside of this research project.  

6.2.2 Method 

As part of the initial consent process and first phase of fieldwork, I had informed all 

participants about my intention to run group workshops after the conclusion of the first 

phase of fieldwork. When it was decided that these would need to be run online rather than 

in person, all fifteen people who had participated in the first phase of fieldwork were 

contacted by email and asked if they wished to attend a workshop.  

I prepared a series of worksheets to send to participants in advance of the Skype calls. These 

ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΩ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΥ ŦƛǊǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƻ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜ Ƴȅ 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΤ ǎŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ŦƻǊǳƳ ƛƴ 

which participants could discuss these issues with each other and identify areas of common 

concern; and finally, to provide an opportunity to consider how these experiences might be 

used to bring about more accessible interactions and places.  

I planned two workshops, to take place one week apart. For ease of facilitation I aimed to 

have no more than 5 people in each workshop, and to accommodate participant availability I 

planned to run each workshop twice (Figure 18). Each session consisted of two activities: 

Workshop A included Activity 1: thinking about experiences and Activity 2: video discussion; 

while Workshop B included Activity 3: ideas for improvements and Activity 4: sharing 

experiences and next steps. More details on the activities are provided below. 
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Figure 18: Diagram of planned workshops. Each contained two activities and would happen twice each week to 
enable as many people as possible to participate. Participants would stay constant in their session each week. 

Prior to each workshop, participants were supplied with a worksheet appropriate to that 

ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΥ ²ƻǊƪǎƘŜŜǘ ! Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴed instructions for Activities 1 and 2, while Worksheet 

B contained instructions for Activities 3 and 4 (Appendix K: Worksheets A and B). These were 

designed to structure the discussion and enable participants to begin to think about the 

issues they would like to discuss in the workshop. They contained tasks to think about and 

spaces for making notes. These activities were designed to flow logically, so that the outputs 

of Workshop A informed the discussion in Workshop B. To enable this I collated and 

ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƪǎƘŜŜǘ . 

(see Table 4 for the contents of this summary, which was pre-filled in Activity 3). 

All workshops were conducted via Skype video call and audio-recorded. In addition, because 

I was facilitating the workshops alone, I printed out the worksheets centred on A3 paper and 

used the blank space to take notes. This enabled me to capture the key contours and points 

in the discussion, reacting and adjusting the focus of the workshop as it progressed. In the 

next section, I describe both workshops and their activities in more detail.  

6.2.3 Workshop A 

Workshop A sought to explore whether my interpretations of the data generated during the 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ŦƛŜƭŘǿƻǊƪ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ 

some of the tentative themes that I had identified with them across two activities.  
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Activity 1: thinking about experiences 

The first of these, Activity 1, asked participants to think in general terms about one possible 

conceptualisation of their experiences: a four-part framework of interlocking factors that 

ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ 

This was based on factors that I had identified during my initial analysis of data from the first 

phase of fieldwork.  

1. Restrictions (things that constrain powered wheelchair users from going where they 
want, when they want to, and how they want to). These might include physical 
barriers, interactions with people, or issues to do with impairment.  

2. Sense of control (ways that powered wheelchair users respond to the problems they 
face in their day to day lives, that make a difference to their experiences). These 
might include overcoming obstacles, subverting difficult or awkward procedures, or 
even simply getting out and about. 

3. Practical experience (knowledge and expertise that each individual has built up over 
time about being a powered wheelchair user, which other people simply do not 
have). This might include knowing the best route for a particular journey, or being 
familiar with the capabilities of their powered wheelchair. 

4. Feelings (how people feel about the particular experiences of mobility and 
accessibility that they encounter). This might include how a good or bad experience 
affects their emotions, and how these feelings influence their actions.  

 

Figure 19: Diagram in Activity 1, showing a model of the relationship  
between significant factors in participants' experiences  

A description of these factors, and a diagram showing how I envisaged them linking to each 

other, was provided on the worksheet (Figure 19). In preparation for the Workshop, I asked 

participants to consider whether this framework made sense to them, how it could be 

improved or adapted, and whether they thought the labels I had chosen for the themes 
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were appropriate and useful. During Workshop A, Activity 1 was planned as a group round-

table discussion about the framework, which I intended to last approximately 20 minutes. 

Activity 2: video discussion 

Activity 2 was a group discussion structured to enable an exploration of the commonalities 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 

about how such experiences could be different in the future. As such, it aimed to both 

provide additional validation of my initial interpretations of their experiences at both the 

individual and collective levels, as well as encourage participants to unpick and elucidate 

exactly what it was about these experiences that would need to change.  

To achieve these goals, the second part of Worksheet A contained a table which structured 

Activity 2, a discussion around the video data captured by participants themselves. This table 

contained 11 common themes I had identified in my initial thematic analysis, which I 

organised by the 4 factors from Activity 1. These themes are summarised in Table 3 below.  

A: Restrictions 1. Enforced Detours 

2. Lack of choice or spontaneity  

3. Actively choosing accessible places 

B: Sense of control пΦ {ǳōǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΥ ΨƧǳǎǘ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƛƴƎΩ  

5. Challenging negative situations 

6. Comfort and discomfort 

C: Feelings 7. Confidence or lack of confidence 

8. Vigilance and tiredness 

9. Unique perspective  

D: Practical experience 10. Unexpected costs 

11. Knowing chair capabilities and limits  

Table 3: Eleven common themes organised into the four areas described in Activity 1 

Where possible, I identified a video clip that I felt represented each theme (9 of 11 themes). 

These were uploaded to a secure Microsoft OneDrive folder, and linked from the title of 

each theme. The table also included the interview comments made by the participant who 
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captured the clip. Figure 20 shows an example of this for the first two themes; the full table 

is provided in Appendix K: Worksheets A and B. 

 

Figure 20: Section of Worksheet A, Activity 2 

In preparation for Workshop A I asked participants to pick four themes of their choice (one 

from each area), to watch the associated clip for that theme, and to read the quote. The 

worksheet also asked them to then consider two questions about each clip before the 

workshop: first, whether there were things that organisations or policymakers could do 

differently to help in this situation, and second, why those things would help. 

Just as during the JourneyCam fieldwork, the video served as a prompt for participants to 

reflect on the experiences, and in this case the quote from the person who first captured the 

clip provided additional context for this reflection and discussion amongst participants. The 

activity was intended both to validate salient themes, as well as try to understand the 

underlying issues that were associated with each theme and which might serve as the basis 

for changes that would improve these experiences.  

I anticipated that the group discussion might generate very rich data, so allowed an hour for 

this activity which concluded Workshop A. In hindsight, this was insufficient time as will be 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΣ L ŎƻƭƭŀǘŜŘ Ƴȅ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

responses, and distributed these summaries back to them several days in advance of 
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Workshop B (Week 2). This enabled the activities in Workshop B to be clearly informed by 

and developed from the issues discussed in Workshop A.  

6.2.4 Workshop B 

Workshop B had two aims: in Activity 3, to develop some of the ideas that had been 

suggested by participants in Workshop A; and in Activity 4 to discuss the issues or challenges 

that might be associated with sharing personal experiences (such as those that informed the 

ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎύ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǇǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ 

Activity 3: ideas for improvements  

The discussions in Activity 2 led to participants identifying underlying issues that they felt 

ought to be improved, and coming up with 10 distinct ideas for improvement. Participants 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎŀƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƘƻǿ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇΩ 

associated with each idea. I summarised these (Table 4) in Worksheet B, which was supplied 

to participants before Workshop B.  

Idea What could be different How it would it help 

1. Raise awareness of 
ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ  

A change of mindset amongst decision 
makers  

Staff on the ground given training & 
equipment, not just supervisors 

Allow for flexibility, rather than 
bureaucracy (e.g. turn up & go) 

Provide accessible alternatives  

Better awareness of what disabled people 
need  

More positive interactions with decision 
makers/people who make places happen, 
at all levels 

Enabling disabled people to have more 
freedom and autonomy. Equality with 
other people.  

2. Identify disabled 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ 
and actually implement 
them in standards and 
practice  

Providing things wheelchair users can 
actually use 

Account for actual needs, not just the 
ΨǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 

Do the specifications need to be changed to 
comply with reality? 

5ƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ΨƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ŎƭŀǳǎŜΩΚ 

9ƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ōǳƛƭǘ Ψǘƻ ǎǇŜŎΩ 
but useless for disabled people. 

Improve the specifications to reflect real 
world experiences and needs. 

9ƴǎǳǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀ ΨǘƛŎƪ ōƻȄΩ 
exercise. 

3. Improve consultations 
with disabled people who 
use space 

Involve disabled people all the way through 
the process of providing of accessible 
spaces 

Include needs early in process before it is 
too late to change things. 

4. Find ways of aligning 
with other groups  

Better alignment with demands made by 
other users of space (e.g. cyclists). 

Avoid pitting different groups against each 
other.  

Strength in numbers. 

5. Reduce variability and 
inconsistency between 
policies  

Different councils/companies would be 
more consistent in provision.  

More certainty and reliability of provision 
for disabled people. Less uncertainty. 

6. Reduce disconnect 
between policies, 
implementation, and 
enforcement 

Ensure that what policies say is actually 
ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ 
implemented properly then there was 
enforcement. 

Improve certainty and reduce uncertainty 
of provision.  

If policies not implemented, then there is a 
way to ensure changes are brought about 
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7. Increase accountability 
and visibility of access 
provision  

Someone would take ownership of issues 
around access.  

9ǾŜǊȅ Ψƭƛƴƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛƴΩ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ 
its importance, and what their role is in 
providing it. 

Disabled people would know who to 
contact with issues and would have 
confidence  

Those involved in providing services, 
including subcontractors, would know how 
to do the right thing. 

8. Improved complaints 
processes 

Ways of making complaints no longer 
hidden away. 

Less arduous ways for people to complain. 

Improved accountability of process, so 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ς feed back to 
people. 

! ΨŎƘŀǊǘŜǊΩ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ 
how people can expect to be treated. 

Disabled people would find it easy to make 
a complaint where needed. 

Complaints would be taken seriously. 

People who complained would have 
meaningful feedback. 

Systemic improvements could be made, to 
ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘǎΦ 

9. Better processes for 
highlighting problems 

A space to have a dialogue with decision 
makers and others who can bring about 
change. 

Alternatives to just complaining. 

Organisations would not be able to say that 
ΨŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŦƛƴŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ 
have process to take things on board. 

Different people with different attitudes 
towards complaining or activism would still 
be able to help to improve access through 
their feedback. 

10. Improve knowledge 
sharing amongst disabled 
people 

Ways to surfacing and sharing the 
knowledge that disabled people have 
accumulated to help other disabled people 
in similar situations (e.g. law, access 
routes/techniques, etc) 

 

A wider community of disabled people 
would benefit from shared knowledge 

Knowledge could be highlighted to 
policymakers to improve their 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘΦ 

Would highlight to policymakers the 
lengths people go to for equality of access 

Table 4: Summary of ideas suggested by participants in Workshop A, used for Activity 3 

Activity 3 involved participants picking between 3 and 5 of the ideas that they felt were most 

important or interesting to them in advance of the Workshop, and for each asked them to 

think about some questions (Table 5):  

As a group, we will choose the most important or interesting 3 to 5 ideas to brainstorm.  

Have a think about which ones you will choose, and think about the following questions: 

What is the ŀŎǘǳŀƭΣ ΨŀŎǘƛƻƴŀōƭŜΩ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻǊ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΚ 

¶ Lǎ ƛǘ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΚ hǊ ōƻǘƘΚ 

¶ Lǎ ƛǘ ŀ άōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŜƭǇ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΚ 

How could we make this change happen?  

¶ Does it need to be highlighted to a specific organisation or person, and who? 

¶ Is it about campaigning, lobbying, or raising public awareness? 

¶ Is it about sharing knowledge with other powered wheelchair users?  

How would your experiences of going on journeys be different if this change happened? 

¶ Imagine what this experience would be like for you, if it was just how you wanted 

Table 5: Questions posed as prompts for Activity 3, Workshop B 

The worksheet included space for participants to write down their thoughts in response to 

these prompts. I had planned for 40 minutes for a round-table discussion and brainstorm of 

the chosen 3-5 ideas, but as with Activity 2 in hindsight this was too ambitious: participants 
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often picked different ideas, and we ended up discussing many of them. This means that we 

again overran our time, eating into the allotted time for Activity 4. 

Activity 4: sharing experiences and next steps 

The final activity aimed to eȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

might be associated with sharing their personal experiences as a way of bringing about some 

of the desired changes they had identified in the previous activities. It also sought their input 

on next possible steps for the Journeying project. Unlike the previous activities, which were 

based around the data participants had captured, Activity 4 asked open-ended questions 

about topics, with a few short textual prompts (Table 6): 

1. How could the project data and findings be explained or narrated to other people? 

¶ Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴΩ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ƻǊ ƻƴŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴΣ ōŜ ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘ? 

2. What are the next steps for Journeying Project?  

¶ Should we make some of the data you have captured public? To whom?  

Some examples of things we might consider doing, perhaps in conjunction with other 
organisations. Some of these are ambitious or could become large projects, so also 
think about what might be practical, and whether you would like to be involved. 

¶ A report, like the MDUK Trailblazer report. 

¶ A short documentary film or a website using the video clips you have captured, 
photos we took, and written or spoken narration/explanations of the issues. 

¶ !ƴ ά!ǎƪ aŜ !ƴȅǘƘƛƴƎέ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀǎƪ ȅƻǳ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ όƻǊ 
you can ask them)! Example: Chris Hadfield, astronaut.  

