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ABSTRACT
This article focuses on the process of the participatory action 
research (PAR) approach of working with a group of 
Palestinian young people with disabilities to explore their 
experiences in the Palestinian setting, highlighting educa-
tion, employment, and social participation. It describes the 
PAR methodology and the co-researcher involvement in the 
different study components. It also includes the reflections 
of our co-researchers (the PAR group members) and of our-
selves as university researchers about the benefits and diffi-
culties of the PAR approach. This article will add to the 
scarce literature on using PAR with young people with dis-
abilities in Low- and Middle-Income Countries, especially war 
and conflict zones similar to the Palestinian setting.

Points of interest

• This article focuses on describing an unconventional approach to 
researching disability experiences that enables young people with dis-
abilities to actively participate in the research as co-researchers and 
prioritizes that their voices are being heard.

• Using PAR, co-researchers (study participants) with disabilities can share 
their disability experiences in a respectful and safe space, learn about 
themselves and their abilities, and gain research-related and life skills.

• This study advocates for the inclusion of young people with disabilities 
as co-researchers, and has shown that they were essential 
collaborators in the research. This might have a more significant influ-
ence on policymakers in responding to their needs.
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• Overall, this article will add to the literature on using the PAR approach 
with young people with disabilities in war-like conditions similar to the 
Palestinian setting and beyond.

Introduction

People with disabilities in Low- and Middle-income Countries (LMICs) con-
tinue to experience the problems of limited levels of education, high unem-
ployment, and poverty (Morwane, Dada, and Bornman 2021). In the 
Israeli-occupied Palestinian territory (oPt), the setting of this study, people 
with disabilities face multiple challenges, including high illiteracy rates, and a 
lack of employment opportunities (PCBS 2011). People with disabilities also 
suffer from poverty, inadequate physical accessibility, negative attitudes, dis-
crimination, and social obstacles to participate in the community (Mitwalli 
et  al. 2022; Snounu, Smith, and Bishop 2019).

Yet, such a predicament is not adequately addressed in research which can 
be of influence on policies and practices. In addition, when research is con-
ducted, it is usually completed by able-bodied researchers who write about 
people with disabilities, instead of bringing in their voices into research and 
interventions where they can participate in speaking for themselves (Liddiard 
et  al. 2019), although in some studies people with disabilities employ cre-
ative approaches to reflect on their disability experience (Alshammari 2022). 
The scarcity of such studies is another reason why participatory action 
research engaging people with disabilities themselves is important to write 
about in terms of methodology.

The dearth of PAR research with people with disabilities in LMICs could be 
attributed to the limited funding available for research in general and the 
relatively high cost of PAR as a research methodology. In addition, there is a 
lack of awareness of the advantages of the PAR approach (Kuper et  al. 2021). 
Given these circumstances, a PAR approach reflecting on the challenges and 
opportunities encountered in the course of the research, provides a valuable 
contribution to our knowledge of PAR methodology in general, and as imple-
mented in non-Western settings and settings enduring political instability 
and military oppression in particular.

This paper addresses PAR as a methodology of working with young peo-
ple with disabilities living in a Palestinian refugee camp on the West Bank of 
the Israeli-occupied Palestinian territory (oPt) as co-researchers. While the 
research study aimed to explore the lived experiences of these young people 
and their access to education, employment, and social participation, this 
paper focuses on the research methodology, the group members’ reflections 
as co-researchers, and what researchers have learned from this experience.

The PAR approach has been widely used in the post-colonial period in the 
Global South as a way to counter the West’s domination of knowledge 
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production and promote the participation and inclusion of communities 
affected by the topic being researched (Cornish et  al. 2023). This approach 
was particularly adopted by feminist movements and the social psychology 
field (Cornish et  al. 2023), but also extended to other fields such as public 
health (Minkler et al. 2002). This research approach and methodology involves 
meaningful collaboration and active participation of the study participants 
and challenges the power imbalance in the research process with partici-
pants substantially involved in all steps of the research, in contrast to tradi-
tional research, which tends to be top-down, with the researchers making all 
the research planning decisions and the researched passively submitted to 
whatever those decisions entail (Jacobs 2016; McGrath 2022; Tanabe, Pearce, 
and Krause 2018; White, Suchowierska, and Campbell 2004). This important 
difference makes PAR research ‘emancipatory’ in itself (Mathias et  al. 2020; 
Nind 2011) and a democratic research process where participants involved as 
co-researchers have a voice, a role, and a responsibility in the process (Ángeles 
et  al. 2022; Hawkins 2015; Hemming et  al. 2021; Jacobs 2016; Sample 1996). 
This also corresponds to the research justice framework that endorses the 
inclusion of the participants’ voices and influences in the research process 
and the right to participate in knowledge production (Ángeles et  al. 2022; 
Mathias et  al. 2020). This democratic and equitable nature of knowledge pro-
duction helps increase the validity and quality of the produced data and pro-
vides added value to research and its credibility (Kuper et al. 2021; Nind 2011).

