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ABSTRACT

Background: Previous research has investigated the factors that promote or reduce accessibility for people with learning
disabilities. However, the role of people in facilitating accessible spaces, experiences and services and the characteristics on
individuals that make them ‘accessible’ has been under-considered.

Methods: The present study reports on the findings from a participatory action doctoral research project. Seven people with
learning disabilities were recruited and trained as co-researchers on the project. Co-researchers investigated the concept of
‘Accessible People’ via group discussion, drawings and poetry.

Findings: People were considered to positively or negatively influence accessibility in a range of contexts. Thematic analyses
revealed 10 characteristics of Accessible People. Characteristics included interpersonal qualities (such as being open-minded,
friendly and welcoming and helpful and supportive) and competency-based qualities (including knowledge of learning
disabilities and being easy to communicate with).

Conclusions: Accessible people were reported to play a crucial role in supporting the accessibility of spaces, activities and
experiences. Embodiment of the characteristics of accessible people may enhance accessibility for people with learning
disabilities in a variety of contexts.

1 | Introduction Nind and Seale (2009) note that people with a learning dis-
ability may experience additional accessibility challenges when
compared to other disabled people, such as challenges relating
to information processing, memory and communication (Chew
et al. 2009). Nind and Seale (2009) explored the concept of
access with people with learning disabilities, through a series of
seminars with people with learning disabilities, support staff,
researchers and professionals. Findings from this study were
used to propose a multidimensional model of access, which
encompasses seven aspects that both promote and may be
achieved through accessible experiences. These are physical

It is acknowledged that people with learning disabilities ex-
perience inequalities and social exclusion, often due to
inaccessible spaces, services and experiences (Gray and
Kerridge 2023; Seale and Nind 2009; Russell 2022). There are
many different factors that contribute to whether something
may be considered as ‘accessible’ or ‘inaccessible’. Physical and
environmental barriers, such as inaccessible places, spaces
and transport, are perhaps the most obvious barriers to disabled
people's inclusion in wider society. However, varied barriers,
including economic and cultural barriers (Oliver 2004), stigma
and attitudinal barriers (Anaby et al. 2013), and organisational ~ aCcess, access to knowledge and information, power (including
barriers, such as disabling policies and practices (Ahmad 2012), ~ the ability to influence and maintain access), relationships
may also impact accessibility. and communication, advocacy and the ability to choose,
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Summary
« This research is about how people can help make
things more accessible.

« Seven people with learning disabilities were trained as
researchers for this project.

These researchers with learning disabilities are called
the Purple Research Group. The Purple Research
Group worked with the University Researcher.

Researchers used group discussion and arts-based
activities, including drawing and poetry to help ev-
eryone to share their views and experiences.

We found that people can make things more or less
accessible.

‘Accessible people’ helped to reduce barriers and were
trusted to share information about what helped.

We found 10 characteristics of ‘accessible people’.
People who have these features make the world a
more inclusive and accessible place.

participation in varied activities, and quality of life (p. 277).
While these factors may all facilitate or reduce accessibility, a
common influence across all aspects of accessibility is people.

People play an important role in supporting people with
learning disabilities to live fulfilling lives (Haigh et al. 2013).
The decisions, actions, motivations and attitudes of people to-
wards those with learning disabilities have the potential to both
positively and negatively influence accessibility for this com-
munity (Nario-Redmond et al. 2019). Nind and Seale (2009)
note that the attitudes of others, particularly disabling per-
spectives of the capabilities of people with learning disabilities,
was commonly reported as a barrier to access. Negative atti-
tudes, discrimination and misconceptions around the capabili-
ties of adults with learning disabilities can have long-term
negative consequences, such as lower psychological wellbeing
(Ali et al. 2012), reduced opportunities for choice (Pelleboer-
Gunnink et al. 2021) and social isolation (Mencap 2019).
Additionally, Reeve (2006) notes that experiences of direct
psycho-emotional disablism, which include the negative words
and actions of others, may not only impact the immediate
perceived accessibility of a space or service but can also have
long-term negative repercussions for people with learning dis-
abilities. For example, negative prior experiences with people,
alongside the perceived unpredictability of the behaviour of
others, may prevent disabled people's engagement with activi-
ties or services in the future, due to anxiety around how people
will respond. Negative experiences with others may therefore
negatively impact disabled people's wellbeing, sense of self and
social participation as much as a lack of physical access
(Reeve 2006).

