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This research was carried out by people with learning diffi culties and 
explores how they live their daily lives.

The study, from Central England People First, shows how 15 adults with learning 
diffi culties live and what they think about their lives. It compares experiences of 
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study. The report gives ten recommendations to promote independence and 
inclusion for people with learning diffi culties.

The ethics and practicalities of user-controlled research are described using 
activity diaries, network diagrams (showing circles of friends), face-to-face 
interviews and participant observation. The report also shows how people with 
learning diffi culties can undertake and control real research using their own 
methods.
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1 Introduction

This research is very special to us. We are members of Fresh Start, the research 
and training part of Central England People First (CEPF), and this project is built on 
CEPF’s work over many years. It uses our ideas in ways that we want to use them.

CEPF is an organisation of people with learning diffi culties, run and controlled by 
people with learning diffi culties. Over the years we have tried to work in ways that 
allow us to control our activities. There is a lot of research about people with learning 
diffi culties that is done by researchers with learning diffi culties and by researchers 
without learning diffi culties. Some of this is very good but, in the end, the ideas that 
people with learning diffi culties put forward are usually taken over by the researchers.

This is our fi rst research project that we have done by ourselves. We have had 
control over the whole project. It says important things about the lives of people with 
learning diffi culties. This does not mean that we have not had support, but we have 
been very careful about how and when we have used it.

The way we have done the research is just as important as the things that we have 
found out. The report tells the story of how we went about it, what we have learned 
from doing it, as well as what we have found out.

It also uses our ideas. We developed a checking system to make sure that all the 
things that people with learning diffi culties say that they need to have a good quality 
of life were in place as long ago as 1993 (see Figure 1). This still works. We use it to 
understand what people with learning diffi culties need to be in control of their lives.

The aim of the research is to use these ideas, working how we want to work, to fi nd 
ways of freeing people with learning diffi culties from control by others.

The report covers how we did the research and what we found out. At the end we 
decide what all this means and make recommendations about how things should 
change.
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Figure 1  Circle diagram
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2 How we did the research

Using support

We used two types of support. The support people that we work with regularly 
helped us to work out ways to collect information and to work on what the information 
means. We also had a research support person, Ian Buchanan, who talked to us 
about our ideas, gave us advice on how to do research and helped us write up the 
research.

It was important that we used our regular support people because they understand 
how we work. It was also important that the research support person worked in the 
way that we wanted. We chose a research support person that we had worked with 
many times before. We had to be able to trust everyone in the project and know that 
they wanted to work in the way that we wanted to.

The project took a lot longer than we thought it would. There were two main reasons 
for this. We started the project in September 2003, as we had planned, working with 
one support person.

Our work was held up because the support person had a road accident and was off 
work for several months. We used some of this time to prepare with the research 
support person but the delay meant that the project was caught up with our other 
work and got further behind.

The second reason why the project took three years to fi nish, twice as long as we 
planned, was because the work took longer than we thought it would. The research 
plan had to be changed much more than we thought. We had to:

n change the way we did the research

n work out how we could do the research and keep in control of the project.

The way that we did the research was very different from the way we planned it, 
although we stuck to our basic plan.

n First we came up with questions based on our circle diagram (see Figure 1 in 
Chapter 1). We used these to ask each person who took part in the research and 
up to fi ve people who they said were important to them (see Appendix 2).
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n We also asked each person who took part to fi ll in a network diagram of people 
that are important to them (their circle of friends). They could include as many or 
as few people as they wanted.

n We also spent time on different days of the week and at different times of day with 
each person to see the kinds of things that they did and who they met.

n Before we started the interviews and observations, we did ‘pilots’ working with 
people we knew to check that the questions worked and to sort out how to 
arrange the research.

n When we fi nished collecting information we looked at it carefully so that we could 
write this report.

Doing it our way

We have found that it is not easy for researchers with learning diffi culties to get 
permission to do research from support people and people who manage services. 
We found it diffi cult to fi nd places that would work with us. We think that this 
is because people do not think that we can do it and we do not come from an 
organisation, like a university, that people look up to. Where we have done research, 
most staff, support people and relatives do not believe that we can do it. They expect 
our support person to ask all the questions.

Two members of our research team had problems with their own support people they 
had at home. These people did not understand what we were doing. It took a long 
time to get them to understand and be more fl exible so we could do our work when 
we needed to.

We have had similar problems in our partnership working. Some of our past partners 
have made us feel very small. One partnership wanted only people who could read 
and write to interview people. They wanted support people to take more control 
over the interviews. They thought that we did not have the skills to be ‘professional’ 
researchers like they were. They wanted to control everything. The best partnerships 
have been where we have been respected as experienced people. Research is about 
getting the right information. There is more than one way to do this.

We think we have done our research in a professional way.
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We had to sort out how to use our ideas. We did this with our research support 
person. We decided to do this by fi nding out about people’s networks (that is, the 
people they know and are important to them). We also looked at how our experience 
and our ideas help us understand some important ideas (including inclusion, friends, 
strangers and membership). We also used the circle diagram (see Figure 1 in 
Chapter 1) to work out all the kinds of questions that we needed to ask. We did this 
with our research support person and made a questionnaire with our own support 
people before we tried out our project on a member of the team (we did a pilot).

