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Abstract 

 

How can university-based researchers committed to a position of solidarity with, and activism 

alongside, people with disabilities maintain such a stance in the metric-driven environment of the 

modern university?  How can the academy ensure there is the opportunity for people with 

disabilities to contribute to production of the knowledge in which they have most at stake, in a 

wider environment where access to basic services for people with disabilities is precarious?  In 

this paper we draw on our experience as a team of university- and community-based researchers 

with and without disabilities to reflect on these questions, using a framework of reflexive 

solidarity to consider practical strategies for strengthening the relationship between disability 

activism and the academy. 
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Points of interest 

Points of interest 

•   Partnerships between researchers with and without disability can generate important 

knowledge but are undermined when partners’ employment arrangements and access to 

basic social services are insecure 

•   Research partnerships are strengthened by clearly identifying the power available to all 

partners, the costs associated with research for different partners, and ways these can be 

more equally shared 

•   Research partnerships are strengthened by university-based researchers taking practical 

steps to increase access to university settings 

•   Research partnerships are strengthened by co-researchers being willing to engage in 

activism in relation to disability as well as other sources of oppression  

•   There are unintended and potentially negative effects of participation as a community-

based researcher, and university-based researchers need to listen to people with 

disabilities about how these can best be redressed.  
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Introduction 

Much has been written about the importance of research on the experience of people with 

disabilities being done with and by people with disabilities (Nind, 2014; Walmsley & Johnson, 

2003; Zarb, 1992).  Increasingly university-based researchers (with extensive, formal research 

training – and who may or may not have disabilities) work alongside community-based 

researchers with disabilities to undertake research that aims to generate policy-relevant 

knowledge about the lived experience of disability, disability services and disability-based 

discrimination. 

While there is growing interest in inclusive approaches to research that are based on 

collaboration between university-based and community-based researchers, less has been written 

about the practical implications of such an approach in contexts of increasingly constrained 

resources in the university sector and austerity in the community sector.  How can university-

based researchers committed to a position of solidarity with, and activism alongside, people with 

disabilities maintain such a stance in the metric-driven environment of the modern university?  

How can the academy ensure there is the opportunity for people with disabilities to contribute to 

production of the knowledge in which they have most at stake, in a wider environment where 

access to basic services for people with disabilities is precarious?  What enables, or hinders, 

people with disabilities to meaningfully engage with researchers based in an academic 

environment?  In this paper we draw on our experience as a team of university- and community-

based researchers with and without disabilities to reflect on these questions. 

We are a group of seven women who came together to undertake research about the sexual and 

reproductive health of women with disabilities from a migrant or refugee background now living 

in Melbourne, Australia.  Four of us identify as women with different types of disabilities, and 
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five of us identify as first or second generation migrants to Australia. One of us has an ongoing 

position, another a fixed-term contract, and the rest of us have been employed casually by the 

University of Melbourne to undertake this project.  We are women with diverse experiences of 

the academy, in different countries, as staff and students; we have different life experience, 

training, personalities, cultural backgrounds, and political perspectives; and our practical needs 

are highly varied.  We recognise that our experiences and perspectives do not represent the 

experiences of all people with disabilities, or of all researchers, but we hope our reflections are 

‘useful to think with’ for people working at the intersection of disability, activism and the 

academy.  

Inclusive research and the academy 

Over the last several decades, there has been a shift by many university-based researchers from 

seeing people with disabilities as the subjects of research, to instead conducting research with 

people with disabilities and supporting research led by people with disabilities (Nind, 2014).  

Inclusive research practices specifically seek to empower people with disabilities, appropriately 

access and represent their views, and ensure the development of respectful collaboration 

(Walmsley & Johnson, 2003).  Inclusive research examines issues that are meaningful and 

relevant to people with disabilities, as established before the research-design stage, and has 

outcomes of benefit to them (Durell, 2016; Humphrey, 2000; Nind, 2014; Walmsley & Johnson, 

2003). 