¶ Think about how we could develop JourneyCam, such as making it available publicly 
or adapting it into a tool for campaigning.  

3. To make some of the data you have collected public, what issues should we consider?  

¶ Under what circumstances should things be made public, and to whom? 

¶ What forms of data could this involve?  

¶ How do we balance making a difference in this way, and ensuring your privacy? 

Table 6: Questions posed as prompts for Activity 4, Workshop B 

These prompt questions ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƭƛŎƛǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ 

data and findings of the project might be brought into conversation with policymakers and 

others, and what they would like to see happen next. As before, space was provided in the 

worksheet for participants to write down some thoughts in advance of the workshop.  

6.2.5 Procedure 

As originally planned and as noted above, the workshops were initially intended to run over 

two weeks, with Workshop A taking place twice during the first week with different groups 

of participants and Workshop B taking place twice during the second week (Figure 18).  

http://www.musculardystrophyuk.org/app/uploads/2015/04/End_of_the_line_2016_FINAL.pdf
https://www.reddit.com/r/IAmA/comments/3pxrfr/i_am_chris_hadfield_ama/
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I wanted to ensure that as many people were able to contribute as possible, and so did my 

ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƛƳƛƴƎǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ !Σ 

however, it became clear that co-ordinating participant availability was very challenging. It 

ultimately proved impossible to reconcile all availability to fit into two workshops per week. 

Moreover, the workshops overran their allocated times, resulting in the continuation of the 

Workshop B sessions into a third week, Workshop C, with available participants. Figure 21 

shows the Workshops as they eventually took place, and how participants contributed at 

each stage (whether in person, written via the worksheets, or freeform comments). 

 

Figure 21: Diagram of workshops as they actually occurred, showing flow of participants and how the content 
from each workshop and written feedback from participants was collated into summaries in advance of the 

following week's sessions 

Workshop A was repeated three times (A1, A2, and A3) during the first week to 

accommodate the schedules of different participants, but due to last-minute changes in 

availability, one session ended up involving only one participant (Ravi). Although I used some 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ п ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΣ 

ŀǎ ǇǊƻƳǇǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ΨǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 

participants were not realised. Another participant (Amber) was unable to attend any of the 

Workshop A sessions, but emailed me her comments on the topics that were discussed using 

Worksheet A as a guide. Scheduling constraints also meant that not all participants were 

available the following week to take part in Workshop B. Of the 9 participants who took part 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ όу ƛƴ {ƪȅǇŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎΣ м ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎύΣ ƻƴƭȅ с 
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were able to attend Workshop B and two sessions (B1 and B2) were run in accordance with 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǾailability.  

In addition, and as already discussed, it became apparent even during the first workshop 

that I had been too ambitious in planning workshop tasks and they would not be completed 

within the allotted time of 1.5 hours. While the activities did help to focus the discussion, I 

had underestimated the time needed to work through them, especially given the incredibly 

rich interactions between participants who engaged in animated discussion and often 

ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ²ƻrkshops A1 and A3 (those with more 

than one participant) lasting more than 2 hours each10, we only partially completed Activity 

2 within each session. Four of the nine participants in Workshop A provided additional 

written feedback following the workshop, which was compiled alongside data from the 

workshops themselves and circulated in the summaries I supplied to participants before the 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ . ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ōƻǘƘ ²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ . ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ Ǌŀƴ ōŜȅƻƴŘ н 

hours and 15 minutes each, and we did not finish the activities in the available time.  

¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƘoughts on the future 

direction of the Journeying project and the possible uses for their data, were important aims 

of the workshops. Because exploring these required completing Activities 3 and 4, I asked 

participants if they would be willing to return for a third week. Four were available and 

willing to take part in a single final session, Workshop C, which lasted a further 2 hours. As 

shown in Figure 21, the pattern of the workshops therefore assumed a pyramid, with the 

number of participants reducing from 9 to 4 over the three weeks of fieldwork. 

All of the above factors speak to the strength of commitment amongst the participants who 

took part in the workshops. During every workshop, they enthusiastically continued their 

discussions well beyond the allotted time, despite my emphasising there was no obligation 

ŀƴŘ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƛƳŜΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǘƻƻƪ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ 

of Workshop B, and others expressed that they would have liked to have done so if they had 

ǘƘŜȅ ƴƻǘ ƘŀŘ ŎƭŀǎƘƛƴƎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ 

that more than half took the time to write and send through comments, either when they 

ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀǘtend a workshop (Amber), or to follow up on issues that we ran out of time to 

discuss in the workshops (James, Jessica, David, Tom). Two people filled in the worksheets, 

while others provided their notes in plain text. These comments were detailed and lengthy, 

 
10 Workshop A1 lasted 2 hours, 20 minutes and Workshop A3 lasted 2 hours 5 minutes. 
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consisting of a total of approximately 8 pages of text. I believe this level of engagement with 

the workshops was aided by the strong rapport I had built up with these participants during 

the first phase of fieldwork, an issue which can pose challenges in online-only focus groups 

and workshops (Tuttas, 2015)Φ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ 

to the research as a whole, which was reflected throughout the fieldwork and has already 

been discussed in Chapter 3. Their enthusiastic participation in the workshops highlighted 

their desire not simply to articulate their experiences, as in the first phase of fieldwork, but 

also to find ways in which their situated knowledge might be used to improve services for 

disabled people. The dynamics and role of the workshops are explored in more detail below, 

followed by a summary of the ideas put forward by participants.  

6.3 Workshop Dynamics and Role 

As I had hoped, the workshops enabled in-depth discussions between participants about the 

individual and collective issues they faced relating to mobility and accessibility, as well as 

their wider experiences of being powered wheelchair users and of being disabled in a society 

designed around the needs of non-disabled people. As well as helping to validate my 

understandings of the data generated during the first phase of fieldwork, the structure 

provided by the worksheets helped to frame these conversations in a way that linked 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ 

and improvements. This section first discusses how the workshops helped validation and 

contributed to the framing of the two previous chapters. It then explores how the 

workshops themselves served as a space for mutual validation and recognition of shared 

experiences of disablement, and provided the participants with a forum for exchanging their 

situated knowledge and expertise. Finally, it briefly summarises the ideas that were 

suggested by participants during the workshops.  

6.3.1 Validation 

The framework outlined in Activity 1 was broadly well-received by participants, who felt that 

ƛǘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ŧactors 

I had identified, what they included, and how they related to each other provided additional 

layers of understanding around the issues that were discussed. For example, in their 

conversations about the appropriateness of particular labels, participants engaged in 

discussions about whether the names I had chosen for each factor aligned with the ideas 

and experiences that it represented. While there is not space to explore these in detail, it is 
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worth noting that participants linked their own everyday patterns of encountering barriers 

to broader issues that echo conceptual and political debates in the social model about the 

ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ L ƘŀŘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΩΣ ǎƻƳŜ 

expressed the belief that impairment should be explicitly included in the diagram as one 

ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ΨƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭΩ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΤ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ 

emphasised that impairment was secondary to the many environmental barriers they faced.  

One particular issue raised by several participants was the complexity of the relationship 

between the four factors I had proposed in Activity 1, as Rachel explained:  

άL ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ п Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ п Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

probably good like clusters ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ǳǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ 

bidirectional relationship between all of them.έ (Rachel, Workshop A1) 

Jessica noted that the weighting of each factor άƳƛƎƘǘ ŀƭǘŜǊ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ǝƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέ, and although she felt that the diagram was perhaps άŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘ ǘƻƻ 

ǎƛƳǇƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜέ she later elaborated that she felt that it showed: 

άŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƳƻŘŜƭΧ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ 

ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŀ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳΧ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ bit more of a description 

within each box, a little bit more information.έ (Jessica, Workshop A1) 

Similarly, in the second workshop Anne noted that άǿƘƛŎƘŜǾŜǊ ǿŀȅ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƪŜ ŜŀŎƘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊέ (Anne, Workshop A3), before describing how 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 

comments during Activity 1 therefore did affirm many aspects of my understanding of the 

issues that powered wheelchair users faced, while also making me question whether my 

neat and overly-tidy representation of how these ideas fitted together was appropriate. 

One aspect of my initial findings in particular that was validated, however, was my sense 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǿŀs an important organising concept. This 

was reflected in the way that participants conceptualised what I had tentatively described 

ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ, where they used ǘŜǊƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōed how it was 

accumulated over time:  

άDavid: I think of practical experiences as a catalogue of knowledge that you build 

up over time. Detailed knowledge about which bit of the train to get on at [a 

station] or which detours to take in Westminster to avoid missing kerb drops, 

which entrance to take into a shop which has the tiniest step, stuff like that and 
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you eventually get a whole new part of your brain that bulges with this 

information  

wŀŎƘŜƭΥ aƳƘƳΣ ȅŜǇΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘǊǳŜΗέ 

(Workshop A1) 

άJames: ΧƳŀȅōŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΚΦ Ψ/ŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

experience, I think.  

Anne: I agreeΧ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ WŀƳŜǎΩǎ ǿƻǊŘΣ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀȅǎ ƛǘ ǘƻƻΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΧ 

what we knowΧ we know that if that situation arises, this is going to be what 

happens to us.έ 

(Workshop A3) 

The way that the participants discussed this knowledge in the workshops was not simply in 

terms of how it helped them to navigate barriers but also in terms of how these barriers 

could be addressed. For example, they emphasised its role in informing policymakers: 

άJessica: And I think in presenting this to policymakers, that bank of knowledgeΧ 

they need to really appreciate how important that is. Because, if that bank of 

knowledge can be used in the planning stages, that could make such a difference 

ǘƻ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΧ 

Χ wŀŎƘŜƭΩǎ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ōƻǊƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊΦ L ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ 

wheelchair user as an adult, so I had to learn ς as lots of other people ς the hard 

way, through lots of good experiences and ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ōŀŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΧ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƻ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΗ {ƻ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴǾƛǎŀƎŜ 

what those obstacles or issues might have been for wheelchaƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

ƻƴŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘΧ ǎƻƭƛŘ ōŀƴƪ ƻŦ 

knowledge.έ 

(Workshop A1) 

The affirmation by participants during the workshops that disabled people have particular 

insights into disablement and the ways that it could be addressed, and that they recognised 

the situatedness of this knowledge, helped to frame and structure both the preceding 

chapters. Chapter 4 explored the complex nature of socio-material disabling barriers, as 

identified by participants using their situated knowledge, highlighting how poorly-

implemented features intended to improve access could have the opposite effect. For 

example, the ways in which participants described maintenance gives an example of how 

their comments during the workshops influenced my framing of this issue in Chapter 4. They 
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highlight not only the contingent nature of what makes an accessible environment, but also 

how they saw specific barriers as linked to wider social, cultural, and organisational attitudes 

towards disability and access:  

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀΥ ƛǘϥǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΧ ǿŜ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ .ŜǊƭƛƴ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƛŦǘǎ ƴŜŀǊ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǘŜƭ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΧ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴΧ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦǘ 

was fixed. Whereas in this country you'd be waiting three or four weeks if you 

were lucky! 

David: Yes, [the ¦Y ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ] attitude to lift maintenance is an absolute 

disgraceΦέ 

(Workshop A1) 

CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎΣ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ р ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ 

knowledge which gave rise to these insights. As with Chapter 4, the structure and content of 

Chapter 5 was influenced by insights from the workshops, as participants framed their 

situated knowledge as an asset while also discussing the costs associated with acquiring it, 

and the limitations of existing approaches of conveying this knowledge to others to bring 

about change.  

Some aspects of this will be discussed in more detail below, such as how participants framed 

the importance of being able to provide constructive feedback to organisations rather than 

solely complain about things going wrong. First, however, it is important to highlight that the 

ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΣ 

through discussing things such as workarounds for barriers or common issues they faced. 

This aspect of the workshops, and how it might link to disability politics, will be discussed in 

more detail below.  

6.3.2 Knowledge sharing 

In providing participants with the opportunity to explore and expand upon their experiences 

of mobility with each other, the workshops promoted the sharing of their collective situated 

knowledge. By enabling participants to draw links between and contrast experiences with 

those of others, they showed how situated knowledge could be similar to or different from 

that of other disabled people. Often, this enabled richer, complementary understandings to 

be created through discussion. Not only did these discussions provide an opportunity to 

validate my understandings as described above, but they also helped to validate and affirm 



 192 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ƛƴ 

common with other disabled people.  

aǳǘǳŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

flow of thŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻŎŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀŦŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

the course of a discussion as they explored points of commonality. For example, in this 

exchange Tom and Anne not only agreed upon a barrier they both faced resulting from the 

lack of enforcement of existing rules, but also concurred that it was inappropriate for 

disabled people to be expected to take the lead in addressing these barriers:  

ά¢ƻƳ: Things also about enforcement and checking as well [Anne: yeh] there 

needs to be somŜ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘΦ LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ōǳƎōŜŀǊ ƛǎ ōƛƴǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘ 

[AnneΥ ƻƘ ȅŜƘΗϐΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΣ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎƻƳŜ ōȅƭŀǿΦ 

hōǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ώAnne: yeh] nobody checks it. 

Researcher: And whose job do you feel it is to be enforcing these kind of things? 

Tom: Local council, traffic wardens, [unclear] really.  

Researcher: [Someone] in the previous workshop made the comment that 

enforcement tends to come down to individual disabled people then having to 

make a complaint. 

Tom: Yeh. Which is difficult, very difficult, and stressful.  