In contrast, positive interactions with others may support
accessible experiences. Indeed, the World Health Organization
(2011) suggests that one of the most common facilitators of
accessibility is inclusive attitudes. Similarly, Nind and Seale
(2009) suggest that 'interpersonal mediation’, through ‘helpful
people who are flexible, who listen, who communicate openly’
(p. 278), can facilitate access for people with learning disabilities

in a variety of contexts. Previous research examining the qual-
ities of others who are most valued by people with learning
disabilities has focused on the characteristics of professional
care staff. Clarkson et al. (2009) explored what people learning
disabilities considered to be the most important characteristics
of care staff. Their findings demonstrated that participants with
a learning disability placed greatest importance on the inter-
personal qualities of staff, such as being understanding, willing
to help and honest. Similarly, Dodevska and Vassos (2013)
investigated which qualities were valued in residential care
workers in Australia, from the perspectives of people with
learning disabilities and managers of accommodation services.
Interviews revealed that people with learning disabilities were
more likely to value interpersonal qualities, such as being
helpful, spending time with residents and being supportive,
over skills/knowledge (e.g., communication skills, knowledge of
legislation, computer skills and respecting privacy). Interest-
ingly, managers were more likely to value skills/knowledge over
interpersonal skills, highlighting the difference in perspective of
people with learning disabilities on the qualities that matter
most in the individuals they encounter. Indeed, Davies and
Matuska (2018) noted that previous research exploring skills
and qualities in those who regularly interact with people with
learning disabilities focuses on staff views. Their questionnaire
study, co-produced with people with learning disabilities, found
that qualities such as ‘ability and willingness to listen’, ‘happy
and positive attitude’, ‘good communication skills’ and the skills
to support people with learning disabilities to share their views
were most valued. These studies provide useful insights into the
valued characteristics of those who provide care for people with
learning disabilities.

Literature concerning participatory and co-produced research
also highlights the characteristics of people who support re-
lationships. Previous research reports characteristics such as
communicating openly and with empathy (Pinto et al. 2008),
being willing to learn (Estacio et al. 2017) and being friendly
(Pinto 2009). While these papers demonstrate the importance
of personal qualities, they do not account for the specific
accessibility challenges experienced by people with learning
disabilities (Nind and Seale 2009). Guidance developed in
collaboration with people with learning disabilities has largely
been undertaken by organisations and networks supporting
this community. BILD (2023) Working Together Charter ad-
vises those engaging in co-production to ensure people with
learning disabilities feel listened to, emotionally supported and
valued. Similarly, the Listen, Include, Respect (n.d) highlights
the importance of good support, communication and infor-
mation for organisations aiming to support inclusive partici-
pation. These resources provide useful guidance on adaptions
that support the inclusion of people with learning disabilities
in these spaces. However, people are rarely considered as
‘accessible’ or ‘inaccessible’ in themselves. Instead, previous
literature involving people with learning disabilities focuses on
things that people can do to aid accessibility and/or engage-
ment, as opposed to things that people can be. The consider-
ation of people as both aiding accessibility and being accessible
has been underexplored from the perspective of people with
learning disabilities. The present study aims to share the
characteristics of ‘accessible’ people in the everyday lives of
people with learning disabilities.
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1.1 | Project Background and Approach

The present study was part of a doctoral research project
undertaken by the first author, which explored the outcomes
of arts-based learning for people with learning disabilities
who attend Purple Patch Arts. Purple Patch Arts are a
Yorkshire-based charity that provides creative learning ex-
periences for adults with learning disabilities. The project
utilised a Participatory Action Research Approach, whereby
through a cyclical process of planning, action and review,
people with lived experience are involved in all stages of the
research, often filling the role of researchers (Selener 1992;
MclIntyre 2007; Kindon et al. 2007). Seven adults with
learning disabilities (now known as the Purple Research
Group; PRG), who attended Purple Patch Arts, were re-
cruited and trained as researchers for this project. Prospec-
tive co-researchers were contacted by Purple Patch Arts and
invited to watch five interactive videos about the project.
These videos shared information about what research is, and
provided an opportunity for prospective co-researchers to try
out some of the activities they may undertake as a researcher
(see Kirby 2023). Videos were designed for this study, using
the website PowToon. After watching the videos, co-
researchers completed an online easy read consent form,
with support from Purple Patch Arts. In line with previous
research, the small number of co-researchers recruited for
this study was chosen to enable the collection of in-depth
information, while catering to the individual needs of the
PRG (De Castro et al. 2023).