Principles of an inclusive approach require people with disabilities having “advisory, leading and 

controlling, and collaborative” positions within a research study (Bigby, Frawley, & Ramcharan, 

2014, 3). People with disabilities are recognised as co-producers of knowledge and co-

responsible for knowledge translation, disrupting the hierarchal nature of traditional research 
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relations and dynamics (Durell, 2016; Nind, 2014; Walmsley & Johnson, 2003).  Indeed, for 

decades there have been calls in this journal and elsewhere to challenge the social relations of 

research production through the development of an emancipatory research paradigm (Oliver, 

1992; Zarb, 1992). Such an approach demands that researchers without disabilities do not speak 

on behalf people with disabilities, but rather work alongside and support people with disabilities 

to exercise power and control in the research process.  This can involve stepping back, being 

prepared to put what you think you know aside, deep listening, and being open to learning from 

all involved in the research encounter.  

Academic researchers seeking to facilitate an inclusive process often draw on a wide range of 

practices described as ‘participatory’ or ‘emancipatory’ to shift the location of power within 

research processes towards members of those communities with the most at stake in the 

knowledge being generated (Vaughan, 2014).  Participatory researchers recognise that expertise 

is not located in any one group, and that community members such as people with disability have 

expertise borne of lived experience (Evans, 2016; Gray, 2014).  However, in his call for 

dialogical research, sociologist Arthur Frank problematises the fact that “young professionals are 

taught that in order to be recognised as professional, and to sustain the prestige of the profession 

in society, they must utter words that claim to be the last word” (Frank 2005, 967, italics 

original).  This claiming of a professional monopoly on expertise is in contrast to principles of 

participatory co-production, and highlights an ongoing tension for participatory researchers 

based in universities, who operate in an environment where claiming and naming expertise is 

fundamental to career advancement and job security. 

Researchers using participatory and inclusive practices are often motivated to generate 

knowledge that can inform disability activists’ efforts to realise the social, economic and cultural 
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rights of people with disabilities, and as such seek to conduct research that can directly address 

disadvantage and contribute to social change (Davis & Vaughan, 2018; Wallerstein & Duran, 

2008).  The current ‘impact agenda’ of universities around the world should, in theory, foster a 

supportive environment for research so explicitly aimed at social change.  However, 

participatory researchers have highlighted that approaches to measuring and valuing research 

impact tend to prioritise scale and reach (Evans, 2016), privileging particular sources of evidence 

over the views of those directly affected by the research (Fine, 2012) – in this instance people 

with disabilities.  The sources of evidence privileged in the measurement of impact put pressure 

on university- and community-based researchers alike to frame ‘impact’ in particular ways, and 

these may not make visible the social justice outcomes and realisation of rights prioritised by 

people with disabilities.  In contrast to the power-sharing intent inherent in a participatory 

approach, Pain (2014, 20) argues that the measurement of impact may ultimately reinforce 

“hierarchal forms of power/knowledge relations within the academy, and between the academy 

and wider society”.  

Our experience of inclusive research in practice reflects some of these tensions; tensions as to 

whose experience and expertise is recognised, what types of experience and expertise ‘count’, 

what can be considered impact and from whose perspective.  To think through these issues in 

this paper we draw on a framework of reflexive solidarity (Davis & Vaughan, 2018).  

Reflexive solidarity 

The concept of reflexivity is well established in the social sciences, with Sandelowski & Barroso 

(2002, 16) defining it as “the ability to reflect inward toward oneself as an inquirer; outward to 

the cultural, historical, linguistic, political, and other forces that shape everything about inquiry; 

and, in between researcher and participant to the social interaction they share”.  Participatory 
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researchers have noted that a reflexive stance is central to ethical practice, enabling researchers 

to identify the power relations in which they are embedded and from which they make 

judgements (Banks et al. 2013), and to work towards rectifying power imbalances (Reid et al. 