Researcher: And we might come back onto that shortly. 

Anne: Think that happens a lot.  

TomΥ !ƴŘ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƻǳǊ ƧƻōΗ 

Anne: No, absolutely not!έ 

(Workshop A3) 

This speaks to another important aspect of the mutual validation that took place in the 

workshops: the acknowledgement of the emotional and physical labour they incurred as 

disabled people in the process of working around socio-material barriers. In the process of 

talking with each other, participants recognised the work that they collectively undertook in 

order to successfully make their way in a world that is hostile to their mobility needs. For 

example, after one person described the apparent futility of the process of complaining 

about negative experiences on public transport, three participants reflected on the psycho-

emotional impact this had on them:  
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ά5ŀǾƛŘΥ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ ǳǊƎŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘ 

ŀƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ also a huge pool of despair lying behind 

ƛǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ L ƴŜŜŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ L ǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘΧ 

complaint have wasted parts of my life.  

Rachel: Do you escalate them? 

DavidΥ ¸ŜǎΣ ȅŜǎΣ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ώǎŜƴƛƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊϐ ƻƴ CǊƛŘŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

ŦŜŜƭ ƘŀǇǇȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΦ .ǳǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ƴǳŘƎŜŘ ƻǇŜƴΣ ŀ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΦ  

Jessica: It can be- often, to me, at a huge personal cost. Because energy is quite an 

issue with me, in terms of I have limited energy, and to complain requires energy 

[Rachel: yep], and sometimes you can complain, and the response back is horrible 

[David: yeh] 

Rachel: I found that with my [complaint] particularly [Jessica: did you?] yeh.  

Jessica: That can live with you for a while [David: yeh] 

DavidΥ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƛǘ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΣ ƛǘ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ 

ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƛǘ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜΣ ŀ Řŀȅ ƻǊ 

two sometimes, or more.έ 

(Workshop A1) 

The value of this mutual validation was something that participants themselves recognised 

during the workshops. For example, discussing a particular material barrier in relation to the 

design of toilets, Tom and Anne shared a moment of humour as they reflected on how their 

conversation showed they were not alone in experiencing this issue: 

ά¢ƻƳΥ aȅ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ōǳƎōŜŀǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉǳƭƭ ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ώƻŦϐ ŀ ŘƻƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

ƴŜŜŘ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƻƴ ŀ ǎǇǊǳƴƎ ƭƻŀŘŜŘ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ώ!ƴƴŜ ƭŀǳƎƘǎϐΦ {ƻ ǿƘŀǘ 

happens, I try to get out, the door bar will then catch my joystick arm [Anne: yep!] 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛŘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ώƻŦϐ 

the toilet. Unless I reverse out.  

!ƴƴŜΥ ¸ŜǇΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƻƻΗ ώƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎϐ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŦǳƴƴȅΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 

nice to hear that actually [Tom: Yeh, other people]ς [have] these problemsέ 

(Workshop B2) 

In addition to the peer validation that took place during the workshops, participants also 

ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ Řƛǎcussed them together. One aspect of this 

related to practical tips and tricks, which often stemmed from having to work around 

barriers they had encountered. Despite these experiences of disablement themselves being 
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negative, in the context of the workshops, participants used them as a resource to help 

them convey their knowledge to others. For example, Tom explained about how a bus driver 

had told him that he would be entitled to ask for a taxi, after two failed bus ramps in a row:  

άTom: I got more [informŀǘƛƻƴϐ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎΣ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅΧ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ŀ 

ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƛǇǎΧ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƎŜǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǊŀƳǇǎ ƛƴ ŀ Ǌƻǿ Ŧŀƛƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ 

ŦƻǊ ŀ ōǳǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŀ ǘŀȄƛΦ  

Anne: Really?! 

James: Yeh 

Tom: They saiŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǎŜ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƛǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŏƻǎǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ 

ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ƻƴ ŀ ōŀŘ Řŀȅ ƻǊ ƻƴ ŀ ōŀŘ ǊƻǳǘŜΣ ȅΩƪƴƻǿέ 

(Workshop B2) 

These conversations not only helped to surface and share knowledge about things such as 

company policies that were not well publicised, but also enabled participants to discuss the 

benefits and drawbacks of particular workarounds they adopted in certain situations. For 

example, Rachel explained the tactics she would employ to access ramp assistance without 

pre-booking at railway stations:  

άwŀŎƘŜƭΥ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛǾŜΣ ōǳǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƭƭ ǎǳōǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƭƛŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳΦ !ƴŘ Ƴȅ 

approach to this would have been to say, not to ask a question, I tend to inform 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘǊŀƛƴǎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ώƭŀǳƎƘƛng]  

Jessica: [laughing] Oh, I love that! 

wŀŎƘŜƭΥ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ L ƳŜŀƴΧ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ 

ǿƻǊƪǎΦ {ƻ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ Ǉŀǎǘ ƘŜǊ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨL ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳǇ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŀƛƴΣ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊǿŀȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ 

put myself so that my footplates were wedged in the door of the train, so the train 

ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳƻǾŜΦ !ƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǎƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳǇΦ  

WŜǎǎƛŎŀΥ ώƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎϐ hƘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎΗ  

wŀŎƘŜƭΥ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƘŀǎΧ ƻƴŎŜΧ Ǝƻƴe very wrong. And, on many hundreds [of] occasions, 

ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǎŜŀƳƭŜǎǎƭȅΦ !ƴŘ L ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ŦŀƛǊƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŀǘŜ ǇŀȅƻŦŦΦέ 

(Workshop A1) 

After a discussion of the safety of wedging her footplate in a train door, Rachel explained 

how she would adapt her style of interaction with staff in this situation:  
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άwŀŎƘŜƭΥ LΩƳ ŀƭǎƻ ƳƻƴǎǘǊƻǳǎƭȅ ǇƻƭƛǘŜΣ ƛŦ LΩƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ 

assertive, which really they find very annoyingΦ Ψ/ŀǳǎŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛǾŜΣ ōǳǘ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ LΩƳ ƭƛƪŜ ώŀŘƻǇǘǎ ŀ ǎǿŜŜǘ ǘƻƴŜϐ Ψȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΣ ȅΩƪƴƻǿΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ƭŀǘŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

Ƨǳǎǘ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƭƪ ƻƴ ƴƻǿΣ ǘƘŜƴ ȅΩƪƴƻǿΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭƭ Ǝƻ ƻŦŦ ƛƴ 

time, justςƛǘΩƭƭ ōŜ ǉǳƛŎƪŜǊ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎŜǘ ƛǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΩΦέ 

(Workshop A1) 

She clarified a little later how she would remain firm in her interactions with staff, which in 

turn would leave them less opportunity to reject her request: 

άRachel: there is quite a difference between ΨPlease can I have the rampΩ, and ΨI 

need a ramp on Platform 2ΩΧ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴΣ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ 

impolite or rude, but like being Ψthis will happenΩ and being like Ψthis is a gentle 

request that you could say no toΩ, like Ψthis is not something that you have the 

option to say no toΩ. 

Jessica: LΩƳ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƛǇǎΦέ 

(Workshop A1) 

!ǎ WŜǎǎƛŎŀΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƘŀŘ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ 

information that would help her to work around this particular barrier in future. Such 

sharing of information and know-how occurred throughout the course of the workshops.  

However, mutual learning went beyond practical tips and tricks, extending to conceptual 

ideas such as the social model of disability which was explained during the first session of 

Workshop A by Rachel. The following interaction demonstrates both the value of the social 

model for Rachel, but also how the workshop enabled her to convey this to Jessica:  

WŜǎǎƛŎŀΥ LΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ōǳǘ L ǿƛƭƭ DƻƻƎƭŜ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ 

first thing I do when I, when I come off this call!  

Rachel: GŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΗ {ƻƳŜōƻŘȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ 

me to it about fifteen years ago and it changed theς ƭƛƪŜΣ ƛǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ Ƴȅ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

the best!  

David: Mmhm! 

WŜǎǎƛŎŀΥ hƪΧ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΗ  

(Workshop A1) 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ wŀŎƘŜƭΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǘƛŎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ Ƙŀǎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭǎ 

ǿƛǘƘ [ƛȊ /ǊƻǿΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ŀ άǇǊƻǾŜǊōƛŀƭ ǊŀŦǘ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊƳȅ ǎŜŀǎΧ ώƎƛǾƛƴƎϐ 
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an understanding of my life, shared with thousands, even millions, of other people around 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ (Crow, 1996, p.55). In this way the workshops played a role in fostering, at least 

for some participants, not only an exchange of practical tips but also a form of education 

about the social model and thereby disability politics. However, it is important to emphasise 

that the shared experience of disablement that underpins the social model, and the way in 

which it enabled participants thereby to envision alternative experiences, permeated their 

interactions during the workshops. This remained the case even when the social model was 

not explicitly discussed, as it had been during this exchange.  

Participants also recognised that their individual situated knowledges, as brought together 

during the workshops, were of benefit to each other in bringing different perspectives 

together on common issues.  

ά!ƴƴŜΥ ¸ŜƘΣ L ƳŜŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ¢ƻƳ ŀƴŘ WŀƳŜǎΣ L ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ 

things tƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

ƘƻǊǊƛōƭŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƭƛŦǘǎΦ .ǳǘ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ .ǳǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ 

of information like you said, about different things in different areas. And we have 

got a lot of knowledge between us all, that other people could benefit from. It's 

ƧǳǎǘΧ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ ƘŜƭǇ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΚ 

¢ƻƳΥ 9ǾŜƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ ȅΩƪƴƻǿΣ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǘΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ 

often highlighted the same or similar problems from differeƴǘ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘǎ ȅΩƪƴƻǿ 

James: Some stuffΩs universal 

Anne: Yehέ 

(Workshop B2) 

!ǎ !ƴƴŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǎǘǳŦŦ 

ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ L ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƻƻέ 

(Workshop B2). This exchange highlights how participants perceived significant value in the 

diverse situated knowledges they had collectively as disabled people, and how they felt that 

these knowledges could be helpful for society as a whole. The knowledge that was shared 

and mutually built upon by participants is discussed in more detail below, beginning with the 

ideas that they proposed and continuing with an analysis of the pragmatic nature of their 

suggestions. 
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6.3.3 Ideas suggested by participants  

During Workshop B, participants described how aspects of their everyday experiences of 

mobility and access might be improved, and often related these to structural issues around 

societal disablement. In Activities 2 and 3, they made various suggestions for how these 

might be addressed, while in Activity 4 proposed next steps that could be taken forward by 

the Journeying project. Given the overlap between these ideas, and the way in which many 

of the former provided more details about the latter, I have summarised these proposals in a 

single table (Table 7). 

 Suggestion Details 

1 Creating a report of the project findings ¶ Summarise Journeying project in lay-accessible report. 

2 Create a documentary or multimedia 

experience based around powered 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

¶ The video clips and accompanying discussion are very powerful 
in showing/explaining issues. Can these be built on? 

¶ VR-based experience to put non-disabled people in wheelchair 
ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƻ ΨŦŜŜƭΩ ǘƘŜ ōǳƳǇǎΦ 

3 Meet with policymakers and work with 

other organisations 

¶ Engage with high-level decision makers, e.g. Ministers and 
through Parliament. 

¶ Engage with local council planning departments who are 
involved in highways and building control.  

¶ Think about ways for companies and other organisations to help 
improve the situation, such as tapping into corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) budgets and initiatives. E.g. local firms 
sponsor roǳƴŘŀōƻǳǘǎΣ ǿƘȅ ƴƻǘ ΨǎǇƻƴǎƻǊ ŀ ƭƛŦǘΩΚ 

¶ Come up with ideas to change societal language and mindset 
around disability, parallel to the Dementia Friendly campaign.  

4 Creating ideal processes for improving 

the experiences of powered wheelchair 

users, including better processes for 

feeding back on things to be improved 

¶ Make a flowchart of processes for improving the experiences of 
powered wheelchair users, based on the 10 areas in Activity 3.  

¶ Think about a better system for complaints and feedback: more 
usable, accessible, and accountable. 

o ΨNƻ ōƭŀƳŜΩΥ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘƛŘŜ them. 
o Could something be created to (semi-)automate this, 

similar to Delay Repay on trains? Increase visibility of 
failures, e.g. http://www.recenttraintimes.co.uk. 

5 Help to train the next generation of 

planners and other professionals 

¶ Engage with university architecture or planning schools to 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ 

¶ Run workshops or training sessions with disabled people 
engaging directly with designers, planners, etc. 

6 Scope out existing rights and charters 

that apply to disabled people 

¶ Undertake scoping exercise to identify  
o ²Ƙŀǘ ΨŎƘŀǊǘŜǊǎΩ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴ 

law, and where these are expressed in particular domains 
(e.g. transport, buildings) 

o What commitments organisations have already made to 
make these rights accessible to all, transparent, and with 
clear processes e.g. comparable to NHS Patient Charter. 

o 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ 
and accessibility between different local areas/councils. 

¶ Develop ideas for specific charter(s) aimed at disabled people 
across different domains, e.g. that lift faults are repaired within 
a defined timescale. 

http://www.recenttraintimes.co.uk/
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¶ Scope ways of aligning with other groups who have similar, 
overlapping, or potentially conflicting needs, such as cyclists, 
pushchair users (e.g. Mumsnet), visual impairment, etc.  

