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1. Introduction

I have chosen as my research project the issue of representation of disabled people as employees and elected officials in local Government. This is a topic of particular interest to me as I work within local Government and have lived experience of the difficulties disabled people can face together with the lack of a voice and representation in the decision-making process. To put this underrepresentation into context, approximately 1 in 5 people in the UK are thought to identify as having a disability, however that number is drastically underrepresented when it comes to representation within local and national government (Government Equalities Office 2021) A Local government Association (LGA) census in 2022 found that 15.5% of councillors declared a disability or long-term impairment, compared to over 20% of the population having a disability or impairment. (Disability Rights UK 2022) The percentage of disabled people in employment in the UK in 2024 was 53%, compared to 81% for non-disabled people, showing a considerable underrepresentation of disabled people within the UK workforce, which is then reflected in the number of disabled employees working in local government (Department For Work and Pensions 2024)

2. Research aims and objectives

My aim and objective in undertaking this research project is to ascertain to what extent disabled people are represented within local government, both as employees and elected officials, to identify what barriers exist to prevent more disabled people becoming employees or elected officials, and to examine how these can be removed or minimised to encourage greater participation from the disabled community.

3. Research Questions 

In order to fully meet the aims and objectives of the research project as outlined above, carefully selected research questions will require consideration and answering, which will include but will not be limited to the following:
How many disabled people are currently employed in positions within local government or serve in local government as elected officials? This will provide baseline data of the number of potential participants to be included in my research. 
What are the numbers of disabled people at different levels of seniority within local government organisations? This will provide quantitative data for analysis in terms of whether there is adequate representation of disabled individuals within senior posts within local government organisations. This data will also highlight at what level of seniority disabled employees are working which will provide data for analysis as to whether there is a ‘glass ceiling’ acting as a barrier for disabled employees working at the highest level of local government. 

What is the demographic breakdown of disabled local government employees and elected officials? This will provide qualitative background data for analysis regarding the types of disabled people working within local government, for example age, ethnicity, gender and particular disability. This data will provide details as to the particular background of the pool of participants for this research. 
How does the representation of disabled people in local government compare to their representation in the overall population? This will provide quantitative data for comparison between the number of disabled people working within local government and the rest of the general population of the UK. 
What are the specific challenges disabled people face during the employment selection and Councillor election processes? This will provide qualitative anecdotal evidence as to the difficulties and challenges faced by disabled people who try to enter employment in local government or stand as a councillor, for example whether they have encountered barriers when undertaking tasks related to their employment, such as accessibility of local government venues or relevant written materials. The research will also seek to understand the effect this has had on them. 
What barriers exist for disabled employees or councillors once they are appointed to their employment or elected? This will provide qualitative anecdotal evidence as to the difficulties and challenges faced by disabled people once they have entered employment or been elected to local council, for example accessibility of venues or resources and importantly, perceived negative attitudes from colleagues or the general public. Again, the study will seek to understand the impact of these barriers upon the disabled individuals. 
 
What specific barriers exist related to the nature of the disability? This question will provide qualitative anecdotal evidence as to the specifics of the barriers to employment or election faced by disabled candidates alluded to above, for example those relating to visible disabilities such as accessibility and hidden disabilities such as autism and mental health issues. 
How do these barriers vary across different levels of local government? This question will provide data as to whether there is a particular prevalence of barriers to disabled people at a certain level of local council, i.e. are larger district or unitary authorities better or worse in terms of disabled access and representation than smaller local parish authorities. 
What strategies can local governments implement to improve the representation of disabled people? This question will provide important qualitative evidence as to what steps local authorities can and are taking to address the imbalance and underrepresentation of disabled people within their workforce or elected members. 
How can existing resources and funding be better utilized to support disabled candidates and councillors? This question will provide qualitative data in respect of whether existing resources and funding are being appropriately distributed and used in order to maximise the support disabled people working within local government receive. 
What role can technology and digital accessibility play in reducing barriers to participation? This question will provide qualitative data and anecdotal evidence as to whether technology available to local government has been able to reduce barriers to employment or election of disabled people, and if so, how this has helped and with what specific types of disabilities. 
What are the most effective ways to promote positive attitudes and challenge ableist behaviours within local government? This question will provide qualitative data and anecdotal evidence regarding what measures have been taken by local government to promote positivity surrounding recruitment of disabled employees or councillors and what has been done by local authorities to challenge discriminatory attitudes amongst staff and the general public. The study will also look at how successful these measures have been and analyse the reasons for their success or failure.
How can local governments ensure their policies and practices are inclusive and accessible to all? This question will involve review of current local government policies relating to disability and analysis of whether they are suitably well drafted in order to ensure they are not a barrier to the recruitment of disabled employees or councillors. 
Comparison with private organisations held up as being leaders in this area. This question will provide qualitative data and anecdotal evidence to demonstrate how well local government compares to comparable organisations within the private sector for recruitment and retention of disabled employees and at what level of seniority. 