2018).  This is particularly important when university- and community-based researchers come 

together to undertake collaborative inquiry about disability, given a history of the exploitation 

and abuse of people with disabilities, appropriation of the knowledge and labour of people with 

disabilities, and paternalism, tokenism and the imposition of top-down ‘solutions’ by researchers 

in the academy (Barton, 2010; Priestley, Waddington and Bessozi, 2010). 

Solidarity, on the other hand, is less often explicitly noted as a foundational principle by 

university-based researchers, despite a rich history of research-in-solidarity by feminist scholars, 

anti-racist academics, and disability activist-researchers.  Prainsack and Buyx (2017, 52) define 

solidarity as “an enacted commitment to carry ‘costs’ (financial, social, emotional or otherwise) 

to assist others with whom a person or persons recognise similarity in a relevant respect”.  In 

framing ‘similarity in a relevant respect’, Prainsack and Buyx note that this is not necessarily 

shared lived experience, but rather that bonds of solidarity arise from our relational duties to each 

other, across difference, when there is a shared common purpose (Prainsack & Buyx, 2017). 

When university- and community-based researchers come together for the shared purpose of co-

constructing knowledge relevant to improving the circumstances of people with disability, this 

creates the opportunity for the development of relations of solidarity. 

A framework of reflexive solidarity requires all involved in a research encounter to consider the 

‘costs’ involved in participation, and how these may vary greatly for different actors (Davis & 

Vaughan, 2018). Research conducted collaboratively by researchers with and without disability, 

with and without secure employment, with and without access to housing and other basic 
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services, and who do and do not experience daily discrimination or privilege, will see the costs of 

engagement distributed in substantially unequal ways.  Solidarity demands ally-ship, “making 

explicit that those in relatively powerful positions (such as professional researchers, funders, 

service providers and policy-makers) have a responsibility to critically examine power relations 

and share the costs of challenging disadvantage through their own commitments to action” 

(Davis & Vaughan, 2018, 189).  In the development of this paper, we have used this theoretical 

framework of reflexive solidarity to reflect upon our empirical experience of inclusive research 

in practice in the setting of an Australian university.  We recognise that Australia has been 

spared many of the worst ravages of ‘austerity’ as currently experienced by our colleagues and 

peers in other countries, but we none the less work in a setting of increasing precarity, sustained 

cuts to university funding, and large-scale change in the delivery of services to people with 

disabilities that may resonate with readers in other locations. 

 

Research process 

The aim of this paper is to document some of our reflections upon and experiences of inclusive 

research in practice in an Australian university setting, with a view to contributing to debates 

about disability, activism and the academy.  To develop the paper, we came together for a series 

of four workshop-style group meetings, each lasting approximately two hours in length, over the 

period May to August 2018.  These meetings aimed to elicit reflection and discussion about our 

individual and collective experience of inclusive research in practice, with a focus on identifying 

a) how university- and community-based researchers, with and without disability, experienced 

collaborative efforts to co-construct knowledge; b) aspects of the academic environment that 

undermine inclusive research practices; and c) strategies that strengthened each of our abilities to 
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contribute to participatory and inclusive research in the academy. Our shared experience of 

undertaking a research project in 2017-2018 on the sexual and reproductive health of migrant 

and refugee women with disabilities (University of Melbourne ethics approval ID 1749277), 

underpinned discussions for the development of this paper. However, it should be noted that all 

of us have other experiences of collaborative, co-production of knowledge about the experiences 

of people with disabilities (see, for example, Warr et al. 2017; Vaughan et al. 2015; Vaughan et 

al. 2014) that also shape our perspectives. 

At each workshop, two or more members of the team would take notes, detailing key points 

arising in our discussions.  Records from group brainstorming activities (documented via white 

board) were photographed. We circulated these documents among the group, and through 

discussion of them at workshops and in between workshops at informal meetings or via email, 

decided upon the structure of this paper and the key reflections that we wanted to share, with the 

writing shared among co-authors. 