The PRG made key decisions about the project, including
selecting research questions, choosing research methods, col-
lecting and analysing data and disseminating their findings
(Kirby 2023; Kirby et al. 2024). The group was supported by the
first author (henceforth referred to as the university researcher;
UR), one parent (Janine) and one carer (Jo). The study was
organised into three ‘cycles’ of research, with each cycle cor-
responding to a theme that was chosen by the PRG. Chosen
themes were: People (Cycle 1), Arts and Variety (Cycle 2) and
Accessibility and Support (Cycle 3). Each cycle lasted between
11 and 13 weeks and addressed multiple research questions
chosen by the PRG, relating to the corresponding theme. The
PRG met fortnightly on Zoom, over a period of 12 months to
conduct the research. The project utilised arts-based, creative
and adapted methods to aid the inclusion of the PRG
throughout the project (for further details, see Kirby 2023). This
project was reviewed and given a favourable opinion by the
Arts, Humanities and Cultures Ethics Committee (Ethics ref:
FAHC19-078).

This paper reports on findings from the third cycle of research,
which explored accessibility and support within the Purple
Patch Arts lifelong learning programme and in everyday life.
The term ‘accessible people’ was first discussed during an
analysis session in Cycle 2, as the PRG considered which ‘group’
(theme) the word ‘accessible’ belonged to. Having never con-
sidered the idea that people could be assessed as accessible or
inaccessible, the UR initially misunderstood what the group
was saying. However, after discussing this idea further, co-
researchers identified that people could be described as both
accessible or not accessible, depending on their characteristics,
behaviours and attitudes:

UR: so, if we say something is accessible, what do
we mean?

John: it's positive and it's there to be used, um like a train,
accessible, or a bus is available for us to use

UR: yeah, so it might mean that everybody can use it?
John: yeah

Tracey: it can go underneath independent

UR: what have we got, independent...

Tracey: three

UR: group three, yeah, so... do we think, can a person be
accessible?

John: oh, it depends on the person
UR: or is it a place that be accessible or not accessible?
Tracey: the place and the person

UR: hmm, so it might be that, what does an accessible
place look like, or what might it be like?

John: it's easy to access, you can access it and come and
go as you please

[]

UR: so, what about an accessible person, what does that
look like, or what are they like?

John: usually easy going
UR: mhm, yeah

John: and can adapt

On the basis of this discussion, the PRG chose to investigate the
concept of ‘accessible people’ and their role in promoting
accessibility in everyday life.

1.2 | Procedure

Co-researchers chose to reflect on their experiences of accessi-
ble people in an online research session, which lasted approx-
imately 1h. The group's research question ‘what makes a
person accessible?’, aimed to identify the characteristics of
accessible people and explore the impact of accessible and
inaccessible people in their lives. The UR supported these
conversations through a series of prompt questions, including:

British Journal of Learning Disabilities, 2026

85U8017 SUOWILLOD BAITea.D 3(dealdde au) A peusenob afe Sole YO ‘88N JO S8|nJ 1o} Akeiq1 8UlUO A8]IM UO (SUOTIPUOD-PUB-SWSI W00 A8 | ImAIq Ul |UO//SdnY) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 81 88S *[9202/T0/TZ] Uo Ariqi]8UIUO AB|IA ‘[10UN0D YoIeasay [EDIPBIN PUY LESH [eUoIieN Ad ZE0OL PIA/TTTT OT/I0p/W0d A8 i Areiqijeuljuo//Sdny Wwoiy papeojumod ‘0 ‘9STESIYT



FIGURE 1 | Leanne'sdrawing of an accessible person. [Color figure
can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

« What does it mean if someone is ‘accessible’ or
‘inaccessible’?

« What does an accessible person do? Say? Think? and feel?

+ How does an accessible person act? Make you feel?
Communicate?

» Do we know any accessible people? How do we know they
are accessible?