With research participants being actively involved in all research steps 
ranging from determining the research problem to taking part in the plan-
ning, data collection, analysis and dissemination (Hemming et  al. 2021; Jacobs 
2016; Kramer et  al. 2011; Nind 2011; Rix et  al. 2021; Tanabe, Pearce, and 
Krause 2018), PAR methodology aims to achieve social change by targeting 
the problems that affect participants lives and responding to their needs 
(Ollerton and Horsfall 2013; White, Suchowierska, and Campbell 2004). PAR 
research brings participants together who tend to grapple with similar prob-
lems and who tend to have deep-insight into these problems based on their 
lived experiences in contrast to the researchers, who are often from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds with no lived experience of the matter (Ángeles 
et  al. 2022; Jacobs 2016; Ollerton and Horsfall 2013; White, Suchowierska, and 
Campbell 2004). Through active participation, PAR also empowers participants 
by building their capacities in research skills and social change (Holt et  al. 
2019; Liddiard et  al. 2019; Minkler et  al. 2002; Sample 1996). That is, PAR pro-
vides more holistic and contextual interpretations of the social realities of the 
involved participants (Nind 2011), and it helps to create more relevant, effec-
tive, and sustainable social interventions (Mathias et  al. 2020; McGrath 2022).

Given the relative novelty of the PAR approach in research and the history 
of marginalization people with disabilities have faced, disability rights move-
ments informed by the UN Convention on the Rights of People with 
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Disabilities (UNCRPD) advocate for the crucial inclusion and participation of 
people with disabilities in research that affects their lives (Liddiard et  al. 2019; 
Mathias et  al. 2020). In addition to equitable inclusion of people with disabil-
ities in PAR, it also contributes to producing more relevant and valid evi-
dence needed to influence policies on disability and can lead to improvements 
in the lives of people with disabilities (Buettgen et  al. 2012; Kuper et  al. 2021; 
Nind 2011).

Involving people with disabilities in PAR has other benefits as well. These 
include raising their awareness of their rights and making them more con-
fident to express themselves (Nind 2011). Additionally, taking an active role 
in the research process, in all its phases, from generating ideas to dissemi-
nating results, helps people with disabilities acquire leadership skills by 
making them more assertive about their own capabilities (Jacobs 2016; 
Mathias et  al. 2020; Nind 2011). While the importance of involving people 
with disabilities in PAR is evident, as described above, most research on the 
use of this approach in studies involving people with disabilities is focused 
on high-income settings, with limited research on the opportunities and 
challenges of using PAR in studies with people with disabilities living in 
LMICs (Kuper et  al. 2021; Vaughan et  al. 2020). Thus, this study aims to 
contribute to the literature on PAR in LMICS in general, and specifically to 
the context of war-like conditions of the occupied Palestinian territory.

Methodology

We, researchers at the Institute of Community and Public Health at Birzeit 
University in the oPt, used the participatory action research approach in 
working with a group of young people with disabilities in a Palestinian refu-
gee camp in the center of the West Bank. This study took place from 
September 2022 to March 2024.

Setting

In the Israeli-occupied West Bank, approximately 26.3% of the population 
lives in Palestinian refugee camps housing Palestinians who were evicted, dis-
possessed, and dispersed as a result of the 1948 Arab Israeli war and the 
creation of the state of Israel on over 50% of the land of historic Palestine 
(Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics 2019; UNRWA n.d.). These Palestinian 
refugee camps have, in the course of time, developed into favela-like living 
centres, some the size of villages, and others rather bigger, and more like 
suburban areas. There are 19 camps in the West Bank in which the United 
Nations Relief and Work Agency (UNRWA n.d.) provides main services, includ-
ing education and health (UNRWA 2023). People there have poor living con-
ditions with limited essential infrastructure (UNRWA n.d.).
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We recruited young people with disabilities from one Palestinian refugee 
camp to work with us as co-researchers because refugees are more exposed 
to direct Israeli military violence compared to the rest of the population, and 
may have a higher share of people with disabilities due to Israeli occupation 
violence. Additionally, the limitations and scarcity of infrastructure pro-
nounced in the Palestinian refugee camps, especially for people with disabil-
ities, added another justification to recruiting study participants from there, 
including the problem of narrow streets, lack of pavements and lighting at 
night which pose as additional burden to people with disabilities. Thus, we 
wanted to give voice to this group of young people having a triple chal-
lenge: living under Israeli military occupation with chronic exposure to polit-
ical violence, living in a refugee camp, and having a disability.

