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Abstract
This study explores the role of communications in the understanding of expressions of
civic rights for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD). One
expression of the low social capital held by individuals with IDD is their low rate of participation
in elections. Electors in Canada are not subject to capacity testing but individuals with IDD
experience unique barriers to voting—primarily informational and attitudinal—which effectively
disenfranchise what is already a vulnerable population. The study uses Situational Analysis to
analyse online survey, semi-structured interview, and discursive data. The data were focused on
the social networks of individuals with IDD as key facilitators of electoral participation; mapping
of the social worlds and arenas revealed the positions held within those worlds.
Parents/caregivers were found to be critical facilitators—and potential gatekeepers—to this
participation. The study found that efforts to mitigate barriers to political participation for
individuals with IDD must address the important role played by social networks—including
parents and caregivers—in that participation.
Keywords: civic rights, communication, intellectual disability, situational analysis, social
networks, voting
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Section One: Introduction
Individuals with disabilities face barriers to electoral participation (Elections Canada,
2020a). While equal access to civic rights, including electoral participation, is a right guaranteed
within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
(The United Nations, 2006), the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982), and the
Accessible Canada Act (ACA) (Accessible Canada Act 2019), functional access to electoral
participation remains inequitable. This effectively silences disabled voices—approximately 22%
of the Canadian population according to Statistics Canada (Morris et al., 2018)—that seek to
exercise their choice of government to improve their quality of life and as a means to escape
poverty, violence, and systemic discrimination. Ableism—“attitudes, actions, and circumstances
that devalue people because they are disabled” (Ladau, 2021, p. 70)—is deeply ingrained in the
systems that govern society. The Institute for Research and Development on Inclusion and
Society (IRIS) (2012) finds that “People with disabilities have historically been disadvantaged by
public policy either because it has been assumed that they do not have equal rights or because
their isolation kept them ‘invisible’ in the policy making process” (p. 3).
Prince’s 2009 work found that studies of national election turnout indicate that issues
with health and illness are among the reasons that keep people from voting; disability of all
kinds, however, is not studied systematically as it relates to voting, despite the large number of
disabled Canadians of voting age (p. 135). In the Elections Canada 2016 Report “Turnout and
Reasons for Not Voting During the 42nd General Election,” the category “Everyday life or health
reasons” (47.9%) includes only a broad sub-category “Illness or disability” (12.5%) to address
the area; we simply don’t know how many electors aren’t voting for reasons related to disability.
As IRIS (2012) reports, “One of the challenges in obtaining the ‘big picture’ of disability from
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these sources is that various definitions of disability are used depending on program eligibility
criteria” (p. 14). Elections Canada and Elections BC administer and dictate policy for the running
of elections, but their effectiveness in securing broad accessibility for people with disabilities of
all sorts is not documented in quantifiable terms.
Canadians labelled with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) possess the
same rights of citizenship as their non-disabled counterparts. For the purposes of this work, the
label of IDD is used where an individual experiences limitations in areas of cognitive function
and communication, social interaction, and self-care skills. It is challenging to estimate the actual
prevalence of IDD due to variations in the way that these conditions are defined and categorized
and the lack of well-defined data in the Canadian population. The 2017 Canadian Survey on
Disability (Morris et al., 2018) found that about 5.1% of Canadians living with disabilities report
that their impairment includes that of a developmental sort, while BC Disability Caucus
Spokesperson Paul Gilbert indicates that between 5% and 8% of disabled Canadians are labelled
with disabilities of the intellectual or developmental sort (personal communication, March 3,
2022). Accessibility measures typically highlight physical types of disability including
impairments in mobility, vision, or hearing; in many ways addressing these accessibility barriers
is a known quantity—we know how to adapt and modify spaces and modify materials to make
them accessible to individuals with these types of impairments (even if we don’t consistently
implement those adaptations). Those with non-physical impairments including intellectual and
developmental disabilities experience different sorts of barriers that require less obvious-looking
solutions.
Disabilities of an intellectual, developmental, and cognitive sort present additional layers
of challenge in the collection of data around electoral participation. In the absence of data, we
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rely on anecdotal information. Members of the Elections Canada Advisory Group for Disability
Issues (2015) speak to the need for education of both elections workers and the general public
around the ability of individuals with intellectual disabilities to vote, and of the need for plainlanguage information about elections. Citizenship—and particularly voting—is a little-addressed
area in the provision of services and supports for people with IDD (Agran et al., 2016, p. 285;
Spagnuolo & Shanouda, 2017, p. 708). There is a notable and frustrating gap of concrete data
around actual electoral participation experiences of Canadian individuals with IDD.
Electoral engagement, whether ongoing or sporadic, is an important aspect of civic life
for all citizens. However, civic rights do not seem to be considered as a part of basic care
provided to individuals with disabilities which is often limited to health, safety, nutrition, and
shelter. A life limited to one of basic care cannot be seen as dignified. As full access to electoral
participation is a right guaranteed but not equally available to individuals with IDD, the proposed
research study will explore the causes of, and hopes to suggest solutions for, their underrepresentation in the electoral process in BC. This research attempts to understand the role of
communications messages in the way that individuals with IDD are regarded with respect to, and
how they exercise their right to, political participation.
The UNCRPD states that disabled people have the right to equal participation in the
electoral process. Canada is a signatory to the UNCRPD and has no federal controls,
prohibitions, or fitness tests around cognitive function and the right to vote in elections. These
questions are asked and answered. Questions of cognitive capacity are addressed in the Literature
Review and the Findings sections, but they are not debated in this study because voters are not
excluded from electoral participation on the basis of mental fitness in Canada. The research
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proceeds under the assumption that these rights are granted but under-exercised, and it attempts
to understand the role of communication and messaging in this fact.
As a member of the neurodivergent sector of the disability community and the parent of a
neurodivergent adult child with an intellectual disability, my own and my family’s lived
experience together with the literature inform the research. I seek a better life and greater
representation for my own family, friends, and for those I have met in my work as an advocate. I
seek to respect varied perspectives and lived experience in the disabled community while
amplifying and uplifting their voices under the “with not for” approach to disability justice.
Together with the guiding principle “Nothing about us without us,” these slogans highlight the
importance of the direct participation of an impacted group in policy-making and decisions that
affect them directly.
The objective of this research is to illuminate the role of social networks and
communications in political participation and to illuminate the systems by which individuals
with IDD express these and other civic rights. Therefore, my research posed the following
questions: Within British Columbia, how is the right to political participation of citizens with
intellectual disabilities currently understood and communicated?; and the secondary subquestion, How can the civic rights of citizens with IDD be more effectively communicated in
order to facilitate their full political participation? It should be noted that these questions
underwent a great deal of revision as the project was developed to better capture the role of civic
rights and communications in the issue; the degree of revision required in itself highlights how
this multi-faceted topic is challenging to pin down under a single area of enquiry. Ultimately, this
research showed that there is an absence of communication on the matter of civic engagement of
individuals with IDD. Moreover, they are disproportionately reliant on social networks to
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transcend the basic tenets of community inclusion (health, housing, relationships,
education/employment, and spirituality) so as to include full engagement in exercising their
rights as citizens. A key finding is how issues of trust and isolation negatively impact facilitators
in this role, thereby impeding the rights of individuals with IDD in this regard. Based on these
findings, I developed recommendations to address communication strategies for facilitating civic
engagement work in the domains of home, the community, and within larger systems.
This research examines the information and communication barriers that contribute to
functional disenfranchisement using a grounded theory approach (Agran et al., 2015; Löve et al.,
2018) that is ecologically focused on the full breadth of the environment in question by using the
theory/methods package of Situational Analysis (SA), an extension of grounded theory
methodology developed by Adele Clarke (Clarke, 2015, p. 12) that goes beyond a study of
human behaviour to consider the entire situation as the unity of analysis. It simultaneously
considers social interactions, discourses, and networks and assemblages of people and employs
three different kinds of maps—situational (including relational), social worlds and arenas, and
discourse positions—to sort and make sense of the data. Thematic mapping of this data using SA
provides an opportunity to visually link myriad themes and contemplate the big picture of
diverse and interconnected human and non-human actors, discourses, and issues attached to the
topic of equitable access to civic rights for individuals with IDD (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 104). SA
research is inherently spatial and inclusive of the researcher’s knowledge of the environment,
and the creation of visual maps allows for data collection with the researcher’s perspective
included in the data. The maps tell the story of an issue that is impacted across multiple domains,
social worlds, and areas of responsibility where one clearly accountable party is not solely
responsible.
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Procedure & Objectives
To explore the research questions, I applied the methodology of SA by creating maps
based on online survey, semi-structured interview, and discursive data, and then developed
“sensitizing concepts,” those major themes generated from the maps which promote a direction
for further inquiry. The study targets data about individuals 18 years of age and older in BC that
are: 1) diagnosed with IDD (including learning disabilities and cognitive impairment) and have
moderate-to-high support needs; and 2) receive full-time one-on-one support living with their
parents, in Home Sharing, or in group homes, or who live semi-independently. This data was
provided by caregivers to individuals with IDD and key informants active in the sector. I also
collected and analyzed discursive data in the form of policy and reporting documents that relate
to individuals with IDD, civic rights, citizenship, elections, and voting. Finally, my own lived
experience as a parent and a disability advocate contribute to the data in this study. Together, the
data generated a contextual picture of lived electoral experience for individuals with IDD in BC
and the situation as it concerns understanding and communication of that experience.
Mapping this data provides a visual representation of the interconnectedness of human
and non-human systems and individuals with IDD (Clarke & Charmaz, 2019, p. 14). Critically,
gaps in understanding communication and relationship were identified between electors and their
parents/support providers/agencies and Elections Canada, Elections BC, and municipal
governments. My hope is that this analysis and recommendations suggest concrete remedies for
the apparent current state of functional disenfranchisement—i.e., the lack of access to voting in a
practical sense—of individuals with IDD.
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Theoretical Guides
The intersection between the framework of social capital and disability studies will guide
the exploration of the research questions and data. Social capital refers to the value that is
attached to social networks based on the value of: 1) individual personal connections, and 2) the
opportunities that arise from the way in which those connections reciprocally serve one another
(Putnam, 2020, p. 2). Social capital theory regards the networks that contribute to a functioning
society by applying value to concepts of belonging and citizenship, and finds that membership
by association increases social trust (Putnam, 1995, p. 73). I apply this lens to the area of
political engagement and disabled voter enfranchisement, and to the systems of support that
enable people with disabilities to participate in this important aspect of citizenship. Social capital
as theorized by Putnam provides a gateway to making tangible notions of valued citizenship as
manifest in electoral participation for the disabled community (and barriers thereto) and
validating my efforts here to map social worlds and arenas.
This research works under the social model of disability (favoured by disability scholars)
that regards disability in terms of “environmental and technological barriers that may prevent
people from having equal access to goods, services, interfaces, and information” (Meloncon,
2004, p. 4). Where the medical model of disability focuses on the deficits of the individual, the
social model of disability advanced first by Michael Oliver in 1990 views society, rather than an
impairment itself, as the disabling factor (p. 11); its focus is on removing barriers to participation
in the pursuit of equality. Its principles take a human rights approach and guide policy
documents such as the UNCRPD, ACA, and Accessible BC Act (ABCA). The social model of
disability shares an important defining element with social capital theory: the power and impact
of social networks and elements in society and its systems.
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Situated within the critical/transformative paradigm and its focus on addressing inequities
and transforming the political dimension of social relations, this work intends to address injustice
and empower marginalized voices that have been historically silenced while working towards
“an action agenda for reform” (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006, p. 3). Both quantifiable statistical
survey data and qualitative data from interviews were collected to establish a context for the
research and to capture the rich diversity of experience in the population (Merrigan et al., 2012,
p. 78). The qualitative methodology chosen, SA, allows for an examination of the full situation
of interest (Clarke & Charmaz, 2019, p. 15). Evaluating a typically disconnected set of actors
and actants (non-human actors), and discourses, as a cohesive whole provides an opportunity to
propose solutions that go beyond the piecemeal strategies employed to address the issue today.
The study’s design addresses individual diversity of experience (varying support needs, available
resources, and family networks) and the diversity of actors and actants (policy makers, political
candidates, the built environment, government agencies, caregivers, service providers, and other
support networks) as they intersect with citizenship and electoral participation. My claims are
evaluative and reformist, as they are relevant to systems that are functionally ableist—in other
words, they oppress (silence, erase, discount) individuals with IDD. These are systems that erect
barriers to the participation of individuals with IDD in the electoral process and as a result,
functionally disenfranchise them. The results of this research will illuminate gaps in policy and
practice, and provide guidance for the mitigation and ultimate disassembly of these barriers.
Definitions
The area of disability is complex and encompasses a wide range of lived experience and
belief systems. For the purposes of this study, the following definitions will be used:
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Elector
An elector is any Canadian citizen aged 18 years of age or older who is eligible to vote (i.e.,
has not been prohibited from voting as a result of being convicted on a charge of electoral
corruption) whether or not they are registered to vote and/or have actually exercised that right
during any federal, provincial, or municipal election.
Electoral participation
Electoral participation is defined as voting in elections, engaging with candidates during
election campaigns, and/or engaging with political representatives or in political acts at any time
within or outside of election campaigns. This activity is not limited to election time alone.
Family
Family includes parents and other relatives that are connected with an individual by virtue of
a non-compensatory relationship. In this context, family is seen to hold a moral obligation for the
well-being and full community inclusion of individuals with IDD.
Individual labelled with IDD
The American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (2022) defines
intellectual disability as “a condition characterized by significant limitations in both intellectual
functioning and adaptive behaviour that originates before the age of 22.” Intellectual or
developmental disability is used as an umbrella term within the medical and disability
communities and generally includes those diagnosed with disabilities of a developmental,
intellectual, learning, neurological, or cognitive type. In the context of this research, an
individual labelled with IDD has support needs in the areas of health, safety, and/or daily living
needs and requires assistance to meet those needs.
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Key actors
Key actors include family, friends, and those that provide support to individuals with IDD
and represent cornerstones in the networks of support that individuals rely on in their day-to-day
lives. They form part of the informal electoral system that appears in the work of Prince (2012).
Participants
This study’s participants are defined as family members and/or support persons of electors
with IDD. Given their close proximity to the individuals with IDD in their care, participants are
thought to have sufficient knowledge of an individual’s lived experience to provide the data.
Support person
Support person includes caregivers contracted by government agencies or directly by family
to maintain the health, safety, and well-being of an individual with IDD while providing
opportunities for full community inclusion. In this context, a support person has a fiduciary
responsibility to provide care, and an ethical responsibility to do so in an inclusive way as
mandated by the funding agency Community Living British Columbia (CLBC).
A Note on Semantics in Discussions of Disability
I would like to address the issue of the language used when referring to individuals with
disabilities. Until recently convention has promoted so-called “person-first” language which
emphasizes the person over the disability they experience (e.g. person with a disability, person
with autism, person with hearing impairment). Some disabled self-advocates express a
preference for identity-first language (e.g. disabled person, autistic person, deaf person) which
they say embraces impairment as an integral part of them as an individual rather than viewing
impairment as a separate layer of themselves. Both perspectives are recognized as equally valid.
An individual’s preferred form of reference should always be sought and used in practice. Given
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the broad range of impairments within the disabled community that are addressed in this work, I
adopt the convention of person-first language (e.g., individual with IDD) here.
Section Two: Literature Review
A review of the literature began with the examination of material on the topic of
citizenship and disability generally, and then turned its focus to cognitively-related disability.
IDD represents a segment of disability with a unique layer of barriers in addition to those that are
typically addressed by general disability accessibility measures and much of the literature. A
search of the topics of “disability” and “voting” and review of Elections Canada’s own research
on voter turnout does not yield a great deal specific to the topic of electoral participation and
individuals with IDD. In this review of the literature, I first explore the idea of citizenship as
applied to individuals with IDD. Next, given the importance of social networks to individuals
with IDD and the currency of social exchange, I apply Social Capital theory as a theoretical
framework. Extant research on the electoral participation of individuals with IDD was reviewed
where the literature revealed links between social networks, social capital, and electoral
participation. Finally, I turn my attention to the barriers to political participation as a
manifestation of perceptions of citizenship and social capital applied to individuals with IDD. I
begin now with an exploration of the notion of citizenship as it is understood and applied to
individuals with IDD.
Citizenship
The notion of “one person, one vote” is a key principle for a democracy (Inclusion
International, 2021, p. 31), but citizens with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) did
not always have the right to vote in Canada. In 1993, a section of the Canada Elections Act
(1970) s. 14(4) specifically denying the right to vote to individuals with “mental disease” was
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removed after a Federal Court of Canada ruling (Canadian Disability Rights Council v. Can.,
1988) found it to be contrary to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Section 3 of the Charter of
Rights and Freedoms grants equal rights and protections under the law to people with disabilities
including the right to vote (Federal Task Force on Disability Issues, 1996). Article 29 of the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), “Participation
in political and public life,” addresses access to voting (United Nations, 2006, art. 29). As the
Institute for Research and Development on Inclusion and Society (IRIS) (2012) reports,
“Inclusion is the starting point for a democratic society.… Democracy cannot be achieved
without full social, economic, cultural and political inclusion of all citizens” (p. 7). This right,
however, is not explicitly communicated to parents and caregivers for individuals with IDD.
Having established the consensus within the literature that the right to vote is entrenched in law
in Canada, I turn to the literature focused on ways in which notions of citizenship and disability
are regarded by society.
The intersection of disability and citizenship may be examined under the lens of disability
inclusion policy. The Federal Task Force on Disability Issues (1996) states that “Citizenship
offers a sense of belonging in one’s country and gives each individual the right to participate in
society and in its economic and political systems”; these can range from rights of a civil nature to
those of a political nature (pp. 9, 10). Community Living British Columbia (CLBC), the
organization responsible for supporting adults with developmental disabilities in BC, includes
“Citizenship in Community” in their policy foundation statements (CLBC, 2009). Yet
Sépulchre’s (2017) exploratory review of research about citizenship and disability finds that
research in the area of citizenship and disability is “fragmented”—that the very meaning of
citizenship was frequently not discussed; he found that the concept of citizenship is more often
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related to access to social rights rather than contributions to society or family life (pp. 949, 953).
Sépulchre also found that there was a tendency for research on disability and citizenship to fail to
take into account that people with disabilities were embedded in society and social networks, and
instead studied them in isolation while “overlook[ing] the fact that citizenship is a mutual
relationship and that persons with disabilities contribute to their communities” (p. 954).
Waldschmidt and Sépulchre (2019) point to the notion of citizenship as a “value-laden” concept
and caution awareness of its “normative underpinnings” with risks of effects that are
exclusionary (p. 439). They go on to state that “persons with disabilities clearly benefit from the
idea of citizenship because of its principles of solidarity, autonomy and participation,” and that
political links are a systematic way to fight for human rights (p. 440). Participating in elections is
a way to promote the realization of human rights and solidarity and to escape isolation as a fully
included citizen.
Following on from the notion of citizenship, we look to the act of exercising democratic
franchise through the act of voting. Depriving individuals with cognitive impairments from the
electoral process, Barclay (2013) points out, is a violation of human rights (p. 149). Waterstone
(2010) notes that our system of democratic elections is the vehicle for meeting the human right
of political participation and goes on to emphasize that the duty extends beyond the guarantee of
the right to vote; individuals with disabilities’ ability to vote in the same way as other citizens
must be specifically protected (pp. 371, 372). Physical participation at the polling place is an
important act in the way that a citizen asserts their belonging in the community and this is
especially critical for those who are traditionally marginalized and isolated (Waterstone, 2010, p.
378). Waldschmidt and Sépulchre (2019) draw the connection between Bourdieu’s notions of
“capital,” in concert with environments that are free of barriers, as necessary to activity in
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politics and that, “Only when social security is guaranteed can autonomy become a reality. In
turn, personal autonomy together with social security is the precondition for influence in political
and public affairs” (pp. 435, 436). A study by Dimakos et al. (2016) on the topic of the
connection between social capital and disability (see next section) notes the exclusion of
disability groups from Robert Putnam’s work on social capital and that, “Declining trends and
civic engagement are especially relevant when applied to the disability community, which has
historically experienced greater social isolation and lower social capital compared with the
general population” (p. 138). They found marked differences in rates of voter registration and
actual voting by people with disabilities (p. 150). Multiple barriers explain this difference (see
next section); one of them is attitudinal.
A perceived barrier to electoral participation for individuals with IDD takes the form of
stigma and attitudes concerning the notion of voter cognition and whether or not an individual is
capable of voting. Discussion of issues of cognitive capacity in voting prompt feelings of
discomfort for caregivers and laypersons alike, and they are not explicitly addressed in elections
communications. Among non-disabled voters—those who are not labelled with any sort of
diagnosis of mental deficit or lack of capacity—we find a low bar for rationality; expectations
are low for cognition and individuals of all competencies and abilities are presumed to be
capable of voting. As Inclusion International (2021) points out, today “No country has a test of
rationality or competence that all voters must successfully pass before being allowed to cast a
vote” (p. 41). Popkin’s (2008) approach to the ways that voters reason is “a theory of lowinformation rationality which emphasizes the sources of information voters have about politics,
as well as their beliefs about how government works” (p. 9). He discusses this idea of gut
reasoning as describing “the kind of practical thinking about government and politics in which
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people actually engage. It is a method of combining, in an economical way, learning and
information from past experiences, daily life, the media, and political campaigns” and draws on
heuristic shortcuts in ways of processing information about choices (p. 7). Pinker (2021) points
to the universal importance of accessibility and relatability in information: “when people are
given problems that are closer to their lived reality and framed in the ways in which they
naturally encounter the world, they are not as witless as they appear” (p. xiv). He goes on to
specify that whatever in-born rationality individuals are born with—“ecological rationality”—is
augmented by education institutions along with other systems that are in place to enhance
rationality (p. 16). Rationality is further impacted by elements of persuasion.
Persuasion in communications is an equal-opportunity facet of election campaigns.
Inclusion International (2021) notes that the purpose of advertisements in TV, newspaper, and
social media is to persuade and inform voters and “In this way all potential voters—not just those
with intellectual disabilities—are subject to influence from advertising by political parties” (p.
41). Inclusion International (2021) also notes that “the myth about people with psychosocial and
intellectual disabilities lacking competence to understand political ideas is easily refuted by
evidence” (p. 41). The social model of disability argues that we wrongly hold assumptions about
capacity, and that where a capacity shortfall is observed, it may more accurately be attributed to
a shortage of opportunity (Barclay, 2013, p. 149). Capacity-testing programs, Barclay (2013)
finds, are not justified and do not pass a cost-benefit analysis for the possibility that they might
exclude a very low number of individuals with IDD who truly possess no capacity for voting (p.
151). Regardless, “Trying to assess which people have capacity and which do not will inevitably
end up being an exercise in discrimination” (Barclay, 2013, 158). The right to democratic
participation is not contingent upon capacity: it is an established human right.
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Given that law and inclusion policy demand equal access to the vote and that cognitive
disability is not an excluding factor, this work proceeds on the basis that all individuals in
Canada (excluding Nunavut and Quebec) have the right to civic participation including the right
to vote. As Inclusion International (2021) summarizes, “Electoral inclusion is embedded in
international human rights law and in this sense, is not up for debate” (p. 42). Indeed, this
reminds us that citizenship is really about full participation in society for all individuals. And the
currency of participation in society may be examined and understood under Social Capital
theory.
Social Capital and Electoral Participation
One expression of social capital—which concerns citizenship and equity—is electoral
participation; both Robert Putnam’s and Pierre Bourdieu’s rather two distinctive formulations of
the social capital concept (Portes, 2000) are salient to that question of participation. Approaching
social capital as a metaphor taken from the critical study of economics, Bourdieu (1986) defines
capital, generally, as individual “accumulated labor” which puts a value on social behaviour,
interactions, and connections in three forms: economic (related to tangible instruments of trade,
e.g., currency and property); cultural (intangible/intellectual goods which may be embodied,
objectified, or institutionalized); and social (made up of connections or networks) (pp. 241, 243).
Rather than relying on goods and property, social capital “depends on the size of the network of
connections [one] can effectively mobilize” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249). Portes (2000) goes on to
address the fungible nature of these forms of capital in that they can—and must—be traded to
develop (p. 2). Electoral participation is one concrete measure of an individual’s social
connection as mobilized or “traded” into political action that benefits the individuals and their
community. Under Putnam’s (1995) conceptualization of social capital, which leans towards
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more heterogenous community experiences of capital, social ties are recognized as keeping
society united and family is understood as the foundational form of social capital (p. 73).