4. Key literature/key issues/debates (contextual issues)

There are several key issues and debates surrounding disabled recruitment and accessibility within the workforce, supported by previously published literature that will frame the context in which my research project will take place. I will now explore each to highlight how they will impact my studies. 



4.1  Societal Attitudes and Stereotypes 

4.1.1	Ableism and Stigma:

Chouinard defined ableism as ‘ideas, practices, institutions, and social relations that presume able-bodiedness, and by so doing, construct persons with disabilities as marginalized… and largely invisible “others”’ (Wood 2022)
Disability stigma results from negative attitudes and perceptions regarding disabled individuals which can stem from misconceptions relating to disability within society, lack of awareness on an individual level and failure to take account of the diverse abilities of disabled people (The Oxford Review 2024)
It is clear that a key issue related to the underrepresentation of disabled people working within local government is that societal attitudes, including ableism and stigma surrounding disability, affect disabled individuals' willingness to run for office or participate in local politics. Without the required change in outlook from society as a whole, it is likely that disabled candidates will continue to feel marginalised and disinclined to put themselves forward for roles within local government. 

4.1.2 Perceived Competence

Along with the attitude of ableism and stigma associated with disability within society, there is also a societal attitude that disabled individuals are perceived as less competent or capable of holding public office due to their disability. A key aspect of my research will be to investigate how does this perception influence opportunities available to disabled candidates, and how does this perception influence the extent to which a disabled person can attain roles of seniority and importance. This is important as for example having adequate representation of disabled employees at lower grades does not equate that representation is good. 

4.1.3 Stereotypes and Assumptions


My research will attempt to understand and rationalise what the common stereotypes and assumptions about disabled people in relation to their abilities are, and how do these stereotypes impact their ability to obtain employment within local government or election to local council. Such stereotypes and myths include an assumption that a disabled person cannot live a full and productive life or are dependent on constant help or assistance. ‘Myths, stereotypes and stigma about disability are barriers to the realization of the human rights of people with disabilities’ (Disabled Peoples International) 
4.2 Accessibility Barriers

4.2.1 Physical Accessibility

A key issue my research will seek to highlight is to what extent does physical accessibility present itself as a barrier to disabled people working within local government. Physical accessibility problems and barriers could range from inadequate infrastructure in council buildings such as lack of ramps or suitable lifts through to remoteness of locations such as polling stations. The research will attempt to understand how accessibility issues hinder disabled people’s participation in local government employment activities. 

4.2.2 Informational Accessibility

Equally important as ensuring physical accessibility for disabled people is ensuring information is provided in accessible formats, such as large print, braille or audio versions of documents. Local government needs to ensure these are readily available to ensure disabled employees and councillors can access and understand political information required for them to adequately perform in their roles. A recent study by the Society for innovation, technology and modernisation found that 4 in 10 local council homepages failed basic tests for accessibility. The Public Sector Bodies (websites and mobile applications) (No 2) Accessibility Regulations 2018 has come into force and seeks to ensure public sector websites and apps are ‘perceivable, operable, understandable and robust’ (Gov.UK 2018)



4.3 Structure And Processes of Local Government 

4.3.1 Recruitment and Selection

A key theme to be analysed in my research is whether there are barriers within the recruitment and selection processes for local government positions that disadvantage disabled individuals. Such barriers could include inaccessible application processes, lack of reasonable adjustments made at the recruitment or selection phase, or negative assumptions or attitudes from hiring staff. A further important area to study as part of this research is looking at data regarding the number of people being employed in local government who are disabled at the point of employment or election to council versus those who become disabled whilst in employment, as this may show a different picture e.g. some in local government could be good at making reasonable adjustments but not so good at making disabled people feel that it is a place for them or there is discrimination happening at the point of selection.  