Recruitment and preliminary work with co-researchers

We obtained ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee at the 
Institute of Community and Public Health, Birzeit University (ref number 2022 
(7 − 2)) before recruiting participants. The recruitment of study participants, 
our co-researchers, took several steps. We first met with the director of a 
community organization in the refugee camp who works with people with 
disabilities. We explained the aim of the research to the director, who later 
invited a group of people with disabilities (4 women and 2 men) to partici-
pate, where we organized a focus group discussion with this group. It was a 
preliminary meeting to get to know the situation of people with disabilities 
inside the refugee camp and as a starting point to recruit young people with 
disabilities for our study. Following this meeting, we had an introductory 
meeting with a group of nine young people with disabilities, also invited by 
the community organization, explaining the aim of the research, clarifying 
the role of the group members as co-researchers, going over the information 
sheet we had prepared and distributed to them, and checking their interest 
in participating in our project. In the next meeting with this group, all par-
ticipants expressed their interest and agreed to work with us on the research, 
and provided their oral consent to be our co-researchers.

Co-researchers

Nine participants (i.e. co-researchers) accepted to participate in our research: 
four young men and five young women aged 18–32. Their disabilities included 
physical impairments, mild speech problems, learning, and visual disabilities. 
Some had multiple disabilities, such as learning and physical. Most had less 
than high school education, and only one had a college education. None of 
them were married except for one young woman who was married and had 
children. The group members were financially compensated for their work as 
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co-researchers, because their role as co-researchers was an essential part of 
the research, and they deserved to get paid for their work. We introduced 
the co-researchers to basic research methods while emphasizing how their 
collaboration and participation, combined with their lived experiences, would 
foster the role of research in making their voices heard.

Study design

The study primarily consisted of the formation of a PAR group where mem-
bers actively contributed to all research components. Our co-researchers were 
involved in the various study phases, including planning, data collection, 
analysis, and co-production of group intervention.

In total, we conducted 30 collective work meetings with our co-researchers. 
In the following sections, we describe how we worked with the PAR group 
members on different study components in more detail.

Preliminary work with the co-researchers

The plan for working with the PAR group was evolving as we moved forward. 
The first meetings with the group focused on emphasizing what PAR is about 
and entails, building the group, and facilitating the interaction between the 
group members through different activities. Together, we developed the 
ground rules that everyone participating should abide by, such as confiden-
tiality, trust, and respecting each other. During our meetings, we provided 
equal opportunity for all members to participate. This was achieved by ensur-
ing that the sessions were scheduled according to the members’ preferences, 
ice-breaker activities at the start of each meeting, interesting questions and 
answers, and group fun activities. We also diversified group and individual 
activities to encourage the participation of all members.

Each session took about two hours, and the group members were regu-
larly consulted on the techniques they felt comfortable with during the ses-
sions. Examples of these techniques include working as one bigger group or 
working in smaller groups when there was a need for discussions of topics 
in more depth. Meetings initially took place at the Palestinian refugee camp’s 
community organization center. Later, they were held at our university to 
provide our co-researchers with the space and privacy to express themselves 
more fully. This was their suggestion because they felt uncomfortable at the 
community center due to the lack of privacy.

We conducted several meetings with the group to understand their expe-
rience accessing education, employment, and social participation through 
interactive methods to encourage group members to participate, discuss, and 
express themselves. These methods ranged from group discussions, where 
we asked them to talk freely about their experiences, to dividing the 
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participants into small groups or individually when it was difficult for those 
members with learning difficulties to express themselves. According to the 
group members, small groups were considered a better way to explore their 
experiences than one big group, as they allowed more focused discussion 
and information.

Development of the semi-structure interview guide and conducting the 
interviews

In preparation for building the group members’ research capacity, we intro-
duced the team to an overview of academic research principles and steps by 
using examples of research topics. The group members then co-developed 
an interview guide and framed a set of questions for interviews with other 
young people with disabilities to extend our understanding of their experi-
ences. This involved several rounds of piloting the questions with the mem-
bers through role plays until we agreed on the final version of the interview 
guide. The interview questions were structured and developed in line with 
the main interview topics as follows: experience with disability, daily life, edu-
cation experience (both formal and informal), work experience, if any, and 
social life. The questions were directly derived from the group members’ 
reported experience and their interest in learning about other young people 
with disabilities. We then trained the group members on interviewing skills 
and the ethics of conducting interviews. This was done by experimenting 
with the questions and testing them on the group, rehearsing how to intro-
duce group members to the interviewees, informing the interviewees of the 
research objective and the importance of their participation, obtaining their 
formal consent, assuring them that the information they share is confidential, 
and telling the interviewees their rights, such as their right to withdraw at 
any time during the interview and not answering any questions if they do 
not want to. During the interviews, our group members were the main inter-
viewers, and we were the co-interviewers, as we were there to provide them 
with the support they needed. The group members conducted twenty inter-
views among men and women, different types of disabilities, and who came 
from various localities of the Ramallah governorate of the West Bank.

Mapping exercise

We worked on an interview guide intended for use with organizations 
working with people with disabilities, as we intended to map these organi-
zations and prepare a directory of such organizations to be a reference doc-
ument for people with disabilities seeking services. Again, the group’s 
experience in seeking services and the information they would like to be 
included in such a directory given their needs and experiences enriched the 
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interview guide. We sent an information sheet to the organizations in 
advance and obtained informed consent before the interviews. The map-
ping was collectively performed, with the group members taking the role of 
main interviewers and interviewing most organizations. Other organizations 
provided the necessary information for the directory by filling out a Google 
document.

