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Individuals with disabilities (both physical and cognitive) constitute 15% of the global 
population and 25% of U.S. citizens. However, public administration has not given explicit 
thought to how current research methods and other data collection processes or tools might 
exclude individuals with disabilities. This lack of attention to research methods and 
instruments might impose barriers and limit access to participation for individuals with 
disabilities who would otherwise meet the requirements for participation within the research 
design. This omission undermines social equity, a critical pillar of public administration, by 
systematically excluding individuals with disabilities from the research process. Equitable 
research ensures that scholars are not excluding participants from the research while 
obtaining insights from the ‘relevant population.’ Current exclusionary practices raise several 
questions that are addressed in this essay including: (1) What are the implications of equitable 
access in electronic research? (2) What are the barriers of access for individuals with 
disabilities who want to participate in research, like surveys conducted through an electronic 
delivery system? and (3) What would an equitable data collection and research design look 
like? 
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Ableism, or the “stereotyping, prejudice, discrimination, and social oppression toward people 
with disabilities” (Bogart & Dunn, 2019, p. 650), occurs when we, as researchers, are passive 
or indifferent to barriers for individuals in the disability community that are inadvertently 
erected in our quest for knowledge. Social equity is a pillar of public administration, making 
the dismantling of oppressive policies and practices especially relevant to scholars in our field 
(Frederickson, 1990). Indeed, equity issues in public employment and public service delivery 
are often examined through the lenses of income, race, ethnicity, and/or gender (e.g., Garrow, 
2014; Pedersen et al., 2018; Thielemann & Stewart, 1996; Wilkins & Keiser, 2004).1 However, 
as Blessett et al. (2019) note, individuals with disabilities remains an understudied population, 
both singularly and as an element of intersectionality. The disability community represents 
one of the largest subpopulations in the United States (Bogart & Dunn, 2019); on a global 
scale, about 15% (around 1 billion people) of the world’s population are part of the disability 
community (World Bank, n.d.). Yet, researchers in public administration overlook the 
experiences of individuals with disabilities by utilizing research designs and methods that 
inherently exclude the disability community. 

Researchers may argue that there are many groups and contexts currently excluded from 
public administration research. This argument is true—we, as scholars of public 
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Table 1. Categories of Disability (Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, 2019) 

Category Definition 

Percentage of 
Americans with 

Indicated Disability 
Cognitive Disability Difficulty concentrating, remembering, or 

making decisions (due to a physical, mental, 
or emotional condition) 

12.0% 

Hearing Disability Deaf or serious difficulty hearing 5.9% 
Mobility Disability Serious difficulty walking or climbing stairs 12.8% 
Vision Disability Blind or difficult seeing (even with glasses) 5.0% 
Self-Care Disability Difficulty dressing or bathing 3.8% 
Independent Living 
Disability  

Difficulty doing errands alone (due to a 
physical, mental, or emotional condition) 

7.0% 

administration, need to generate more diverse, inclusive research. However, we cannot use 
this argument to exclude an entire subpopulation. Exclusion occurs when we, as researchers, 
do not believe or recognize that individuals with disabilities are a part of the population we are 
studying. A common attitude towards individuals with disabilities is found in this sentiment:  

The normal understanding would suggest that the purpose [of 
research] is to generate new, valid knowledge about questions 
that are relevant for society and science. This would suggest 
that inclusion of individuals with disabilities should be 
discussed based on representativeness. If we study CEO in 
municipalities, there are probably few persons in the 
population with disabilities while there are more if we study 
citizens. Making sure that citizen surveys are representative, 
also in terms of including individuals with disabilities, is 
probably much more challenging than for surveys of CEO. You 
cannot be a municipal CEO if you are unable to answer an 
online survey (personal communication to author, June 2020). 

Individuals who are municipal CEOs with a disability may not be able to participate in an 
online survey because the survey itself is inaccessible, not because the individual is incapable. 
Members of the disability community should be afforded equal opportunities to participate 
in research. Instead, they face barriers to participation in research due to researchers’ 
passiveness or beliefs that members of this community are not capable. This essay serves as a 
starting place for scholars who seriously desire to address inequitable disparities of access in 
research by first reviewing access issues for individuals with disabilities in research and then 
identifying potential accessible solutions.  