 

Inclusive research in practice 

Informed by a framework of reflexive solidarity, our discussions tended to return to questions of 

what solidarity actually looked like in the context of inclusive research practice.  How could 

university- and community-based researchers, with quite different backgrounds and 

circumstances, come together in solidarity to undertake research?  What would that involve? We 

identified three key themes in our discussions, which we outline below. 

Practical solidarity 
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The notion of solidarity invokes the requirement of mutual support and cooperation among a 

group of individuals in order to achieve a common purpose.  Mutual support needs to be based 

on an understanding of the individual and specific needs of group members, and for the entire 

group to be willing to accommodate those needs.  In the case of partnership between university- 

and community-based researchers, this requires that academics bear the costs of ensuring that the 

university setting is accessible to people with disabilities.  It also requires that community-based 

researchers are aware of the pressures on, and particular circumstances of, their university-based 

colleagues. 

In a group such as ours, the diversity of our disabilities meant that our needs, both practical and 

emotional, were highly varied and that accessibility had an individual meaning for each one of 

us.  One group member has a hearing impairment and was in practical need of note takers and 

meeting rooms with hearing loops, another with a physical disability needed wheelchair access.  

One group member was experiencing precarious housing and homelessness throughout the 

research period, which significantly undermined her physical and mental health.  In order to 

facilitate full participation and inclusion in the research process for all group members, we each 

needed to invest time and effort to understand our colleagues’ needs and identify ways to 

overcome barriers.  Sometimes we got this right – but on other occasions we found that 

‘accessible’ bathrooms actually weren’t, double doors that should have facilitated wheelchair 

access were partially locked, and that rooms with hearing loops were booked out long in 

advance.  The availability of individuals’ time and energy fluctuated in line with unpredictable 

changes in health status and personal circumstances, and the more predictable deadlines 

associated with end of semester and project milestones.  Patience was required all round. 
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Evans (2016, 219) states “research may have unintended ‘impacts’ on the lives of those we work 

with which cannot always be anticipated”. We would suggest that these unintended impacts 

extend to the effects inclusive research practice can have on researchers, wherever they are 

based, themselves. In working towards a shared purpose, and creating bonds of solidarity, 

members of our team found themselves ‘opening up’ and discussing matters with colleagues 

whom they did not know well outside the work environment.  This puts individuals in a 

vulnerable position.  Practical solidarity in this instance means the university-based researchers 

taking steps to ensure that all team meetings are held in a safe and private environment.  

Similarly, a range of emotional issues can arise for researchers during their interactions with 

research participants (in this instance migrant and refugee women with disabilities who were 

sharing experiences related to their sexual and reproductive health, including experiences of 

violence and discrimination).  In addition to the potential for vicarious trauma arising from 

listening to participants’ sometimes difficult stories, in our project there were occasions where 

community-based researchers would recognise similarities in their life experiences to those of 

participants, or discuss these during an interview. Such conversations tended to strengthen 

rapport and contribute to the generation of rich research data – but this came at a cost, borne by 

the community-researchers, when negative emotions were surfaced.  Practical solidarity means 

that other members of the team, and in particular university-based researchers, need to be 

available to provide debriefing and psychological support whenever colleagues need it. 

Janes (2016, 75) suggests that community-based researchers take greater risks and “no amount of 

acknowledgement, honoraria, good food, and other less tangible supports can begin to honor 

their contributions”.  For our team, risks included the emotional burden of hearing peers discuss 

difficult personal and private issues, particularly when there was similar life experience; the 
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physical impact of participation which, depending on our different bodies, could include fatigue 

and pain arising from tasks such as typing, listening, reading papers, and travelling to attend 

meetings or data collection activities; the financial risk associated with receiving a salary from 

the university, which even when small and received on a casual basis, could jeopardise access to 

government benefits and support; and the hurt experienced when basic physical features of a 

university campus act to exclude some individuals but not others.  There is nothing more 

unwelcoming than a door you cannot enter. 