7 Create a website for reporting 

accessibility barriers 

¶ Create a website for reporting particular accessibility barriers, 
similar to https://www.fixmystreet.com.  

8 Create a website for sharing knowledge ¶ Create a website to enable disabled people to share their 
knowledge and experience with each other.  

9 Create an expert group of professional 

wheelchair users 

¶ /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ōƻŘȅΩ ƻŦ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 
training to engage policy makers.  

10 wǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴ Ψŀǎƪ ƳŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΩ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

with policymakers 

¶ Convene session(s) in which disabled people and policymakers 
could ask each other anything as a space for mutual learning. 

11 Further developing JourneyCam  ¶ Continue to develop JourneyCam as a tool to help disabled 
people capture their experiences of mobility and access, making 
it easier to use and openly available.  

12 Continue the workshop discussions  ¶ Take the discussions that were happening in the workshop 
further, such as through a podcast on accessibility issues. 

Table 7: Summary of suggestions developed by participants during Activities 2, 3 and 4 

However, I do not intend to discuss these suggestions in depth for two reasons. First, they 

were initial ideas summarised at the end of the final workshop into 12 broad areas. While 

aspects of each idea had been discussed in more detail during the course of the workshops, 

these were not developed beyond the brief initial suggestions outlined in the table above. 

Second, I am interested in the common themes that underpinned these suggestions, which 

were grounded in how the participants felt they might best be able to convey their situated 

knowledge to other people, and what might be the most effective ways of bringing about 

the changes they sought. In the following section I therefore discuss key themes that linked 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘions to illustrate 

the theoretical insights that these themes provide about how situated knowledge might be a 

resource for policymakers and service providers. An overarching theme was the pragmatism 

and political astuteness which characterised the ideas they suggested, which is discussed in 

the following section alongside more specific strategies that exemplify this approach.  

6.4 Pragmatics and Astuteness  

A core commonality to many the suggestions made by workshop participants was a sense of 

political astuteness and a pragmatic approach to engaging with policymakers. These aspects 

underpinned more specific strategies (learning from what works, avoiding confrontation or 

alienating policymakers, and seeking alignment and a collective front) which are discussed 

https://www.fixmystreet.com/
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fǳǊǘƘŜǊ ōŜƭƻǿΦ !ǎǘǳǘŜƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ 

of bringing about change, the political dynamics of trying to do so, and the policymaking 

environments in which they were operating. Although different participants had different 

levels of knowledge, it was clear from their varied contributions to the discussions that they 

all shared a certain level of savviness about how best to engage with policymakers. This was 

typically linked to their professional background or prior experience in such processes. They 

discussed the need to engage a wide range of actors at different levels, including political 

decision-makers, technocratic policy-makers, and those who implement policies on the 

ground. They acknowledged that this required adopting tailored approaches and different 

messages for different audiences. Furthermore, they understood the importance of making 

a personal connection in order to convey these messages.  

Participants wrestled with the challenges thrown up by these requirements. One exchange 

demonstrates how they realised that top-down instructions from management might not 

have the desired effect of changing attitudes towards disability, or incentivising behaviours 

that would make places more accessible. In one workshop, they discussed what would be 

the most appropriate level at which to influence the design of roads and pavements:  

άAnne: who actually are we tackling, are we tackling the people who are building 

ƛǘΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎΣ ƻǊΧ Ƙƻǿ ƘƛƎƘ ǳǇ Řƻ ǿŜ ƎƻΚ  

James: I donΩt think weΩll go too high up, because then theyΩll be being told what 

ǘƻ ŘƻΧ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘΣ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘΣ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƎ. 

Anne: So what level do you think we go in on? 

James: Um, probably the design and the engineer phase, not maybe 

management.έ 

(Workshop B2) 

When asked how they might be able to gain access to these people, they acknowledged that 

they would, in fact, have to work with management and immediately raised the need for a 

tailored approach to do so. Drawing on her own experience as a former Access Officer, Anne 

highlighted some of the challenges of engaging with managers of organisations: 

άWŀƳŜǎ: Yeh, the management needs something, butς maybe a different tactic for 

them.  

Anne: ItΩs difficult that, because again, remembering what I did in the past, none 

of the managersς they gave me the permission to do it, but none of them actually 
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came on the course. So it was all the staff that actually work on the ground that 

were sent on it. WhƛŎƘ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘΧ 

James: Yeh, the management needs to be involved a bit! Otherwise it wonΩt 

happen.  

AnneΥ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜ ƛǘΧ ƛǘΩs very difficult, I donΩt know, I 

think this is going to be the hardest thing. To aim it at the right level but they need 

to know the stuff too, yΩknow, the hierarchy.έ 

(Workshop B2) 

In addition to working directly with service providers, participants recognised the need to 

engage political decision makers to bring about change. Later in the workshop, Anne and 

James emphasised the importance of disabled perspectives being considered at the political 

level to ensure that specifications for disabled access were fit for purpose:  

άJames: it needs to be from our perspective as well, because a lot of the higher 

ǳǇǎΧ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩs part of the problem. WhetherΧ 

itΩǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƘŜƭǇ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘ ƻǊ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǎŀȅ ΨƻƘΣ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǎƻ ŀƴŘ ǎƻΩΦ 

Whereas thatΩs actually not what we want and not what we need! And I think this 

kind of needs to be approached higher up, more like politiciansΧ rather than the 

engineering level  

Anne: I think specifications definitely need to be updated. But then I guess thatΩs 

the government isnΩt it so thatΩǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ 

(Workshop B2) 

Closely linked to this political astuteness was a sense of pragmatism: the suggestions that 

participants made were grounded in an assessment of what they felt might actually work to 

bring about the changes they sought. This was aided by the structure of Activities 2 and 3, 

which began from their experiences and prompted them to think about what would need to 

change for these experiences to be different. However, participants considered their ideas 

against the criteria of how they might be realised. This sometimes involved qualifying their 

suggestions by remarking how it might be unrealistic or impractical. But more often, this 

involved them reframing the discussion in terms of what might be achievable. One 

exchange, arising from shared concerns about poor lift maintenance, demonstrates this 

process. Jessica noted that local amenities were sometimes funded by private companies, 

either through sponsorship or as a condition of planning permission, and suggested this 

might be a way of funding accessibility features too:  
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άWŜǎǎƛŎŀ: [For] planning consentΧ the council said Ψyes you can build there, but in 

ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻΧ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǘǊŀ ǊƻŀŘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ 

lights and generally improve the local areaΩΧ ǿƘȅ ŎŀƴΩt that principle be used in 

ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΧ Ψyes, you can build there, but youΩre going to have to have X, Y, and 

Z, and sort out this liftΩΦΧ L ŘǳƴƴƻΣ ƳŀȅōŜ LΩm talking rubbish, but the other thing 

that crossed my mind talking about that was yΩknow when you drive around and 

ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǊƻǳƴŘŀōƻǳǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƛŘ ΨǘƘƛǎ ǊƻǳƴŘŀōƻǳǘ ƛǎ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ōȅ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩΦ /ŀƴΩt you have Ψthis lift is sponsored byΩ? Would be great, wouldnΩt it? 

David: Yeh, that would be, yes. 

Jessica: Χ a dream world, there! 

David: The McDonalds lift at Goodge Street station! 

Jessica: It smells of burgers every time you go in! 

David: Oh yep! [all laugh]έ 

(Workshop B1) 

This exchange demonstrates how even unconventional ideas, with certain aspects that were 

clearly humorous or fantastical, were still framed by participants in relation to a pragmatic 

assessment of what might be possible. Drawing upon their knowledge of existing practices, 

they thought about practical ways in which some of the barriers they had discussed during 

the workshops might be addressed.  

As noted above, the astuteness and pragmatism that characterised their suggestions was 

often rooted in previous experience of engaging with policymakers in either a professional 

capacity or as a disabled person campaigning for improvements. Three more specific aspects 

of pragmatism and astuteness were identified in how participants framed their suggestions: 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ΨǿƻǊƪΩ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΤ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŀƭƛŜƴŀǘƛƴƎ 

policymakers; and seeking alignment and a collective front with others. Each is discussed in 

turn below. 

6.4.1 [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ 

Most participants had at least some previous experience of engaging with policymakers, and 

ŘǊŜǿ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ΨǿƻǊƪΩ ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΦ {ƻƳŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ 

background in public policymaking or implementation at a local or national level, such as on 

issues relating to access and disability rights, or in other fields such as health. As well as the 

former local council Access Officer already mentioned, one person was a former civil servant 
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who worked closely with national policymakers. Other participants had experience of being 

involved in efforts to secure disability rights via campaigning or activism. All who took part in 

the workshops had practical experience as disabled people of trying to bring about change 

by feeding back or complaining to service providers about particular issues.  

When they discussed their ideas to bring about change, they therefore drew upon a range of 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜƭǘ ΨǿƻǊƪŜŘΩ ƻǊ ΨŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

initiatives or approaches that could be adopted to improve accessibility. For example, in 

both interviews and workshops participants made it clear that they felt non-disabled people 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

people and their needs, and Jessica gave the example of the !ƭȊƘŜƛƳŜǊΩǎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ 5ŜƳŜƴǘƛŀ 

Friends programme, which aims to change perceptions of dementia in the United Kingdom 

(AlzheimerΩs Society, 2021):  

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀ: The thing that I would draw a comparison with, in relation to raising 

awareness, is the dementia friendly campaignΧ a lot of time and money and 

ŜƴŜǊƎȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƻŦ ŘŜƳŜƴǘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘΣ 

and how you can become a dementia friendΧ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ 

tactful and appropriate way. And has been a great success. And now on the top of 

ƭƻŀŘǎ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ƭŜǘǘŜǊƘŜŀŘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨŘŜƳŜƴǘƛŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩΦ !ƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ 

doneΧ ōǳǘ L Řƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ great success.έ 

(Workshop B1) 

She drew parallels between how this scheme had sensitively drawn public and business 

attention to the particular needs of one specific group, suggesting it could be an appropriate 

model for a similar effort to raising awarenesǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  

Similarly, Jessica suggested the notion of a ΨcharterΩ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ in Workshop 

AΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƘŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bI{ tŀǘƛŜƴǘǎΩ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜǘǎ ƻǳǘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎ 

can expect from the health service. She initially framed this as a utopian ideal:  

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀ: [it is] probably dreamland [but] a local council would actually have a 

charterΧ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ Ψŀs ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀǊŜŀΧ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ 

Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΩΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ 

ΨǿŜƭƭ ƭƻƻƪΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘƻǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

fulfilling iƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΩΦ Lǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǳǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΣ ƛǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ǳǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ 
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aware of that existingΦέ 

(Workshop A1) 

hƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ tŀǘƛŜƴǘǎΩ /ƘŀǊǘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ to change the 

culture of the health service. She expressed the belief that if it could be emulated, disabled 

people could have clear and consistent expectations of organisations such as councils: 

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀ: [It] set out what patients can expect from their NHS. And that was a real 

ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ bI{ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƴǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴƛǎǘǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 

following on from thaǘΧ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǿ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΦ ²ƘŜǘƘŜǊ 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǿ ƳŜǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ [laughs]Σ ōǳǘΧ ǘƘŜ му ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛǇǎΣ ƪƴŜŜǎ 

and cataracts, the four hour waits in A&Es, none of that would have happened 

without the beginning of the patientsΩ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊΦέ 

(Workshop A1) 

She also highlighted how the existence of a charter helped to enable a set of consistent 

processes when things go wrong: 

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀΥ I know I keep harping on about it, but itΩs my area of knowledge. There is 

a formal NHS complaints procedure, and that makes it very clear in terms of what 

the process is that you should follow, and if it isn't worked out to your satisfaction 

what the next stage is, and then you've got the health service ombudsman.έ 

(Workshop B1) 

In discussing how such a charter might work in practice, Jessica described the need for a 

broad consultation mechanism to obtain input from a wide range of disabled people, and a 

wide reference group, but a smaller and more focused policy group working on the charter 

itself. Again, these suggestions were built on her professional experience of policy delivery, 

ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŘǊŜǿ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ ƛƴ 

engaging policymakers. However this situated knowledge had been acquired ς through 

professional experience, as with Jessica, or via campaigning and activism ς it provided an 

insight into potential pathways of action and practical steps that could be taken.  

However, ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎΩ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘion to 

how to engage with policymakers. Participants stressed the importance of doing this in 

relation to specific socio-material barriers and how they could be addressed. For example, 

they brought it up in relation to their experiences of accessible environments abroad, 

drawing unfavourable comparisons to what they perceived as lacklustre efforts in the UK:  
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Jessica: I went to Germany recently and used their public transport that was very 

old, and it was fantastic! Χ why canΩǘ ƛǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƘŜǊŜΧ ƛǘ was all very 

ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΧ !ƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴt experience that was to when you come 

back to this country! 