Data analysis

The next step entailed analyzing the interviews collected from young people 
with disabilities with group members deciding together on which were the 
main themes uncovered by the interviews and how the experiences of other 
young people with disabilities were similar or different from theirs. The anal-
ysis began by collectively reviewing each interview transcript with all group 
members, reading it carefully, and extracting the main ideas and themes 
based on a memo we wrote which was divided by topic according to the 
interview guide. The memo is an analytical tool that allows the researchers 
to analyze the data based on the interview topics and is believed to 
strengthen the engagement of researchers with the data (Birks et al., 2008). 
This was completed in an introductory session to introduce the group to the 
analysis process and to split the group members into small teams of two to 
three so we could analyse the data in a more focused way and more thor-
oughly. We provided printed copies of the transcripts and asked one of the 
team members to read one transcript, then another, aloud, extracting themes 
collectively and filling in the memos that were also available in printed copies.

Group intervention

During our meetings, we realized that group members expressed a need for 
professional counselling; they were explicit about their desire to receive some 
psychosocial support related to stress relief and counselling activities. 
Psychosocial support was of twofold importance: to enhance group mem-
bers’ self-confidence, provide them with the needed support on the one 
hand, and help them design the group intervention in which they will con-
vey their messages to policymakers on the other hand. To do so, we recruited 
a counsellor specializing in art therapy with experience working in various 
Palestinian refugee camps in the West Bank, who joined and co-facilitated 
our group meetings and worked individually with some members on their 
own based on need. The counsellor worked gradually on building the group 
members’ self-esteem and self-confidence, on helping them discover their 
internal strengths, and preparing them to think about and develop the group 
intervention. Feedback about the counsellor’s work was very positive and 
gave the research group energy and momentum to work on the intervention.
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The techniques used by the counsellor were based on art methodologies 
deemed effective for use with a group of people with different types of dis-
abilities. According to the counsellor, using these techniques is preferable to 
traditional methods, as art is considered a safe space for people with disabili-
ties to express their feelings, needs, and fears indirectly. This also helps them 
realize their strengths and weaknesses and motivates them to work on their 
weaknesses. It is also a way for those who cannot express themselves orally to 
do so through art. The counsellor used various techniques, including thera-
peutic stories that increased the research group’s hopes and aspirations, paint-
ing, using play dough, and role plays. The focus of work with the research 
group was on the notions of relationships, boundaries, and privacy, enhancing 
the positive view of oneself and life through realizing one’s inner strength, and 
finally, how to express and manage feelings of happiness and anger. These 
approaches are supported by the literature, which has shown that the use of 
art in participatory methods with people with disabilities provides them with 
the space to express themselves in different ways (Stafford 2017) and enables 
a powerful atmosphere for them (Geiger, Shpigelman, and Feniger-Schaal 2020).

Collecting and analysing the group’s reflections on the PAR process and 
their involvement in research

During our sessions, we collected the group’s reflections on the process as a 
whole and different parts of the research. Sometimes, we needed to focus 
the discussion on smaller subgroups, especially for the members who have 
learning disabilities and feel more encouraged to share their reflections in 
small groups. We consistently discussed and confirmed the group members’ 
reflections throughout the sessions. We coded and analyzed all discussion 
notes using a thematic analysis approach, transforming all codes into main 
themes. We also produced analytical memos for each member individually 
and collectively for all members, where we extracted the quotes and then 
translated them into English. We also had an evaluation session toward the 
end of the group sessions, where we discussed the themes with the group 
members and received their confirmation. The structure of the results section 
is arranged based on the themes we derived from the analysis and supported 
by verbatim quotes from the group members.

Results

Reflections of group members on their experiences as co-researchers’

Creating space and drawing boundaries
The research group members were committed to group sessions during the 
whole period of the project. The sessions’ atmosphere was meant to be 
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welcoming and ensuring of privacy and the freedom for expressing their 
ideas and views. For this reason, when some participants indicated that the 
meeting space inside the refugee camp did not allow them to express their 
thoughts freely, we moved the venue of the meetings to the university to 
ensure a comfortable environment. A young man with a physical disabil-
ity noted:

I feel more comfortable and secure when we meet at the university. If the place 
here (the university) is not safe, we would not come.

A female group member with a visual disability emphasised the impor-
tance of respecting the confidentiality and privacy of the group:

I felt annoyed when I saw our meeting photos shared on the Facebook page of the 
(refugee camp) community center. People in the camp know each other, and some 
of my relatives ask me out of curiosity about the meetings, and I don’t want to 
answer because I respect the rules of the group and that we need to keep 
confidentiality.

Realizing hopes
Some members noted that regular visits to the university fulfilled their earlier 
hopes of actually visiting the university, and they felt proud and confident 
when they told their parents they had a meeting there.

Building confidence and relieving stress
Some co-research members, especially young women who spend most of 
their time at home, viewed sessions as an opportunity to get out of their 
houses, obtain stress relief, and rely on themselves.