Practical solidarity requires that university-based researchers are aware of these risks.  This, in 

itself, can pose challenges.  Power imbalances associated with employment status, qualifications, 

age, and experience, as well as lived experience of discrimination and of having needs dismissed, 

can mean that community-based researchers can be reluctant to ask for what they need to 

facilitate full participation.  However, a willingness to share costs must mean that the onus is on 

university-based researchers to make the effort to find out (Stack and McDonald, 2018). 

Political solidarity 

Political solidarity has been defined as a coming together in opposition to injustice or oppression 

(Scholz 2007).  While there is certainly a history of exploitation of people with disabilities by 

researchers and other professionals, there is also a substantive tradition of researchers working 

together with disability activists to reveal injustice, challenge oppression, and advocate to 

improve the lives of people with disabilities.  Political solidarity requires from university-based 

researchers a willingness to engage in activism, and to pursue concrete changes in the material 

circumstances of the lives of people with disabilities. 
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Members of our group identified that there is a tension between an activist stance and working 

for a hierarchical institution such as a university.  One of us asked “am I reinforcing those very 

power relations we try to equalise in participatory action research, through my participation in 

this institution? Have I become a sellout?”.  While there was some ambivalence about engaging 

with the academy, others felt that the skills developed as a community-based researcher could 

strengthen future activism, including efforts to ensure the university setting itself was more 

accessible to people with different disabilities.   

Our experience suggests a range of threats to political solidarity.  Reynolds (2013, 64) notes that 

“potential allies fail because of ignorance, not reading the situation, fear of being wrong, political 

correctness, the ‘politics of politeness’, past harms, self-interest, indifference, being tired, or 

being busy”.  In addition we would add the impact of cuts to, or discrimination when accessing, 

basic services for people with disabilities.  It is difficult to sustain the energy for activism 

towards change for a larger group when you do not have housing, are on a long wait list for 

assistive devices, or have spent hours of your day on hold while trying to speak to a government 

department by telephone.   

Changes in the university sector over recent years also undermine political solidarity. Academics 

who are subject to disciplinary audits and rigid institutional timeframes (Pain, 2014; Williams, 

2012), may worry about how undertaking the ‘additional’ tasks associated with activism may 

affect their employability if they have an impact on traditional measures of productivity.  

Members of our group noted that years of cuts in government funding to the tertiary sector had 

resulted in a casualised workforce, surveillance of researcher activity, and the privileging of 

particular types of academic output and knowledge.  One of us asked how community-based 

researchers could act in solidarity with university-based researchers to advocate to the wider 
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academy that inclusive and participatory approaches to research not be perceived as a ‘touchy 

feely’ endeavor, conducted by a sub-class of researchers, and that the impacts arising from 

inclusive research are genuinely important. 

In our workshop discussions, group members repeatedly raised the importance of political 

solidarity, not just with other people with disabilities, but with people subject to racism, sexism, 

homophobia, institutional violence and, particularly in the case of Australia, with Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people and with people subject to discrimination and violence on the basis 

of migration status.  Drawing on Audre Lorde (1982), group members emphasised that the 

struggles people live are not single-issue. Our research project examining participants’ sexual 

and reproductive health at the intersection of their experiences of disability, migration and 

resettlement, and as women, reinforced our commitment to conducting research that can inform 

activism against multiple forms of oppression. 

Experiences of solidarity in action – an imperfect work in progress 

Our discussions and debates about inclusive research in a university setting surfaced a range of 

in-practice challenges that community-based researchers with disabilities experience in their 

engagement with the academy.  One team member noted “It is like being put through a blender!”  

When asked to explain what this meant, she explained that prior to acquiring a mobility 

impairment she had worked as a health professional, trained to maintain strict boundaries 

between her professional and private life.  However, when working as a community-based 

researcher doing research with other people with disabilities, these boundaries are lost.  “It is 

stressful, it is confusing, it is tiring.  There is no break or separation between work and the rest of 

life.  The edges are all lost, there is no line”.  While one of our team felt that working as a 

community-based researcher with academic colleagues gave her a lens which helped her to 
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frame her own story, the feeling of having been put through a blender, of having lost protective 

boundaries, was something that most of the team could empathise with.  