Prompt questions encouraged co-researchers to reflect on their
own experiences with accessible people and create a profile of
characteristics associated with accessible people. During this
session, two co-researchers also chose to draw their ideas
around accessible people (see Figure 1). While this research
session was specifically designed to understand the PRG's per-
ceptions of and experiences with accessible people, the group
also shared their views on this topic throughout Cycle 3 of the
project, which consisted of 18 Zoom sessions, each lasting 1 h.

1.3 | Analysis

In line with participatory approaches to research, data from
Cycle 3 were analysed collaboratively with the PRG. At this
stage in the research, co-researchers were more experienced in
analysis, having analysed data in two previous cycles. The
present paper reports on the findings of one research question
in Cycle 3; however, this cycle addressed four additional
research questions which are not reported here.

Analyses took place in person at the Purple Patch Arts office
during an in-person research day, which lasted 5h. Due to the
range of data collected, the group used a creative visual map-
ping exercise to explore the varied data collected in this cycle.

After a process of familiarisation with all of the data collected in
Cycle 3, the group worked together to cut, stick, arrange and
annotate data from Cycle 3 on a large piece of paper, which
sought to demonstrate connections between the varied data
types. Co-researchers were supported to identify important/
interesting aspects of each other's work. This involved high-
lighting extracts of discussions and/or images of accessible
people drawn by the group. Physical space and groupings on the
page were used to represent the relationships between identi-
fied themes and ideas. Similarly, annotations provided context
on these themes and their relationships, including the
PRG's experiences and feelings associated with each theme.
Co-researchers also named and described identified groups/
themes. This mapping exercise is comparable to thematic net-
work analysis (Attride-Stirling 2001). This qualitative analytical
approach, similar to thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006),
is based on a process of generating codes and themes at dif-
ferent levels of abstraction, usually from textual data. In The-
matic Network Analysis, these themes are used to create ‘web-
like illustrations that summarize the main themes constituting
a piece of text’ (Attride-Stirling 2001, 386), thus producing a
visual map of the themes identified and the relationships
between them.

Additionally, research sessions from all three cycles of research
were transcribed verbatim and analysed by the UR using the-
matic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). The PRG was not
involved in the analysis of research session transcripts due to
the amount of data and time restrictions of doctoral research.
The results of these analyses were combined with the PRG's
collaborative analyses. In relation to the question ‘what makes a
person “accessible”?’, 10 characteristics were identified. These
are presented below, alongside results concerning the PRG's
experiences with accessible and inaccessible people more
generally.

2 | Results and Discussion

The following sections outline the results from Cycle 3 of the
project that directly relate to the concept of accessible people.

2.1 | Experiences With Accessible and
Inaccessible People

People were reported to both positively and negatively influence
the PRG's experiences of accessibility, both within Purple Patch
Arts' programmes and in the outside world (‘it's people really
sometimes isn't it'—John). This is demonstrated by the fact that
accessible and inaccessible people were discussed in connection
with a range of other aspects of access identified by the group,
including physical access, transport, information, activities and
resources. Inaccessible people had the potential to influence
and often outweigh facilitators of accessibility. For example,
John's example of an accessible bus with an inaccessible driver
meant that buses (despite being physically, economically and
informationally accessible to him) were inaccessible: ‘It was the
actual bus driver]...] sometimes the bus driver will say the ramp
wasn't working. I don't know if it was working or whether they
decided to just not bother putting you on the bus’. In this ex-
ample, inaccessible people prevented John from accessing
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public transport, thus reducing his access to other activities and
services. Similarly, Ella’s negative experience with a taxi driver
resulted in her being removed from the taxi on her way to
college:

Ella: You know when I had *cab company* they were
awful to me when I was having them for college

UR: Oh really, they weren't very nice?

Ella: No. One morning this one taxi driver told me to get
out of his taxi

Co-researchers also shared varying experiences with others in
the public. In particular, Tracey and John, noted differences in
the way in which John was treated as a wheelchair user (‘when
I go out with John to places, they talk to me rather than John’—
Tracey). John shared his experiences of receiving negative
reactions from members of the public, who often made as-
sumptions about him prior to speaking to him: ‘T have had a few
people that's gone by and cringed and I didn't know what they
were on about [...] but once I started to talk, people were like,
my brain's like him’. Tracey andJohn's experiences are in
keeping with Reeve (2006) discussions of direct psycho-
emotional disablism, which includes negative remarks, preju-
dice and attention (or indeed, lack of attention/avoidance of
disabled people) that adults with learning disabilities may ex-
perience from others.