Ravi: I think part of that issue is changing peopleΩs attitudes, the attitude probably 

in England is completely different to how they view you in Germany or somewhere 

elseΧ 

DavidΥ Χ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ .ŜǊƭƛƴ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΣ L ǿŀǎ ǎǘŀǊǘƭŜŘ ŀǘ Ƙƻǿ Ŝŀǎȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΧ ǿŜ 

got around really easily, and I think Germany was way ahead. TheyΩve made the 

political and moral decision to invest in lifts for their underground system, which 

this country doesnΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭƭΧ LǘΩs improving slowly, but at a 

snailΩs pace here. ItΩs only a question of money and will, and I see that as a 

discrimination issueΧ 

(Week 2, Workshop 1) 

Their knowledge of ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΩ in enabling accessibility for powered wheelchair users in 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǿŀǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ 

knowledge. Those who had travelled and experienced more accessible environments first-

hand compared it to their experience of access in the UK, and related socio-material barriers 

to wider cultural and societal attitudes. It is worth noting that a sufficient level of material 

resources was required to have these first-hand experiences, especially as disabled people 

often incur additional expenses when travelling; powered wheelchair users in particular risk 

costly damage to their powered wheelchairs when flying (Muscular Dystrophy Campaign, 

2012). The ideas that these participants suggested, based on their knowledge of what works 

elsewhere, are contingent on a certain level of access to economic and social resources. 

These come together to enable them to build and articulate their knowledge, and advocate 

for an approach to improving accessibility that balances a political imperative to address 

barriers with a pragmatic approach to getting things done within the system by avoiding 

confrontation.  

6.4.2 Avoiding confrontation or alienating policymakers 

A common perception amongst participants in describing how to engage with policymakers 

was their belief that they needed to act carefully and professionally to avoid alienating the 

people they were trying to influence. This reflects an aspect of the challenge for disabled 

activists identified in prior research of striking the right balance between being too close to 
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government and being subsumed, and being too far away and ignored (Barnes & Oliver, 

1995, p.115).  

For example, in Workshop A, participants had discussed the need to change decision-

ƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ ƛƴƎǊŀƛƴŜŘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ 

Workshop B, discussing how such an attempt could lead to resentment: 

Anne: A change of mindset amongst decision-makers. Yeh, thatΩs going to be 

ƘŀǊŘΧ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿΦ ²ƘŜƴ 

theyΩve been probably doing the job many years, is going to be dƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΧ 

TomΥ ΧL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩs probably why things arenΩt happening like they should. 

Because people are just ticking boxes, rather than actually really thinking about 

ƛǘΧǿƘȅ ƛǎ ƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǘƻƛƭŜǘ ƎŜǘǎ ǳǇƎǊŀŘŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘǎ ǳǇƎǊŀŘŜŘ 

at the point of being unusable. So whatΩs gone wrong there?  

James: Yeh, I think we need to step carefully with that one, not make them 

defensive when we go ahead with it. 

(Workshop B2) 

This exchange highlights how emotional labour is enforced on disabled people, who have to 

moderate their own actions or behaviours to accommodate the sensitivities of non-disabled 

others in pursuit of goals such as better access. As discussed in Chapter 5, there are many 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǿƘȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǎǘŜǇ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǾƻƛŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ 

defensive, which in turn imposes upon them emotional labour of managing non-disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΦ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘhe workshops as well.  

For example, participants discussed how raising issues could be emotionally exhausting, 

particularly when their sheer prevalence meant it was a constant, unending task: 

Jessica: Lǘ ŘƻŜǎ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ŀ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴŜǊΧ you cŀƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ 

mind your own businessΧ there is a constant campaign that you have to live 

through, every time you go out.  

David: Yeh, I agree. 

(Workshop A1) 

!ǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀ 

strategic behaviour in order to help them meet their specific goals, such as avoiding the risk 

of losing access to a service they require to overcome a disabling barrier. A similar logic 

applies in relation to obtaining what they require from an organisation: they may choose not 
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to raise an issue if they feel it could compromise their influence with an organisation at a 

later date.  

Participants thus highlighted the need for caution, linked to not wishing to be perceived as 

ΨŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜǊǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ŀƴ ƛƴstrumental concern: their concerns might be disregarded 

more easily if organisations could write them off as a complainer. Acquiring this reputation 

could therefore undermine their efforts to bring about change. In this context it is worth 

noting that several participants, especially those such as Jessica who had professional 

experience in engaging with policymakers, did not perceive themselves as campaigners or 

activists. She expressed the belief that campaigning had negative and confrontational 

implicatioƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳƴƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

disability, a perspective that Ravi agreed with despite having been involved in campaigning 

himself:  

Jessica: I don't like that word campaigning, and I understand why it's used, but to 

me it has a very negative and confrontational connotation behind it, and if part of 

this process is to change the mindset to be less confrontational and be more open 

and transparent, I just wonder if there's another word we could use so we're 

leading by example. You know, engagement is a very good word.  

RaviΥ ¸ŜƘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘϥǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊΦ Ψ/ŀǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘΣ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ 

this to be in the mainstream, not that something that needs to be fought for, it 

should already kind of exist when they start designing things, like lifts and 

pathways and things like that  

(Workshop B1) 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳǳŎƘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ 

feedback than complaints, but that current systems and processes did not afford them that 

opportunity. It was also linked to the emotional impact of complaining discussed above, as if 

the only way of feeding back was to complain it forced a mode of interaction that was often 

very negative for the participants:  

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀ: [Complaints comŜϐ ŀǘ ŀ ƘǳƎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻǎǘΧ L ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅΧ ¢Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜΧ 

DavidΥ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƛǘ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΣ ƛǘ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ 

ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƛǘ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŀǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜΣ ŀ Řŀȅ ƻǊ 

two sometimes, or more.  
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JessicaΥ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴΗ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ 

ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴΗ Χ ώƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŎŀǎŜ L ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪϐ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎŜƴǘ 

ƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜΧ  

Rachel: Yeh, I mean ideally, not to complain would be ideal. I mean there will 

always be some circumstances, they should be a lot less than they currently are. 

But it would be nice if it felt like it was listened to, and acted upon!έ  

(Workshop A1) 

In Workshop B, when we discussed how these processes might be improved, participants 

elaborated on how they felt that organisations ought to welcome feedback so that they 

might improve their services in collaboration with disabled people. They discussed how 

complaining should be a last resort, rather than the only available route to raise issues: 

άWŜǎǎƛŎŀ: the complaints procedure should be the lastς again itΩs about this 

ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǿŀȅΧ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

feedback mechanisms that donΩt involve compliant that could be very much 

welcomed, could be invited, and could be very knowledgeable and beneficial to the 

organisation involvedΧ weΩve talked about changing the mindset of policymakers 

and of peopleΧ it shouldnΩt be a Ψthem and usΩ, it should be weΩre working 

together. And where that doesn't happen, that's when a complaint process needs 

to be available 

David: Yes, working together is a big thing. My recent complaints to [an 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴϐ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪΧ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƛƴǾŜƴǘǎ ŀ ǇŀŎƪ 

of lies, or the bus company invents a pack of lies, and I know theyΩre lies because 

they contradict the video I made of the incidentΧ IΩm astonished that they think 

itΩs okay to lie about something where the video shows that this did or this didnΩt 

happen. So thatΩs not a constructive response to a complaint or feedback, that's a 

real failure.  

Jessica: It is, but that could be turned aroundΧ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ άǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ 

for sending us this video footage, weΩd like to meet you to discuss it further, this 

could be a real learning opportunity for us ς[David: Yes, that would be perfect, 

yeh]ς ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ Ƙƻǿ ǿŜ Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ 

more positive outcome for you and for them [David: Yep, absolutely]έ 

(Workshop B1) 

The notion of constructive engagement to bring about change ran through the suggestions 

that participants made and was contrasted with the complaints procedures that are not able 

ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴŜǊΩΣ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΣ 
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threatened to blur the line between constructive engagement and complaint, in addition to 

the emotional labour it incurred.  

However, in addition to these factors, there was another motivation for wanting to engage 

constructively with policymakers: participants recognised that those involved in the delivery 

of services and environments that affected disabled people had their own knowledge and 

expertise that stemmed from their professional competencies. Their situated knowledge as 

powered wheelchair users was distinct from, and complementary to, the knowledge of the 

highway engineers or transport managers. The following exchange demonstrates how 

participants, having first identified the need to change minds, acknowledged the validity of 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΥ  

James: [The professionals] have got experience, itΩs just they need to maybe look 

at that experience differently  

Anne: Yeh, I think youΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƻŘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΧ ώŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

officer] ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ώƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜϐΧ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎΧ ώŦƻǊϐ ǘƘe engineers 

ǿƘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŜŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘǿŀȅǎΧ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩt take it 

ǿŜƭƭΧ ώƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎϐΧ L ǿŀǎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŀƳ L ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ 

them how a dropped kerb should be, when theyΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊǎΧ ώLϐ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǾŜǊȅ 

quickly that you can alienate a lot of people very quickly. So itΩs got to be done 

really sensitively, because it would be worse to alienate them and then not get any 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΧ ƭƛƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǎŀƛŘΣ James, they know their stuff, itΩs just they know 

different stuff than what we know  

James: Yep, yep! 

Anne: We know it from our point of view. And they know it from a different point 

ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΧ ǘƘŜȅΩll know the engineering stuff, but they donΩt know it from our 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘΧ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩt waƴǘ ǘƻ ǇŀǘǊƻƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜƳΧ ǎŀȅ ȅƻǳ Ǉǳǘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳǇǎǘŀƴŘ 

on a dropped kerb, is major for us, for them they canΩt even see the problem. So 

we donΩt want to patronise them, but we need to find a way of tactfully showing 

them.  

James: Yeh. We can make it their idea.  

Anne: Yeh, that would be brilliant. Yeh, thatΩs the ideal scenario.  

James: Yeh, sort of lead the way, and then they can come to their own conclusion! 

(Workshop B2) 
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During this interaction, participants drew upon their own situated knowledge to emphasise 

the importance of not alienating those who could bring about change. They identified that 

to do so would be counter-productive, and collectively identified a potential solution to this: 

ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨƻǿƴΩ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ōŜƛƴƎ imposed upon them.  

6.4.3 Seeking alignment and a collective front 

As suggested by the non-confrontational approach described above, participants discussed 

ways in which they as powered wheelchair users might seek alignment with other groups 

who have similar aims. Again, the pragmatic aspects of this concern featured strongly in the 

discussions between participants: Jessica acknowledged the challenges associated with 

seeking alignment between different groups:  

Jessica: I found that there was a lot of politics involved withςnot all of the third 

sector organisations, but a lot of them. And a lot of voices were heard, and a lot of 

ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƘŜŀǊŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜΧ ƛǘ 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŜǉǳŀƭΣ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǿŜ ǎŀȅΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜn. And that was very 

difficult to manage. 

(Workshop B1) 

However, David highlighted that this was not inevitable, drawing attention to how conflict 

between groups who might otherwise have competing goals could be avoided:  

David: An example of avoid pitting different groups against each other is, when 

Doug Paulley took his case to the, eventually the Supreme Court, and before that 

the Appeal Court, Mumsnet was very supportive of him, and itς the idea that it 

was wheelchair users versus buggy owners in some sort of war was avoided by 

that support and alignment between Mumsnet and his campaign. And that was 

very encouraging.  

(Workshop B1) 

Participants discussed areas of commonality and alignment between the needs of powered 

wheelchair users and other members of the public. They often framed the changes they 

sought as being helpful for all: one person described my suggestion of a website to provide 

feedback on bus services as something that άǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǳǎΣ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ 

ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅέ (James, Workshop B2). Later in the same workshop, participants talked about 

how if more non-disabled people were aware of the benefits of accessible environments to 

all users, they might be achieved sooner:  
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Tom: when our local railway station had a lift [fitted to make it] wheelchair 

accessible, although it benefitted the wheelchair users greatly, Joe Public, 90% of 

the people that use it, a lot of people use it for their suitcases, and prams, and 

pushchairs, walking stick users. AndΧ when the lift goes out it's actually a disaster 

now! I mean itΩs interesting that it was put in for wheelchair users, and if 

everybody else had joined in the pressure group it would have been fitted ten 

years, fifteen years earlier, itΩs not until the lift was in everybody realised just what 

a good idea it was!  

James: Yeh, but I think itΩs the same in most things, most things that benefit us will 

benefit the public as well.  

AnneΥ !ōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅΧ ώƭƻƴƎ ǇŀǳǎŜϐΦ LǘΩs just such a shame we always seem to be on 

our own fighting for something that is so, itΩs our right but we are made to feel 

that itΩs a luxury. 

(Workshop B2) 

Participants therefore recognised that the involvement of non-disabled people would have 

benefitted their cause, and that despite the benefits of accessible environments to others, 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΩ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

aligning with other groups could be a productive way of bringing about the change they 

sought, it also highlights the societal devaluation of disableŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ 

unless they are align with and are strengthened by the voices of non-disabled people. 

As well as seeking alignment with non-disabled people, participants saw value in disabled 

people themselves having a collective voice in order to influence decision makers. As with 

their desire to avoid confrontation discussed above, the way they framed this during the 

workshops suggested primarily working within the system of policymaking to get things 

done.  

CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ōƻŘȅέ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΣ 

an organisation that could serve as a focal point for consuƭǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ 

and utilise their expertise. One person drew a comparison with a now-defunct organisation 

of disabled drivers:  

Tom: There used to be an organisation called the Disabled Drivers and Motorists 

/ƭǳōΧ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ who knew a lot about vehicles and the problems, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƎŜǘ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘΧ ƻƴ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ .ƭǳŜ .ŀŘƎŜΣ ǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŦŦ 
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like that 

(Workshop B2) 

They felt that an issue taken up by an organisation on behalf of its members would have a 

greater impact than one pursued by them as individuals. One participant explained how they 

had asked a user-led organisation to take up the most serious issues on their behalf:  

David: If something goes very badly wrong with transport for me, I normallyς in 

really bad cases I would get [the charity] to raise the complaint on my behalf 

because I think that has more clout than coming from an individual. [It is] 

respected in the transport industry, and listened to. But we can still get really crap 

responses, even when [the charity] raises them. Some terrible, terrible situations 

are described by a service provider as a ΨmisunderstandingΩ. There's no 

misunderstanding on either side. So itΩs difficult to be heard, even with a respected 

organisation behind you. 