As part of formal research training, researchers are often encouraged to ‘set boundaries’.  

Students are firmly admonished not to become too close to research participants, ethics 

committees worry about ‘dual roles’ and slippage between positions of researcher, health 

professional (for example) and friend.  However what does this mean for researchers who may 

be engaged to work on a particular project because of their ‘dual’ position?  Peer research more 

broadly, and inclusive research specifically, is often predicated on the fact that researchers with 

disabilities are able to establish rapport with community members considered ‘hard to reach’ (or 

more accurately, easy to ignore), and that they will bring unique insights to the research 

encounter based on lived experience.  However, while the engagement of community-based 

researchers can substantially enhance the depth and quality of a relevant research project (Nind, 

2014; Walmsley & Johnson, 2003), this comes with specific costs to the community-based 

researcher themselves.  University-based researchers must be mindful of these costs, and the fact 

that the availability of financial, social, cultural and other resources that may offset the costs of 

participation in research will be unevenly distributed across the team.  It is also important to be 

mindful that the benefits of participation in research – such as the development of practical skills, 

development of psychosocial resources such as self-confidence and expanded social networks, 

financial remuneration, employment opportunities, career advancement and enhanced social 

status – will also be realised unequally team members. 

A reflexive approach to solidarity in practice requires co-researchers to be aware of the benefits 

they are accruing as well as the costs they experience in conducting research, to make these 

visible to the wider team, and to be willing to contribute to the redistribution of costs among 
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team members.  This does not mean colleagues without disabilities infantilising colleagues with 

disabilities or pretending that they can remedy entrenched structural disadvantage (such as the 

impact of austerity measures, or the lack of accessible housing in the rental market, for example).  

However, it does mean university-based researchers, particularly those without disabilities, 

thinking through – and asking specifically about – the  potential for unintended negative impacts 

of inclusive research practices, and taking steps to minimise these to the greatest degree possible.  

Reflexive solidarity means providing concrete support to colleagues with disabilities, to ensure 

sustainability of participation and prevent burn out; accommodating the adjustments and 

modifications that are needed for equal engagement; establishing a team culture of respect and 

flexibility; and proactively challenging low expectations, where ever they are found.  Ally-ship 

means a willingness to speak out, to listen and learn when you have made mistakes or 

misunderstood, and being open to trying new ways of working and collaborating. 

Our experience as community-based researchers in the university setting was often one of having 

to work extra hard to prove ourselves and attain recognition, of consistently being 

underestimated, and of a lack of reasonable adjustments in the workplace.  The fatigue arising 

from these daily workplace struggles should not be underestimated.  Solidarity in action in 

response to such barriers to the academy requires researchers to undertake internal advocacy 

within the university, as well as externally.  However when academics themselves experience 

precarious employment, this can limit their ability to do so. 

A further challenge to solidarity in action that was identified during our workshops was the 

impact of the label ‘community-based researcher’.  While it was acknowledged that university-

based researchers have undertaken postgraduate study and have extensive training in relation to 

research, some of us noted that the label community-based researcher is underpinned by an 
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assumption that researchers from the community (in this case women with disabilities) have not 

had such training.  This is not necessarily the case.  There is a substantial risk that people with 

disabilities engaging in researcher as community-based or peer-researchers, come to only be seen 

through the lens of their disability – that other aspects of these researchers’ lives, experience and 

skills are rendered invisible.  One of us highlighted that the hierarchical categorisation of our 

employment status with the university masked the fact that we are a team, with all team members 

making necessary and valued contributions without which the quality and impact of the work of 

the wider group would be lessened. 

Implications for the academy 

Reflection upon and analysis of our experience of collaborative, inclusive research in a 

university setting suggests that solidarity with researchers with disabilities will be supported by 

all members of the team taking practical steps to enable inclusion, recognising the political 

nature of working in solidarity, and expressing solidarity in action by addressing unintended 

negative impacts of participation in collaborative research. 