Understanding Access Issues for Individuals with Disabilities 

Within the disability community, individuals often separate themselves into three categories: 
visible disability (i.e., an individual’s disability can be easily identified by another person), 
invisible disability (i.e., another person cannot easily identify an individual’s disability), or a 
combination of disabilities (a mixture of invisible and visible disabilities) (Santuzzi et al., 
2014). Table 1 provides further definitions about the types of disabilities that an individual can 
experience—each category contains individuals with visible and invisible disabilities.2 

Current research methods training does not adequately address how to practice and develop 
inclusive data collections and research designs (McCandless & Larson, 2018). In order to 
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address this gap, I share several scenarios demonstrating how electronic research designs and 
data collection processes create limited access for individuals with disabilities. 

• An electronic survey contains images for participants to evaluate. The study relies on
the use of images for legitimate reasons, such as presenting performance information
as a scorecard (e.g., Funk, 2019). However, unless images are specifically coded for a
screen reader, a participant with a vision disability will not be able to access the image’s
content. Unable to continue forward, the participant either skips the section, provides
invalid responses, or abandons participation.

• Scholars may utilize audio and video materials, as well as in-person presentations, to
deliver treatments in experimental research (e.g., Jakobsen, 2013). However,
individuals with hearing and visual disabilities might not be able to access material-
based interventions if researchers do not provide a transcript, closed captioning, or
sign language interpretation.

• Research relying on physical responses, or the physical manipulation of materials,
might create barriers. For instance, scholars commonly use Implicit Association Tests
to measure bias, which relies on a physical response (e.g., clicking a key) in reaction to
a visual cue (e.g., Marvel and Resh, 2019). However, subjects with a mobility disability
may have difficulty completing such tasks if assistive technology is not provided to
complete the required manipulation.

• Interested in the effects of natural disasters on voting, scholars decide to survey
citizens in a recovering community (e.g., Robinson et al., 2019). However, in the design
of the project, researchers fail to account for various forms of trauma. As a result,
individuals with a cognitive disability, like PTSD, participate in a survey that contains
multiple unforeseen triggers creating additional psychological pain.

• Scholars commonly use names to prime race and gender in experimental vignettes
(e.g., Jilke et al., 2018). Such experiments may ask respondents to recall the race or
gender as a means of demonstrating the efficacy of the experimental treatment.
However, an individual with a cognitive disability may struggle to recall specific details.
Unable to recall answers can add to social anxiety, leading the individual to struggle to
complete the rest of the survey, which, as a result, decreases their self-efficacy.

• Finally, as noted in literature on accessible research, survey questions that lack
concrete references or are quite long cause problems for individuals with a cognitive
disability that presents as a learning disability (e.g., dyslexia) (Wilson et al., 2013).
Such individuals struggle to understand the question rendering any responses
incomplete or inaccurate.

Developing Equitable Access in Electronic Research 

Exclusion in research occurs when researchers design and execute projects that are 
inaccessible to a particular population or group nested within the population of interest (Rios 
et al., 2016). While traditional research can be exclusionary and inaccessible (e.g., the research 
lab is too narrow for wheelchairs or the consent form is only available in a paper copy), this 
essay focuses on the exclusion that occurs when researchers use electronic platforms and 
techniques. Such electronic techniques are becoming more common as scholars are 
increasingly relying on online participant pools and delivering surveys and experiments 
through electronic mediums (e.g., Stritch et al., 2017; Thomsen & Jensen, 2020) even while 
relying on physical tasks or responses to visual images (e.g., Marvel, 2016). 

Electronic research designs are inaccessible because researchers have not learned how to 
operate outside of traditional approaches to research design and data collection (McCandless 
& Larson, 2018). Consider the analogy of the two-way radio. The person initiating 
communication does so with two purposes: (1) sharing knowledge, and (2) gaining knowledge. 
However, if the radio is not tuned to the proper bandwidth, the person initiating 
communication will not be able to accomplish their goal of sharing and gaining knowledge. 
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Furthermore, if the person seeking to gain and share knowledge only sticks to the originally 
programmed channel provided by the manufacturers, they may not be able to connect with a 
wider audience who can confirm knowledge and share new information. Currently, our 
electronic research designs and platforms operate only through the manufacturer’s channel. 
We are missing those communities who fall just outside the predetermined bandwidth, merely 
because the technology and design of electronic research is inherently inaccessible to the radio 
broadcast—not because the population is unwilling or incapable of participating. This 
inaccessibility applies not only to surveys of general populations, but to smaller, more 
specialized surveys of subpopulations like students, front-line workers, and even municipal 
CEOs. While the statistical impact of ensuring accessible electronic research might be 
minimal, public administration researchers have a responsibility to create inclusive research 
as part of our efforts to create a more inclusive and equitable society (Starke et al., 2018; Svara 
& Brunet, 2020). 