4.3.2 Support and Resources

An integral issue faced by disabled local government employees and councillors once they are in position, and one that requires study in this research is the issue of the level of support and resources. My research will aim to understand whether there are adequate support systems and resources available to disabled employees and councillors to ensure they can effectively carry out their roles. Equally important is whether there is adequate representation within the workplace to support disabled employees and elected officials. Furthermore, the research will seek to understand what good representation looks like, for example what is in place to support the disabled voice in the workplace and is there a disability advocacy group for disabled employees. 

4.4 Impact Of Lived Experience 

4.4.1 Collaborative Approach

An important issue to examine within my research is how a collaborative approach from key stakeholders can help to reduce the underrepresentation of disabled people working within within local government. Key to this is understanding is examining how can local governments collaborate with disability organizations and community groups in order to better understand the needs and challenges faced by disabled people. This is turn can help reduce disenfranchisement and increase representation of disabled people within the local government workforce. 

4.4.2 Active Representation

A key theory to explore in my research is the issue of what can be done to improve the representation of disabled people amongst local government employees and elected members. To further this the research will explore whether the theory of representative bureaucracy can be applied to promote the active representation of disabled people in local government. The theory of representative bureaucracy suggests that if the makeup of public service workforce mirrors or reflects that of society as a whole, this will inevitably lead to more inclusive policies and less exclusion of minorities or diverse individuals, such as the disabled (Cingolani 2022) The key assumption is that the demographic makeup of the bureaucracy shapes the values and ultimately the decisions that it makes (Webeck, Lee 2022)  
A further debate my research will investigate is the process of election of disabled candidates into local government roles. The first strand of this area will be to look at the number of disabled candidates standing for election, the second will look at how likely disabled candidates are to be elected. Quantitative data will analyse the number of disabled candidates standing versus the number who are successfully elected to local government roles. This will establish whether there is a disparity between disabled candidates standing and being elected. The research will also obtain quantitative data regarding the number of people who disclose their disability when standing for election, and qualitative data as to the reasons why they do not disclose their disability if they do not. 
5 Research paradigm and methodology

To successfully undertake the required analysis necessary in order to fully achieve the aims and objectives of my research a suitable paradigm and methodology must be selected. The Merriam-webster dictionary defines a research paradigm as “a philosophical and theoretical framework of a scientific school or discipline within which theories, laws, and generalizations and the experiments performed in support of them are formulated” Therefore, the research paradigm provides the theoretical framework within which the research will be undertaken. Generally, research paradigms fall within two distinct categories, positivism and interpretivism. Positivism paradigms will provide a framework within which quantitative sources will be the primary source of data. Interpretivism paradigms will usually provide a framework within which qualitative sources will be the primary source of data. There are of course situations where a successful study would require a mix of both qualitative and quantitative data to be used in order to fully understand and answer the overarching study questions. It is my belief that a mixed-method paradigm is required in order to fully understand and answer the questions posed by my research. With this in mind, I intend to base my research upon the Social Model of Disability. This paradigm challenges the traditional medical model, which views disability as an individual deficit. Instead, it frames disability as a result of societal barriers and discriminatory practices. The focus shifts to identifying and removing these barriers to promote inclusion and participation (Ulz 2023)
Once a suitable overarching research paradigm has been selected, then the next step is to decide upon the most appropriate research methodology. A research methodology will define the methods and techniques to be used when gathering and analysing data for research (Sreekumar 2023) The research methodology will define the type of data to be sampled, where that data will be sourced from, how the data will be collected, and how the data will be analysed and interpreted (Jansen, Warren 2020) the research methodology I have selected for my research is that of Mixed Methods Research. This research method combines quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a comprehensive understanding of disability in local government. Quantitative data can provide statistical information on the prevalence of disability, while qualitative data can offer insights into the lived experiences of disabled people. 