University workplaces are often poorly designed and can fall short on even minimum standards 

of access for people with different types of disabilities.  Allocating adequate time and securing 

the necessary resources to identify and redress potential environmental barriers to access – in 

preparation for inclusive research – will enable community-based researchers to better access 

the physical workplace and equipment, staff kitchen and toilets, and helps create a welcoming 

atmosphere.  Addressing environmental barriers that undermine access to the university has long 

term benefits beyond the life of any specific research project, opening up spaces for staff and 

students with disabilities into the future (Liasidou, 2014; Stack and McDonald, 2018).  Opening 

up physical spaces also increases the visibility of people with disabilities in university settings, 
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and provides opportunities for increased incidental interaction between people with and without 

disabilities in the workplace.  This can contribute to addressing the attitudinal barriers to the 

academy that arise from prejudice, fear and anxiety, and low expectations of the capacities of 

people with disabilities.  Accessibility should be seen as an on-going project that benefits from 

the genuine collaboration of the whole research team, and should extend to advocacy about 

workplace conditions that impact all workers in universities in negative ways but 

disproportionally negatively impact workers with disabilities. 

Other features of the university setting act as barriers to researchers with disabilities.  The rigid 

timeframes, disciplinary audits, heavy workloads, and casualisation associated with 

contemporary academic life are difficult for all researchers, but particularly so for researchers 

with disabilities (Raymaker, 2017).  Internal advocacy within the university is needed to support 

researchers with disabilities by making the adjustments and modifications necessary to 

accommodate individual circumstances (Raymaker, 2017; Stack and McDonald, 2018).  This 

may include sourcing and funding assistive technologies and devices, adjusting elements of local 

work environments, and recognising that accommodating factors such as pain and fatigue 

requires flexibility with timeframes and using alternative approaches to communication, sharing 

information and meetings to enable colleagues to contribute even when unable to be physically 

present in the workplace.  However, as Tregaskis and Goodley (2005) note, internalised 

oppression and feeling like you constantly have to prove your capacity can act to mean 

researchers with disabilities feel unable to ask for the reasonable accommodations to which they 

are entitled.   

Practical solidarity means recognising that people with disabilities involved in academic research 

invest considerable emotional labour when sharing their personal lives and experiences with 
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colleagues and research participants.  This requires that all team members pay attention to the 

emotional needs that arise in the course of inclusive research projects, checking in regularly with 

colleagues with disabilities to debrief and giving us permission to step back if we need time out 

or to stop working for a period.  After any specific research project it is important to keep 

community-based researchers engaged in the academic community, through invitations to events 

and providing opportunities to build on strengths and to share expertise and experience with 

others.  This could involve engaging community-based researchers to give public lectures or 

participate in teaching students, and would help in maintaining newly established networks and 

visibility within the academy.  

Solidarity also requires that university-based researchers recognise the harms and hurt that can 

be done to community-based colleagues if they are seen just through the lens of disability. In our 

team, some of us have disabilities, but we all identify in a range of other ways as well.  In 

addition, we all have tertiary qualifications and have intellectual contributions to make, not just 

adding value through our ‘lived experience’ – and it makes us very uncomfortable when people 

assume our lived experience is representative of all people with disabilities, all migrant women, 

all academics (Raymaker, 2017). 

Our experience of working as a team resonates with the notion of interdependence described by 

Tregaskis and Goodley (2005). While our different positions in the academy acted to categorise 

us hierarchically, the research would not have been possible without all team members’ 

contributions, and this paper is based on interdependence. Recognition of this interdependence, 

and building the trust necessary to voice this recognition, was one of our first steps towards 

changing the social relations of research production as called for in the landmark special issue of 

this journal back in 1992 (Oliver, 1992; Zarb, 1992).  However, a working environment of trust 
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and interdependence is at odds with the move towards bureaucratic control and individual 

performance assessment seen in modern universities (Craig, Amernic and Tourish, 2014). 