Putnam’s more functional approach (2001) recognizes that social capital manifests in both
formal and informal forms, with each offering opportunities for reciprocity and gains (p. 2).
While the disabled community utilizes both individual and community (and formal and informal)
networks—embodying both Bourdieu’s and Putnam’s approaches to social capital—given
systemic inequities in access and inclusion, disabled individuals and their families remain
disadvantaged at the outset of any discussion of the building of social capital under either model.
The literature looks at the way that people with disabilities experience social capital and
its expression in the context of individuals with IDD as valued citizens. Schur et al. (2002) found
that social capital levels tend to be lower in people with disabilities (p. 167). Bates and Davis
(2004) point to the perception of individuals with learning disabilities’ capacity as functionally
more important to their ability to build social capital than their actual capacity as impacted by
their disability itself (p. 199). In pointing to the problem of intersecting social capital and
disability inclusion theory, they go on to assert that “As long as learning-disabled people lack a
decent home, satisfactory income, good health, meaningful employment, and freedom from
discrimination and abuse they are unlikely to view or be viewed as an asset to their
neighborhoods” (p. 205). Deficits in social capital also contribute to experiences of
marginalization and exclusion. Mithen et al. (2015) found levels of social capital lower in people
with disabilities than in those without disabilities, with the lowest levels of social capital in those
with psychological and/or intellectual impairments (p. 28). What is clear from the literature is
that social capital is required to facilitate and uphold civic rights. Without the social capital to
advance advocacy efforts and political action around, for example, increasing social support rates
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for individuals reliant upon disability payments (which are currently at poverty level), this
population is doomed to remain marginalized and vulnerable. Families are an important building
block of social capital for those with disabilities, but they are typically consumed with basic acts
of daily living.
Building on the work of Onyx and Bullen (2000), Chenoweth and Stehlik’s (2003)
research recognizes that disabled people and their families often have few resources to invest in
social capital building as their energies are often focused on day-to-day activities rather than
building capacity outside of that which meets immediate needs (p. 66). Building social capital
where it is in short supply may be an avenue toward more full and equal participation, and
feelings of being valued, in all aspects of society. Day et al. (2020) also recognize social capital
in the political system as key to access and inclusion (p. 13). Survey data collected in this study
will provide information about the actual electoral participation of people with IDD, and
interview data will probe the feelings and beliefs on the topic held by those responsible for
caring for individuals with IDD. Together the data will speak to the actual social capital held in
the political process for individuals with IDD and suggest ways to improve access to, and the
building of, social capital via civic engagement. Eliminating barriers to electoral participation,
which is recognized as a vital act of citizenship, is one way to build social capital for individuals
with IDD.
Barriers to Electoral Participation for People with IDD
Notions of citizenship and social capital manifest in the form of barriers that restrict the
disabled community’s access to political participation and impact individuals with IDD
differently than those with non-cognitively-related disabilities. Voting in elections is a right
guaranteed by Section 3 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, yet the disabled
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community as a whole is historically under-represented in Canadian voter turnout (Prince, 2012,
p. 9). The Elections Canada Polling Place Suitability Checklist (2020b) sets out 37 criteria for
accessibility (though only 15 of these criteria are mandatory); all of the criteria address physical
mobility accessibility. Elections Canada states that accessibility standards and regulations must
be made with the goal of achieving the highest level of accessibility (Prince, 2009, p. 149); it
advises political parties and candidates that all Canadians benefit from improvements to
accessibility. After identifying the disabled community as one of four groups that experience
barriers to electoral participation, Elections Canada launched the Inspire Democracy project to
address the problem and eliminate those barriers (Elections Canada, 2020a). Inspire Democracy
was initiated by Elections Canada to explore why some Canadians are absent from electoral
participation while acknowledging that informational barriers were one of the reasons for this. It
works to engage the disabled community in voting in part by creating accessible materials
around elections in general. Operating in a wholly non-partisan way, it does not develop material
about the parties and candidates themselves—they are responsible for generating their own
election materials—only about the elections process. According to Inspire Democracy’s
Evaluation Report for the 43rd General Election (Elections Canada, 2021), it relies on stakeholder
associations and organization as “intervenors” with those who face barriers to participation to
distribute materials; it has no direct and independent strategy to engage individuals in the
disabled community directly.
Elections Canada gathers very little data to support the effectiveness of its efforts via
these “intervenors” to ensure accessibility to the electoral process and has limited accountability
in place around the outcomes of its methods. Prince (2012) identified a gap in the research
pertaining to disabled electoral participation and social capital in understanding “the role and
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influence of significant actors … in facilitating or discouraging the participation of adults with
disabilities in elections and in voting” (p. 54). These significant actors in what Prince (2012)
terms the “informal electoral system” (p. 27) include families, peers, advocacy associations,
organizations, and other systemic actors; they represent an important social capital building
block for the full enfranchisement of the disabled community.
Social networks within the informal electoral system, and in particular the immediate
family, are critical in the lives of individuals with IDD (Stienstra, 2020, p. 104) as they provide
both material and emotional support (Widmer et al., 2008, p.177). Standards of accessibility exist
and are communicated, but electoral participation is not guaranteed by policy. In the absence of
hard voter turnout data, the Situational Analysis methodology is a pathway to understanding
social networks and their intersection with barriers to electoral participation for individuals with
IDD. This understanding offers guidance toward implementing more effective outreach methods
and ensuring greater accountability from those responsible for ensuring equal access through
mitigating barriers.
Elections Canada (2020a) recognizes three broad categories of barriers affecting disabled
electors: physical (relating to buildings or spaces), informational (where information is not
readable or understandable), and attitudinal (beliefs and assumptions about the capacity and
needs of individuals). Prince’s 2012 analysis extends these categories to include barriers of a
legal/policy nature and socio-economic sort (p. 24). The work of Agran et al. (2020) identified
multiple barriers to voting among disabled electors: lack of information and instruction, lack of
interest, and lack of interest on the part of parents/guardians (p. 11). Basic education and
communications messaging about voting for disabled electors is lacking where Lai’s (2020)
work identified “a lack of knowledge and awareness about the voting process” as a major barrier
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(p. 22). On the question of mitigating barriers to electoral participation, Friedman and Rizzolo
(2017) found that the likelihood of those with IDD voting increased with access to the supports
required to exercise that right (p. 355). Mattila and Papageorgiou (2017) also point to perceived
discrimination as being at the root of low voter turnout in the disabled community (p. 516).
There is wide agreement in the literature that individuals with IDD confront a variety of barriers
to voting and that with appropriate supports—including communications about those barriers—
the electoral process may become more accessible. As these barriers, and the way that they
intersect, inhibit electoral activities for individuals with IDD, the data gathered by this research
explores the place of social worlds and their intersections within the experience of these barriers.
Social capital theory is useful for addressing attitudinal and informational barriers, which
are mitigated by social networks of support by recognizing the importance of advocates in the
lives of disabled people. Advocates, representing “networks of support,” include family
members, friends, community members, support providers, and professional advocates. They
amplify disabled voices, facilitate participation, and support disabled initiatives to further
inclusion and equity measures. Lai (2020) found that “the existence of a supportive social
network was the most important determiner of whether persons with cognitive disabilities
voted,” and that existing accessibility measures are “only as helpful as the social network of the
person with a cognitive disability allows them to be” (pp. 23, 27). Day et al. (2020) also found
that “social networks including families, peers, and organizations greatly influenced whether a
person with IDD was likely to vote” (pp. 22, 24). The disabled community generally benefits
from strengthened opportunities to build social capital. Data about the place and importance of
social networks and social capital in expressions of citizenship for individuals with IDD will help
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the systems that promote inclusion and accessibility to better consider these social networks as
assets in developing their strategies.
The literature demonstrates the benefits of considering social networks as systems for
learning, communications about, and influence in improving electoral participation for
individuals with IDD. In Lai’s work, individuals with IDD “highlighted the importance of the
help they received from staff at their care facilities or family and friends in the lead up to the
election day” (2020, p. 27). Day et al. (2020) also found that “[m]any individuals with IDD noted
that they learned about voting, candidates, and propositions from their family members who
helped them decipher information and complete a ballot” (p. 15). Social networks are multifaceted and function in both overt and covert fashions. While their influences on behaviour may
be seen overtly they also serve as a sort of proving ground, on the home-front, of the workings
and power dynamics in the larger world. SA, in this case, provides space for an exploration of
the social worlds as they are acted upon by social networks. They are also functionally
responsible for education about voting while modelling civic behaviour for the individuals
dwelling within.
All humans including individuals with IDD are sensitive to the messaging implied in the
behaviours of those around them, and acts of electoral participation are no exception. According
to Kjellberg and Hemmingsson (2013), “staff and family members are important resources for
enabling persons with intellectual disabilities to be involved in political and public life and
develop political citizenship” (p. 332) When looking at the influence of family and friends on
whether those with IDD voted, Agran et al. (2015) found that they were more likely to vote if
their family members did, and vice versa (p. 395). Modeled political engagement is likely to
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influence individuals with IDD to engage politically themselves, though other barriers may still
impact the effectiveness of that interest in participation.
Summary
Direct participation in the electoral process is a key expression of social capital for people
with disabilities. The literature demonstrates that individuals with disabilities—particularly those
with IDD—experience barriers to electoral participation (though Elections Canada’s data does
not separate individuals with and without IDD in their reporting). At the intersection of these
barriers and social networks, SA may help uncover strategies to mitigate the effects of this
practical, or functional, disenfranchisement. In the absence of literature that explores the actual
voting experiences of individuals with IDD, this research hopes to begin to fill an important gap.
It will also provide a visual representation of the system as it currently operates and suggest areas
of focus for future efforts, including communications and messaging, to mitigate those barriers.
Given the function of social capital in society, networks of support are an important
consideration in the exploration of citizenship and practical electoral participation for individuals
with IDD. These diverse considerations are united in this study under the theory/methods
package of SA.
Section Three: Methodology
This study attempts to understand how notions of citizenship and civic rights for
individuals with IDD are communicated and understood, and how this is reflected in, and
facilitates, their experiences of electoral participation including voting. The study is designed to
examine survey, interview, and discursive data to address the issue through the theory/methods
package of a Situational Analysis (SA) of the data, and with that, to answer the research
questions within the limitations and ethical considerations in the study.
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Design
This research is conducted under the critical/transformative paradigm. It seeks to
understand the role of communications and messaging around the perception of civic rights for
individuals with IDD as reflected in acts of political participation including voting. This work
seeks to empower and amplify the voices of individuals with IDD in an attempt to further their
efforts to advocate for lives of dignity including an end to poverty, freedom from the threat of
violence, and the dismantling of the policies behind systemic discrimination. As an extension of
Grounded Theory (GT), SA provides the flexibility required to explore the fullness of a situation
that includes numerous systems, organizations, and individuals. Data sources here include online
surveys and interviews conducted with parents and caregivers for individuals with IDD as well
as online discourse materials and the researcher’s own lived experience. Discussion of the design
of the study includes the place of the paradigm in the selection of methodology, the methods of
data collection, and how the data is analyzed.
Paradigm
Individuals with disabilities are likely to experience barriers to life and enjoyment that do
not impact their non-disabled peers. As this work intends to give language to constructions of
power and to empower and amplify the voices of parents and caregivers for individuals with
IDD—and ultimately, of individuals with IDD themselves—it is undertaken within the critical
paradigm (Merrigan et al., 2012, p. 44). The intent is to improve the quality of life and empower
individuals through active decision-making around issues that impact their day-to-day lives.
Current issues present in disability rights discourse include social assistance rates and poverty,
health protection measures connected to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, and federal
legislation on medical assistance in dying. Empowerment under the critical paradigm provides
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voice and power to individuals with IDD in exercising self-determination in their lives around
these and other issues.
Methodology
Given the wide scope of actors, organizations, and discourses that intersect within this
issue I chose the methodology of Situational Analysis (SA) to guide this work. The methodology
of SA allows for a nuanced examination of topics that involve a myriad of actors, situations,
environments, and ecologies, visually mapping “‘the situation’ as the key unit of analysis”
(Clarke & Charmaz, 2019, p. 2). A relatively new approach to qualitative research, SA was
developed by Adele Clarke to extend and expand upon Grounded Theory (GT) (Clarke et al.,
2018, p. xxiv). In GT, the unit of analysis is human behaviour. In SA, “the situation broadly
conceived becomes the key unit of analysis” (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 17), such that the social and
discursive context of the human behaviour analysis itself becomes a data point. Through three
related mapping techniques, the social elements of the situation are brought forward and
grounded within the data in a “distinctively relational and ecologically minded” approach
(Clarke et al., 2018, p. 17). SA allows a situation to be regarded as complex and interconnected,
and as more than the sum of its parts. Clarke and Charmaz (2019) point out that, “the conditions
of the situation are in the situation” (p. 16) allowing for the important element of context to be
embedded as an active element of the situation in the study, rather than regarded as an
afterthought. The approach allows the researcher to move beyond a moment in time and rather to
study an “enduring arrangement of relations among many different kinds of elements across a
number of events over time” (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 17). Applied to this work, SA allows for a
grasp on, and contemplation of, the entirety of the systems at work in the civic and electoral
participation of individuals with IDD rather than focusing on singular human or organizational
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actions. Importantly for this study’s critical/transformative epistemological stance, SA lends
itself to the examination of complex situations with many layers of actors and actants,
particularly where certain populations are prone to being silenced by researchers (Clarke et al.,
2018, p. 37). A SA of the data in this study helped me to understand the multi-faceted role of
family and support providers—so-called key actors—in the electoral engagement of individuals
with IDD.
Quantitative and qualitative methods of data gathering, and multiple data analytic
strategies, were employed in undertaking the SA of family and support provider experience and
belief systems about individuals with IDD and voting (Merrigan et al., 2012, p. 78). SA captures
the researcher’s observations through the practice of writing memos at all stages of the process
(Clarke et al., 2015, p. 12) and allows the researcher’s lived experience to appear in the data as
well (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 128). This first-hand experience creates a greater understanding of
social networks’ practical role in civic rights and electoral participation. Thematic analysis, and
the use of constant comparative analysis, is supported by similar research executed outside of
Canada including Agran and Hughes (2013), Agran et al. (2015, 2020), Day et al. (2020),
Friedman and Rizzolo (2017), Kjellberg and Hemmingsson (2013), Lai (2020), Li et al. (2018),
Löve et al. (2018), and Stienstra and Troschuk (2005). As SA is a relatively new approach, I was
unable to locate examples of its prior application in the area of disability studies. That said, given
its application in communications, education, public health, social work, and sociology studies
(Clarke et al., 2018, p. xxiii), SA is an approach that lends itself well to the holistic examination
required by a topic that operates within aspects of all of these disciplines.
Data was gathered and analysed under the methods of SA. The data gathered from the
online survey helped to inform the writing of the semi-structured interview questions that
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provided additional qualitative data. The use of maps as a tool of analysis—unique to the SA
process—followed, allowing me to construct and to reconstruct again and reshape the form of
the situation, the relationships, and the positions within the discourse. I began with an initial
“messy” map of the situation as a whole including the human, nonhuman and symbolic elements
and their relationships within it (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 128). This map was used to extrapolate
and analyse the social worlds and arenas—the collectivities—within which the situation operates
(Clarke et al., 2018, p. 150). Finally, each social world’s position on points of contention within
the discourses were analysed using positional maps which also revealed “sites of discursive
silence” (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 165).
Summary
As this study’s goal is to apprehend the communication and understanding of civic rights
and citizenship for individuals with IDD, this research has been designed under the critical
paradigm with the use of qualitative methods. SA, as an extension of the method of GT, allows
the researcher to examine the many facets and actors within the situation as well as the context
within which it is operating.
Data Collection
Data collected to complete this study includes online survey, interview, and documentbased discursive data as well as the lived experience of the researcher. This research relies on
reports of the experiences of individuals with IDD from their parents and support providers (the
“participants”). Ideally, research on this topic would seek to centre the voices of individuals with
IDD themselves but the scope of master’s-level study does not allow for this approach. In the
absence of the option to communicate directly with the subjects of this study—individuals with
IDD—the participants are seen as an appropriate and effective way to collect this data (Agran &
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Hughes, 2013, p. 59). The voices of individuals labelled with IDD are, however, present
indirectly via studies and discursive materials that appear throughout. In recognition of the
scarcity of participants’ time resources, both the survey questionnaire and interviews were kept
short to facilitate as broad participation as possible.
To recruit participants, I sought the cooperation of government and contracted agencies
that support individuals with IDD (e.g., CLBC and regional associations of community living) to
distribute invitations to the participants. I also used my personal connections as a long-standing
member of the disability advocacy community in Nanaimo to aid in snowball sampling
recruitment via word-of-mouth and social media channels. To meet the inclusion criteria,
participants were the parent or support provider of an elector in BC and were willing to consent
to providing data for research purposes and to have that data recorded and stored online. This
recruiting strategy was designed to yield a diverse pool of participants with respect to political
exposure, socio-economic status, ethnicity, and level of support need. Using this mixed-method
approach, I hoped to collect 200 responses to an online survey from participants and then
conduct six to ten semi-structured interviews with volunteers recruited from those survey
respondents. While both surveys and interviews were short, participants were invited to expand
on their ideas if desired. I hoped to capture the richness and diversity of actual lived experience
and belief systems on how Canadians with IDD in BC navigate civic engagement and elections.
The literature supports this use of convenience and snowball sampling in administering surveys,
and conducting semi-structured interviews in the collection of data about the electoral
participation of individuals with IDD (Agran & Hughes, 2013; Agran et al., 2015, 2016, 2020;
Day et al., 2020; Harris et al., 2012; Friedman & Rizzolo, 2017; Kjellberg & Hemmingsson,
2013; Stienstra & Troschuk, 2005). The researcher’s home province of British Columbia was
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chosen as the collection site for its inclusion of geographically urban and rural areas populated
by individuals with a variety of support needs, varying socio-economic means, and racial and
ethnic backgrounds. My own networks of connections in the province also support this approach.
The electronic invitations to participate provided a link to an online survey and its closing
date. Demographic information collected was limited to that required to confirm eligibility and
the age and city of residence of the individual with IDD supported by the participant. Support
providers were given the option to complete multiple online surveys where appropriate (e.g., a
Home Sharing provider who lives with two individuals with IDD was invited to complete the
survey once for each individual in their care). The selection of recruiting partners provided a
first-stage screening of participants, and demographic data provided a second stage of screening.
Survey Data
The online survey was administered via the researcher’s password protected account on
the SurveyMonkey platform. It contained 48 questions in a Likert scale (i.e., ranking and
multiple choice) and short-answer format, and was designed to take no longer than 15 minutes to
complete. Survey questions gathered data about electoral experience, including learning about,
and barriers to, voting (see Appendix One—Survey Questions). Open-ended survey questions
gathered more detailed data and left room for new information and themes to emerge
illuminating the richness and diversity of experience in disability, caregiving, and supportproviding. The survey collector remained open for two months and collected 23 responses—
fewer than hoped for—but provided valuable information and insight not previously available as
discussed in the Findings section. This data provided information about actual electoral
engagement for individuals with IDD and recruited volunteer participants for the interview
portion of the study that followed. Survey participants were asked to indicate their willingness to
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participate in a follow-up interview and from those self-identified survey participants, a number
were invited to take part in a semi-structured interview.
Interview Data
The semi-structured interview portion of the study was made up of an eighteen-question,
time-limited (45-minute) interview that I administered to four participant volunteers recruited
through the online survey. While the number of participants was lower than hoped, they provided
previously unavailable data that aided the process of SA in addressing the research questions as
discussed in the Findings section. Interview questions were written to uncover beliefs about and
degrees of facilitation provided by systems of support (see Appendix Two—Interview
Questions). Interview sessions were scheduled to accommodate busy schedules and rural
locations (Day et al., 2020), and conducted via the Zoom online conferencing platform to adhere
to COVID-19 safety protocols. The semi-structured format allowed for conversational, followup, and clarifying questions. The Zoom platform produced a transcription of each interview; this
data was reviewed immediately after collection to preserve accuracy and capture the tone of the
session. Identifying information was stripped to ensure anonymity of the participants, as were
statements of political partisanship so as to not allow the party preferences or political speech of
participants to colour the data. With this data, I hoped to learn more about beliefs and
perceptions of the barriers to electoral participation experienced by participants in the past and
during the most recent federal election in Canada.
44th General Election in Canada
In the midst of the development of this project, the Governor-General, on the advice of
the Prime Minister of Canada and as per parliamentary tradition, dissolved the 43rd Canadian
Parliament and triggered a general election for September 20, 2021. This provided a unique
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opportunity to observe a full campaign cycle in the context of this study and the research
questions. During the 36-day campaign, I recorded memos of observations relating to inclusion
and accessibility for individuals with IDD in the campaign and election process in my home
riding of Nanaimo/Ladysmith and in Canada generally. This data informed the online survey and
the interview questions, and helped to shape the maps that I constructed in the course of the SA.
The collection of this type of data provided a bridge between the primary data and the discursive
data.
Discursive Data
Recognizing the need for critical discourse analysis in SA, I also collected discursive data
in the form of policy and education documents from stakeholders as identified in the initial
working version of the situational map (see Figure 1). Sources of discursive data, including
websites and other front-facing communications for organizations related to politics, political
campaigns, elections, disability, advocacy, accessibility, and more, and are found in Appendix
Five.
Summary
The data collected to complete this study was comprised of online survey, semistructured interview, and discursive data as well as the researcher’s own experience and
positionality in the issue. Regional Associations of Community Living were enlisted to aid in the
distribution of electronic invitations to the participants, parents and caregivers of individuals
labelled with IDD over the age of eighteen who were in their care. The 44th General Election
campaign during August and September 2021 was also a source of data. Together, these data
informed an exploration of the research questions addressing the understanding and expression
of civic rights for individuals with IDD.
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Data Analysis
Using the data collected, I hoped to build an understanding of the role of family and
support providers—who are typically silent—in the civic participation and electoral engagement
of individuals with IDD. This study was undertaken under the methodology of SA which, “seeks
to understand the dense complexities of a particular situation broadly conceived” (Clarke et al.,
2018, p. xxiv).
Given that SA allows for the simultaneous collection and analysis of data, my analysis
began with the construction of the first messy situational map which was continually updated and
revised to reflect my own findings, incoming responses to online survey data, and later,
interview data. I first conducted quantifiable statistical analysis of the online survey data (Agran
et al., 2015) to identify habits and patterns of experience. SA is a type of GT methodology, and
supports open-ended GT analysis with constant comparison of the open-ended survey questions.
Data was used in the creation of maps, the analytic tools of SA, to explore the variety of
elements under consideration (Clarke et al., 2018, p. xxv). This study placed a high value on rich
description, which allowed me to capture the diversity and nuance of experience and needs in the
disability community. Mapping of the data—both discursive and that drawn from survey
questions and interview—using SA illuminated the nature of the connections between the actors,
sectors of control, nodes of power, and gaps or silences in the discourse.
Mapping under SA also allowed deeper themes and connections to emerge in the
examination and understanding of the complex multitude of systems involved in expressions of
civic rights and electoral participation for individuals with IDD. This methodology, as Clarke
(2015) states, “is especially useful in multi-site or multi-modal research that can draw together
different kinds of data about a particular phenomenon or sets of data about different sites, or
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both” (pp. 16-17). SA also contemplates implicated actors/actants (Clarke, 2015, p. 93), who are
often silenced in situations, as we find is frequently the case with members of the disabled
community. Generating and analysing three kinds of maps—situational maps (including
relational maps), social worlds/arenas maps, and positional maps—allowed me to situate the
enquiry in the broader, multi-faced societal context in which it exists to create a “relational
ecology of the situation” (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 104). SA and its strategy of mapping data
provided a pathway to generating more penetrating answers to the research questions, answers
that contemplate as a dynamic ecology the many systems, actors, and relationships present in the
situation concerning electoral participation by individuals with IDD.
Situational Map
Situational maps were constructed in the design phase of the study and reworked
throughout the project (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 130). See Figure 1 for the final version of the
Messy Situational Map. (The very first iteration of this map, the Initial Messy Situational Map, is
included in Appendix Three.) This map includes all of the individuals and organizations, laws,
policies, and principles at work in the situation. The crowded nature of this map reflects the
complexity of the situation; as additional actors and features emerged through the process of
conducting they research they were added to the map. Organizations with similar goals were
found to be represented in multiple forms on the map at national, provincial, and regional levels.
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Social Capital