One woman group member with a learning disability said:

Group meetings are an opportunity to meet people and feel good instead of stay-
ing bored at home.

On feeling confident, empowered, and taking responsibility for oneself, a 
woman group member with a visual disability added:

I started to rely more on myself for going outside the camp and coming to the 
university for the meetings, and my self-confidence increased.

Our participants also showed enthusiasm and happiness by participating 
in the group sessions. Each one of them expressed their excitement and rea-
sons for the feelings about meetings they exhibited. A female group member 
with a physical disability explained:

Coming and participating in the group gives me positive energy and happiness. 
When I know there will be a group meeting, I make my preparations in advance to 
be able to join the group meeting.
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Another fellow group member with a physical disability explained:

Group meetings at the university gave us momentum and hope… The meetings 
also gave us the opportunity to get out of the refugee camp, where we feel choked.

Sharing experiences in a respectful and safe space
The group sessions were also an opportunity for the co-researchers to share 
their experiences and gain insights from each other. They also viewed the 
discussions in the sessions as a chance to express themselves freely without 
concerns about violating confidentiality and to feel heard, listened to, and 
understood.

A female member with a visual disability explained how the group’s ses-
sions helped her to learn from other members’ experiences:

You helped us make our voices heard and talk about the difficulties we were afraid 
to discuss before without being criticised. I liked the confidentiality here in the 
group and that we are all the same. We learn from each other’s experiences, think, 
and let what is inside us go outside in a supportive environment.

Likewise a fellow group member with a physical disability noted:

The group meetings motivate us to talk freely about our experiences.

Another young man with a physical disability added:

Even though we are from the same refugee camp, we didn’t know each other well 
before joining the group regarding feelings, ideas, and experiences.

Learning about oneself, one’s abilities, and gaining skills
Some group members reported that they were worried about conducting 
interviews with other young people with disabilities, given that this was their 
first interviewing experience. Some group members were more confident 
than others, especially those who could read and ask the interview questions 
to interviewees without our support. We, the university team, assisted the 
members who could not read by reading the questions for them first before 
they asked the interviewees.

A woman co-researcher with a physical disability noted:

I knew we would meet other young people with disabilities, but I was worried since 
it was my first time interviewing somebody. I have never done something like this 
before. However, when someone (from the university research team) is with me, I 
feel encouraged.

Conducting interviews helped some members gain self-confidence and 
provided them with interviewing skills at the same time. They thought this 
would help them with job interviews in the future, especially in terms of 
overcoming job interview anxiety.
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A woman group member with a physical disability shared her thoughts 
about interviewing:

Interviewing somebody gives us self-confidence, and we learn how to talk to peo-
ple. Such interviews are beneficial for job interviews because we gain the interview-
ing skills.

Learning about other young people with disabilities and their experiences
The fact that the co-researcher group members had similar experiences to 
the interviewees facilitated the interview dynamics and helped in building 
rapport between the interviewers and interviewees. Additionally, conversing 
with other young people with disabilities and asking them questions made 
some group members appreciate their situation in comparison with others 
whose situations were worse than theirs. It was also good to learn about the 
experiences of other young people with disabilities and how some faced and 
overcame difficulties. This was reflected by this woman co-researcher with a 
physical disability:

Interviewing other young people with disabilities is a good experience. It made you 
feel like your disability is nothing compared to some of the interviewees.

Another woman with a visual disability added and noted:

We got to know the experiences of other young people with disabilities and what 
difficulties they face, what helped them, how some reached their aims and dreams, 
and how they depended on themselves.

And a young man group member with a physical disability expressed his 
insights from the interviewing experience and said:

It is good to know others’ experiences, and I realized that a person with a disability 
can do anything even if he or she has a disability, and whoever has desires should 
not give up in life.

These reflections on interviewing other young people with disabilities 
were complemented by their experiences in analyzing the interviews they 
conducted.

A woman group member with a visual disability commented on the anal-
ysis process:

What we missed to understand during conducting the interview, we understood 
when we analysed the interviews.

This was also illustrated and confirmed by one woman and one man 
co-researchers, who both have a physical disability:

We concentrated, were happy during the analysis of the interviews, and got the 
main ideas of the interviews.
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Group intervention
The group intervention that the co-researchers decided to perform as one of 
the main components of this project was a video-recorded drama sketch 
consisting of messages the group members wanted to convey to their com-
munity and policymakers. The professional counsellor who had experience in 
art therapy facilitated the sketch. The messages focused on the co-author 
group members’ dreams and demands to have employment training and 
decent employment opportunities that suit their disabilities, in addition to 
their need for environmental adaptations, especially in the refugee camp and 
health demands such as medical aid and assistive devices, and the provision 
of physiotherapy and occupational therapy services. The drama sketch was 
performed using hand puppets which was divided into two parts. The per-
formed sketch was video-filmed with captions made available in both Arabic 
and English. The video ended with messages concerning young people with 
disabilities rights in being provided with assistive devices, their need for envi-
ronmental adaptation, the availability of employment opportunities, protec-
tion from abuse at workplaces; and, more importantly, demanding that 
organizations would help them instead of discouraging them. The group had 
the opportunity to practice their roles over several sessions, and they drafted 
the text of their roles. The video is intended for awareness-raising and edu-
cational purposes in order to highlight the rights and needs of young people 
with disabilities in the Palestinian context in general and in Palestinian refu-
gee camp settings in particular.