Co-researchers’ negative interactions with people (particularly
nondisabled people) were often perceived as a lack of under-
standing about learning disabilities. During Cycle 3, members
of the group discussed how a lack of understanding from others
and misconceptions surrounding the capabilities of people with
learning disabilities often resulted in people underestimating
them (‘there's always bits, that people don't recognise, don't
realise [...] “Can you do that? oh really?” And you're really
surprised sometimes’—John). Additionally, a lack of under-
standing from others meant that co-researchers were not always
provided with the support that they needed to access daily
activities: ‘T go in a shop sometimes, the customers doesn't, the
staff doesn't understand I need time to, I need time to ask them
questions [...] sometimes they rush me’ (Ella). During Cycle 3,
Tracey and Ella shared their desire for others to learn more
about them and their experiences as disabled people and
therefore increase understanding an awareness of learning
disabilities:

Ella: my disability, they just have to ask
UR: you just have to ask? Yeah

Tracey: this is what I put [...] ‘ask me if you need to know
something’

While people were often considered as a barrier to accessibility,
co-researchers often relied on others to access various activities
and services, as Janine noted: ‘there’s barriers and you have to
wait for someone to open the barriers’. Indeed, Liam discussed
reliance on others when travelling, noting that: ‘if you book for
a train, for someone to meet you, to do the ramp and that, and

they don't turn up, then what do you do?’. This highlights the
important role that people play in the lives of adults with
learning disabilities, and the potential for others to reduce or
increase accessibility in everyday life. The present study there-
fore supports pre-existing literature which suggests that inclu-
sive attitudes are crucial to facilitate accessible experiences
(Nind and Seale 2009; Seale and Nind 2009).

2.2 | Characteristics of Accessible People

Co-researchers identified 10 characteristics of accessible people.
These characteristics represent the shared values and beha-
viours of those identified who facilitated accessibility in the
PRG's lives. The following sections summarise each of these
characteristics and provide examples from the present study of
how these facilitated accessible experiences.

2.2.1 | Helpful and Supportive

Accessible people were considered to be willing to help others.
For example, by providing information and/or practical sup-
port, such as opening doors (e.g., ‘If I see someone struggling to
get up the ramp, like a Purple Patch Arts member, maybe I will
help them’—Ella). Co-researchers suggested that an accessible
person might say things like ‘I can help you any time’ (John)
and ‘T can find that out’ (Charlie). Accessible people were
supportive of co-researchers and filled official (e.g., carers and
parent) and unofficial (e.g., mentor and friend) support roles in
the PRG's lives. However, as noted in the characteristic
‘respectful’, accessible people did not make assumptions about
the support needed or desired by people with a learning dis-
ability, which enabled co-researchers to reach their potential,
experience challenge and meet their goals (‘no-one telling you
what you can and can't do’—Liam).

222 | Accommodating

Accessible people were described as accommodating (‘Some-
body who can accommodate you’—John). John described how
an accommodating approach to support meant having a good
attitude and being flexible to the needs of the individual you are
working with: ‘If they're accommodating, they've got to have a
good personal, well, like a good attitude, otherwise if you're not
gonna say “I'll do it later mate”, ah, that means you're not really
bothered’—John.

2.2.3 | Person-Centered

A person-centred approach to interacting with others was a key
characteristic of accessible people. Co-researchers stated that
accessible people focused on them as individuals and were in-
terested in finding out more about the people they met. For
example, Leanne suggested that accessible people might ask
‘about your personality’ and ‘find out what you like, have in
common’ (Leanne). Accessible people also directed their ques-
tions to, and communicated directly with, people with learning
disabilities, instead of addressing any accompanying non-
disabled people (e.g., a parent or carer). Accessible people took
a person-centred approach to support. For example, by treating
people as individuals as opposed to focusing solely on their
disability. John described an accessible person as someone ‘who
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doesn't mind, they're not bothered, they don't... basically, Me-
lissa, for me, it's somebody who doesn't see the chair and just
sees me and just let me do thing things I normally did’. This
approach to support is in line with previous research concern-
ing Active Support (Mansell and Beadle-Brown 2012), which
promotes a shift in mentality from ‘caring for’ to ‘working with’.