Human Rights
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Ableism
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Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
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Broadcast Media
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Elections Staff

Opposition Government

Political Communication

Election Campaigns
Political Candidates

Social Media

Disability Discourse
Parents/Caregivers

Family

Peers/Coworkers

Community Living BC
Comm. Accred. Rehab. Facilities
Regional Assoc. Community Living

Community Support Workers

Informal Electoral System

Youth/Adult Transition Workers
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Electors
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Life Skills Education

Day Programs

Data Collection Challenges
Actual Accessibility/Barriers

Figure 1. Messy Situational Map

Technology: Hardware barriers

Technology: Software barriers

41
Using data from the Messy Situational Map, I produced an ordered version in table form
(see Table 1). The ordered version of the Situational Map includes categories that group the
nature of participants in the situation. These categories are made up of human and non-human
individual actors/actants, collective human elements and actors, implicated or silent
actors/actants, discursive constructions of human and non-human actors/actants, political and
economic elements, sociocultural and symbolic elements, temporal elements, spatial elements,
major issues and debates, and other related discourses. Regarding the elements in the map as
members of these categories informed the development of the relational maps that follow.
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Individual Human Elements/Actors
Alexandria Stuart (Researcher)
Parents/Caregivers
Community Support Workers
Support Agency Managers
Family
Peers/Coworkers
Disabled Self-Advocates
Non-Disabled Activists
Political Candidates
Sitting Government
Elections Staff

Nonhuman Elements/Actants
Technology: Hardware Barriers
Technology: Software Barriers
Broadcast Media (Mass)
Social Media
Political Communication

Collective Human Elements/Actors
Inclusion Canada

Implicated/Silent Actors/Actants
Individuals With Intellectual And
Developmental Disabilities
Data Collection Challenges
Invisible Disability
Privacy Rights

Inclusion BC
Support Societies
CLBC
Regional Assoc. Community Living
CARF
Day Programs
Public Education System
Life Skills Educators
Youth To Adult Transition Workers
Elections Canada
Inspire Democracy
Elections BC
Municipal Governments In BC
Election Campaigns
Discursive Construction Of Individual
and/or Collective Human Actors
Equality & Human Rights
Embedded Systemic Ableism
Citizenship, Valued Citizens, & Belonging
Understanding of Cognitive Capacity
Voting Rights, Responsibilities, & Choice to
Participate
Reasonableness of Accessibility Measures
Integrity of Democracy
Basic Needs, Standards of Care, & Priorities
Knowledge, Learning, & Rationality
Social Capital for the Disabled

Table 1. Situational Map: Ordered Version

Discursive Constructions Of Nonhuman
Actants
Actual Accessibility/Barriers to Citizenship
Universal Design/Readable Plain Language as
Reasonable Accommodation
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Political/Economic Elements
UNCRPD
Canadian Charter Of Rights & Freedoms
Elections Act
Sitting Government Priorities
Opposition Government Criticism
Burden of Support on NGOs

Sociocultural/Symbolic Elements
Disability Community as Valued Citizens
Intersectionality within the Disability
Community
Informal Election System as Active but Silent

Temporal Elements
Understanding of Capacity as Observable
Invisible Disability as Silent
Universal Rights & Responsibilities

Spatial Elements
Federal Powers
Provincial Powers
Regional Powers
In/Visible Disabled Spaces
Online Spaces
Construction of Actual Accessibility (Spaces,
Supports, & Materials)
Universal Design

Major Issues/Debates (Usually Contested)

Related Discourses (Historical, Narrative,
And/Or Visual)
Political Discourse & Priorities

Integrity Of Democracy (Mechanical And
Moral)
Cognition/Cognitive Ability/Capacity Testing
In Voting
Reasonableness in Political Participation

Communications & Accessibility Discourse
Disability & Inclusion Policy Discourse
Self-Determination for all Humans
Marginalization & Poverty Barriers

Other Key Elements
Direct Communication
Facilitated Communication
Broadcast Communication
Print Communication

Table 1. Situational Map: Ordered Version cont’d
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Relational Maps. An analysis of the relationships between the various elements in the
Situational Maps demonstrates the interconnectedness and nature of power relationships in the
situation (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 138). On the question of understanding and improving the
expression of civic rights for individuals with IDD, I recognized that the relationships between
the actors involved in the situation could assembled and regarded in clusters: democracy and
politics, the provision of care, the delivery of services, advocacy efforts and rights, and the realm
of communications. These clusters went on to inform the themes around which I organized my
explorations in the positional mapping process. Relational maps of the situation with a focus on
each of these cluster groupings follow here.
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Figure 2 shows the Relational Map of the situation with a focus on the elements
concerning government, politics, political actors, and the administration of democracy.