After filming the video, the co-researchers reflected on their group inter-
vention. They maintained that they enjoyed working on the video and were 
proud of their production. They all agreed that the sketch using the hand 
puppets was a great, enjoyable and powerful way to represent their ideas.

A woman with visual difficulty noted:

It is nice to express your messages through drama because the ideas reach people 
quicker in this way. All that we covered in the video is from our experiences, and 
we show it in a nice way.

Another woman with a physical disability added:

It is a new and interesting experience to me, and doing the sketch gave us strength 
to talk bravely about our messages, and it became easier with practice.

In comparison to producing a video filmed with themselves appearing in 
it, using hand puppets made them more enthusiastic and willing to share the 
video and present it on varied platform, in contrast to being hesitant about 
sharing a video with themselves appearing in it. They also thought that con-
veying their messages through video was more accessible to people. They 
suggested using this drama style to raise awareness about other rights-based 
social issues in the community.
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A man with a physical disability commented:

It was a joy for me to participate in the sketch, and I felt that the hand puppet was 
talking on behalf of us and conveying our messages. I think this kind of work can 
reach people quicker.

Another man with a physical disability agreed and added:

I felt comfortable acting through the hand puppet instead of showing my face, and 
I was encouraged and able to express myself through it.

The art therapists confirmed the group members’ reflections and prefer-
ence for employing hand puppets in the drama sketch to convey their mes-
sages. She considers using hand puppets a safe way for the group members 
to express themselves. She added that all group members who participated 
in the sketch were great, even though they were not familiar with moving 
the puppets, especially since some of them have physical disabilities, and 
keeping the puppets raised upwards during the play was not an easy task for 
them. They successfully collaborated on the content and complemented each 
other in the sketch.

The University’s researchers’ reflections on working with the PAR group

The journey and experience of working with the participatory action group 
were unique, including mutual learning and reflection throughout the pro-
cess. This confirmed to us university researchers that a genuine benefit of 
involving people who have experienced issues related to the research in the 
research from the beginning includes bringing about new understandings 
which university researchers gain from such an experience, which may not be 
possible using classical methods of conducting research.

This approach also taught us how to be patient while conducting research, 
and the importance of using several group facilitation strategies and commu-
nication skills as needed. Although the main university researcher had previ-
ous experience working with a participatory action group, every experience 
is unique and requires continuous reflection and follow-up. Since the PAR 
approach is a process that requires continuous reconsidering and revising of 
planning, we tried to keep the co-researchers comfortable throughout the 
process with ongoing consultation and making sure to consider all sugges-
tions, even if they necessitated changes in plans or requiring additional time 
to complete these suggestions.

We realized in the course of the project that the venue where meetings 
took place between the university researchers and the co-researchers was 
important to consider and make sure it was appropriate. In this sense, it was 
important that the institute where the university researcher is based was very 
cooperative and provided the venue and other facilities for the group’s 
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meetings. This provided a comfortable space for both the researchers and 
the co-researchers, as was also expressed by them and noted earlier.

One of the pillars of the PAR approach is to build and maintain trust with 
the co-researchers, encouraging, supporting, and facilitating members to par-
ticipate. Some members were a bit dominant, while others, especially those 
with learning disabilities, participated less than others. Still, we dealt with this 
through delicate facilitation techniques and by respecting the contributions 
of all members. It was a challenging task and required extra effort and trials. 
Related to this challenge is the fact that most co-researchers could not read 
or write, which we accommodated by supporting these members during spe-
cific research components, such as interviewing other young people with dis-
abilities and organizations where we read the interview question first to the 
co-researcher conducting the interview.

A challenge that at times arose was the tension among some group mem-
bers, which we needed to address immediately in a way that did not harm 
any of them. This required energy and creativity from the university research-
ers, who were aware that this could happen in group settings. One of the 
difficulties we also faced was the extra attention that some members seemed 
to ask from us until we realized that an adequate response would require 
specialized counselling skills that we, as researchers, did not possess. In 
responding to these needs, the professional counsellor specializing in art 
therapy joined us, participated in our meetings, and offered individual ses-
sions based on the members’ needs.

A persistent context-specific difficulty was the unstable political situation 
and the escalation of Israeli army and Israeli settler violence against 
Palestinians, especially the continuous invasions of Palestinian refugee camps 
in the West Bank and the Israeli war on the Gaza Strip, which made planning 
a difficult task. We sometimes needed to cancel or postpone meetings based 
on the political situation because we did not want to put the group mem-
bers or ourselves at any risk.