224 | Open-Minded

Accessible people were considered to be open-minded in their
opinions and approach to support (‘They're up for anything,
that would be an accessible person’—John). Co-researchers
compared the open-mindedness of accessible people and
inaccessible people, noting that the latter were less flexible in
their thinking and resistant to change: ‘non-accessible people
are people who are stuck in their own way’—John.

225 | Trustworthy and Authentic’

Accessible people were considered by the PRG to be authentic
and genuine: ‘They don't pretend to be anyone but themselves.
Just like us’—Leanne. By being open and genuine, accessible
people built trust with people with learning disabilities, which
facilitated meaningful relationships: ‘Trust is important and
rewarding’ (Quote from a poem about accessibility, which was
co-written by the PRG). Accessible people demonstrated that
they were trustworthy and authentic by ensuring their words
and actions aligned, being themselves, sharing parts of their
lives with others and being consistent in the lives of people with
learning disabilities.

The trustworthiness of others influenced the perceived acces-
sibility of other experiences, as information regarding accessi-
bility was more valued when shared by a trusted person. The
perceived trustworthiness of an individual and/or organisation
therefore influenced the perceived trustworthiness of the
information that was shared. This was often due to co-
researchers’ past experiences of being told inaccurate informa-
tion and/or their expectations of accessibility contrasting to the
realities of accessibility.

2.2.6 | Friendly and Welcoming

Co-researchers valued individuals who fostered a welcoming
environment, particularly at Purple Patch Arts. Ella shared that
accessible people might ‘Welcome other people into the group’.

Accessible people created a welcoming atmosphere by being
friendly and kind to everyone, talking to participants (‘she
welcomes us, says good morning’—Ella) and 'being approach-
able' (John). This was discussed in contrast to the PRG's ex-
periences of inaccessible environments and people that made
them feel unwelcome and excluded: ‘T used to keep to myself,
that's what I did in school, just kept to my, just to myself’ (Ella).

2.2.7 | Respectful

Accessible people were respectful of the PRG's physical, emo-
tional and social boundaries (‘I didn't feel I was forced’—John).
They were reported to balance providing support when it was
needed with facilitating autonomy and respect (‘privacy when
we want and need it'—Quote from a poem about accessibility,
which was co-written by the PRG). While accessible people

were there to help, they supported co-researchers to make the
final decisions around their needs and preferences.

2.2.8 | Understanding/Knowledge of Learning Disabilities

Non-disabled people were generally considered to have a lack of
understanding and awareness about learning disabilities (‘the
people who don't have a disability, they don't know how, how
hard it is’—Leanne). Ella shared her desire for greater under-
standing from others in order to tackle misconceptions about
the differences between those with learning disabilities and
those without learning disabilities: ‘T want other people to know
what it's like with me having a learning difficulty [...] T do the
same as other people’. Increasing understanding of learning
disabilities was therefore considered by co-researchers to be an
important aspect of tackling negative attitudes, stereotyping and
behaviours from others. In contrast to this perceived lack of
understanding from others, accessible people were considered
to be understanding and have a good knowledge of learning
disabilities and the access needs of others (‘[accessible people]
know what it's like for me, for people, for people like me’—
Ella). Purple Patch Arts Staff were considered to have a good
understanding of co-researchers’ needs and lived experiences,
particularly when compared to people outside of Purple Patch
Arts: ‘T have told the Purple Patch programme leader loads of
times about when I go to shops, [...] and he understands’ (Ella).

It is worth noting that the majority of staff at Purple Patch Arts
do not identify as disabled and therefore may not have a first-
hand understanding of disability. Despite this, they were
accepted by co-researchers as a trusted part of their community.
Leanne noted that ‘Purple Patch understands how hard it is, so
they know where we're coming from’. Previous research sug-
gests that understanding and awareness of learning disability
facilitates trust between people with learning disabilities and
non-disabled people (Howard et al. 2015). This may be due to
the fact that negative interactions with others (including bul-
lying and stigma) are often related to a lack of understanding
and negative attitudes (Scior and Werner 2015). Understanding
of others was also considered to be related to people's ability to
be empathetic, which was identified as an important trait of
accessible people.