Social Capital

Human Rights

UNCRPD

Ableism

Valued Citizens & Belonging

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
Rights & Responsibilities

Basic Needs & Standards of Care

Elections Act
Self-Determination
Voting

Marginalization

Privacy Rights

Citizenship

Cognitive Capacity

Elections Canada

Choice to Participate Politically

Priorities

Knowledge & Learning

Inspire Democracy

Integrity of Democracy

Reasonableness
Rationality

Elections BC

Disabled Self-Advocates

Municiple Governments in BC
Non-Disabled Advocates

Individuals with IDD

Accessibility Policy
Inclusion Canada

Readable Plain Language

Political Discourse

Alexandria Stuart

Inclusion BC

Facilitated Communication

Intersectionality

Direct Communication

Invisible Disability

Support Societies

Communications Discourse
Print Communication

Non-Government Organizations

Broadcast Communication

Inclusion Policy

Universal Design
Broadcast Media

Sitting Government
Elections Staff

Opposition Government

Political Communication

Election Campaigns
Political Candidates

Social Media

Disability Discourse
Parents/Caregivers

Family

Peers/Coworkers

Community Living BC
Comm. Accred. Rehab. Facilities
Regional Assoc. Community Living

Informal Electoral System

Community Support Workers
Youth/Adult Transition Workers

Support Agency Managers

Electors
Public Education System

Life Skills Education

Day Programs

Data Collection Challenges
Actual Accessibility/Barriers

Technology: Hardware barriers

Figure 2. Relational Map focused on Democracy/Politics

Technology: Software barriers
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Figure 3 shows the Relational Map of the situation with a focus on the elements related to
the provision of care for individuals with IDD including both basic and extended tangible
elements and notions of care.
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Figure 3. Relational Map focused on Care
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Figure 4 shows the Relational Map of the situation with a focus on the organizations and
elements concerned with the delivery of services for individuals with IDD.
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Figure 4. Relational Map focused on Service Delivery
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Figure 5 shows the Relational Map of the situation with a focus on elements that concern
rights and advocacy efforts made by both disabled and non-disabled individuals.
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Figure 5. Relational Map focused on Advocacy
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Figure 6 shows the Relational Map of the situation with a focus on the elements that
concern communications methods, pathways, and discourse.
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Figure 6. Relational Map focused on Communications
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Development of Sensitizing Concepts. Analysis of relational collectives emerged
around collective beliefs and the actants under the situation for examination (Clarke et al., 2018,
p. 54, 149). Observing the collectivities related to each of the elements in the Situational Map
and each of the Relational Maps I was prompted to address the emergence of three connected
themes surrounding the relative isolation of the social worlds, the power of facilitation in the
expression of civic rights for individuals with IDD, and the challenges that cognitive capacity
and trust bring into the situation. These themes, known in SA as “sensitizing concepts,” are
expanded on and discussed in the next section.
Social Worlds and Arenas Map
The Social Worlds and Arenas map demonstrates the social collectivity of actors in the
situation (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 150) using the opportunity to visually represent where social
worlds overlap. Elements of the Situational Map are organized into clusters as represented in the
Relational Maps above and then reflected in the Social Worlds and Arenas Map (included in the
Findings section) which reveals the different groups with their distinct mandates, agendas,
functions, membership, and capacity. Where worlds overlap, observing which one tends to
dominate can tell us a lot; the Social Worlds and Arenas map illustrates overlapping areas of
interest, focus, and power. These worlds represent an arena that emerged to mirror the informal
electoral system, including social networks and other actors discussed by Prince (2012, p. 38). It
also reflects the isolation of several of the clusters of social worlds that are active and serve
individuals with IDD but don’t overtly intersect; this is a point that I will explore in the
presentation of the findings and in my discussion of the overall analysis.
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Positional Mapping
Positional maps are used in analysis of discursive data in the situation which allows the
researcher to engage the “narrative, symbolic, nonmaterial, and nonhuman elements” (Clarke et
al., 2018, p. 165). The positions reflected may be implicit or explicit. Social justice and disability
rights represent a challenging area to examine because positions of discrimination threaten to
reveal themselves. Positions of silence may, as Clarke et al. (2018) find, be “highly political” (p.
173). Silence may be regarded as preferable to the risk of the appearance of discrimination;
silence, however, may be tantamount to discrimination where it results in acts that result in
marginalization. See the Findings section for the following figures, which capture four areas of
discourse relevant to my research questions:
•

Figure 11 shows the Positional Map addressing the area of capacity in political
participation.

•

Figure 12 shows the Positional Map addressing the area of responsibility around
the civic rights of individuals with IDD.

•

Figure 13 shows the Positional Map addressing the area of accessibility of
political processes, information, and activity.

•

Figure 14 shows the Positional Map addressing the area of citizenship—valued
citizenship and the sense of belonging.

Summary
This study attempts to understand through full examination of the crowded situation,
relationships and social collectives present, the positions taken and, more importantly, the
positions that are represented by silence. The maps present a visual representation of the actors,
worlds, and positions taken. In the Situational Map we see a crowded field representing many
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actors/actants. The relationships and connections between the many actors are demonstrated in
the Relational Maps. The Social Worlds and Arenas map demonstrates overlapping interests and,
more critically, points of isolation between the human collectives in action. Finally, the
Positional Maps illustrate positions of action in the discourse as well as silences.
Ethical Considerations
Research conducted with marginalized populations must be particularly circumspect and
sensitive in the application of good research ethics practice. All participants were asked to
provide full, informed, and ongoing consent: consent was granted to gather online survey data
and to conduct, record, and transcribe interview data; consent was informed and accepted in
writing; and, participants had the option to withdraw their consent at any time (at which point
their data would be stripped from the record). Anonymity of research participants was
guaranteed; in recognition of the fears present in the disability community around the risk of the
loss of supports, I sought to limit harms by removing identifying information. The data was also
stripped of statements reflecting political partisanship. The survey design was subject to the
Royal Roads University Ethical Review Committee Approval process. All participants—parents
and support providers—were assured of anonymity and the security of data, which was wholly
private, confidential, and anonymized. Data handling was subject to the Personal Information
Protection and Electronic Documents Act (PIPEDA) in Canada and the Personal Information
Protection Act (PIPA) in BC. Data was stored in password-protected accounts and folders on a
password-protected personal computer. Data collected by the SurveyMonkey online platform,
which stores its data on servers located in the United States, was downloaded and deleted from
the platform within six months of collection. All data was backed up in hard copy and stored in a
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locked office. All survey and interview data was stored in a password-protected folder on a
password-protected personal computer, and will be deleted one year from the date of collection.
Research design and development of questions were supported by feedback from my
thesis supervisor and cohort community of practice.
Section Four: Findings
The process of Situational Analysis (SA) allows for a systematic examination of the
domains and actors present in the question of communicating and understanding messages
around civic rights and participation for individuals with IDD. The steps of SA provide an
opportunity to systematically address the many components involved in the understanding and
expression of civic rights for individuals with IDD. This section will present the findings of the
online survey, interviews, general observations and those made during the 44th General Election
in Canada, and it will present the results found through the construction of the three kinds of
maps used in SA (situational maps, social worlds and arenas maps, and positional maps).
First, based on my personal knowledge and lived experience, experience as an advocate,
and on the themes that emerged during the interview phase, elements of the messy situational
map were analysed for relational elements between the actors. Several rounds of recursive
reflection and study of these elements prompted the emergence of three sensitizing concepts that
provide guidance towards the socio-political patterns that seem to characterize the situation.
Second, careful study of the relationships brought into view the three sensitizing concepts which
point to the issues possibly at the root of the challenges in engaging individuals with IDD in the
expression of their civic rights. A version of the situational map that spotlights these connections
to the sensitizing concepts follows. Third, this study also brought into view the social worlds and
arenas within which the situation operates. Using the map of social worlds and arenas, I then
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identified social groupings operating in the informal electoral system for individuals labelled
with IDD. Visual representation of these worlds also follows in the Findings section. Fourth, and
finally, I present my analysis of the positions—both taken and not taken—by the collective
actors from the social worlds as evidenced in their discourses about the situation. Before moving
to discussion of the sensitizing concepts, I present the findings of the primary data that I
collected throughout this study, and which informs the shape of all of the maps constructed.
Primary Data
Primary data was collected in the form of online survey, interviews, and observations of
the 44th General Election in Canada. Data collected during the survey and interview process
follows (see Appendix Six for a summary table), and is further discussed within the Pathway to
Sensitizing Concepts, Social Worlds, and Positions in the Social Worlds discussions in this
section.
Online Survey Data
The online survey was launched on the Survey Monkey platform on February 1, 2021.
Survey invitations were sent to 38 Associations of Community Living (ACL) in BC via email
beginning January 28, 2022. ACLs are autonomous non-profit organizations with their own
capacity and governance challenges, and individuals with IDD live under a variety of care
arrangements—there is no single way to reach individuals and their caregivers. Telephone
follow-up to the ACL began February 11th. None of the email invitations were actioned without
email or telephone follow-up to either a specific contact in the organization or an administrative
assistant. Many of those contacted indicated that they were extremely busy in the sector and
burdened with staffing shortages and disruptions to programming as a result of the Omicron
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. This presented a significant challenge and limitation in
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recruiting for this study as the first priority for ACL is to keep their participants healthy and safe;
research participation and civic engagement may be low on the list of priorities, and particularly
so during a global health emergency. Once a connection was made at an ACL, however, the
majority of contacts indicated excitement about the project and a willingness to support the
research by distributing invitations to participate via email and/or internal newsletters. While six
ACL indicated that they would distribute the survey to their contacts, the survey collector link
assigned to ACL invitations yielded a very low response rate. Survey invitations were also
distributed to the researcher’s personal and professional contacts via email, direct message, and
via social media groups. The survey collector link assigned to personal invitations yielded a good
response rate. Ultimately the online survey yielded 23 responses—far fewer than the 200
responses sought in the research proposal.
The survey did, however, provide previously unavailable quantifiable data about actual
experiences of electoral participation for individuals with IDD in BC, and it uncovered some
interesting trends in the belief systems informing that lived experience. Eleven participants
identified as parents and six identified as support providers. Eleven indicated that they believed
that voting was a skill that the individual in their care was capable of being taught and should be
taught, while eight believed that their individual was not capable of being taught this skill. Three
indicated that their individual learned about voting as a child and eleven learned as an adult;
parents and family were the most common sources of this education. Voting appeared on only
four of the support plans for the individuals represented. Elections Canada was cited as the most
common source of information about the right to vote (75% of respondents). Interestingly,
Inspire Democracy, Elections Canada’s arm to address increasing voting turnout in the disability
community, was not cited as a source for information about the right to vote by any of the
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respondents. Eight respondents indicated that the individual in their care had expressed an
interest in voting. Eleven indicated that their individual was registered to vote either through
opting-in to Revenue Canada’s sharing of tax return contact information with Elections Canada
or direct registration with the help of a caregiver; they had also received a voter registration card
for the most recent election (the 44th General Election). When assessing the accessibility of the
information for individuals with disabilities, none of the participants felt that information was
“not at all accessible.” Eleven participants indicated that the individual in their care needed
assistance to participate in political activities while twelve indicated that their individual had not
participated in voting at any level. In addition to quantifiable information about voting
experiences, participants in the online survey provided comments that provided valuable
qualitative data.
Participants’ comments on the online survey addressed many of the areas under
investigation with this study. Respondents’ perceptions of “barriers” to political participation
were particularly striking. Some respondents reported providing support and facilitation in
multiple areas where they provided voting help to their individual with IDD. These areas
included providing information, talking about choices, helping to register, helping to request a
mail-in ballot, providing transportation, helping at the polling place, and helping fill out a ballot.
Yet these same participants reported that their individual encountered no barriers to participation
and that they were able to vote “as any other citizen would.” I was struck by the disconnect here
and that barriers of an informational sort were not characterized by participants as barriers in the
same way that those pertaining to transportation or physical accessibility were seen as barriers.
Some respondents’ concerns around cognitive capacity were also striking. The social model of
disability regards the shortcomings of society in failing to support individuals’ needs for
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accommodation or customization of approach; those who subscribe to the medical model of
disability believe that shortcomings are within the individual themselves and in my experience a
significant number of caregivers regard their individuals with IDD as insurmountably cognitively
disabled. Given that more survey respondents didn’t express beliefs that individuals with IDD
simply aren’t capable of voting, I wonder if participants with this viewpoint self-selected out of
participation in the study assuming that their belief system made their input irrelevant to the
questions at hand. Reinforcing the findings of Kohn (2008), assumptions about capacity and the
potential for family and caregivers to act as gatekeepers of political participation seemed to
emerge in the process of online survey data collection.
The online survey findings demonstrated, as expected, a wide variety of lived experience
with respect to actual electoral participation and attitudes towards the expression of civic rights
for individuals labelled with IDD. Crucially, the online survey provided a pathway to recruiting
participants for the semi-structured interview portion of the study. I will consider those findings
from the interviews next.
Interview Data
Six respondents to the online survey indicated a willingness to participate in semistructured interviews for the study. In the end four interviews were successfully conducted.
Questions for the interview participants were designed to expand on some of the data collected in
the online survey and to probe more deeply the belief systems and experiences of civic
engagement for the individuals with IDD in their care. Two notable themes were prevalent
during these conversations: participants feared that exercising electoral rights for individuals
with IDD could represent a threat to the integrity of democracy, and participants varied in the
way they understood and regarded intellectual capacity for these individuals. When asked,
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interviewees couldn’t pinpoint a specific source of their fear about misuse or abuse of votes by
caregivers for those who require supports, though some referred to observations of cognitive
decline in their own elderly parents. I also found it interesting to note strong expressions of one
who strongly believed that individuals with very significant cognitive impairment were simply
incapable of participating in the electoral process. This mindset was deeply entrenched and
represented common ableist stereotypes applied to individuals with IDD. In-depth examination
of the data collected during the interviews appears as part of the pathways to sensitizing concepts
and discussion portion of this paper.
Both the online survey and the interview portion of data collection provided an
opportunity to probe out experiences during the most recent political campaign, the 44th General
Election on September 20, 2021. Research participants’ data about their experiences during this
election campaign were included in the online survey and interview portion of the study. The
election also provided me with a valuable opportunity to conduct personal observations on the
question of civic rights for individuals with IDD and to witness the situation under examination
in action during the period of this project. I present an overview of those observations next.
Observations of the 44th General Election
This election campaign was 36 days long (the minimum allowed length) and I made
observations around activities in the riding of my residence, Nanaimo-Ladysmith in BC, during
the full period. I also monitored regional, provincial, and federal events and communications
messaging and media reporting specific to disability issues. The relatively short duration of the
campaign did not allow parties the time to implement nuanced messaging strategies, but rather
they relied on discussion of major heavy-hitting issues in their campaign activities. Disability
issues were left out altogether or addressed indirectly within co-occurring issues such as housing
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affordability, poverty, and employment. Overall, disability issues and disabled voices
represented a position of silence during the campaign period; this data appears further in the
discussion of the positions in the social worlds section that follows later in this section.
I observed and recorded memos containing data on several election-related events and
communications during the campaign. The Nanaimo-Ladysmith Candidates’ Debate sponsored
by the Nanaimo Chamber of Commerce on September 15, 2021 included no mention of
disability whatsoever. CBC Radio One ran a segment on disability issues in the election on the
program BC Today on September 16, 2021 featuring Jules Smith of the Council of Canadians
with Disabilities as the guest. This segment featured a discussion that was solely issues-based
(e.g., housing affordability, poverty) and did not address accessibility in the political process
itself during the segment. CBC News also reported on disability issues in the campaign two days
before election day. On September 17th, 2021 Karen McGillivray reported that “A recent Angus
Reid study found that 67 per cent of Canadians with disabilities thought that their needs had not
received enough attention during the election.” Cathy Browne’s reporting for CBC News on
September 18, 2021 went on to state that “Amid federal election promises and perks, more than 6
million voters with disabilities feel ignored.” The main takeaway from these observations during
the 44th General Election is that disability issues and the disabled community were not a priority
for election candidates and their campaign activities.
I also engaged with various online election resources with my own disabled son’s needs
in mind. Elections Canada’s website’s so-called “accessible” materials did not meet the needs for
very basic readability required by my son (and many individuals with IDD). Inspire
Democracy’s website messaging is geared towards organizations or others that act as intervenors
in making the election process accessible; while it provides plain-language materials, its overall
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structure and degree of readability reflect that it is not a tool built for direct access by individuals
with IDD. VoteCompass.com is a tool designed to help electors determine where various
political parties stand on various issues in a non-partisan effort to assist them to make their own
choice. Unfortunately, this tool is not available in a readable language format that would be
accessible to an individual with IDD; I determined that, for my son, it would only be useful
under very heavy facilitation. Overall, I observed that online resources including social media
were not generally accessible to my son during this election.
Data from these observations during the 44th General Election, data collected in the
online survey, responses gathered in the interviews, and my own experience folded into the
Initial Messy Situational Map (see Appendix Three) informing the development of the relational,
social worlds and arenas, and positional maps that follow. Together these data provided the basis
for the exploration of the pathway to sensitizing concepts, which I discuss next.
Pathway to Sensitizing Concepts
As noted above, careful analysis of the relationships between the elements in the situation
reveals what are known as “sensitizing concepts” (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 54), which are the major
themes generated through the course of SA mapping. As I pondered the relationships between
the elements through working with the maps and writing memos about my experience, I
discovered three sensitizing concepts that seemed entwined with each of the elements involved
in the understanding and expression of civic rights for individuals labelled with IDD. The first
concept addresses the unique challenges of isolation, of connecting with this community
(caregivers and individuals with IDD themselves). The second looks at the power of facilitation
in addressing civic rights for individuals with IDD. The third concept surrounds the principles of
trust that impact the actors in the situation. These concepts are supported by primary and
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secondary data seen in this section and the Discussion section that follows. Underpinning all of
the issues are the challenges in reaching individuals and their caregivers in general, underscoring
how the situation is characterized by what essentially is a communicational challenge.
Isolation and Challenges in Connection Hamper Expression of Civic Rights
Basic elements of connection and the impact of isolation underpin all relationships and
communication. The researcher’s own experience operating as a parent and an advocate in the
disability community support these challenges. Barriers in attempts to connect with participants
for the study also confirmed many of the observations found in the literature around social
capital by Chenoweth and Stehlik (2003), Day et al. (2020), and Dimakos et al. (2016).
Removing barriers to connection by strengthening and expanding social networks—building
social capital—is one way to facilitate the kinds of connections that will enable the
communication required to facilitate electoral participation for individuals with IDD.
The very act of attempting to reach potential participants with a request to participate in
this research project illustrated the challenges of connecting with this population generally: it is
very hard. If I, as a researcher, encounter such difficulty in reaching this group to recruit for the
study, it is possible to surmise that agencies and organizations charged with informing and
empowering citizens with IDD to exercise their democratic rights may experience similar
difficulties in making connections with parents and caregivers for individuals with IDD. In the
absence of a single contact point, communicators associated with those collective actors are
reliant on third parties to facilitate connection. As a communication tool, social media provided a
somewhat effective yet still imperfect means for establishing connection with potential
participants in the study. Mann (2018b) speaks to the online connectedness of participants in the
March 2017 Disability March in conjunction with the Women’s March in Washington, DC. A
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survey respondent indicated that their adult child was politically active on social media. Reliance
on online methods, however, introduces the risk of excluding a portion of the population without
the means, capacity, and/or the ability to access the Internet easily and regularly. While Elections
Canada possesses the means to communicate directly with electors via the National Register of
Electors, political parties and other organizations utilize their own methods of establishing
contact and communication.
Privacy rights also act as a potential barrier between establishing connection and
communication between individuals and their caregivers and others including support agencies.
Community Living BC (CLBC) has strict guidelines for the collection and sharing of
information pertaining to its clients, individuals with IDD and those that support them (2010);
staff and service providers must respect confidentiality and share personal information only with
informed consent. This creates a barrier between connecting individuals, their support providers,
agencies, advocates, and outside organizations with one another. While privacy rights are
designed to protect individuals’ rights, they perpetuate isolation experienced by this population
that is already made vulnerable due to limitations to resources and supports. The barrier created
by basic privacy rights furthers the potential for isolation among this vulnerable population, a
group that already experiences accessibility challenges due to limitations in resources and
supports.
Parents and caregivers are faced with exhaustion from managing day-to-day tasks, and
operating in a society built for non-disabled people; they often simply lack the capacity to reach
out to the community to break that isolation. Messages that are disseminated via typical channels
such as external communications (mail and postering), media (print and television/radio
broadcast), and social media are meant for the general public. Individuals with IDD may find
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these messages inaccessible and may not seek them out without heavy prompting and support;
caregiver facilitation is an essential yet unspoken component of this messaging strategy.
Caregivers, however, are largely tasked with providing basic care—providing for health and
safety, nutrition, and shelter—as well as access to community inclusion and recreation.
Facilitation of communication messages is not an explicit element of job descriptions for
caregivers of individuals with IDD in spite of the fact that it enables many vital connections and
supports the foundations of efforts towards full community inclusion.
The following version of the Situational Map highlights the ways in which parents and
caregivers intersect with external elements as they support individuals with IDD in daily life. It
includes organizations at federal, provincial, and municipal levels and connections that are made
on both an individual and group level via various types of channels and communications
methods.
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The Power of Facilitation in Exercising Civic Rights
The importance of, and challenges in connecting with, parents and caregivers for
individuals with IDD—and the gaps that appear when these connections aren’t made—highlights
the importance of facilitation in the expression of civic rights for this population. As seen in
Figure 12, parents and caregivers are responsible for facilitating—including initiating and
executing—actions and interactions around all facets of daily life for the individuals with IDD in
their care. This includes those activities that result in the expression of civic rights for individuals
with IDD as demonstrated in the work of Agran et al. (2016), Day et al. (2020), Keeley et al.
(2008), Kjellberg and Hemmingsson (2013), and Lai (2020). The weight of that responsibility is
highlighted by comments from interview participants. Interview respondent #2 noted that, “A lot
of different people are not having their voices heard because they’re being excluded for some
reason.” Interview respondent #4 said, “Caregivers have a big role to play in readying an
individual for voting.” Interview respondent #5 noted that information was only helpful if it was
given to facilitators characterized as “the right hands” and via the right channels. Providing
transportation was a key act of facilitation for interview respondent #2: “I’ve taken him to allcandidates meetings because I wanted him to hear more and to also see the process.” Interview
respondent #4 also noted a feeling of isolation and heavy responsibility in the duty of facilitation:
“There wasn’t any help, it was up to me, as an individual parent to create that sense of
citizenship.” It became evident in the interviews that, along with the responsibility for basic care
needs, parents and caregivers bear the heavy burden of facilitation in the ways that they assist the
individuals with IDD in their basic care needs. Along with this burden comes great responsibility
to provide support in a responsible and ethical way that requires trust in both the system and in
oneself.
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Trust Underpins Expressions of Civic Rights
The third sensitizing concept arose from the data I was seeing reflected respondents’ fear,
lack of understanding, and misunderstandings in relation to cognitive capacity, which I have here
synthesized into an issue of trust. The theme of trust in this position of facilitation was raised in
the literature by authors such as Kohn (2008) as well as by each of the interviewees in the study.
Trust is a factor in each of the connections represented in Figure 12, the situational map
highlighting intersections with parents and caregivers. Participants expressed how trust was at
the core of their concern and burden of responsibility. Trust—in relationships, agencies, and
systems to do right by individuals labelled with IDD as a community made vulnerable by
systemic ableism—was a barrier and potentially a deterrent to participation in the electoral
system for the study’s participants.
Many interviewees thought immediately of a worst-case scenario when offering or
facilitating voting rights for individuals with any sort of cognitive impairment. Their possible
narratives involved bad actors, vote stealing, and “what if” types of scenarios. To be a part—
even unwittingly—of facilitating a vote improperly cast seemed to fill some interviewees with
deep horror on an ethical level. One might infer from their reactions that they prefer a scenario
where the individual remained voiceless rather than taking a risk on misrepresenting that voice.
This fear of mishandling the responsibility for a vote was pervasive. Put succinctly,
interview respondent #18 said, “I would never want to sway a vote.” Interview respondent #4
expanded on this idea noting that they’d heard “horror stories about people being cared for by
bad actors” and that “individuals with diminished capacity can be victims of fraud, and have
their money taken from them… are very vulnerable and very susceptible to bad actors,”
suggesting that electoral participation may better fall to “a legal guardian or something like that
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to be in charge of that ballot” to reduce the risk of misappropriation of a vote. This fear extends
from personal action to the perception of others who might judge a parent’s or caregivers’
actions. Interview respondent #2 noted the fear that the general public would just assume that a
parent or caregiver was simply getting “two votes.” This fear extends to issues of trust with
education providers according to interview respondent #4: “It’s hard to find a teacher that
doesn’t have bias though, so there would have to be some sort of curriculum created that allowed
for the removal of bias.” Trust in all family and community members that interact with an
individual with IDD throughout the process of civic engagement was important to respondents.
In response to issues surrounding trust in facilitating political participation for individuals
with IDD, interviewees offered some potential remedies. Interview respondent #4 suggested that
an impartial third party might mitigate this fear or perception of undue power: “You worry about
caregiver bias, you would need someone who could act in [the individual with IDD’s] best
interest so maybe the individual votes with a trustee rather than a care aide who may or may not
be ethical.” This type of third-party intervention was supported by interview respondent #18 as
well: “if a person can get another person to understand what they’re voting for, and be fair about
it and present all sides to the story, then go for it.” Finally, interview respondent #2 noted that
they didn’t recall seeing election-related messages that would mitigate these types of fears, and
that circulation of messages about ways to responsibly support individuals with IDD voting
would help people, “feel safer” and confident: “Okay, I can do this, and I can do it in a way
that’s appropriate to the person with the challenges.” Some of these ideas will be addressed in
the Discussion section where general recommendations for improved communications around
the issue will be expanded on.
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Summary
Situational maps help us lay out and describe the situation of civic rights in the broad
sense including all of the actors in this complex situation (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 127). The
preceding sections have demonstrated—through an examination of the relationships present in
the situational maps—three sensitizing concepts that emerged to guide our exploration of how
civic rights for individuals labelled with IDD are understood and communicated. While many
elements from the Messy Situational Map were represented in the interviews, I noticed the
absence of some of the elements. Actors included in my initial survey of the situation but absent
from the interviewee comments include Inspire Democracy, the Elections Act, non-disabled
advocates, opposition government, CLBC, the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation
Facilities (CARF), and workers responsible for supporting individuals with IDD as they
transition from youth to adulthood. Many of these actors, which point towards and demonstrate
silences in the discourse, are further explored in the positional maps that follow.
The following version of the Situational Map highlights silences in survey/interview data
gathered. This includes elements that operate at the root of the issue of an individual with IDD’s
civic rights (e.g. the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and the Elections Act) yet are
functionally invisible and not recognized as a part of the discourse. Organizations that are at the
heart of monitoring standards of care (e.g. CARF) and contracting the delivery of that care (e.g.
CLBC) are also notably silent in the data that was gathered.
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Figure 9. Situational Map highlighting silences in Survey/Interview data.
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Social Worlds and Arenas
Following my examination of the situational map and the development of the three
sensitizing concepts presented above, I turned my attention to the collective actors present in the
situation. After becoming familiar with the relationships between the various elements in the
situational map, I began making note of the collective actors and examining their motivations
and commitments in memos (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 157). Examining their responsibilities helped
me develop an understanding of where they were present in the way that communication of civic
rights for individuals labelled with IDD is regarded (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 160). The Institute for
Research on Inclusion and Society (IRIS) (2012) notes the importance of interactions at various
levels including individuals, families, the community, and larger systems (p. 20). They go on to
note that the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
doesn’t look solely to parents and caregivers for implementation, but that it instead extends
responsibility for roles advancing its implementation to “other actors—employers, education
systems, the private sector, civil society all play in their role in advancing implementation” (p.
21). Social worlds are an active and integral component in the expression of civic rights for
individuals with IDD.
There are several distinct social worlds active in issues around the expression of civic
rights for individuals labelled with IDD. They include clustered thematic areas labelled as
political/democratic, communications, advocacy, service delivery, and care. These became the
structuring concepts I employ in the exploration of the position of the social worlds that follows.
Each thematic area is represented by its relative size and demonstrates points of intersection with
each of the other social worlds. Each operates within, and generates, its own discourse around
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the issue of political participation. I note also that several of the clusters within this arena sit in
isolation, demonstrating the challenges of connection contemplated in the sensitizing concepts.
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The overall arena operating in understanding the expression of civic rights for individuals
labelled with IDD has elements of the informal electoral system discussed in Prince’s 2012
report for Elections Canada, “The Electoral Participation of Persons with Special Needs.” In a
general sense, arenas of politics, dissemination, and care are the main social worlds operating in
the issue of civic rights for individuals with IDD where each arena includes several separate
significant areas. The political arena includes politicians, Elections Canada, and Inspire
Democracy. The dissemination arena includes the Ministry of Education, mass media, and social
media. The advocacy/rights arena includes disabled and non-disabled advocates and
organizations. The care arena includes paid and unpaid care providers. The service provider
arena includes service providers, social networks, and support provider agencies. The arenas are
challenging to pin down in this issue because their positions are nuanced and shifting and many
operate in functional isolation from one another. This is a situation that could be mitigated by
improved understanding via mapping in situational analysis as a means to improve
communication channels.
Positions in the Social Worlds
After an analysis of the maps of the social worlds and arenas, I turned to mapping the
positions taken within each world’s discursive materials (Clarke et al., 2018, p. 173). In my
memos and data analysis of the operations of the various groups and social worlds, I recognized
four theme areas to explore: 1) the cognitive capacity of individuals labelled with IDD; 2) the
responsibility for expressions of civic rights; 3) barriers to accessibility; and 4) the way in which
citizens are perceived as valued. I then constructed positional maps where each axis represented
a position in one of the theme areas above. Expressions of the positions of each of the social
worlds/arenas—labelled political/democratic, communications, service delivery, care, and
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advocacy—were then placed on the map where it intersected on the axes. The strength of
positions varies left to right and top to bottom respectively. The spatial quality of the maps also
reveals gaps, hence silences, in the discourse. I began with an examination of the area of
rationality and cognitive capacity.
Capacity
The first positional map concerns discourse around cognitive capacity and perceptions of
the rationality of individuals with IDD. See Figure 8, Positional Map Addressing Capacity. I
placed the importance of voter cognition on the horizontal axis and the importance of a vote’s
validity hinging on the fact that it’s fully informed on the vertical axis. Each statement represents
a position or belief of one of the social worlds relating to the impact of beliefs around cognitive
capacity and individuals with IDD voting.