Changes in wider society have, as in many other industries, increased the precarity of 

employment in the tertiary education sector.  This is certainly the case in Australia, where 

government announcements of cuts to university funding in recent years have been met with 

anger by university administrators (Pitman, 2018), and despair by an already highly casualised 

workforce (May, Peetz and Strachan, 2013).  We recognise this is increasingly familiar to 

researchers worldwide. The challenge that workforce precarity presents for university-based 

researchers seeking to act in political solidarity with people with disabilities should not be 

underestimated.  Increased policing of academic activism by university administrations and 

governments have placed pressure on researchers to not ‘rock the boat’.  Performance reviews 

for university-based researchers may not capture impacts of inclusive research that fall outside 

traditional, quantifiable metrics (Craig, Amernic and Tourish, 2014).  This demonstrably 

increases pressure on researchers whose next contract may be tied to such specific performance 

metrics.  In this environment it is important to highlight that political solidarity is a two-way 

street, with researchers with and without disabilities and based in different settings, needing to 

support each other to concretely demonstrate the value of this way of working. 

After any specific research project it is important to keep community-based researchers engaged 

in the academic community, through invitations to events and providing opportunities to build on 

strengths and to share expertise and experience with others.  This could involve engaging 

community-based researchers to give public lectures or participate in teaching students, and 

would help in maintaining newly established networks and visibility within the academy.  
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In addition to supporting the research community, university-based and community-based 

researchers need to demonstrate political solidarity with all people with disabilities, recognising 

the diverse impacts of different types of impairment, and how these interest with other axes of 

discrimination.  As researchers with and without disabilities, we feel a sense of accountability to 

the disability community.  Despite the daily discrimination and struggles we may face, the 

position of researcher is a privileged one and we have an obligation towards our community to 

genuinely help improve things (Raymaker, 2017).  Our community places trust in us and we 

don’t want to break that trust. This means that we want to see actual tangible outcomes from the 

research we are part of for people with disabilities.  Moreover, being heard in disability research 

is simply not enough.  Change is the outcome we need, and this should be the aim of initiatives 

conducted in solidarity between researchers with and without disabilities (Davis and Vaughan, 

2018; Higgins, 2016). 

Solidarity in action requires a willingness to recognise and redistribute the costs associated with 

inclusive research practice, and to make visible in research the social and structural injustices 

affecting people with disabilities (Reynolds 2013; Prainsack & Buyx 2017).  It also involves 

understanding that as an ally you can (and will) sometimes be wrong about issues affecting 

people with disabilities.  Rather than seeing this as a threat, reflexive solidarity involves 

recognising that misunderstandings can grow resilience, strengthen solidarity, empower 

resistance to injustices, and can also be humorous.  Genuinely inclusive research involves 

dealing with difference, diversity and disagreement, not just between university- and 

community-based researchers, but also between people with disabilities (and between 

academics).  People with disabilities are not a homogenous group, and bring contrasting 

perspectives, life experiences and experiences of disability to any research encounter.  
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Facilitating an inclusive process must include creating the time and space necessary to negotiate 

difference. 

Conclusion 

It is well understood that people with disabilities need to lead activism about current struggles 

arising in contexts of austerity and precarity.  Researchers can support this by working with 

activists to co-produce knowledge that can inform and underpin their efforts.  Our experience as 

a team of university- and community-based researchers with and without disabilities suggests 

that reflexive solidarity is a useful framework for thinking through practice at the intersection of 

disability, activism and the academy.  In environments where basic services are under threat, 

accessible housing scarce, and secure employment increasingly difficult to attain, it is imperative 

that researchers with and without disabilities create spaces in which they can work together to 

conduct research in support of disability activism.  This will involve university-based researchers 

recognising the privilege they bring to the research encounter, for all team members to be willing 

to bear and redistribute the costs associated with participation in research, and integrating a 

position of patience, humour and hope with one of justified anger at the ongoing impact of 

prejudice and discrimination against people with disabilities. 
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