The need to be sensitive and responsive to accessibility throughout the process of electronic-
based research is critical—barriers may exist as individuals with disabilities access the survey, 
share responses, and provide feedback to researchers. One might wonder how to balance 
providing equitable access, or the reduction of barriers to participation in electronic research, 
for individuals with disabilities with the limitations of time, funding, and lack of knowledge 
around access issues. Shifting our mindset towards more opportunities for equitable research 
access for individuals with disabilities, regardless of limitations, will be challenging, but must 
be addressed.  

Equitable access can take many forms, due to the nature of the interventions or the population 
being studied. Ultimately, it is the responsibility of scholars to increase access through 
research design and data collection processes. As Svara & Brunet (2020) point out, social 
equity is a pillar of our field and researchers should seek to promote the values associated with 
equity, including fairness and justice. Individuals with disabilities should be included in our 
research, through conscious designs that integrate accessible technologies with research 
practices, as it is the ability to access the research, not the individual’s capacity, which limits 
potential participation. There are many issues that constrain our choices as researchers 
outside of accessibility. All choices about research depend on the capacity of the scholar and 
the scope, propositions, and financial limitations of the project. These costs become more 
nontrivial when thinking about equitable access in electronic research.  

Due to current technological limitations, not all accessibility barriers can be overcome. 
Researchers lack a globally accessible electronic platform to develop various forms of 
electronic research. Surveys created on common survey administration platforms are, by 
default, not accessible with users trying to navigate the survey often facing barriers like hidden 
screen elements or improper use of headings (Nikivincze & Ancis, 2018).3 Many of the default 
settings and basic templates and question forms found on electronic survey platforms are not 
accessible, requiring users to exert additional effort create accessible surveys. The 
combination of increased expenses, demands on time, and lack of easy solutions creates a 
formidable challenge. Making this process seemingly more untenable is the nature of 
inferential statistics, and the fact that any effort to increase accessibility of a very small group 
might not change the results of the study. 

However, as scholars in a field guided by social equity concerns, we need to consider this issue 
of equitable access and be aware of who is, and is not, included in our research (Blessett et al., 
2019; Sabharwal et al., 2018). The best solutions to establish, expand, and maintain equitable 
access will not inherently change the design of the intervention or the research itself; instead, 
these solutions merely alter the access to the research. It is imperative that scholars ensure 
design restraints are not used as justification to exclude individuals with disabilities from our 
studies. 
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Potential Solutions to Developing Equitable Access 

The development and practice of equitable access in electronic research requires the 
investment of a scholar’s time and financial resources. While the intention of this essay is to 
initiate a dialogue on the issue of equitable access, there are a number of simple tactics that 
scholars can adopt to enhance access within their work. By offering a few practical suggestions, 
I hope to initiate a discussion in the field. 

First, scholars can start seeking solutions by identifying who is excluded through their current 
research process. As is the case with most work focused on creating equitable access, a large 
amount of time must be invested within the design phase with equity pauses throughout the 
process (see Nasser et al., 2013) to demine if (a) the project is truly reflective of the population, 
and (b) the process provides an accessible arena. Researchers can ask the following questions 
when developing their research to ensure an equity mindset: 

• Is this project reflective of the population?

• Are there processes that provide accessible spaces for participants in the project and
with the technology?

• Do the accessible solutions implemented inherently change the research itself? Is there
more that can be done?

• How will the analysis address accessibility if solutions could not be implemented per
the standard of reasonableness?

• When the work is shared, will it be accessible?

As part of this larger reflection on equity in research, researchers should create space in their 
research for individuals to raise accessibility and inclusion issues involving visible and 
invisible disabilities. Most researchers work in an organization with a professional human 
resources office or, in the case of universities, a disability resource and access center. These 
offices can serve as a gateway to identifying the common challenges, technology, and best 
practices in creating accessible research. Alternatively, a peer, who openly identifies with their 
disability, may be willing to share their perspective and other expertise from their lived 
experience, but researchers should be cautious not to place the responsibility of accessibility 
on their peers or professional resources. These resources serve an educational purpose, 
specific to the scholar’s research, to assist in identifying the equitable access barriers that exist 
and the feasibility of potential solutions.  