6. Type of participants and justification for data collection methods

A key element upon which the success or failure of the research depends is the careful selection of research participants, and the collection of research data by the correct and appropriate method. The first element to establish is which participants will be required to provide data for analysis. For the purposes of my research proposal there are several different participant bodies that will need to be represented. These will include the following:
Disabled Individuals:
This primary group can offer first-hand accounts of their experiences with local services, barriers to participation in local decision-making, and suggestions for improvement. Particular emphasis can be given to working with and obtaining qualitative data from disabled people working within local government organisations in order to help define what good representation would look at. This emphasis fits with the "nothing about us without us" message of disabled advocates.
Carers of Disabled Individuals:
Secondary to the disabled people themselves, carers can provide valuable perspectives on the support needs of disabled individuals and the impact of local policies on their lives. 
Elected Officials:
Councillors and other elected officials can provide useful perspectives on the political culture of disability inclusion and the priorities of the local authority.
Disability Organizations:
Representatives from organizations of persons with disabilities (OPDs) and other disability-related charities can offer unique and wider perspectives on disability rights, advocacy efforts, and the experiences of their members.
Beyond just the category of participant there are further considerations to be considered when deciding upon participant recruitment, in order to maximise the value of the data collected. These would include:
Diversity:
In order to maximise the range of data obtained, my research will aim for as diverse a range of participants as possible, including individuals with different types of impairments (physical, sensory, cognitive, and hidden disabilities), as well as diverse demographic backgrounds. 

Accessibility:
In order to ensure that the research data is as comprehensive as possible, the recruitment process and research methods will need to be accessible to all participants. This might include providing information in alternative formats, offering appropriate support during interviews, and considering the physical environment of research locations. 
Meaningful Involvement:
It is crucial for the success of this research to ensure the involvement of disabled individuals in the design and implementation of the research to ensure that the research questions and methods are relevant and meaningful to them. 
Equally as important as the participants recruited to participate in this research project will be the methodology behind how the data is collected. Without careful selection, the data will not be as meaningful or valid and may lead to false assumptions or conclusions to be drawn. Some of the data collection methods to be used in this study will include the following: 
Surveys
Appropriate participant surveys will be used to gather quantitative data on a large scale, potentially exploring the prevalence of disability among local government employees which can then inform follow up qualitative data.  

Interviews
Suitable and sympathetic interviews with relevant participants will be used to gather in-depth qualitative data on individual experiences and perspectives. This will help to go further than simple raw data and ‘find the stories’ behind the figures gathered. 
Document Analysis
It is important for this research to understand what frameworks are in place to help ensure disabled people are not underrepresented and promote equality of opportunity. This research will require obtaining and close examination of existing documentation (e.g., policies, reports, meeting minutes) for information related to disability. 
Participatory Data Collection
To ensure this research is as inclusive and relevant as possible it will require involvement of disabled people in the data collection process itself. This will ensure that their voices and perspectives are central to the research and in turn validate the research findings. 



7. Resource implications and needs

When considering research projects, resource implications and needs must be carefully considered, otherwise there is the potential for the research to have insufficient resources, be they financial or personnel, allocated which in turn could have severe implications for the success and viability of the research. Aspects to be considered in this area can include financial, personnel, ethical considerations, and the need for effective knowledge mobilization. Researchers must carefully plan and manage resources, considering potential vulnerabilities, fostering stakeholder engagement, and ensuring ethical conduct to maximize impact and minimize risks

8. Timeline plan for the research process

In order for the research project to be completed in a timely manner, careful planning must be undertaken to ensure that meaningful conclusions can be made and data obtained remains relevant and valid. My proposed timeline for completion of the research is for a period of twelve months, broken down into four separate phases, from initial inception through data collection and analysis to final conclusions as follows:

Phase 1: Initial Research and Planning (Months 1-3)
This initial phase will include initial planning, to include relevant overview research into the subject matter and then moving on to detailed planning regarding which groups of participants will be included, the types of data to be obtained (qualitative or quantitative) which methods of data collection will be best utilised and how this will be undertaken. 
Phase 2: Data Collection (Months 4-6)
The second phase of the project will move onto collection of relevant qualitative and quantitative data from selected participants or documentation. 
Phase 3: Data Analysis (Months 7-9)
The third phase of the project will require detailed analysis of the data obtained in the previous phase. This phase will inform the conclusions to be drawn and allow the final phase to be undertaken in the final months of the project timeline. 
Phase 4: Writing and Submission (Months 10-12)
The final phase of the project will focus on bringing the conclusions obtained together into a comprehensive final research paper. 


9. Ethical considerations

It is particularly important considering the subject matter of my proposed research project and the individuals and groups who will be required to participate and provide data that consideration is given to the ethics of how this research is conducted. Failure to do so can result in serious repercussions both for the validity and integrity of the research and the reputation of the individual researchers. It is therefore crucial in this regard that informed consent is obtained from all participants and that their right to privacy is protected and that every effort is made to ensure that the research is conducted ethically.
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