Importance of a valid vote being fully informed

+++

Individuals with IDD have the
right to accessible information
and full facilitation to make fully
informed political choices.

Caregivers are responsible for
facilitating informed votes.

The ideal voter has equipped
themselves with what they
need to make an informed
choice.
Only informed voters should
participate in the electoral
process.

The democratic process must
be trustworthy and secure.
Social media sources spread
misinformation to vulnerable
low-rationality voters.

Political information is nuanced;
it is the antithesis of readable
accessible communication.

Voting education materials are
mass produced for average
literacy levels.
Mass media communicates at
averagle literacy levels.

Non-disabled voters are not
necessarily better informed or
more rational voters.

There is no capacity testing for
electoral participation in BC,
Canada.

-----

Importance of voter cognition

Figure 11. Positional Map Addressing Capacity

+++
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Positions in the Positional Map Addressing Capacity include beliefs and priorities around
fully informed votes, capacity testing, rationality, and rights of access regardless of cognition as
they intersect with the social world clusters in the following ways.
Service Delivery. The domain of service delivery here includes the realm of education
(both youth and adult) and organizations that provide care. The mandate of Associations of
Community Living (ACL) focus on health, safety, and community inclusion; their mandates do
not always include specific mention of the facilitation of the expression of civic rights as an
element of community living. The education world regards capacity in its choice to mainstream
some students with IDD and to place many in “skills for life” programs; many students do not
fulfil the qualifications for high school graduation under either approach. Educators for both
youth and adults with IDD work to meet curriculum and standards of care that often set the bar
low, at the most basic levels of health and safety. Something such as citizenship is seen as a low
priority when an individual can’t safely cross the road or tie their shoes.
Communications. The domain of communications includes internal and external
communications that are delivered via mass media channels and social media. Individuals with
IDD, many of whom rely on disability support benefits for income and live in poverty, aren’t
recognized as a community that has a lot of disposable income, making them unattractive to the
advertisers who drive many commercial print and broadcast communications.
On the topic of front-facing communications from elections authorities, accessibility and
readability regardless of cognitive ability were highlighted by a survey respondent who noted
that many Canadians have only a basic understanding of political platforms and that, “This can
be presented in a way that someone with IDD can understand, even through pictures.” Complex
communications aren’t necessarily required to engage with electors.
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Politics and Democracy. Embedded within the domains of political activity and
democracy itself are assumptions and beliefs on the topic of the intellectual and cognitive
capacity of electors. Stakeholders want democracy to operate as intended and to feel trust in
systems. Interview respondent #4 pointed to the problems of generalizing capacity and the ability
to exercise civic rights across a widely diverse population where “the individual may not actually
have the capacity to understand political outcomes.” Another interview respondent, #2, noted
parallels between issues of trust concerning individuals with IDD and the capacity of elderly
people who become cognitively compromised late in life exercising their right to vote. The
Canadian Network for the Prevention of Elder Abuse (2015) names civic isolation as a form of
elder abuse (p. 1). Interview respondent #4 also tied cognitive capacity in civic participation to
the right/responsibility to manage one’s own money and tied financial literacy together with
political education given that financial support rates for people with disabilities are set by
democratically-elected government.
Care. Caregivers, by proximity, hold a great deal of power over individuals with IDD in
their care as to whether and how the latter exercise their civic rights; those individuals are
entirely dependent on their caregivers for facilitation of these sorts of activities. One interview
respondent #18 was candid in their assessment of their individual with IDD’s capacity saying, “I
don’t believe they have the capacity to understand what they’re voting for,” and “I don’t know
how you can teach somebody who has the mentality or the understanding of a four to six-yearold to be involved in politics. It really comes down to capacity, how can you explain it to them
without swaying your vote onto them.” This is an example of the gate-keeping addressed by
Kohn (2008).
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Silences. In this map, Advocates are largely silent. This may be because the law dictates
access to political participation for IDD (no exclusions for capacity in BC) in spite of the work
that needs to be done to facilitate accessibility. Advocates have a place in this part of the work.
Responsibility
The next positional map concerns discourse around the responsibility for the facilitation
of the expression of civic rights by individuals with IDD. See Figure 9, Positional Map
Addressing Responsibility. It places the importance of systems in society in civics education on
the horizontal axis and the importance of family in civics education on the vertical axis. Each
statement represents a position or belief of one of the social worlds around who is responsible for

+++

Family is wholly responsible for
civics education and facilitating
electoral participation.

Responsibility of family in civics education

civics education for individuals with IDD.

Civics education and political
participation are not mandatory
parts of school curriculum.
Paid caregivers provide support
if asked but don’t initiate
political participation.
Service delivery organizations
and associations for community
living are voluntary intervenors
for Elections Canada and
Inspire Democracy.

Some believe that education
and participation isn’t important
for individuals with IDD

Communications media
presumes that consumers have
basic education in civics.

The government, society, and
the public education system
are responsible for providing
civics education and producing
informed electors.