(Workshop B1) 

However, as David noted, even with a respected organisation acting on their behalf, there is 

no guarantee that service providers will respond to issues that are raised by disabled people. 

Yet the value of engaging with policymakers as part of a collective should not be understated 

for individuals and how they feel about the process. Even participants with professional 

experience of engaging with policymakers found value in portraying themselves as part of a 

larger group of disabled people, rather than as an individual. When we talked about how to 

ƳŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƛŘŘŜƴΩ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

people, Anne explained that she ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǎ άƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎέ 

despite being otherwise outspoken about access. They explained that this was because 

disclosing certain personal aspects of disablement made her feel vulnerable:  

ά!ƴƴŜ: I've always been quite sort of vocal on access issues, but I kind of put it, 

ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ LŦ L ǎŀȅ ƛǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦΧ L ŦŜŜƭ more vulnerable. And as 

I've got olderΧ I've got different ailments going on. A bumpy footpath is agonyΧέ 

(Workshop B2) 

She described in some detail how the bumps would cause her pain, dislodging her in her 

wheelchair. She would then have to sit in a twisted position, inflicting additional pain and 

risking injury, until her PA returned a couple of hours later. As she went on to explain:  

ά!ƴƴŜ: And all of this because the footpath was a little bit bumpy. Now that would 

mean nothing, to anybody [else]. But to me itΩs the difference [between] should I 
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go out when thereΩs nobody there, should I try to be independent today, or 

actually, IΩm going to come back home feeling worse, letΩǎ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƛǘΧ !ƴŘ ǘƘŀǘϥǎ 

very restricting, andΧ you can explain to your friends, your family, but actually to 

ǘƘŜƳ ƛǘϥǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻŀƴΧ [so] ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ǎŀȅ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΧ 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΧ ȅƻǳ Řƻƴϥǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦέ 

(Workshop B2) 

This explanation highlights value of being able to raise issues of disablement collectively, as 

part of a wider group of disabled people, rather than as an individual. Doing so affords a 

ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ŀƴƻƴȅƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ άǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

interaction between disabling environments and their health or impairment, which might 

make them feel vulnerable and also expose them to societal prejudices about disability. In 

ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƛǎŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ 

disablement, rather than acknowledging them as requiring a systemic response. Collective 

action offers the potential to overcome the tension between providing enough detail to 

ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ individual and collective experiences to others, and ensuring that 

their privacy is respected. Acting through an organisation to raise these kinds of issues offers 

the chance to de-personalise some of these issues, as well enabling a focus on the shared 

experience of disabling barriers amongst disabled people. This also provides the opportunity 

for alignment of interests, not only amongst disabled people with diverse access needs, but 

potentially also with other societal groups with whom their needs overlap.  

6.5 Ongoing Relevance of the Social Model 

The pragmatic nature of the ideas suggested by participants during the workshops highlights 

how they were both conscious of, and responded to, the challenges they knew would be 

associated with their situated knowledge being conveyed to and used by service providers. It 

ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƪŜŜƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜǊǎΩ ōȅ 

those with whom they wanted to engage. As during the interviews, participants in 

workshops contrasted their desired manner of working with service providers, of 

constructive engagement, with the ineffectual and challenging process of complaining:  

Jessica: if I gave feedback to the council, a much better scenario for me and for the 

council would be if we could have a friendly constructive discussion about what the 

issues are, and what could be done to resolve them. As opposed to me saying 

ΨǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƻŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΩ, the council saying ΨǘƻǳƎƘΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ Ǝƻǘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ 

with itΩ, and then if I want to take it further I have to then go and take legal 
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[action].  

(Workshop A1) 

LŦ ŀ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜǊΩΣ ƛǘ ŦǊŀƳŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀ 

problematic individual, a moaner whose concerns could perhaps more easily be ignored or 

side-lined. However, just as importantly it frames the issue of disablement itself narrowly, as 

relating to the dynamics of an individual rather than as a structural problem of disabling 

environments that would require systemic efforts to address. The workshop participants 

recognised that either of these two framings would impede the changes they sought, and in 

light of this, emphasised the structural nature of the barriers they faced. This was true even 

when sharing the individual tips and tricks that helped them work around these barriers: 

they framed the disablement they experienced as a manifestation of structural inequality 

that required addressing at a societal level.  

This framing aligned with key principles of the social model of disability, even when this was 

not explicitly mentioned, and was also undertaken by participants who were unfamiliar with 

the social model. It accords with an understanding of the social model not as an overarching 

grand theory, but as an aid to underǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ 

tendencies of modern societies in order to generate policies and practices to facilitate their 

ŜǊŀŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ (Barnes, 2020, p.20). LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀŎǘǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΩΣ 

ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴŎȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀnce 

practices through making visible exclusionary barriers and imagining a different future 

(Beckett & Campbell, 2015). It helps to form a shared collectivity in the face of injustice, 

ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ άǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

shared values, coming together to dismantle disabling barriers and to build an inclusive and 

ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ (Beckett & Campbell, 2015, p.278).  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

workshops, even when the social model itself was not directly referenced or discussed. 

Moreover, as participants talked about the changes they desired for society to become more 

inclusive, they used phrases such as άƛƴ an ideal worldέ (Jessica, Week 2, Workshop 1).  As 

participants articulated their envisioned future they positioned it as an alternative to the 

ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǉǳƻΣ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ άƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ a horizon, making visible a different, nondisabling world in 

the fabric of the presentΧ ώǿƘƛŎƘϐ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
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ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘέ (Beckett & Campbell, 2015, p.280). Such an opening up of the boundaries of 

possibility, with the conviction that a better world is possible, is an essential part of the 

process of bringing about change (Barton, 2001, p.3). For young disabled people, the social 

model has been found to hold value as an oppositional device, enabling them to envision 

their preferred future, supporting the creation of resistance practices, and providing a focus 

on emancipatory goals (Griffiths, 2019). These workshops suggest that this is the case for the 

participants in this study as well.  

It was clear that participants attached significant importance to a social model framing of 

disablement as a structural process that required concerted political action to address. Yet in 

ǎǇƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

need for pragmatism: despite giving examples of confrontational interactions with service 

providers, they generally sought to avoid these and preferred to avoid being perceived as 

ΨŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ 

their underlying political clarity of systematic disablement ς that what needs to change is 

society as a whole ς with the real-world realities of seeking change through engaging with 

service providers and policies. This required a particular form of pragmatic and constructive 

engagement, recognising the need not to alienate the people they were seeking to influence 

and to engage at different levels and in different places to achieve particular goals, while 

remaining true to their values which remain rooted in an understanding of the structural 

nature of disabling barriers as articulated by the social model. These pragmatic ways of 

engagement were perceived as important by participants in being able to achieve systemic 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴŜŦŦŜŎǘǳŀƭ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜǊΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴŘŀƴǘ Ŏƻǎǘǎ 

discussed in Chapter 5. 

6.6 Discussion 

The workshops described in this chapter are a continuation of the process of reflection and 

sharing of situated knowledge by participants that began in the first phase of the research. 

They enabled the validation of my tentative analysis of the data from the Journeys and 

Interviews, but also provided a space for participants to engage in a process of discussion 

and ideation around their situated knowledge. They offered the opportunity for participants 

to collectively discuss how they envisaged that their knowledge could be conveyed to 

others, via processes of engagement with service providers and policymakers, in pursuit of 

more accessible environments and interactions.  
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Furthermore, the workshop conversations provided a space in which participants engaged in 

processes of peer learning, relating both to practical issues such as the sharing of specific 

workarounds for particular disabling barriers, and to wider consciousness-raising about 

disability politics such as the existence of the social model. Indeed, both of these aspects 

were inextricably linked: by sharing workarounds and talking about how they would not be 

necessary if society addressed the disabling barriers in the first place, the very process of 

practical knowledge-sharing was in itself a political act in line with the social model.  

Whilst core aspects of the social model mattered to many participants, either explicitly or 

implicitly in how they talked about the systemic nature of disablement, their approach to 

influencing service providers and policymakers blended this with a nuanced sense of 

pragmatism. They considered who they would need to talk to and how best to influence 

them, in order to make the societal changes that were required happen. tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

pragmatism was influenced by other aspects of their identity and previous experience, such 

as their professional or personal experience of engaging with decision-makers. Engaging at 

the right levels, and in the right ways, were perceived as key to bringing about effectual 

change at a systemic level rather than shouting into the void as a complainer. This lends 

support to the conception of the social model as a helpful ΨƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΩ for disabled 

people: it enables them to identify the status quo as both contingent and unacceptable, to 

envision an alternative future that requires collective action to bring it into being, and to 

locate this need for structural change at a societal level. 
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Chapter 7.  Conclusion 
7.1 Introduction 

This chapter draws together the findings and contributions made by this research, reflecting 

back on the research questions I posed at the beginning of the project, my findings, and the 

process of conducting this research itself. It also considers the limitations of this project, and 

makes suggestions for future work that would extend this research. 

7.2 Reflections on Research Questions 

As discussed in the Introduction and Methods chapters, this research was guided by three 

research questions. Below, I briefly reflect on each of these. 

¶ What is the role of digital technologies in supporting powered wheelchair users to 

capture and articulate their experiences of mobility and accessibility? 

This research haǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ 

are complex and are influenced by a wide range of socio-material factors and contingencies. 

Participants used JourneyCam as a digital tool and go along method of engaging with these 

experiences, and to capture representations of them for subsequent review and discussion. 

This resulted in a rich set of data and reflections, generated both in situ and post hoc, about 

the places they had travelled through and the experiences they had. While the JourneyCam 

Řŀǘŀ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǎƻǊ ΨŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΩ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

experiences, it was the process of using the tool as a part of wider reflective practices that 

enabled individuals to elucidate the detail and meaning of these experiences and why they 

mattered to them. As such, the JourneyCam technology and how it was used to support 

conversations around place and mobility provided a resource for participants to articulate 

their situated knowledge of socio-material disablement and how this might be addressed. 

This highlights that technologies in this space cannot be regarded in isolation from the wider 

processes of explanation and exploration that they permit, emphasising the importance of 

designing them in ways that permit flexibility in using and interpreting the resultant data.   

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƛƭǘ 

environment, and how might technologies be used to enable such sharing? 

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the framiƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

for taking part in this project was to contribute to bringing about improvements in access for 

powered wheelchair users, and more broadly to improve understandings of disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀce and mobility. Participants were aware that they had a level of 
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insight into disabling environments that non-disabled people generally did not share or, in 

many cases, appreciate. Through sharing their experiences in the context of this project, 

they demonstrated detailed situated knowledge that was rooted in their experiences as 

powered wheelchair users. Simply by taking part, therefore, participants helped to highlight 

the value associated with their situated knowledge in identifying disabling environments and 

making suggestions for improvements. In considering the video and sensor data they 

captured, participants especially highlighted the qualities of visual data in helping them to 

convey their experiences and situated knowledge to others, though as noted above, both 

the technology and data it generated formed part of wider processes of discussion and 

reflection. These social processes are an essential part of using technologies for sharing 

experiences: technologies alone are insufficient in conveying complex experiences without 

the contextualisation and explanation of the data they generate through processes of 

discussion and explanation.  

¶ How can personal experiences of mobility and accessibility be used to inform policy 

and service provision? 

During the final stage of this project, participants articulated various suggestions for ways in 

which their knowledge might be taken forward to decision-makers and service providers, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜōȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ōǳƛƭǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ and 

mobility. Many of their ideas echo the long-ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ Ŏŀƭƭ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ 

ƻŦ ΨƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǳǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛǾŜ 

involvement of disabled people in the societal and political processes that affect their lives. I 

had hoped to explore how this might be achieved in the context of mobility and the built 

environment by bringing participants together with decision-makers, but this did not prove 

practical within the constraints of this projectΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

situated knowledge informed their contributions throughout the project highlights how 

important their experiences were in underpinning their insight into the socio-material 

barriers they encountered and also how these might be addressed. These experiences were 

also essential to the suggestions they made for working with decision-makers and how they 

articulated these ideas. This reinforces the notion that it is imperative for decision makers 

and service providers to involve disabled people meaningfully throughout processes of 

designing, implementing, and evaluating environments. 
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7.3 Reflections around Powered Wheelchair UǎŜǊǎΩ Experiences  

This research has confirmed that a wide range of closely linked socio-material factors affect 

the experiences of powered wheelchair users. TƘŜǎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ΨŜƴŀōƭŜǊǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƛŘ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎΣ ƻǊ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ƻǊ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜǊǎΩΤ ƛƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜ 

circumstances the same factors can both enable and disable. The material aspects of the 

barriers identified by participants in this project reflect long-running issues identified in prior 

work on the geographies of disability. These include physical obstructions to accessing 

places or modes of transport such as steps, poor quality surfaces, narrow or confined spaces, 

and steep inclines. Similarly, the social barriers that participants discussed include negative 

attitudes from staff and other members of the public, again reflecting prior work on disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜnces. This research illuminates several closely linked aspects of these 

barriers, and these contributions and their implications are briefly discussed below.  