Working with PAR induced us to reflect on the process throughout, espe-
cially making adaptations based on the group members’ expressed needs. 
This helped us realize the importance of the flexibility needed to ensure the 
incorporation of the voices of people with disability into the research. To 
achieve this, we made sure to provide a supportive environment so that 
everyone in the group could participate in the way they find appropriate, 
and work toward achieving the research objectives.

Discussion

This paper aims to shed light on the methodology of working with a group 
of Palestinian young people with disabilities employing participatory action 
research in order to understand the lived experiences of young people with 
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disabilities with a focus on education, employment, and social participation 
in the Palestinian context. To the best of our knowledge, this is one of the 
first research pieces which is focused on the process of working on PAR with 
young people with disabilities in the context of political instability and 
war-like conditions. It also describes what we have learned from our experi-
ences, both from the perspective of university researchers and co-researchers, 
and how this could provide helpful insights to other researchers wishing to 
use the PAR approach.

The need to document this kind of research stems from the lack of avail-
able literature on the active inclusion of young people with disabilities in 
research in general and as co-researchers in particular (Liddiard et  al. 2019) 
and is especially relevant for LMICs (Kuper et  al. 2021). Furthermore, involving 
young people with disabilities in research is also essential from a rights-based 
perspective, where participants are directly engaged in knowledge produc-
tion that explicitly relates to their own lives (Mathias et  al. 2020; Nind 2011). 
In contexts where people with disabilities are deprived of the opportunity to 
engage in matters that impact their lives and are usually approached with a 
charity perspective, their direct involvement in research can help to build 
their autonomy and agency as co-researchers (Kuper et  al. 2021; Liddiard 
et  al. 2019). We, as university researchers, aimed to accomplish this by allow-
ing the research plan to evolve and develop based on continuous consulta-
tion with co-researchers and their direct involvement in the preferred 
techniques revealed during group discussions.

To be as inclusive as possible, we aimed to include all types of disabilities 
in our participatory action research group, which consisted of young people 
with physical, visual, learning, and multiple disabilities. Nind (2011) high-
lighted that people with physical disabilities are usually the ones who are 
presented the most in research on disability, with less inclusion of people 
with intellectual disabilities. The lack of inclusion of people with intellectual 
disabilities in participatory action research is attributed mainly to the difficul-
ties encountered in working with them as co-researchers (Harrison et  al. 
2001). However, with adequate support, they can participate and provide 
valuable insights (Buettgen et  al. 2012; Ollerton and Horsfall 2013). In our 
experience, working with participants with learning disabilities was indeed 
not easy. Nevertheless, we used various approaches to encourage and 
include their participation. Indeed, the contributions of people with intellec-
tual disabilities were truly appreciated by the group, and clearly demon-
strated with the welcoming atmosphere which the rest of the group 
expressed towards them.

The inclusivity of research also applies to the level of involvement of peo-
ple with disabilities in the research process (Kuper et  al. 2021). In our study, 
we involved the participants in all the research components, from engaging 
them and having them share their own experiences all the way to completing 
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the group intervention. Based on the literature, this involvement in research 
usually differs among studies. In some studies, co-researchers participate in 
research planning and setting up research tools (Mathias et  al. 2020). In other 
studies, they get involved in data collection (Liddiard et  al. 2019; Mathias 
et  al. 2020) and or data analysis (Kramer et  al. 2011; Liddiard et  al. 2019; 
McGrath 2022). Our findings show that our participants’ engagement in all 
research steps particularly enriched this research with added value and pro-
duced more insightful and relevant inputs in each step of the process. This is 
consistent with what Kuper et  al. (2021) and Nind (2011) indicated, namely 
that including people with disabilities in all research stages can produce more 
valid results and democratic and equitable knowledge production.

Our findings showed that one of the main successes of conducting partic-
ipatory research with young people with disabilities is the space this kind of 
work provides for all group members, where they feel respected, trusted, and 
listened to. Even though the group sessions aimed for working on the 
research itself, the participants considered these sessions an opportunity for 
stress relief, enjoying the activities conducted with other members, getting 
out of the house, and adding a new valuable component to the experience. 
The group members also reported sharing and exchanging experiences with 
each other and felt they all had experiences that could be exchanged and 
benefited from, similar to what the literature found (Stevenson 2014). 
Moreover, the group sessions helped build self-confidence for some members 
who felt that their experiences were important in feeding and developing 
the research components, mainly the interview guide for the interviews with 
other young people with disabilities. This too was noted by Liddiard et  al. 
(2019) when working with a young group of women with disabilities.