-----

Responsibility of systems in civics education

Figure 12. Positional Map Addressing Responsibility

+++
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Positions in the Positional Map Addressing Responsibility include the family’s burden for
primary responsibility for civics education, and the degrees of responsibility of society, political
systems, and education in civics education.
Care. Caregivers represent the front line of duty and responsibility for civic rights
education for individuals with IDD, with parents and family providing the first opportunity for
this education. Where interview respondents indicated that their families were generally
politically active this extended to individuals with IDD. Conversely, a paid caregiver (interview
respondent #18) reported that, “Of all the reports I’ve written, and I’ve written a heck of a lot of
them, I’ve never been asked about voting.” Caregivers are the primary entry point for
communications with and concerning individuals with IDD.
Service Delivery. Outside of the family, service providers such as the Ministry of
Education and Life Skills educators are responsible for providing information about civic rights
to individuals with IDD. John Geddert, currently completing a degree in Education in BC, shared
with me his experience in the realm of civics education in the public education system. He
reported a focus on curricular competencies in the curriculum for Socials 10, Social Awareness
and Responsibility; it may, but is not necessarily required to, include elections and voting. He
characterized the instructor’s choice of content to reach these competencies as “almost
superfluous” and that “they exist more as extremely vague (and easily ignored) guiding
principles” (personal communication, May 2, 2022). In relation to his recent experience in
becoming certified as a teacher, the BC Teacher’s Council includes 9 Standards, none of which
are “explicitly related to a responsibility to include civics education.” Education in the
expression of civic rights is not expressly required in BC.
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The problem is pervasive across the educational spectrum. Interview respondent #4
addressed the situation of students that don’t attend within the mainstream education system: “I
think any sort of life-skill program, just as financial literacy is taught, I think political literacy
should be taught because these are the individuals that most often are affected by political
decisions, they are often caught within a system that determines how their financial life will be
led.” They went on to say, “I think the student votes program is critical … adding a student votes
type of curriculum to the life skills program, this should not be optional.” Interview respondent
#18 remarked that one of their individuals with IDD had experienced this sort of curriculum in
their Life Skills program in high school.
Distance education curriculum is subject to similarly uneven treatment of civic rights.
The North Island Distance Education System (NIDES) curriculum, while part of the public
education system, operates in a hybrid distance structure. Interview respondent #2 (whose nowadult son attended NIDES) observed that “the topic of voting and governments and things came
up on a fairly regular basis.” They hypothesized that this correlated with the popularity of the
NIDES system for autistic students (who may be focused on justice issues).
When they reach adulthood some individuals with IDD go on to attend day programs
which provide the next opportunity to engage in the area of civic rights. These programs are
directed by the Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF), an
international non-profit that administers regular monitoring and accreditation for facilities that
deliver day programs for adults in BC. This monitoring includes over 900 standards; these cover
areas of health, safety, recreation, and inclusion, yet according to Glenys Patmore, former
Executive Director for Clay Tree Society with Developmental Disabilities, CARF standards
exclude mention of civic rights and responsibilities (personal communication, May 2, 2022).
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When asked about the requirement to provide programming around civic rights and
responsibilities, including voting, Clay Tree Society Executive Director Jennifer Fowler reported
that they had never come across this programming or seen the issue raised at other agencies that
deliver day programming and contract home share provider services (personal communication,
April 27, 2022).
Glenys Patmore went on to provide examples of what is possible when program
managers are motivated to include elements of civic participation in their programs. She reported
that she initiated a trip for 100 participants in the program to travel from Nanaimo to Victoria to
attend a protest against cuts to supports at the Provincial Legislature Building. “I wanted to show
the participants that they have a right to a peaceful demonstration about something that affects
them,” she said. She indicated that she was somewhat apprehensive doing so as the sitting
provincial government controls funding for supports delivered by CLBC such as Clay Tree and
other program managers had indicated concern that engaging in political protest risked “biting
the hand that feeds.” She also indicated that she invited local candidates to present to the
participants at Clay Tree during elections at all three levels of government, but that not all
respond to these invitations. This demonstrates that individual service providers have the ability
to initiate political participation in the services provided by their agencies, but that this relies
strictly on their own impetus. Clay Tree Society also delivered a Mock Election program using
materials provided by Elections Canada. On that topic, interview respondent #18 shared a
positive example of a “fake vote” at the program: “participants had discussions, they went over
the platforms of the electors and then the people voted and they walked it through there.”
Individual managers and support workers hold a great deal of power over whether or not civic
rights are explored, exercised, and enjoyed by individuals with IDD.
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Advocates. On the duty of responsibility, community living associations and inclusion
organizations work to disseminate information and act as voluntary intervenors for organizations
such as Inspire Democracy. Their mandates focus on community inclusion which may be
inferred to include civic rights but does not specifically include it. Efforts of activists include a
duty or responsibility for embracing full community inclusion and the enjoyment of equality in
human rights.
Democracy/Politics. On the duty of responsibility, politics and democratic systems
recognize a duty of law for equitable inclusive participation in politics and civic engagement.
They do not overtly express this duty in their actions, however. Inspire Democracy is the sole
government program set up targeting voter engagement for persons with disabilities, including
IDD, by providing accessible educational materials.
Silences. In this map, I note a silence in some caregivers represented by the belief that
civics education is a low priority for individuals with IDD. The communications world is
similarly silent because individuals with IDD are not explicitly regarded as an audience that is
valuable to marketers and advertising buyers.
Accessibility
The next positional map concerns discourses around the accessibility of electoral
participation. See Figure 10, Positional Map Addressing Accessibility. It places the importance
of universal accessibility on the horizontal axis and the importance of reasonable expectations
(regarding the burden of accommodating diverse needs) on the vertical axis. Each statement
represents a position or belief of one of the social worlds on the degree to which activities and
messaging around electoral participation are accessible to individuals with support needs.
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Importance of reasonable expectations of accessibility

+++

Universal accessibility is too
expensive and doesn’t benefit
everyone.
Accessibility is required only if it
isn’t too expensive or requires
unreasonable effort.

Political messaging is crafted
with politics, not accessibility, as
the priority.

Caregivers are responsible for
facilitating use of unaccessible
materials.
Mainstream media and
Elections Canada communications are accessible for a
standard/average literacy level.

Inspire Democracy provides
readable materials but relies on
intervenors to distribute them.

Universal accessibility benefits
everyone, not just people with
impairments.
All materials and processes
should be designed to be accessbile at all times to everyone.

-----

Importance of universal accessibility

+++

Figure 13. Positional Map Addressing Accessibility
Positions in the Positional Map Addressing Accessibility include the responsibility of
mainstream mass media to cater to needs of the many versus the few against the idea that the
nature of information—especially information in the public interest—means that it should be
universally accessible to all regardless of needs.
Politics/Democracy. The accessibility of election and campaign material is uneven. In
my own direct communications with four local candidates during the 44th General Election, only
one addressed an intention/attempt to work in plain language on the candidate’s website and in
public-facing communications. During elections and voting, interview respondent #2 observed
“There might be translation services for people who speak other languages or who are blind or
deaf and sometimes there are accommodations for people who are physically disabled but there’s
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nothing for those who are … intellectually disabled.” They went on to note their positive
experiences with polling station staff in terms of attitude and accommodations. Voting places
themselves were noted to be inaccessible in less than obvious ways, though. For example,
interview respondent #4 spoke of the difficulty with the “sensory part” of voting in-person due to
challenges for the individual in their care relating to waiting in line, heat, scented body care
products, and the noise of conversation. Accessibility to the political realm is designed to meet
what are seen as the needs of the many and of those with typical accessibility needs.
Care. Impressions of the meaning and implications of accessibility to civic rights varies.
One online survey respondent indicated that the process was accessible only because of their
personal efforts: “I made sure of this. Not the ‘system.’” Another online survey respondent
observed that election material was largely inaccessible and that, “If a person with IDD does not
have someone to walk them through the entire process then I believe it is unlikely they would be
able to participate, and likely not care to if they have not been informed by someone.” Interview
respondent #5’s belief, however was that “there’s no barriers there” (though they always
accompanied that individual to the polls pointing to a reliance on human support for
participation). This indicated that the very meaning of “accessibility” can be highly subjective
and based on an individual and family’s experience.
Communications. Communications crafted for and distributed via regular channels to a
wide general audience don’t always serve all audiences; they are often inaccessible for
individuals with IDD, which represents a silence in the discourse. Caregivers shared their
experiences with communications in the voting process. Interview respondent #2 observed that
“I don’t think I’ve seen any messaging towards people with intellectual disabilities.” On the
topic of typical methods of dissemination, interview respondent #5 said, “If it’s just put out there
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and it’s on a website or it’s even in a newspaper that’s not going to be entirely helpful.”
Mainstream communications represent a silence in the discourse around the political
participation of individuals with IDD.
Advocates. Groups involved with advocacy are, by their nature, aware of (and address)
issues of accessibility in their activities. They are familiar with the needs of the persons they
serve and more likely to cater to them. Their activities with parents and caregivers directly,
however, are at risk of bypassing these standards for accessibility and don’t necessarily allow for
the possibility that a parent or caregiver might identify as having an intellectual or developmental
disability themselves.
Service Delivery. Agencies responsible for delivering services to individuals with IDD
are, by their nature, established and experienced in providing services and materials in an
accessible way. They are not, however, equally effective in doing so—there are expectations for
service delivery but no explicit gold standard applied for what this looks like. These agencies are
also subject to variances in funding and possess varying capacity to deliver services.
Valued Citizens
The final positional map concerns discourse around the value of individuals with IDD as
citizens and their feelings of belonging as reflected in civic engagement. See Figure 11,
Positional Map Addressing Citizenship. It places the importance of basic standards of care on the
horizontal axis and the places of citizenship as a human right on the vertical axis. Each statement
represents a position or belief of one of the social worlds on the degree to which citizenship is
experienced and enjoyed by individuals with IDD.

Strong and active social
networks are necessary to
support and advocate for best
practices in care.

The UNCRPD provides for
quality of life markers that include
meeting basic needs for care and
community inclusion as well as
expressions of citizenship.

Politics does not prioritize
disabled rights; basic human
rights and quality of life
markers are often not met.

A life where only basic care
needs are met is tantamount
to a life lived in neglect.

---

Importance of citizenship as a component
of basic human rights

+++
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---

Citizenship is not included in
basic education.
Caregivers, given limited
resources and social capital,
are forced to prioritize basic
care.

Social systems and current
funding priorities demonstrate
a priority for the provision of
basic care and community
inclusion only.

Basic care standards are adequate to meet quality of life measures

+++

Figure 14. Positional Map Addressing Citizenship
Positions in the Positional Map Addressing Citizenship include what sort of value is
placed on the lives of individuals with IDD; the gold standard for dignity and human rights
versus the practical resources available to provide that care; and how the scarcity of those
resources reflects public perceptions of the value of citizens labelled with IDD.
Politics/Democracy. Human rights are guaranteed for all by law, but the expression of
those rights varies. During the 44th General Election campaign period an Angus Reid poll shared
via Twitter by user @ShachiKurl (Shachi Kurl, president of Angus Reid) on August 15, 2021
indicated the importance of issues to be ranked; these included health, housing affordability,
Coronavirus/COVID-19, income inequality/poverty, and jobs/unemployment, and excluded
“disability issues” altogether (in spite of the fact that 22% of Canadians identify as having a
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disability). This poll represents the silence in disability issues observed throughout the election
campaign. The four primary federal political parties (in BC) did, however, address disability
barriers and intended outcomes in their election campaign platforms to varying extents, but
specific measurable deliverables were absent in those platforms. When I approached candidates
in the Nanaimo/Ladysmith riding on behalf of my son for comment about disability issues in the
campaign one responded directly, one responded only after follow-up, and two did not respond at
all. The All-Parties Candidates Debate webinar hosted by the Pan-Canadian Disability Coalition
was an interesting departure from other debates during the campaign in that all candidates shared
a desire to support inclusion and equity for people with disabilities in Canada. Their parties,
however, had different paths to achieving these ideals and none addressed specific accessibility
barriers in general life or voting. An Elections Canada/Inspire Democracy online webinar host on
August 20, 2021 stated their commitment to reducing barriers to ensure civic participation of all
but acknowledged the imperfections in the current system; they did not mention individuals with
IDD specifically.
Care. Family (unpaid caregivers) were clear in their belief that individuals with IDD
were valued citizens. Online survey respondents noted that “Political decisions affect the lives of
everyone. The ability to vote is an important tool for self-advocacy,” and “The right to vote is
critical. It is one of the only mechanisms for individuals to have agency.” Other comments
included, “It never occurred to me that he couldn’t vote”; “It was always assumed that once he
turned 18, he would begin to vote. Our family is politically active”; and “When government
made decisions that affected his lived experience, we explained how he could help advocate for
his needs through communication with agencies and the government (including voting).”
Interview respondent #5 saw the importance of citizenship activities that extend beyond the
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action of voting and that, “There’s a lot of things that they can participate in … Anything we can
say that encourages them to be a part of society like anybody else and have the same privileges,
then that’s a good thing.” At the same time that interview respondent #5 acknowledged the
importance of recognizing individuals with IDD as valued citizens, they questioned priorities:
“It’s good that they be encouraged to participate, I’m not sure that is a primary issue in their
lives. … They’ve got so many other things on their plate to deal with.” Interestingly this
participant didn’t draw a connection between voting and civic engagement as a way to engage
with addressing the root causes of the problems that an individual with IDD might “deal with.”
Another interview respondent #18 had a different take on civic rights saying, “We are
constantly barraged with their rights.” They went on to explain that individuals with IDD had
“all the rights” but caregivers have “all the legal responsibility” and that this disconnect caused
them anxiety and concern as they met their duty of care. They also expressed a difference in
belief with the way in which civic rights was presented in our interview: “When I think of the
word, of civic rights, I just don’t think of voting, no” citing access and inclusion in the
community, particularly physical access, as key civic rights. This particular respondent did not
share a belief that individuals with IDD, given their limited cognitive capacity, are valued as
citizens in the same way as their non-disabled peers.
Service Delivery. Service providers are an important source of expression in civic rights
for individuals with IDD. Interview respondent #2 noted public education (their adult child’s
distance high school program) had a focus on social justice/voting “that they should be aware
that they can vote, that it does make a difference.” Service providers also have the power to act
as advocates and support the efforts of self-advocates labelled with IDD.

87
Communications. The communications discourse is silent on the question of how
individuals with IDD are valued as citizens; those who produce media can rely heavily on, and
perpetuate the stigmas and stereotypes that reinforce negative beliefs about disability in society
(Ladau, 2021, p. 122). As long as individuals with IDD are not represented in media and
regarded as a valuable marketing demographic, they are likely to remain silenced in realms of
communication that are governed by capitalism.
Summary
After generating and reworking the three sorts of maps that serve as tools of analysis in
SA, I witnessed the sensitizing concepts in action in each of the social worlds, and located their
positions in areas of discussion.
I found that, within this situation, the social worlds are generally clustered in groups.
Within general citizenship we find politicians, Elections Canada, and also Inspire Democracy.
Caregivers, both paid and unpaid, share a social realm with advocacy organizations and
disability activists. Support providers and educators overlap the social world of caregivers, but
are even more focused on the priority of meeting basic care needs. The practice of
communications, as a social world, remains silent given the limited representation of people with
disabilities in the media, the reasons for which are not clear and require further research that is
beyond the scope of this study.
I also found that the positional maps demonstrate parallels in position between certain
arenas and worlds. The political social world and the communication social world often occupied
similar positions. Individuals with IDD are seen as low-value citizens; for politicians because
their votes aren’t valuable enough to court, and for communications because these individuals
aren’t a valuable demographic to market to. Advocates, associations for community living, and
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care providers share similar positions around the value of individuals with IDD as citizens and
the belief that accessibility is highly valued.
Finally, I found that caregivers, and parents in particular, are the most vocal and engaged
advocates and facilitators for the individuals with IDD in their care. This confirms my own
experience as a parent and professional advocate as well as the findings in the literature.
With an understanding of the primary and discursive data shaped through an examination
of the pathways to the sensitizing concepts, an examination of the social worlds and arenas, and
an examination of the positions represented by the discursive data, I now turn to a discussion of
my findings in light of the research questions.
Section Five: Discussion
The findings produced through the work of data collection and mapping using the
methodology of Situational Analysis (SA) shed light on fascinating areas and silences, latent and
manifest, in the discourse. While the formal data set was small, numerous parents and
professionals shared their insights with me over the course of the two-year analysis. To answer
the research questions, I look at each in relation to the three sensitizing concepts that emerged in
the process: challenges of isolation and connection, the power of facilitation, and how trust
underpins issues in the expression of civic rights for individuals with IDD. I start with research
question #1.
Research Question 1
In this study, I set out to ask: Within British Columbia, how is the right to political
participation of citizens with intellectual disabilities currently understood and communicated?
In answer to that question, the situational analysis indicated that this fundamental right of
citizens with intellectual disabilities to political participation is neither understood nor
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communicated; we encounter silence, euphemism, and discomfort in the discussion of this issue.
For some parents and caregivers, and for the general public, individuals with IDD are not visible
or recognized as citizens and don’t come to mind when one thinks about politics. They are
surprised that members of this group would, could, and do vote as demonstrated by Prince
(2009). Pervasive ableism erases citizens with IDD from political conversations. The right to
political participation is not communicated: it is hampered by gaps in communication and in
silence. Political campaigns during elections, as found in the campaign leading up to the 44th
General Election, regard disability issues very minimally. Elections Canada is required to make
its efforts accessible, but their efforts are not accounted for or reported on in a meaningful way
and fall short for individuals with IDD as found in the work of Lai (2020). As demonstrated in
the work of Agran et al. (2015, 2020) and Day et al. (2020), care-planning and life-skills
programming largely don’t include political participation. Disability activists and self-advocates
are actively amplifying the voices of the disabled community, as we see in the work of Löve et
al. (2018), Mann (2018a., 2018b.), Papacharissi (2014), and Pearson and Trevisan (2015).
However, they are often “preaching to the choir” and may struggle to have their messages heard
and be taken seriously outside of the community of already engaged disability advocates.
Isolation and Connection
Providing the most basic care seems to be regarded as the accepted priority for
individuals with IDD; this demonstrates the sensitizing concept of the importance of connecting
with caregivers and facilitation by social networks to combat isolation. This also betrays the
degree to which individuals with IDD are regarded as valued citizens. Given finite resources and
time, both parents and caregivers as well as educators are forced to operate on the basis of
meeting priority needs—basic health and safety, food, and shelter—and teaching to meet
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tangible life skills-based goals. Where a goal doesn’t meet a tangible and immediate need on a
day-to-day basis, it is often seen as lower priority. Interview respondent #2 reported that they
have never seen this issue and individuals with IDD addressed until participating in this study.
Similarly interview respondent #4 said, “I don’t really recall it being ever part of the
conversation” but that it was important because, “I feel that each individual should have a voice
in their care.” It raises the question of how resources are allocated and how service providers
assess priorities. According to interview respondent #18: “Voting is kind of farther down on the
list, it would probably be my last [priority] to be honest. … I’m not saying it should be at the
bottom, I’m saying it has been because I haven’t had to use it.” Civic participation and voting are
not seen as skills for life when planning for the care of individuals with IDD.
Place of Facilitation
Although activities of civic engagement and political participation tend to serve longerterm needs, they are deprioritized in the short term. While citizenship rights continue to be seen
as outside of basic care—which provides shelter and nutrition—they are not regarded as a
priority in policy, funding, or as a worthwhile expenditure of emotional labour on the part of
caregivers. Individuals with IDD are understood to be people with rights, but stigma and
attitudes around cognition demote them to lesser-valued citizens whose rights matter somewhat
less than others’ as we see in the work of Barclay (2013), Inclusion International (2021), Prince
(2009), Sépulchre (2017), and Waldschmidt and Sépulchre (2019). The social capital held by
individuals with IDD is also found to be low as we see in the work of Chenoweth and Stehlik
(2003), Day et al. (2020), Bates and Davis (2004), Dimakos et al. (2016), Mithen et al. (2015),
Onyx and Bullen (2000), Sépulchre (2017), Stienstra and Troschuk (2005), and Waldschmidt
and Sépulchre (2019). The perceived value of individuals with IDD is reflected in the actions
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(and silences) of political candidates and parties, the shape of (and prominence of disability
issues in) their election platforms, and by the political class’s actions and the focus of their
attention and communications. Politicians aren’t seen to value individuals with IDD because they
don’t represent a large homogenous group and aren’t seen as a politically active group.
Diverse beliefs around the cognitive capacity of individuals with IDD, thus excluding
them from participation in an element of civic rights, was an issue that drew out polarizing
opinions. Cognitive capacity in electoral participation is an idea that is discussed by Agran and
Hughes (2013), Inclusion International (2021), IRIS (2012), Kohn (2008), and in more general
terms by Pinker (2021) and Popkin (2008). Interview respondent #18 said, “I don’t believe they
have the capacity to understand what they’re voting for … I’ve been doing this for 40 years and I
can’t think of any [individuals] that were capable of voting.” At the same time this respondent
shared that, as caregivers, they were told to provide opportunity for individuals to be involved in
things (such as voting) if they wanted to be involved but as a caregiver they weren’t going to
“push it.” Low cognitive capacity seemed to go hand in hand with low social capital.
The discourse on citizenship rights for individuals with IDD is generally silent.
Accessible materials to support those sorts of tasks are not widely produced or available in the
course of regular communications activities, and nor do caregivers tend to request them—it may
not even occur to caregivers to do so given the lack of communications on the part of the
situational actants responsible for making civic participation accessible in the first place.
Accommodating all but certain levels of accessibility risks constituting what might be perceived
as an “undue burden” and risks resulting in an unreasonable use of time and resources in the eyes
of the public. That is, Elections Canada, operating under the Canada Elections Act, counts
among electors all people over the age of 18 who have not been expressly prohibited from
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voting. Its mandate is to ensure accessibility for all in the election process, yet accessibility
measures still seem to be assessed through the lens of reasonableness. Barriers to electoral
participation are addressed in Agran et al. (2020), Harris et al. (2012), Kohn (2008), Lai (2020),
Prince (2012), and Schur et al. (2002). Elections Canada has created a separate organization,
Inspire Democracy, to address barriers experienced by individuals who do not exercise their right
to electoral participation but it is heavily reliant on stakeholder organizations acting as
“intervenors” to do so. In youth, the shape of civic engagement remains optional in general
school curricula, so it falls to family members to cultivate interest and provide information. As
found in Day et al. (2020), Friedman and Rizzolo (2017), Keeley et al. (2008), Kjellberg and
Hemmingsson (2013), Prince (2012), and Stienstra (2020), family members are largely left on
their own to make civics education and materials accessible and tailor them for an individual’s
cognitive needs.
Trust
Noting that parent/caregiver facilitation is an element of much of day-to-day life for
individuals with IDD, I found the sensitizing concept of trust in themselves and the democratic
process is also a key factor in the way that those parents and caregivers facilitate political
participation and the expression of civic rights. Parents and caregiver responses indicated that
they would sooner see an individual with IDD remain voiceless rather than to facilitate the
casting of a vote that was not 100% accurate to that individual’s wishes. I was struck that these
participants presented as good and honest people—people who want to be good citizens
themselves—but that their well-meaning good intentions resulted in the disenfranchisement of
individuals with clear rights under the law. This disenfranchisement is functional and results
from practical matters of accessibility and the communication of the duty to support as opposed