229 | Easy to Communicate With

Accessible people were considered to be easy to communicate
with, because they were approachable, reassuring and adapted
their communication to meet the needs and preferences of co-
researchers: ‘communicating with others [...] communicate it
means, um, signing, um, Makaton, body language, all sorts’
(Tracey). By using varied approaches to communication,
accessible people supported co-researchers to share their views
and preferences (e.g., by asking ‘what do you like?—Charlie),
thus getting to know co-researchers as individuals. This is in
keeping with previous research which identifies open commu-
nication as a key characteristic of those who facilitate access for
people with learning disabilities (Nind and Seale 2009).

2.2.10 | Reassuring

Accessible people provided co-researchers with reassurance,
particularly in times of stress. For example, Ella shared how the
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programme leader at Purple Patch Arts reassured her that
others in the programme would like her:

Ella: I said to *Programme Leader*, I'm not sure if they
would like me or not. That's what I thought, really

UR: Mhm, and what did *Programme Leader* say?

Ella: He said, I bet they will like you [...[that was good of
*Programme Leader* to... reassuring me

By reassuring others, accessible people supported co-
researchers to feel happier and more confident, particularly
when trying new things for the first time. Co-researchers also
took it upon themselves to reassure others who were new to
Purple Patch Arts (‘if we get new people when we're back, I
might have to reassure them’—Ella), demonstrating that the
characteristics of accessible people identified in staff were
modelled by participants.

2.3 | Accessible People in Everyday Life

Co-researchers shared varied examples of people that they knew
in their everyday lives who embodied the characteristics of
accessible people outlined above. Examples included their peers
(e.g., other participants at Purple Patch Arts and friends),
members of the emergency services, organisations (such as
Citizens Advice and Purple Patch Arts) and Purple Patch staff.
Leanne's visualisation of an accessible person (see Figure 1)
included a drawing of her programme leader at Purple Patch
Arts, surrounded by the characteristics of this individual that
she felt made them accessible. This highlights the importance of
ensuring that those working with people with learning dis-
abilities align with the characteristics of accessible people, to
ensure that services and experiences are as accessible and
inclusive as possible. Since the completion of this project,
Purple Patch Arts have developed training in how to be an
accessible person, utilising the 10 principles identified above. At
the time of writing, this training has been piloted with the
British Library. It is hoped that this research and subsequent
training will support individuals working across a range of
contexts to develop and prioritise these qualities. Indeed, a
greater understanding of the qualities of accessible people may
influence hiring practices within organisations that support
adults with learning disabilities.

2.4 | Accessible People in a Research Context

While not a specific aim of this project, the PRG also discussed
the characteristics of accessible people within a research con-
text. As participatory approaches to research become increas-
ingly popular, it is important to understand the characteristics
of what makes an ‘accessible researcher’, to ensure that
research is a positive, inclusive and accessible experience for
people with learning disabilities. Mayan and Daum (2016) note
that the personal qualities of URs can support the crucial
development of relationships in participatory research and may
also impact co-researchers’ and community partners’ willing-
ness to collaborate and/or share their experiences. Indeed, Pinto

(2009) investigation of collaboration in public health research
community-based organisations identified characteristics of re-
searchers which made them preferable to work with, making
assessments based on their ‘expertise, availability and social
skills’ (p. 942). The PRG's reflections revealed that the attributes
of the university researcher were crucial in supporting effective
and accessible research experiences. Personal characteristics
that were identified as supporting the present study overlapped
considerably with the characteristics of accessible people,
including being friendly, open-minded, transparent and patient.
In keeping with previous research exploring effective research
collaborations with people with learning disabilities (Mannion
et al. 2025), taking time to get to know co-researchers, and in
turn facilitate opportunities for members of the PRG to get to
know each other, supported the development of trust. This was
key to maintaining accessible research experiences, as it facili-
tated a shared understanding within the group, thus reducing
barriers relating to co-researchers’ negative perceptions of non-
disabled people. As Tracey discussed: ‘I've never seen a “nor-
mal” person with no disability, like yourself, more interested in
working with disability people. I think I've got more under-
standing, understanding of you, than I have of another ‘normal’
person, does that make sense? The PRG's description of
accessible people therefore provide additional guidance con-
cerning the attributes of URs, which may support inclusive
research environments. It may also be important to consider
how these characteristics relate to the attributes and values of a
partner organisation in the project. In the present study,
alignment of the UR's values and attributes with Purple Patch
Arts staff was key to effective teamwork. This confirms the
significance of early conversations with potential partner or-
ganisations to ensure that the values of URs and community
partners are aligned. Additionally, in line with the characteristic
‘understanding of learning disabilities’, it is crucial for URs to
build time into the research design to get to know the com-
munities/individuals they are working with and to develop
reciprocal understanding with co-researchers.