The first, noted above, is the intrinsic link between social and material barriers to disabled 

peƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΥ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ many of 

them are socio-technical systems that bring with them further complexities. For example, 

the absence of level boarding on much of the railway network means that wheelchair users 

have to rely on manually deployed ramps to access trains. Yet this introduces a reliance on 

multiple staff communicating with each other to ensure someone meets the wheelchair user 

at both their origin and destination with an appropriate ramp in working order. It also relies 

on staff having the knowledge to deploy the ramp correctly and safely, and on the train, 

platform, and station being accessible. Finally, it introduces the dynamic of a human 

interaction between the wheelchair user and member of staff that might go well or badly. 

This example demonstrates how many barriers are not purely material or purely social, and 

speaks to the need for a holistic, systems-ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

experiences of mobility and access.  

Secondly, particular initiatives or features that are intended to reduce the socio-material 

barriers faced by disabled people, such as lifts in buildings or ramp assistance on trains, can 

sometimes perpetuate disablement. This is often due to poor design or implementation, 

making them difficult for disabled people to use. An underappreciated aspect of this is that 

these features are often brittle and unreliable, with little flexibility for the disabled user or 

forms of redundancy if things go wrong. For instance, even when ramp assistance is pre-

booked for train journeys (which itself was viewed as an unfair, inconvenient, and ableist 
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imposition that restricted their freedom of action), participants reported frequent failures 

where it did not turn up. Similarly, the failure of a single lift can render an entire journey or 

building inaccessible. These examples highlight the critical importance of such accessibility 

features and services being fit-for-purpose, reliable and well-maintained, and appropriate to 

ensure access for disabled people with dignity and on similar terms to non-disabled people.  

A third aspect of these barriers is that accessible environments can become inaccessible at 

short notice: many socio-material barriers are variable, not static, which affects powered 

ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ±ŀǊƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴŎƭŜƳŜƴǘ 

weather, technical problems such as mechanical faults with lifts or ramps, or social and 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ƴŜgative attitude. Short-notice 

changes like these are particularly disabling as they undermine the work disabled people 

have done to ensure an accessible journey, and these contingent factors are considerably 

harder to work around than unchangingly inaccessible environments. While factors like the 

weather cannot be fully addressed, measures can be taken to mitigate their effects, such as 

providing accessible shelter. More importantly, steps can be taken in many cases to address 

the unpredictable nature of accessibility. Installing multiple lifts in busy places like stations 

would provide redundancy in case of failure, while proactive maintenance would improve 

reliability. Swift repairs to faulty lifts would reduce the time that environments are rendered 

inaccessible. Good information about short-notice accessibility changes would help reduce 

the labour and frustration of being confronted by a disabling barrier mid-journey.  

A final aspect of the enabling and disabling factors highlighted by this research is that there 

ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ 

and that which is formalised in regulations about accessible environments. Participants 

identified many aspects of their experiences as enabling or disabling that they felt were not 

reflected in codified descriptions of accessibility, nor recognised by policymakers or the 

wider public as being relevant to accessibility. Instead, they felt that accessibility was treated 

ŀǎ ŀ ΨǘƛŎƪ ōƻȄΩ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎe, rather than being grounded in the experiences of disabled people. 

They identified this as partly due to inaccurate assumptions made by non-disabled people 

ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

disabled ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ 

the design of environments and services. This highlights a need for decision-makers and 

ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƻ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇ ōŜǘǿŜen 
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ǘƘŜ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

In the above respects, this research highlights the complex, contingent, and interactional 

nature of the factors that enable and disable access and mobility for powered wheelchair 

users. What is very clear is that disabling socio-material environments remain significant 

barriers to the everyday mobility of disabled people more than twenty years after the 

passage of the Disability Discrimination Act. It remains paramount to identify and remove 

these barriers, as advocated by the social model of disability. However, in order to do this, it 

is imperative to engage fully with the complexity of these everyday experiences. This 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘǎ 

at the intersection of the particular socio-material environments that they travel through, 

the technologies that they use for mobility, and their individual corporeality. This indicates a 

need for the social model, with its focus on identifying and tackling disabling societal 

barriers, to engage productively with discourses around individual corporeality and 

embodiment. This is not to return to an individualised, medicalised conception of disability, 

but to understand why certain socio-material environments are disabling in particular ways 

to specific disabled people who use particular socio-technical systems for mobility.  

Such a focus on these individual experiences permits an engagement with the considerable 

situated knowledge and expertise demonstrated by the participants in this study, which they 

had built up over time and was grounded in their experiences as powered wheelchair users. 

While these experiences were diverse, there were many commonalities in the varied barriers 

and enablers they experienced. This in turn led to overlapping but distinctive situated 

knowledges of mobility and access. This research shows how these knowledges help 

powered wheelchair users to acquire practical skills and expertise in working around the 

complex socio-material barriers they face. In doing so they enable them to exert agency in 

situations that would otherwise be disabling. In addition, during this research participants 

demonstrated how their situated knowledge went beyond the micro-scale of everyday 

interactions. They had insights into how their everyday experiences reflected broader 

processes of disablement at different scales, as well as to what it meant to be a disabled 

person in contemporary Britain. In turn, this situated knowledge enabled them to see not 

only how their own experiences of mobility and access could be improved, but also how 

society itself could be more inclusive towards disabled people. Participants thus identified 
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the need for decision-makers to engage meaningfully with their experiences and situated 

knowledge, in order to bridge the gap between their experiential understandings of mobility 

and access as powered wheelchair users, and those of non-disabled people.  

Yet because their knowledge is situated in their individual embodied experiences of working 

around disabling barriers, participants acknowledged that it was hard to convey to others, 

particularly non-disabled people and decision-makers. This was for two linked reasons: first, 

that the embodied, experiential nature of this knowledge does not lend itself to being easily 

conveyed to others without similar experiences. It is particularly ill-suited to being conveyed 

through the kind of feedback mechanisms most often available to disabled participants, such 

as complaints processes as will be discussed below. Secondly, and perhaps because of this, 

they experienced difficulties in getting service providers and decision-makers to listen to 

these experiences and their situated knowledge. This causes a dilemma, as participants 

identified the importance of conveying these experiences to others in order that they would 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

Furthermore, although situated knowledge helps powered wheelchair users to exert agency 

in disabling environments, its acquisition comes at a significant cost. The situations which 

lead to knowledge about how to work around disabling barriers often have negative aspects, 

in particular the additional physical and emotional labour that is imposed on disabled people 

ƻƴ ŀ Řŀƛƭȅ ōŀǎƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ΨƎŜǘ ōȅΩ in inhospitable environments. The contexts that lead 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ and psycho-emotional disablism. This 

ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ŦƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ 

others. Such ways should be able to convey not only the physical labour involved in working 

around disabling barriers, but also the psycho-emotional impacts of these barriers, in ways 

that do not further the disablement that disabled people already experience. 

An important and under-recognised aspect of the psycho-emotional disablism mentioned 

above that is that when disabled people try to use their situated knowledge to confront and 

improve disabling situations they are frequently thwarted. Attempts to bring about change 

are not generally welcomed by service providers. Participants often described being forced 

through formalised complaint processes, which they found frustrating, time-consuming, and 

ineffective. They felt that complaints about accessibility or discrimination were not taken 

seriously enough, being seen as a minor customer service issue rather than a legal duty, and 

often had to be repeatedly chased up and escalated. Even when these resulted in pledges to 
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improve a service, they frequently found themselves having to engage repeatedly with the 

complaint processes, as lessons were not learned and the promised improvements never 

materialised. Participants shared a collective understanding that not only were the results of 

complaining unsatisfactory, but that the very process of complaint itself imposed on them 

considerable psycho-emotional labour, which resulted in negative emotions and in some 

cases dissuaded them from complaining at all. They recognised that complaint processes are 

ill-suited to sharing their knowledge and expertise, and are not generally a productive way of 

raising issues of disablement. Because the very process of pursuing a complaint has the 

effect of individualising structural issues and problems, the systemic factors that lead to 

socio-ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǳƴŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ tƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŦƻǊƳ 

a rich potential resource for improving the accessibility of environments and services, and 

the participants in this study felt that current processes of feedback mean it remains largely 

unused by decision-makers. This highlights the need for better ways of not only engaging 

with disableŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ways of bringing it into constructive 

conversations with service providers.  

7.4 Incorporating Disabled PŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Experiences in Policy  

During this research, and particularly during the workshops, participants made a range of 

practical suggestions for improving their experiences of mobility and access to the built 

environment and public transport. In addition, they proposed that these practical ideas, and 

the situated knowledge they possessed as powered wheelchair users that gave rise to them, 

might be conveyed to decision-makers and others in a position to implement these ideas in 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ Ƙƻǿ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

might be incorporated into policymaking processes in order to bring about change. The ideas 

they suggested were typically rooted in their previous experiences of engaging with 

decision-makers in either professional or personal capacities.  

In this process of imagining revised ways of working with decision-makers, it is worth noting 

that the workshops themselves provided a forum for participants to collectively articulate a 

form of disability politics that was grounded in the social model of disability. They discussed 

how a pragmatic, politically astute approach to working with policymakers was compatible 

with core tenets of the social model of disability that locate the sources of disablement, and 

the locus for their potential resolution, in structural factors. Both the pragmatic ideas they 

suggested, and the processes they discussed for engaging with decision-makers, reflected 
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this social-model inspired recognition of the importance of structural factors as both crucial 

to their experiences, and crucial to resolving societal disablement.   

Participants drew upon ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ΨǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ 

with policymakers, and in making practical proposals for removing socio-material barriers. 

¢ƘŜȅ ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōƻǘƘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ 

because they recognised that their own situated knowledge was distinct from ς but could 

complement ς the credentialed expertise of professionals such as planners or engineers 

involved in service delivery. They described the need to seek alignment with other groups 

who would benefit from the same kind of barrier-removal, aiming to build consensus rather 

than engage in zero-sum politics, and identified value in raising issues collectively. This, they 

noted, would have several benefits, including creating a critical mass of affected people that 

would increase pressure for change, and allowing some anonymity in recounting personal 

experiences that might otherwise be individualised or medicalised and dismissed.  

In addition, the workshop discussions enabled knowledge-sharing and peer education. This 

enabled participants to consciously link their individual experiences of disablement to those 

of other powered wheelchair user who took part in the research, as they found elements of 

commonality between their different experiences. The discussion and sharing of common 

experiences in this manner can lead to consciousness-raising on issues of shared injustice, an 

important pre-requisite for collective political action (Campbell & Oliver, 1996). Indeed, it 

was notable that the workshop discussions provided some participants with an education in 

disability politics, as others explicitly described the importance of the social model to them. 

In addition, through their suggestions for how things could be different, participants used 

the social model of disability as an oppositional device (Beckett & Campbell, 2015). They 

compared the status quo to an imagined alternative in which their views and experiences 

informed decision-makers, and led to more accessible and inclusive environments. 

This research therefore has several implications for incorporating the situated knowledge of 

disabled people into efforts to improve their experiences of mobility and access. The first is 

that knowledge-sharing around these experiences should be considered an ongoing process, 

rather than a one-off engagement between disabled people and non-disabled others. The 

workshops continued an in-depth process of knowledge-sharing and reflection that began 

on journeys and continued during the subsequent interviews. This involved the co-creation 

of understanding between myself and the participants through detailed discussions of how 
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they experienced mobility. These conversations and the reflections they prompted took 

ǇƭŀŎŜ ōƻǘƘ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻΩ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ōǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ 

retrospectively around the data that they had captured. JourneyCam is therefore more than 

simply a tool that can be used by the powered wheelchair user to generate video and GPS 

data: an important aspect of its value lies in the process of explaining and learning that the 

tool and wider go-along and interview method facilitates. This suggests that those who aim 

ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

facilitate these ongoing and in-depth processes of generating understanding. While it may 

be impractical for decision-makers to replicate the precise methods used in this study, 

especially on a large scale, it is nonetheless imperative for them to consider ways that 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ throughout the 

processes of planning, design, and delivery of environments and services. This would allow 

ŦƻǊ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ 

decision-makers able to clarify issues and address problems early on. It would also permit 

the possibility for ongoing and longer-term organisational learning and consolidation of 

ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎΦ  

 A second implication of this research that was clearly demonstrated during the workshops 

was the value inherent in disabled people being able to more easily share their situated 

knowledges with each other. The overlapping nature of these knowledges meant that, while 

there were many points of commonality, there was still considerable and productive sharing 

of tips and tricks throughout the workshops. This meant not only that they expanded their 

individual repertoires of ways of working around disabling barriers, but also that they had 

the opportunity to collectively build on these ideas or even present contrasting views about 

them. The workshops also demonstrated the potential for these processes of knowledge-

sharing to have a wider political impact through the building of shared consciousness, as 

demonstrated when some participants introduced others to the social model of disability. It 

is important to note that despite all participants having been sufficiently interested in issues 

relating to mobility and accessibility to have given up considerable time to take part in this 

research, they still co-created new knowledge with each other during the workshops. This 

speaks to the value of not only engaging with a multiplicity of situated knowledges but also 

of bringing these knowledges into dialogue with each other (Haraway, 1988; Harding, 1993). 

This is highlighted by the way that participants themselves saw value in the discussions that 

the workshops enabled, and suggested ways that these might be continued beyond the end 
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of the research such as through a podcast that would bring different perspectives together. 