93
to being the result of a limiting act of law. This connects with issues of cognitive capacity and
the relatively low priority of civic rights expressions for individuals with IDD. Trust has the
power to act as a barrier to participation, was an empowering factor for others, and was worked
around by introducing a non-partisan actor into the scenario. It was suggested that an impartial
and trustworthy third-party trustee might be assigned to assist an individual with IDD to exercise
their electoral rights, but that as parents and caregivers themselves, some weren’t comfortable
with, or prepared to take on, the burden of that responsibility.
Advocacy and activist efforts around improving voter turnout for citizens with IDD are
still very much at a grassroots level. Operating in group membership realms and public social
media realms such as Twitter, the reach of these efforts is highly uneven and tends to speak to
audiences that are already aware of the issues.
As it stands, the apparent systemic lack of awareness of and caring about the fact that
these citizens are unregarded risks communicating that, currently, they do not matter sufficiently
for their civic input to be valued in the social worlds and arenas identified here. From a critical
perspective, the inference is that, in light of the specific accommodations required to meet the
needs of individuals with IDD, those individuals constitute an undue burden on the process. In
the absence of any proactive support and visible discourse acknowledging their citizenship, the
systems responsible for facilitating civic participation of individuals with IDD may be seen to
regard them as a voiceless burden on society.
Research Question 2
In this study, I set out to ask: How can the civic rights of citizens with IDD be more
effectively communicated in order to facilitate their full political participation?
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In regard to this question, the situational analysis revealed that the question could be
addressed from many angles and by regarding the sensitizing concepts as they are seen to be in
play in each of the realms of home, community, and systems.
Home
On the home front, family is the single most effective model for political participation for
any citizen, so ensuring that parents and caregivers of individuals with IDD are educated about
individuals’ functional cognitive capacity, and are willing and able to fight for and facilitate the
civic and political participation of their individuals, is where it starts. As demonstrated by Day et
al. (2020), Keeley et al. (2008), and Kjellberg and Hemmingsson (2013), parents that are
generally politically active influence the political activity of their offspring. This was also
demonstrated in my study where interview participants who were themselves politically active,
and were parents to adults with IDD, tended to raise them as politically engaged adult children.
Support would be welcomed by even politically active families; as interview respondent #4 said,
“It might be nice if there was something that says, ‘Oh, you’re about to turn 18, this is how you
register.” Given that primary caregivers are focused on day-to-day basic tasks of living—basic
health, safety, food, and shelter—secondary and tertiary members of social worlds and support
networks may need to take responsibility to cultivate, facilitate, and ensure full participation and
inclusion in aspects of citizenship such as electoral participation. Social networks are
demonstrably critical in the lives of individuals with IDD as noted by Agran et al. (2016), Day et
al. (2020), Kjellberg and Hemmingsson (2013), Lai (2020), and van Asselt-Goverts et al. (2013).
Codifying and communicating the responsibility of social networks within policy creates clear
expectations and a pathway to accountability. Early entry into the political realm as facilitated by
parents in youth and young adults can last a lifetime. Interview respondent #2 felt that initial
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voting experiences cemented the tendency for engagement: “I think that grows over time as well,
and I think that’s one reason that I think people who might have cognitive challenges should be
encouraged to vote at least once … the biggest effect is that having voted once, you know, he’s
got skin in the game.” Entry into the political realm extends from the home and family into the
community of inclusion inhabited by an individual with IDD. In the absence of that family
involvement and robust social networks, it falls to the system of public education to share that
message.
Community
Extending to community, we look to public education. Again, the actual functional
cognitive capacity of individuals with IDD must be understood and respected by workers on the
front lines and at the management level. Civic rights and citizenship belong in life skills curricula
as much as basic literacy and numeracy do. In mainstreamed education, civic rights deserve
attention that is not optional or left to the instructor’s discretion. As basic English and math
curriculum is required for mastery for graduation, so should be civics education adapted to
students of all levels and abilities. The importance of providing instruction in area of civic rights
and voting is highlighted in the work of Agran et al. (2015), Day et al. (2020), Friedman and
Rizzolo (2017), and Prince (2012). Outside of education for youth, the responsibility falls to
associations for community living (ACL) and others who provide programming for individuals
with IDD. Packages of education materials, including mock election kits, can be a tool for these
programs that makes implementation easy and reduces the risk of the injection of partisan bias.
Adult day programs for individuals with IDD may represent Elections Canada’s most efficient
entry point for continual engagement of this population because they have already reached legal
voting age.
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Systems
Systems operating in society can reinforce the notion that individuals with IDD are
valued citizens in spite of ableist assumptions about their cognitive capacity, and welcome their
participation in civic rights and political efforts. Politicians—sitting governments, those in
opposition, and election candidates—must begin to treat individuals with IDD (and all
individuals with disabilities) as a powerful block of voters as addressed by Friedman and Rizzolo
(2017). Their numbers—close to one quarter of Canadian citizens identify as disabled—if
organized and cohesive, could wield a great deal of power. This could be enhanced by Elections
Canada’s own front-facing communications and awareness-building for disabled voters.
Interview respondent #2 welcomed an improvement to the “visibility of people who are
cognitively challenged” in voter-engagement communications generally.
As systems operating in society attempt to engage individuals with IDD in messaging
around civic rights and political participation, it is important to respect that they possess unique
needs and have unique networks that may render typical strategies of outreach and engagement
ineffective. Disabled self-advocates and providers of supports and services are a valuable
resource for information about structuring outreach strategies that will be effective in this
respect. For example, one respondent to the online survey suggested that informational materials
may be presented in ways that are understandable to individuals with IDD including, for
example, pictures. If social networks are the primary contact point, they need to be formalized
and accessible, and made responsible for that facilitating communication. The power of
facilitation between individuals with IDD and the systems at work remains a key consideration
as seen in the work of Agran and Hughes (2013), Agran et al. (2015, 2016, 2020), Day et al.
(2020), Keeley et al. (2008), Kjellberg and Hemmingsson (2013), and Lai (2020). If
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individuals—adult electors themselves—are to be a communication target, materials must be
accessible and readable, and caregivers must also be aware of their responsibility to facilitate
interaction with the materials as an element of their duty of care whether they believe the
individual has the cognitive capacity to fully grasp the meaning of the materials or not.
The overall accessibility of materials is an important aspect of inclusion whether they are
delivered on the family front, within community, or through wider societal systems at work.
Pinker notes that “humans become more rational when the information they’re dealing with is
more vivid and relevant” (2021, p. 8). IRIS (2012) observes:
In order to ensure communications of disability-specific investments, as well as
reporting on government policy and program development and outcomes more
generally, steps should be taken to ensure that all policy documents and
communication material (including electronic media, web sites, etc.) are, or can be
readily made, fully accessible and available in plain language and alternate formats,
and that people with disabilities and their organizations are informed about this
availability. (p. 15)
Readable political communication material for individuals with IDD require a twopronged approach. First, such materials must be written and produced in an informative and
unbiased way. Second, these materials must be distributed to individuals with IDD, their parents,
caregivers, and support providers with instructions as to their duty to facilitate access to the
materials. ACL may be a helpful conduit here and are identified as “intervenors” by Inspire
Democracy. Resources that support young individuals with IDD in the transition to adulthood
represent a prime time to target this sort of instruction as these individuals are on the cusp of
attaining the legal right to vote at age 18. In the same way that a parent is supported to help their
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child apply for government-issued identification, they should be supported to register them to
vote and be provided with appropriate education materials about the process at the same time. As
standard pathways of communication may be inaccessible to individuals with IDD, all such
communications must be made available in readable formats. A centrally available library of
readable resources around civic engagement for individuals with IDD, including unbiased nonpartisan election education material, could be a great benefit to parents/caregivers as well as
programs that deliver life skills and day programming for adults with IDD. Rather than being
regarded as an “undue burden” it’s important to recognize that supports for individuals with IDD
generalize and reduce barriers for all electors, including non-disabled individuals with low
literacy or those for whom English is an alternate language; improving accessibility for the
electoral process benefits those without disabilities as well and improves the strength of our
democracy overall.
Parents, caregivers, and support persons at all levels would benefit from communications
addressing the trust and fear uncovered in the risk of misappropriating voting influence;
communications messaging that addresses parent/caregiver concerns about mis-casting a vote for
their individual with IDD may help reduce concern and tension around this happening. This
messaging would point out that any voice is better than no voice at all. Understanding of
cognitive capacity and how it looks for each individual is also important to address. The
appearance of a lack of cognitive capacity may simply result from support persons’ inability to
properly communicate and connect with an individual on the terms that they require. Where
informational barriers are a result of society’s shortcomings in failing to support individuals’
needs for accommodation or customization of approach, a strong communications messaging
program around capacity in general would help parents and caregivers regard not only the
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perceived capacity of the individuals in their care (which is subject to ableist bias) but the actual
capacity they possess when provided with appropriate supports. This trust in their abilities to
facilitate on behalf of the individuals with IDD in their care may be built and reinforced by
appropriate messaging. As put by interview respondent #2: “[M]ake sure that they can get the
support they need to vote at the level that they can, and that you also let other people know that
that is being done so that it becomes a bit more accepted.” Connecting this message with
facilitators—both unpaid and paid—represents a key point of contact. As interview respondent
#5 said, “If it’s just put out there and it’s on a website or it’s even in a newspaper that’s not going
to be entirely helpful” and went on to suggest that government send support providers basic
information (e.g., a simple paragraph) for elections that the caregiver could explain to individuals
with IDD. “That information has to get into the right hands of people who will facilitate.” As
interview respondent #2 said, “I don’t see that message getting out there and I think that
messages that could encourage people with challenges to vote because the people around them
would feel safer, they would know, ‘Okay, I can do this, and I can do it in a way that’s
appropriate to the person with the challenges.” Parents and caregivers must be considered as they
intersect at all points with both community institutions and the policy systems that address and
enable political participation.
Summary
To answer the research questions I utilized the frameworks of the three sensitizing
concepts generated in the situational analysis and extended their application to the various
environments that the situation operates within. My findings demonstrate a heavy reliance on
human supports to facilitate the expression of civic rights for individuals with IDD. Parents and
caregivers are seen as critical entry points—and damagingly, potential gatekeepers—to the
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expression of civic rights for the individuals in their care. To reach individuals with IDD, an
understanding of how best to reach their caregivers is required. A summary of the steps to
communicating inclusion in political participation for IDD follows as Figure 15. Pathways to
maximizing the value of these connections with caregivers are then discussed in the conclusions
that follow.
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Youth

Transition to
Adulthood
- Include voter
registration process
with application for
government-issued
ID.
- Receive education
about responsibility
for supporting
electoral engagement
for IDD.

HOME
e.g. parents,
caregivers,
family, peers

- Model electoral
engagement at home.
- Model political
engagement as a part
of relationships with
peers.

COMMUNITY
e.g. school, day
programs

- All students in
mainstream and life
skills programs
receive education
about citizenship and
political engagement.
- Accessible resources
about voting are
widely available.

- All students in
mainstream and life
skills programs are
registered to vote
prior to leaving
school.

SYSTEMS
e.g. Elections
Canada, Inspire
Democracy,
political
candidates, and
political
campaigns

- Accessible political
communications target
youth interest with the
goal of cultivating
engaged electors in
the future.

- Elections Canada
provides welcome
package/messaging
in an
accessible/readable
form to all electors
at age 18.

Adulthood
- Receive education
about how to safely
support electoral
engagement for
individuals with IDD.
- Responsible for
delivering and
facilitating
understanding of mail
communication.
- Build independence to
engage politically.
- Cultivate peer
relationships to share
political engagement.
- Day programs accept
responsibility for
political and voter
engagement.
- Community support
workers receive
education and resources
about how to safely
support political
engagement.
- Build independence to
political participation.
- All Elections Canada
materials are accessible
and readable.
- Inspire Democracy
communicates directly
with individuals with
IDD.
- Improved
representation with
political messaging that
includes disabled
electors.