3 | Conclusions

Accessible people played a crucial role in supporting the
accessibility of spaces, activities and experiences. While the idea
that people can influence accessibility is noted in previous
research (Nind and Seale 2009), the present study is the first of
its kind to specifically explore the concept of ‘accessible people’
and the characteristics of these individuals from the perspective
of people with learning disabilities. This project therefore
demonstrates the benefits of participatory approaches to
research in identifying and exploring topics of importance to
underrepresented groups.

The present study suggests that accessible people have the
potential to influence accessibility across a range of contexts,
spaces, and services in the lives of people with learning dis-
abilities. In keeping with previous research, the present study
suggests that interpersonal qualities were highly valued by
people with learning disabilities and were identified as core
features of ‘accessible people’ (Clarkson et al. 2009; Dodevska
and Vassos 2013; Nind and Seale 2009). However, in contrast to
previous research that suggests that interpersonal qualities were
valued over knowledge/skills (Dodevska and Vassos 2013),
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‘accessible people’ were valued for both their interpersonal
qualities and their knowledge of learning disability/professional
skillset. This may be because a combination of both is required
to dismantle inaccessible practices and promote accessible ex-
periences. Of note is the group's perception that accessible
people had a good understanding of, and/or willingness to
understand, people with learning disabilities. This was also
noted as an important characteristic in researchers who col-
laborate with people with learning disabilities. This may be
particularly important as many members of the PRG reported
experiencing stigma and social exclusion, which they perceived
to be due to a lack of understanding from others. Non-disabled
people, including non-disabled researchers, must therefore be
aware that they may be seen as individuals with whom people
with learning disabilities have previously had negative experi-
ences. Time and the development of trust by consistently em-
bodying the characteristics of accessible people are crucial to
support accessibility for people with learning disabilities in the
long term.

While this research did not specifically set out to explore the
characteristics of accessible people in a research context,
the present study suggests that the principles of accessible
people may provide useful guidance for the desired attributes of
researchers working with this community. As participatory and
co-produced approaches to research become increasingly pop-
ular (Dedding et al. 2021; Pettican et al. 2023), it is essential that
researchers and their institutions consider the qualities of the
individuals conducting this type of research, and whether they
embody the characteristics that are valued by the communities
they work with. This may be particularly important when
sharing information about accessibility in research with people
with learning disabilities, since information about accessibility
was more likely to be trusted when shared by a person that the
group considered to be ‘accessible’. Collaboration with trusted
individuals and organisations may therefore support people
with learning disabilities’ engagement with research. Further
research and guidance on the role of accessible people in a
research context is needed to ensure that participatory research
is indeed inclusive.

The participatory approach and in-depth nature of this doctoral
project meant that only seven people with learning disabilities
were involved as co-researchers. Additionally, since the
research was undertaken during the pandemic, it was not
possible to recruit people with learning disabilities outside of
the PRG to share their perspectives on accessible people. While
the present study provides a detailed overview of accessible
people from this group's perspective, this may not be repre-
sentative of the views of the broader learning disability com-
munity. Future research should explore the concept and
characteristics of accessible people with a larger group of people
with learning disabilities, across a range of locations, to ensure
these experiences reflect the diversity of the wider community.
Future research could also consider whether the characteristics
identified in the present study may apply to other contexts,
including when working with other communities who experi-
ence inequalities and exclusion.

The PRG's reflections on the impact of accessible and
inaccessible people in their lives serve as a powerful reminder
of the impact of attitudes and our shared responsibility for
accessibility. While significant challenges to accessibility

remain, the present research suggests that people can (and
should) have a notable and long-term positive impact on the
way in which people with learning disabilities experience the
world. Increased understanding of and uptake of the qualities
of accessible people will support a more inclusive society,
with benefits to all.
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Endnotes

!This characteristic was initially named ‘authentic’ but has since been
revised, in consultation with the PRG, to ‘trustworthy and authentic’
to reflect the fact that these characteristics are intertwined. Trust-
worthiness was integral to the group’s assessment of an individual's
authenticity, and vice versa, authenticity reinforced the trustworthi-
ness of the individuals the PRG encountered who were considered to
be accessible.
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