More broadly, this finding also supports the need for additional, and ongoing, opportunities 

for disabled people including powered wheelchair users to share their situated knowledges 

with non-disabled people such as decision-makers. Young (2004) highlights the importance 

of those in positions of power acknowledging the partiality of their own perspectives that 

would otherwise remain unquestioned, and notes that the bringing of situated knowledges 

into dialogue is a way of achieving this. Facilitating ongoing conversations between disabled 

people with experiential knowledge of disabling barriers, and credentialed experts involved 

in creating environments and services, would be an important step towards this. It is also a 

necessary pre-requisite in making these environments and services more inclusive by 

tackling the disabling barriers that currently exist.  

Given the disabling barriers that participants characterised and the value of their situated 

knowledge, as discussed above, a key implication of this research has been the importance 

ƻŦ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭǘ 

environments and transport services. This implies a need for organisations involved in key 

societal infrastructures, such as the planning system or transport networks, to engage 

proactively with disabled people to seek out their experiences and situated knowledge.  

This would entail a significant rethink of the current reactive system of planning, which is 

underpinned by weak legislation and little compulsion on developers to prioritise disabled 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜ-imagining of power relationships at 

the heart of planning processes to centre them on disabled people (Luck, 2000; Imrie & Luck, 

2014). However, such a development seems unlikely in the context of austerity, during 

which the ability of local government to drive change has been weakened, and in light of 

recent proposed reforms to the planning system (Ministry of Housing, Communities and 

Local Government, 2020). While the latter emphasises the importance of reconnecting with 

local communities its primary focus is on expediting the approval of developments, in line 

with a long-term pattern of weak legislative planning frameworks. It is difficult to see how 

dƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ  

Similarly, a proactive engagement with disabled people to utilise their situated knowledge 

would mean that service providers would begin by focusing on the experiential concerns and 

perspectives of disabled people who use their services. In turn, for example, this would 

ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜƎƛƴ ōȅ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
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of how the current ramp assistance service is experienced in order to understand how it 

could be improved. It would mean acknowledging the impact of ramp assist failures on 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ ōȅ ǘǊŀƛƴΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻ-

emotional impact these failures have on their lives. It would also mean considering that 

boarding and disembarking from a train is only one part of the wider transport chain, all of 

which must be accessible, and which should be considered holistically as an interlinked 

system (Wilson, 2003)Φ ¢ƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ 

implies a consideration of how up-to-date, accurate, and timely information about access 

can be provided, as well as engaging with other actors such as local authorities to ensure 

that the wider environs of stations are accessible. The isolated provision of a technical 

ΨǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŀƳǇΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎŎƻǳnt for the overall experience of travel or the 

broader socio-technical environment and barriers that disabled people experience, will be 

doomed to failure.  

It is therefore worth reflecting on the role that JourneyCam played in this project as a digital 

tool that helped support people to articulate their experiences and facilitate conversations 

around them.  

7.5 Reflections on the Project 

7.5.1 The success of JourneyCam as tool and method  

As noted above, this research used JourneyCam as both a tool and a method for engaging 

ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

approach was built on a recognition that in-situ engagement with particular places and 

environments can lead to the elucidation of rich and different types of understandings about 

those places than thinking about them away from those places (Kusenbach, 2003; Hein et 

al., 2008). It also was based on acknowledging that interviews prompted by visual data such 

as photos enable people to provide rich post-hoc reflections (Harper, 2002), especially when 

those visual media have been collected or curated by the respondents themselves (Clark, 

1999; Van House, 2006)Σ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘǊŀŎŜǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǿŜŀǊŀōƭŜ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

used as a way of generating knowledge through processes of reflection, discussion and 

understanding (Sumartojo & Pink, 2017).  

The value and utility of thiǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ 

and mobility was confirmed by the rich, detailed accounts it offered of powered wheelchair 

usersΩ experiences. Going along with participants gave me a different perspective on my own 
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mobilitȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊǎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ΨǎƘƻǿŜŘΩ ƳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ L ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

journeys alongside but differently to them. The slow temporal rhythm of waiting for lifts, the 

spatial aspect of going much further along a road to access a dropped kerb, and the casual 

disbelief in certain interactions with staff all highlighted to me our differential experiences of 

the built environment and public transport. Yet as valuable as the go-alongs were, it was 

through discussion and explanation around these experiences (both in situ during our 

journeys together and in subsequent semi-structured interviews prompted by the 

multimedia data they had collected) that rich explanations were generated about the 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǘhrough these discussions that 

clarifications were sought, and suggestions made about how things might be improved.  

An important aspect of this was that the method enabled participants significant flexibility 

including the choice of journey on which they took me, the mode(s) of transport employed, 

and what they decided to capture or omit. This enabled them to focus on the issues that 

mattered most to them and which they felt were most important to discuss, an important 

aspect of engaging specifically with their situated knowledges as individuals. Moreover, this 

approach was also compatible with the politics of some participants, affording them as much 

control as possible rather than me making inaccurate assumptions as a non-disabled 

researcher about what I felt mattered (c.f. Golledge, 1993 and critiques discussed in Chapter 

2). The workshops were also successful in helping to validate my initial understandings of 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƻǊ 

flawed. In particular, however, they were exceedingly productive at enabling the collective 

sharing of situated knowledge about the complex experiences of being powered wheelchair 

users, as well as ideation about how this knowledge might be conveyed to others.  

7.5.2 Challenges and considerations for adapting this research   

Despite the success of the method in this research, there are certain aspects that proved 

challenging and which should be considered in any future study adopting such an approach. 

The first is that this method was exceedingly time-consuming. Undertaking a go-along in 

which participants use a digital tool such as JourneyCam, and then using the data they 

capture in subsequent sedentary interviews, is a considerably longer process than either a 

go-along or an interview in isolation. Even when fieldwork went according to plan, working 

with a single participant took at least a full day and more commonly two days. The go-alongs 

themselves involved being outdoors for prolonged periods of time, and were precluded 
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under certain weather conditions. Moreover, it is imperative to be mindful and sensitive to 

the needs and individual circumstances of participants: unexpected ill-health or a PA 

absence, for example, can lead to short-notice cancellation of this type of work. All of these 

aspects can lead to logistical challenges in scheduling and conducting this kind of research. 

This has two key implications: first, it highlights the importance of ensuring that activities are 

as accessible as possible for disabled people, who are often already often marginalised by 

the inaccessibility of existing ways of making their voices heard in civic conversations. 

Secondly, it suggests that it may be difficult to organise such a rich, experiential approach of 

ŎƻƴǾŜȅƛƴƎ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 

other professional demands on their time. Adapting this method to such contexts and 

engaging these people directly will therefore require considerable care. 

A second aspect was the difficulties of visualising the sensor data and making it meaningful 

to participants. Unlike the maps, there was limited engagement with accelerometer sensor 

data which was perceived as hard to interpret. This was partly an issue of scale: this data 

was at the same scale as the entire GPS route of the journey which could be several hours 

long. Although broader patterns were visible, such as the relative smoothness of a bus or 

tube journey, the bumpiness associated with specific video clips such ones captured while 

going over as a kerb were simply too small to be seen in such a visualisation. This suggests 

the need for more intuitive methods of visualising accelerometer data, which enables users 

to make sense of data at different temporal and geographic scales. For example, the ability 

to move from data visualisations at the scale of the journey as a whole (GPS trace and macro 

patterns in accelerometer data) to those at the scale of and tied to individual clips would 

help users see how these data relate to each other.  

hƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ŀƴ ΨŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ 

framing: they conceptualised the data itself as demonstrating issues to others, focusing in 

particular on how the visual nature of the videos was felt to show issues in ways that a 

textual explanation simply could not. This perhaps speaks to the primacy of the visual and in 

particular video as a form of proof that someone was present in a particular context, the 

ΨōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ (Puikkonen et al., 2009). As already discussed, the discussion 

around the data was an important aspect of the success of JourneyCam in providing insights 

ƛƴǘƻ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ hƴŜ Ŏould therefore consider how JourneyCam 

data might be more clearly foregrounded as a resource for discussion around experiences 
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rather than (on its own) evidence of specific barriers. Another aspect of the JourneyCam 

data, the qualities and perspectives produced by the footage, could help in this process: 

rather than criticise the shakiness of the footage, participants talked about how it accurately 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀƛǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŦŜƭǘΦ  

7.5.3 Project limitations  

During this project I worked with fifteen participants in total and went on go-along journeys 

with thirteen of them, while nine took part in at least one workshop. Despite advertising 

recruitment nationally, all participants were located in England and most lived in larger 

conurbations or suburbs. They were people who were already engaged with and interested 

in the topic of accessibility, and in many cases had either work experience or had been 

involved in campaigning around this issue or others that affect disabled people. A majority of 

participants in this study were relatively affluent and had experience of tertiary education 

and/or a professional career. As such, their experiences are not necessarily representative of 

those of powered wheelchair users from other social backgrounds or geographies.  

I do not consider this to be a weakness, as this research was intended to generate an in-

ŘŜǇǘƘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

rather than to be a representative and generalisable sample of all powered wheelchair 

users. Engaging with situated knowledge is, by definition, to refuse totalising narratives that 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ΨŀƭƭΩ ǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ bƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

notable that the findings of this research suggest that, despite some significant differences 

ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇǇŜŘ 

significantly. In particular, the barriers and enablers of mobility and access they identified, 

and the situated knowledge that they developed around these, showed striking similarities. 

This suggests that these aspects of experience are common amongst wheelchair users, 

ƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭƛƴƎ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǎƻcietal 

oppression against disabled people.  

Finally, given the time and logistical constraints of the PhD, my original aim of working with 

decision-makers remained unfulfilled. I had hoped to conduct joint workshops that brought 

powered wheelchair users into dialogue with the decision makers, to explore ways in which 

ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ DƛǾŜƴ 

the productive nature of the conversations amongst powered wheelchair users during the 

workshops that did happen, I believe it would have been very valuable to have taken the 
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next step of facilitating similar conversations between them and decision makers as a way of 

exploring avenues for mutual understanding and recognition of situated knowledge. Such an 

engagement would have also provided the opportunity to explore and gain additional 

perspectives on the suggestions made during the workshops by powered wheelchair users 

ŦƻǊ ΨƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇǎΩ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿΦ 

7.6 Future Work 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ 

insight into processes of societal disablement, and how these might be addressed to create 

more inclusive and accessible environments. As a critical aspect of this has been to 

ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ (Scully, 2011), it 

is important to ground considerations for future work in the suggestions for next steps that 

participants themselves made during this research.  

The suggestions that participants made are summarised in Table 7 in Chapter 6. These 12 

suggestions were clustered into four broad thematic areas. The first was to take the findings 

of this research project further, through a report (1), video documentary (2), or meeting with 

policymakers (3). The second was to conduct additional research and create firm policy 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ΨƛŘŜŀƭΩ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ όпύ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƻǇƛƴƎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻǊ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

see how these might be applicable to improving disabled ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ όсύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ 

was to become involved in training by educating the next generation of professionals (5), 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƎǊƻǳǇΩ ƻŦ ǿƘŜŜƭŎƘŀƛǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘ όфύΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎ 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǘƻ Ψŀǎƪ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΩ ό10). Finally, participants made suggestions which could 

be broadly categorised as empowering disabled people: creating a website for reporting 

accessibility barriers (7) or sharing knowledge with each other (8), developing JourneyCam 

further as an easy to use tool for capturing experiences (11), and continuing the discussions 

from the workshops via other means such as a podcast (12).  

Clearly, there are significant degrees of overlap between these themes. Some participants 

might find educating professionals or being involved in a documentary to be an empowering 

experience. Similarly, opportunities to continue sharing their expertise with each other could 

generate knowledge that might help to further engage policymakers. Indeed, many 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ΨǿƘŀǘ ƴŜȄǘΩ ŀǊŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭȅ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

situated knowledge and bringing this into conversation with decision-makers. I view this as a 
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critical aspect of closing the circle on this research, given that it was an area which had to be 

omitted due to logistical considerations.  

For this reason, if further funding and time were available, I would prioritise exploring ways 

ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪŜǊǎΦ 

One aspect of this would be by considering ways of bringing the existing findings of this 

research to decision makers: for example, many of their practical suggestions for addressing 

the disabling barriers discussed in Chapter 4 would make a meaningful difference to 

powered wheelchair usŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

further explore how digitally supported methods such as JourneyCam might be expanded to 

engage decision-ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

would involve working with both disabled people to further develop digitally-supported 

methodologies such as JourneyCam to capture aspects of situated knowledge, and to 

explore workshop methodologies to ensure their voices are brought into conversation with 

decision-makers.  

7.7 Concluding Remarks 

This thesis highlights the ongoing importance of the social model of disability in providing 

both a political and practical focus for the removal of disabling societal barriers. In doing so, 

it also offers a shared vision of an alternate future. However, the complex embodied and 

interactional experiences of mobility and access among powered wheelchair users 

highlighted by this research demonstrates that the social model should be regarded as a 

pragmatic tool rather than a dogmatic focus. It needs to engage productively with individual 

disabled experiences, in all their diversity and complexity. One way of approaching this is to 

ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΩ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 

how feminist understandings engage with situated knowledges and individual narratives, 

and critical disability studies and STS which ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ΨƳƛǎŦƛǘΩ ƛƴ 

inhospitable environments.  

This research also highlights the importance of finding commonalities between these 

different disabled experiences, and building upon them through collaboration and co-

creation. Not only does this allow for the possibility of envisioning pragmatic solutions to 

address disabling barriers which are rooted in disaōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ 

also provides a way of building solidarity and shared purpose in line with the social model. 
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