Figure 15. Steps to Communicating Inclusion in Political Participation for Individuals with
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities
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Section Six: Conclusions
In the quest for equality in the rights of disabled people, community inclusion is the
current priority in the discourse. While mere presence and inclusion in society for individuals
with IDD is a good thing, it doesn’t represent meaningful civic participation, an opportunity to
build social capital, or the equality of valued citizenship that the spirit of inclusion aspires to.
Explorations of civic rights for individuals with IDD must not further ableist stereotypes by
getting hung up on debates about capacity or rationality, but the opportunity must be seized to
right an historic wrong and normalize the participation of all citizens in acts of political
engagement. I recognized at the outset of this project that working directly with individuals with
IDD would be impossible for a project at the scope of a master’s thesis, but the silence and
erasure of these individuals that emerged was painful to witness throughout the course of the
work. Situational Analysis—newly applied here to the intersection of communications and
disability studies—revealed itself to be an excellent tool in this very complex area of study. With
this SA study I have drawn attention to the under-explored arena of civic rights for individuals
with IDD and illuminated steps towards ensuring their full enfranchisement and enjoyment of
those rights.
Recommendations
Several conclusions and recommendations have emerged as a result of this situational
analysis of the research questions around the understanding and expression of civic rights for
individuals with IDD. First and foremost is the inescapable conclusion already reflected in the
literature that better data on disability voting experiences is required. If we are to assess our
country’s progress in fully enabling and supporting individuals with IDD to vote, we need to
ensure that we are collecting data that will inform that assessment. Elections Canada voter
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turnout data collection must better address the reasons related to disability that impact voter
turnout and look further to the specifics of disability that are implicated. Barriers to accessibility
that result from mobility challenges or visual impairment, for example, should be counted
separately from barriers resulting from other experiences of disability including cognitive
impairment such as IDD. As a result of this situational analysis and holding the sensitizing
concepts in mind, I advance additional recommendations that will combat the isolation of the
social worlds that serve individuals with IDD, build social capital for these individuals, build
trustworthy resources (as part of the informal electoral system) to support the facilitation of
political participation for these individuals, and address attitudinal and informational barriers to
accessibility for individuals with IDD. First, I turn to the relative isolation that the social worlds
seem to operate within.
Fostering Connection and Combatting Isolation in the Social Worlds
Providing links between the diverse social worlds within which parents/caregivers and
individuals with IDD operate throughout the course of their lives will increase capacity, fill gaps,
and combat the silences discovered in this analysis. Elections Canada requires improved
strategies for connection with the social worlds—the entirety of the informal electoral system—
that surrounds individuals with IDD (including but not limited to data collection). The Inspire
Democracy program provides a platform to address this challenge, but its approach to
informational and attitudinal barriers needs additional attention that a dedicated communications
position may address.
Building social capital is one way to ensure more full and equal participation, and
feelings of being valued in all aspects of society. But as we see in the literature, families and
caregivers often don’t have the time and energy to engage in building capital. First, parents and
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caregivers require better supports and access to resources to enable them to provide care that
supports the full inclusion and dignity of individuals; the bar for acceptable care simply cannot
remain at the level of basic health, safety, and community inclusion. Given the space and
resources to regard the individuals in their care as active vibrant citizens in our society, parents
and caregivers can move forward to ensure that their lives are lived as such. Given the tools to
begin the process of civic engagement, as noted by interview respondent #2, motivation may
provide forward momentum for parents/caregivers and individuals with IDD themselves to “pay
attention to the things day to day that affect their lives” and become motivated to vote.
Advocates, ACL, and care providers were found to share similar positions around the
value of individuals with IDD as citizens; accessibility was similarly valued by these social
worlds. By working together, these sometimes-isolated groups could increase their effectiveness
and reach and exponentially increase their capacity. Combatting the isolation that the actors
operate within increases opportunities to empower them as they do the work of facilitating the
expressions of civic rights, including voting, for individuals with IDD.
Build Trust in Facilitating Capacity
Developing resources for the education and empowerment of social networks to facilitate
the expression of civic rights and voting for individuals with IDD provides tangible tools for that
facilitation and helps build confidence in caregivers’ abilities to work within the scope of an
individual’s support needs. While individuals with IDD are unregarded and a low priority for
engagement—holding low social capital—they will be disproportionately reliant on facilitation
by outside parties to enable engagement in civic activities and enjoyment of civic rights. As Paul
Gilbert, BC Disability Caucus Spokesperson indicates, “Those residing in homes run by
businesses or charities to care for them have little choice or control over their activities. Whether
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they are involved in politics or elections is largely the result of what their carers schedule for
them” (personal communication, March 3, 2022). Work must be done to educate caregivers at all
levels as to the presentation of varying cognitive capacities and that non-verbal speech and other
impediments do not exclude individuals with IDD from participating in a variety of civic
activities including but not limited to elections. This will help caregivers feel better about
providing that support. They may also benefit from education as to the power of political
engagement and that it is not an endeavour unworthy of their time and energy.
Parents and caregivers must also understand and respect their position as facilitators—
key actors in the informal electoral system—responsible for helping individuals with IDD meet
their needs. Interview respondent #5 noted their belief that direct action about, for example,
inadequate Persons with Disabilities support rates in BC may be “more important” than political
engagement. Engagement politically through voting and protest, however, is exactly the
mechanism that individuals have at their disposal to change policies that impact them. At the
same time, as pointed out by the same interviewee, we must regard an individual’s option not to
vote when presented with the choice: “To me, that’s a legitimate response as well.” The key to
facilitation is informed consent and respect for choice. In addition to empowering caregivers as
facilitators of action and engagement, the resources that support caregiver facilitation of the
expression of civic rights also addresses the general informational and attitudinal barriers to
electoral participation for individuals with IDD.
Address Informational and Attitudinal Barriers to Civic Engagement
Informational and attitudinal barriers on a wide scale represent impediments to the
expression of civic rights and voting for individuals with IDD. These barriers to accessibility
need to be better addressed at a systemic level by organizations like Elections Canada, politicians
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and their campaigns, service providers, inclusion organizations, and individuals in social
networks. Equality in access does not mean equal treatment, as IRIS (2012) notes: “Canada is a
leader internationally in the interpretation it has given to what equality rights mean. … treating
disabled and non-disabled citizens equally sometimes means providing different treatments” (p.
8). To combat informational barriers, development of communications materials in readable
formats for low-literacy electors is a step toward equality. The very design and provision of these
resources automatically shifts the discourse to regard and include marginalized communities in
civic participation, beginning the process of building social capital, and broadens the inherent
value of these citizens. As Stienstra et al. (2022) note, where inclusion is included as a principle
of design—improving access for all—it reduces the need for individual-specific
accommodations. This represents a challenge where the very notion of readability runs counter to
political messaging which often relies on nuance and doublespeak, and is often reluctant to say
anything in particularly simple, clear, black-and-white terms. Political materials produced in a
readable way would be valuable for an elector with low literacy or for whom English is an
alternate language, and straightforward clarity in messaging may do a greater service to
democracy on the whole by changing the way that politics is communicated.
To combat attitudinal barriers, improved education about disability generally is required
across the lifespan from youth in public education and in front-facing messaging targeting the
general public. Parents, caregivers, and support workers would also benefit from up-to-date
information as to perceptions of capacity and the ability of individuals with IDD to perform
cognitively given the appropriate supports. Addressing these sorts of attitudinal barriers builds
on the work of empowering confidence in social networks as effective and trustworthy
facilitators. The success of training that elections workers receive as to how to support all
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individuals, including those with IDD, to participate at the polls was highlighted by interview
respondent #2 who characterized these workers as “people who really have the message” about
how to support diverse needs. This type of messaging may be looked at for generalization to the
wider public and other populations. Interview respondent #4 also highlighted the degree to which
the popularization of mail-in ballots during the COVID-19 pandemic represented a positive
accessibility accommodation for their adult child who experienced sensory challenges in the inperson poll station environment. Widespread availability of mail-in voting options going forward
represents an important optional accessibility tool generally.
Limitations
Several limitations to the research are recognized. First, Situational Analysis was not a
method that was found to be previously associated with research at the little-explored
intersection of disability studies and the area of communications and culture. The principal
limitation here, however, is that individuals with IDD themselves are not surveyed because
studies involving vulnerable populations are generally beyond the scope of a master’s level
project. Contact and connection with potential participants—parents and caregivers of
individuals with IDD—was limited by the use of third-party organizations and their capacity,
willingness, and ability to engage potential participants by distributing invitations to the study.
Given the electronic nature of the initial survey, participants were limited to those with the skills
and means to access such electronic platforms; these limits to the sample group risk further
marginalizing an already marginalized group. While I hoped to receive a large number of
responses and the convenience sampling method sought to capture a wide geographic spread of
respondents, I could not control for diversity in age, gender, socio-economic status, race, and
ethnicity of actual respondents. I sought as much diversity as possible in the sample group but
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was unable to guarantee it. Conducting interviews face-to-face would have been be preferable,
but geography and COVID-19 restrictions limited this study to remote interviewing via
telephone and online video conferencing platforms. The small size of the formal data set is offset
by the wealth of anecdotal data collected over the two-year course of the study, and I am
confident that continued research with a larger data set would reproduce and flesh-out my
findings. Finally, I recognize my own bias in this study: as parent to an adult child with IDD,
there is a risk that my approach to the data may be impacted by my own belief systems and lived
experience. The SA methodology addresses this limitation by recognizing and embracing the
researcher’s positionality in the situation under examination. My own positionality and the
intentions of this research project were made clear during the outreach phase recruiting
participants for the study and in documents seeking informed consent to conduct the research
with the participants. A transparent approach to data analysis and guidance from my thesis
supervisor further mitigated the risk of bias.
Directions for Future Research
There are opportunities in future research to more fully and effectively engage the voices
related to individuals with IDD specifically—their voices are unfortunately and conspicuously
absent from this work. The voices of individuals labelled with IDD themselves must be sought
for engagement in the design and execution of future research. This requires the engagement and
support of Ethics Boards that approve research at academic institutions. These boards would
benefit from increased education about, and attention to, capturing diverse voices as they assess
and approve research projects. Additionally, the notion and form of informed consent may be
revisited to accommodate the diverse needs and communication methods used by individuals

109
with cognitive impairments. Differences in accommodation and communication should not
present barriers to participation in research conducted at academic institutions.
The research project participants in this case include the parents and caregivers for
individuals with IDD as they were identified in the literature as an appropriate (if imperfect)
source for the data. Attempts to connect with this group demonstrate the isolation experienced by
this group in that there aren’t easy pathways to reach them, to share information, and to engage
with them. Exploration of the degree to which privacy policies inadvertently create barriers to
connection and enable isolation would be helpful to suggest changes to policy that might enable
greater connections between families and caregivers without compromising the benefits that
privacy stipulations provide.
The methodology/tools package of Situational Analysis (SA) holds a lot of potential in
the area of disability studies research generally. As SA is a relatively new approach to research, I
was unable to locate examples of its application in the area of disability and communications
studies, but this project is an example of the method’s success in addressing an issue involving
diverse actors and actants that crosses several domains of study. I believe this study supports the
use of SA in future studies within the complex realm of disability studies.
Finally, I am aware of outside interest in this research from parties advancing issues of
voter accessibility in the Canadian judicial system and believe that further research into the
understanding and communication of expressions of civic rights for individuals with IDD will
support human rights gains for all marginalized segments of society.
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Appendix One: Survey Questions
Preamble: Relatively few adults with intellectual or developmental disabilities in Canada vote. I
am trying to understand voting and political engagement for these individuals in British
Columbia, and how their social/community networks are involved in the process. Please think
about an adult with intellectual or developmental disability who you provide support for when
you answer these questions—I will refer to this person as the “individual.”
Today I am answering this survey as:
A parent
A support provider
Other [comment]
Beliefs
Indicate level of agreement with: [strong agree to strong disagree]
People with IDD can’t be expected to participate in politics
People with IDD can’t be expected to participate in voting
Teaching people with IDD about voting is worthwhile
Information about political party platforms can be explained to IDD
Learning about voting
Did this individual learn about voting as a child? [yes; no; I don’t know]
Has this individual learned about voting as an adult? [yes; no; I don’t know]
Please check all that apply about how this individual learned about voting:
This individual learned about voting as a child in school
This individual learned about voting as a child in another program
This individual learned about voting as a child from their parents
This individual learned about voting as a child from their family
This individual learned about voting as a child from their friends
This individual learned about voting as an adult in a day program
This individual learned about voting as an adult from a support provider
This individual learned about voting as an adult from their parents
This individual learned about voting as an adult from their family
This individual learned about voting as an adult from their friends
Other places this individual learned about voting [open-ended]
Is voting included in this individual’s service plan? [yes; no; I don’t know]
Please indicate who you have received information from about this individual’s right to vote:
[check all that apply]
Elections Canada
Inspire Democracy
Inclusion Canada
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Elections BC
Community Living BC
Local association for community living
Municipal government
Public education system
Private education system
Adult day program
Post secondary system
Other support provider
Other places that provided information about this individual’s right to vote [open-ended]
Do you believe voting is a skill that this individual is capable of being taught? [yes; no]
Do you believe voting is a skill that this individual should be taught? [yes; no]
Interest in voting
Has this individual expressed interest in voting? [yes; no]
If so, how? [open-ended]
If so, what sort of help did you provide? [open-ended]
If not, do you think this individual would be interested in voting if the information was offered?
[yes; no; I don’t know]
Voter registration
Are you personally registered to vote? [yes; no; I don’t know]
Is this individual registered to vote? [yes; no; I don't know]
If so, how did they register to vote? [at school; at day program; registered by parent; I don’t
know/remember]
Federal Election September 2021
Think about your experience during the most recent federal election in Canada (September 20,
2021).
Do you remember hearing messages from political parties during the election campaign? [yes;
no]
Did you look for information about candidates during the election campaign? [yes; no]
Do you remember hearing political parties talk about issues that affect disabled people during
the election campaign? [yes; no]
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Did you look for information about issues that affect disabled people during the election
campaign? [yes; no]
Did you vote in the federal election in September 2021? [yes; no]
Experience voting
Did this individual receive a voter registration card in the mail for the last federal election in
September 2021? [yes; no; I don’t know]
Did this individual vote in the last federal election in September 2021? [yes; no; I don’t know]
If this individual voted in the last federal election, did they vote in person or by mail? [in person;
by mail; I don’t know; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last federal election, did they encounter any of the following
barriers? [voter registration; physical accessibility; information; communication; discrimination;
transportation; other; no barriers; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last federal election, did you help, and how? [did not help;
provided information; talked about choices; helped register to vote; helped request a mail in
ballot; provided transportation; helped at polling place; helped fill out ballot; talked about
election results; other; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last federal election, do you think their needs for education,
accommodation, and support were met so they were able to do so as any other citizen would?
[yes; no] If so, how or how not? [open-ended]
If this individual voted in the last provincial election in BC, did they vote in person or by mail?
[in person; by mail; I don’t know; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last provincial election, did they encounter any of the following
barriers? [voter registration; physical accessibility; information; communication; discrimination;
transportation; other; no barriers; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last provincial election, did you help, and how? [did not help;
provided information; talked about choices; helped register to vote; helped request a mail in
ballot; provided transportation; helped at polling place; helped fill out ballot; talked about
election results; other; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last provincial election, do you think their needs for education,
accommodation, and support were met so they were able to do so as any other citizen would?
[yes; no] If so, how or how not? [open-ended]
If this individual voted in the last municipal election in your area, did they vote in person or by
mail? [in person; by mail; I don’t know; did not vote]
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If this individual voted in the last municipal election, did they encounter any of the following
barriers? [voter registration; physical accessibility; information; communication; discrimination;
transportation; other; no barriers; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last municipal election, did you help, and how? [did not help;
provided information; talked about choices; helped register to vote; helped request a mail in
ballot; provided transportation; helped at polling place; helped fill out ballot; talked about
election results; other; did not vote]
If this individual voted in the last municipal election, do you think their needs for education,
accommodation, and support were met so they were able to do so as any other citizen would?
[yes; no] If so, how or how not? [open-ended]
Other political experience
Has this individual had other types of political experiences? [yes; no; I don't know]
Please indicate which of the following political experience this individual has had?
Went to a march
Signed a petition
Wrote to a political representative
Spoke to a political representative
Went to a debate
Followed politics on social media
Other [open-ended]
Have you helped or participated in other political experiences with this individual? [yes; no]
If so, how? [open-ended]
Further participation
I hope to interview a small number of people about how (if at all) they are involved in political
life with their individuals. All information will be kept confidential.
Are you willing to be contacted to participate in a 45-minute interview (by phone or video) about
people with intellectual and developmental disabilities and voting? [yes; no]
If you are willing to be contacted for an interview, please provide the following information
[contact information]
Name
Email Address
City/Town
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Appendix Two: Interview Questions
Beliefs
Relatively few adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities in Canada vote. Why do
you think this is?
Do you believe that it is important for individuals with IDD to vote? Why or why not?
What has influenced your beliefs about the importance of IDD voting?
How do you think more IDD could be involved in voting?
Do you believe that it is important for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities
to be involved in other sorts of political activities? Why or why not?
Experience
Do you think your individual with IDD is interested in voting? Why or why not? What gives you
that impression?
Tell me about your experience voting with IDD in federal, provincial, and/or municipal
elections.
How accessible is information about voter registration?
How accessible is information about candidates?
How accessible is information about how to vote?
How accessible is information about what to do and where to do on election day?
How accessible is information about the results of the election?
Accessibility=able to access independently; with some assistance; fully supported
Have you assisted someone with IDD to vote? How?
Has anyone stopped, or tried to stop, you from assisting your IDD to vote?
Do you think your individual with IDD had enough information to make an informed choice?
Role in (Duty of) Facilitation
(Note difference of approach for parents and support providers)
Do you think voting falls under the mandate for community inclusion?
What do you think your role is in supporting IDD to vote?
Have you been advised that it is your responsibility to ensure that your IDD is aware of their
options, and has the opportunity to participate in, their right to vote?
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Do you believe that it is your responsibility to ensure that your IDD is aware of their options, and
has the opportunity to participate in, their right to vote?
Do you talk about politics with IDD?
If you have been involved in teaching about voting, what strategies did you use?
What barriers do you think make it difficult to support your IDD voting?
What would make you more likely to support IDD to vote?
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Appendix Three: Maps
Initial Messy Situational Map
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Relational Map of the situation base version
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Initial Social Worlds Map
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Appendix Four: Acronyms
ABCA
ACA
ACL
ADHD
ASD
CARF
CLBC
CSW
FASD
GT
IDD
IEP
ND
OCD
ODD
SA
UNCRPD

Accessible British Columbia Act
Accessible Canada Act
Association for Community Living
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
Autism Spectrum Disorder
Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities
Community Living British Columbia
Community Support Worker
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder
Grounded Theory
Intellectual and Developmental Disability
Individualized Education Plan
Neurodiversity
Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder
Operational Defiant Disorder
Situational Analysis
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
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Appendix Five: Discourse Analysis Resources
Readable Documents
The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Inclusion International. What we can
do to help Governments and other organizations help everyone to vote and take part in politics.
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/2021-06/UNDP-Inclusion-International-Howto-Help-Governments-and-Other-Org-Help-Everyone-to-Vote-and-Take-Part-in-Politics-V2.pdf
Checklist for Plain Language from plainlanguage.gov (United States Government)
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/checklists/checklist/
Province of British Columbia. Plain Language Checklist.
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/governments/services-for-government/service-experiencedigital-delivery/web-content-development-guides/web-style-guide/writing-guide/plain-language
Elections Canada Website
https://www.elections.ca/home.aspx
Inspire Democracy Website
https://inspirerlademocratie-inspiredemocracy.ca/index-eng.aspx
Community Living British Columbia Website
https://www.communitylivingbc.ca
Education Standards
BCTC Standards for teacher certification (see Geddert link)
Social Awareness and Responsibility Core Curriculum
https://curriculum.gov.bc.ca/competencies/personal-and-social/social-awareness-andresponsibility
Nine Standards
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/kindergarten-to-grade-12/teach/teacherregulation/standards-for-educators/edu_standards.pdf
Inclusive Campaigns
The A-Z of Effective, Inclusive Campaigns: Win Elections by Getting Out the Disability Vote by
Detroit Disability Power (2022). [private link https://www.manula.com/manuals/ddp/inclusivecampaigns/1/en/topic/f1-at-least-two-weeks-before] https://www.inclusivecampaigns.org
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Appendix Six: Data Summary Table
Source of data

Sample size

Online survey

23

Interview

4

Discursive materials

9

Key informants

4