Removing Specific Barriers for Individuals with Disabilities 

Many solutions to visible disabilities are easier to generate, monitor, and implement, since 
technologies and accessibility options already exist. When addressing access for individuals 
with visible disabilities, scholars might consider utilizing specific research tools and 
techniques that create accommodations related to vision, hearing, and movement. For 
example, when using audio or visual clips, researchers should provide a transcript of the audio 
for individuals with a hearing or vision disability (Power & Jürgensen, 2010). If data collection 
relies on a large amount of text, scholars should use software, like a screen reader, to check for 
accessibility barriers. Researchers should be innovative in providing ways for participants to 
indicate the need for additional time, utilizing headings in a survey to guide a screen-reader 
or allowing participants to record their answers through an audio or video platform (Dorigo 
et al., 2011). While no online platform universally addresses the various accessibility needs of 
individuals with disabilities, scholars can utilize evaluations, like WAVE from WebAim, to see 
where their platform of choice succeeds, and fails, in adhering to internationally recognized 
Web Accessibility guidelines (Centeno et al., 2006; Gottliebson et al., 2010).  

Researchers may have a harder time anticipating accessibility barriers for individuals with 
invisible disabilities, who may struggle with communication barriers, temporal order 
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comprehension, anxiety about survey participation, task-frustration, and/or fatigue 
(Nicolaidis et al., 2020). Each of these challenges requires careful attention to the design, 
format, and structure of electronic research. One straightforward method is to incorporate 
both qualitative and quantitative questions within an instrument—a mixed methods approach 
allows individuals who may struggle understanding a scale to provide insights into their 
experiences (Kroll, 2011). Scholars could reach out to individuals with invisible disabilities to 
test questions prior to implementation in order to identify potential problems (Wilson et al., 
2013). Additional accessible solutions include using simpler sentence structures, providing 
opportunities to pause and come back to the survey/experiment, or utilizing visual scales 
(Dorigo et al., 2011; Nicolaidis et al., 2020). Scholars can also create accessible data collection 
tools by using audio alternatives, in partnership with text-based instruments, ensuring large-
print text is available, and selecting strongly contrasting colors (Todis et al., 2005; Wilson et 
al., 2013).  

Conclusion 

If we truly believe in social equity as a core principle of public administration research, we 
have a responsibility to provide accessible material so that individuals with disabilities can 
participate fully in the research process. When carefully considered, virtual participation in 
research may allow for the participation and inclusion of individuals excluded by traditional 
methods. Scholars should be willing to consult with experts on equitable access during their 
research design and utilize techniques to prevent the creation of additional barriers to 
participation. The effort required to develop equitable and accessible research should never 
be used as justification for exclusion. When we inadvertently exclude individuals, what is the 
implication for our research? Is it possible that, by failing to consider individuals with 
disabilities within our research, we are placing limits on external validity?  

Scholars cannot consider every possible contingency but taking the time to develop an equity 
perspective in research leads to an equity mindset. Taking small, actionable steps moves us 
towards a more inclusive research practice. However, that very action does not call for true 
inclusion, as equity does not equal inclusion. In the long term, the process of research needs 
to be adapted, in order to establish equitable access in electronic research for individuals with 
disabilities. Scholars should be reflective in ensuring that the tools and technology used to 
provide access are functional in practice. If the scholar finds that they are unable to overcome 
the barriers of equitable access, they should be willing to share these challenges and any 
potentially excluded subpopulations as part of their findings.  

Scholars serious about social equity provide space within their research to consult with 
individuals with disabilities to create accessible research design and processes. Equitable 
access ensures that research designs are providing true access, not creating additional barriers 
or new levels of distrust through unintentional harm. Researchers are encouraged to examine 
their current and past research to determine how to improve. When scholars create the time 
and space to provide equitable access in electronic research, a more accurate understanding 
of the world will emerge. 

Notes 

1. The intersection of disability is an important area of study as individuals with disabilities

are more likely to be impoverished, elderly, female, and/or from communities of color

(Cigler, 2007; Fuller-Thomson et al., 2009; Mendes de Leon et al., 2005; Rios et al., 2016;

Warner & Brown, 2011).

2. Individuals with invisible disabilities make up the largest part of the disability community
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2017). Within these categories of disabilities,



Journal of Public and Nonprofit Affairs 

440 

a range of physical and cognitive function exists, from low levels to moderate or severe 

levels of disability, which may place them in the category of vulnerable populations 

presenting researchers with the obligation to avoid manipulation or coercion. Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) and other informed consent guidelines might prohibit the 

participation of members of vulnerable groups (e.g., those who cannot give informed 

consent). 

3. While survey platforms may provide help guides or accessibility checkers, these tools focus

mostly on increasing access for individuals with a vision disability.
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