The experience of interviewing other young people with disabilities by 
group members was an empowering and unique experience. This helped the 
co-researchers learn about the ethics of conducting interviews, gain the 
experience of interviewing other people with similar circumstances and cre-
ate a good dynamic between the interviewer and interviewees, as found 
elsewhere (Kuper et  al. 2021). It also helped the co-researchers learn about 
others’ experiences and realise that other people’s experiences overlap with 
theirs (Stevenson 2014). While the co-researchers perceived the interviewing 
process as a new and beneficial experience, they also considered the joint 
analysis of the interviews as an enriching experience leading to in-depth 
understanding of the interviews they conducted. As researchers, we followed 
a simplified way of co-analysis, taking into consideration the educational 
level of the group members, knowing that participatory analysis is challeng-
ing (Kuper et  al. 2021) but is also missing in most participatory research 
(Nind 2011), and therefore a component which we were keen to include.

Through the group intervention consisting of the drama sketch, the group 
members undertook what was the most enjoyable and practical part for 
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them. They considered it a celebration of their whole journey of working on 
the research and were proud of their production, representing their mes-
sages to the policymakers. The literature confirms that interventions designed 
and implemented by the affected people are more effective than others 
(Mathias et  al. 2020; McGrath 2022), contributing to the social change that 
PAR aims to achieve (Kramer et  al. 2011; Ollerton and Horsfall 2013; White, 
Suchowierska, and Campbell 2004).

The researchers of this study acknowledged the experience of PAR as 
interactive, methodologically stronger, facilitating new understandings com-
ing from direct participants’ involvement, and entailed mutual learning and 
adaptation throughout the process, which is similar to what others have 
noted (Minkler et  al. 2002; Nind 2011). Building trust and respect between 
researchers and co-researchers is considered essential to the success of the 
PAR process, as confirmed by the literature (Tilley et  al. 2021), in addition to 
providing a comfortable environment for co-researchers and accepting that 
plans might be changed in line with group suggestions, as has happened in 
this study where the art therapist was included in the project based on the 
group’s needs and desires.

Although overall, we were successful in completing PAR with a group of 
people with disabilities from a Palestinian refugee camp on the West Bank, 
we also encountered some difficulties. Several tensions took place among the 
co-researchers, which needed to be resolved in a way that preserved the 
group’s spirit and cohesiveness and with the assistance of the professional art 
therapist. In addition, since the group consisted of members with various dis-
abilities, we had to use different facilitation techniques to encourage all 
members to participate, which required additional effort from our side. 
Another difficulty was responding to the fact that most of the group mem-
bers, our co-researchers, needed help reading or writing. We accommodated 
this problem by reading aloud, especially during the data collection and 
analysis phase. Such difficulties and obstacles to PAR research with people 
with disabilities required commitment and continuous planning from us, as 
this too was indicated in the literature (Kuper et al. 2021; Liddiard et al. 2019).

A main difficulty researchers need to take into consideration is that the 
PAR takes more time, which needs to be considered throughout the process, 
and can sometimes be difficult to predict within a project funded by funders 
requiring a clear time frame, identified available resources, and specified proj-
ect lifecycle (Liddiard et  al. 2019; Minkler et  al. 2002). Funders need to take 
this into consideration when funding this type of research projects that need 
more time and money (Minkler et al. 2002; White, Suchowierska, and Campbell 
2004). Needing more time is also very relevant to working in the Palestinian 
context, especially with the acceleration of the Israeli army and Israeli settlers’ 
violence in the West Bank and the Israeli war on the Gaza Strip. This is con-
sidered a continuous and persistent challenge that makes planning and 
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conducting the research a challenging task. Although  Palestinian university 
researchers have been able to continue working on research during such dif-
ficulties, they  require understanding from funders about delays and the need 
for additional contingency funds to cover unexpected events.

Finally, the PAR process was also influenced by the ongoing Israeli military 
occupation and colonization, and the violence the Palestinian population is 
exposed to, including the harsh living conditions in the refugee camp where 
our co-researchers were born, grew up and live, compounded by their dis-
ability experiences. These considerations were highlighted by the psychoso-
cial support our co-researchers asked for, which responded to their needs. 
This became especially important with the beginning of the Israeli war on 
the Gaza Strip in October 2023 and the concurrent escalation of Israeli vio-
lence in the West Bank.

Because of Israeli-imposed restrictions, academic researchers from the West 
Bank are unable to reach the Gaza Strip. We hope, however, that our study can 
be used as an example of PAR specifically in the Gaza Strip, where researchers 
could use it to work with people with disabilities, orphans, people who have lost 
family members, and people who have lost their homes resulting from exposure 
to severe political violence in this current 2023–2025 war and previous wars.

Conclusion

By employing participatory action research to work with a group of young people 
with disabilities in a conflict and war-like setting where, in the main, their active 
participation in research is usually missing, we aimed to give a live model of how 
they can be active research participants. At the same time, we sought to shed 
light on the process of using such a methodology, which stems from the justice 
research and human-centered approach. With the mutual learning we, the research-
ers and the people with disabilities co-researchers, acquired through this research 
experience, we managed to overcome many of the difficulties encountered in the 
process. Our experiences can be used as lessons for future research while provid-
ing insights for researchers working in similar contexts. This is of particular interest 
to our colleague researchers in other parts of the oPt, notably the Gaza Strip, with 
the increasing number of young and old people with disabilities there.
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