The pilot was very important. We found out some important things.

n Using a video camera didn’t work (we couldn’t use it in shops, for example).

n Even when researching a member of our team, it was very diffi cult to get every 
friend or relative that he asked to be involved to join in.

n Sometimes when we made an arrangement the research didn’t happen (because 
we just missed each other or transport went wrong).

These were important lessons and they have been issues in the real research. 
However, we learnt about the person’s life from these experiences as well as from 
asking questions.

This pilot work was also very important because we could make a set of guidelines 
for researchers to remind us what we had learnt. We were asked to work in an 
‘ethical way’. The guidelines are how we understood what that means and the rules 
that we worked to.

Guidelines for researchers

1 All information must be kept within the project – confi dentiality.

2 Respect the person’s home, space and life. Do not take over. Keep in the 
background as much as possible.

3 Respect any place you visit. Follow any rules.

4 Remember the project is about them and not you.

5 If someone asks you to leave because they have changed their mind, then 
leave.

(Continued)
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We also had some very good information from a parent about how parents and 
carers and support people may feel about being asked these questions. The main 
point was that parents and carers and support people may not feel comfortable 
telling people with learning diffi culties how they saw the needs of their sons, 
daughters and so on. We made sure that people knew that it was all right not to 
answer questions that they did not want to answer. We also made sure that people 
knew that things would be kept confi dential (see Appendix 3). This was quite hard for 
us. But, as researchers, we were being told that some parents and carers thought 
they had the right to control people with learning diffi culties.

While we were getting the questionnaire ready we prepared training material, 
consent forms (see Appendix 3) and project information for the research. We decided 
to get people in the fi rst area (First Town) to carry out the survey themselves, trained 
by us and given support by us. We felt that this would mean that we could get along 
faster with the research. This approach worked, but not as well as we thought that it 
would. Some of the pilot problems were still there (especially arranging meetings and 

6 Make sure you have your own food and drinks.

7 If you smoke, take breaks to smoke away from where you are working.

8 Always explain what you are going to do and why. Ask the person if they are 
happy with what is going on at the same time.

9 Listen to the person at all times.

10 Work at their pace.

11 Do not put words into people’s mouths.

12 Respect what people say.

13 Be patient.

14 Make sure you interview people where they are happy to be interviewed.

15 Ask the person who the research is about if they want to be at the interviews 
with people they have asked to talk about them.

16 Make sure that anyone you interview has support or a friend with them if they 
want that.

17 If a person is fi nding an interview diffi cult, then ask them if they want a break 
or to stop.
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interviewing friends and relatives). Also the researchers did not have the experience 
that we have had and they did not own it. They found it diffi cult to make time to 
arrange interviews. We found that it takes a long time to set up the research. Also the 
questions they were asking were our questions, not theirs.

Another problem was that people found it diffi cult to rearrange their lives to do the 
work, as their parents, carers and support people did not see it as important. Only 
the network diagrams from First Town and some of the personal information was 
good information. For the rest of the research we decided to do the interviewing and 
observations ourselves, even though it takes longer.

It took us a long time collecting information and it was hard work. We worked with 
11 people and interviewed them and their friends and relatives, making about 50 
interviews. When we could, we recorded interviews but we made notes every time. 
We also made a network diagram, or circle of friends, for every person and a diary 
of the things they do in a normal week. Finally, for most people, we hung around with 
them and observed them doing ordinary things in the day and, when we could, in the 
evening and at weekends. We talk a bit about each person in the next chapter and 
talk about what we think the information means in Chapter 4.

Part of doing it our way was keeping control. When we came to making sense of the 
things that we found out, we went back to the circle diagram and all the things that 
we have talked about. There are 23 of them and people had said lots of things. We 
experimented in using a computer program called N6. Our research support person 
suggested this. It is used to understand what people say when you have ideas like 
our circle diagram to check everything with. It sounded diffi cult to understand. But it 
did make information easier to get at.

We went through some of the interviews and marked them for each idea in the 
circle diagram. Our research support person did the same. We then compared what 
we had all done. It was all a bit different and we discussed why this had happened. 
Most things were the same but one of us had marked the interviews a lot more 
than everyone else. We decided that the research support person should mark 
everything in the way this researcher had because it was accurate and marked all 
the information we needed. Even doing it this way, we did not fi nd it easy to work with 
but doing the work showed us something very important.

We found out that some of the ideas in the circle diagram were more important in 
this research than others. Independence (and dependence), choice (and no choice) 
and control (and controlled) seemed to come up most of the time and to overlap 
a lot of the time. Other ideas came up less often and usually they were linked 
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with one or more of these three important ideas. This led us to stop using N6 and 
discuss the interviews and all the other information that we collected thinking about 
independence, choice and control. Doing this meant that we talked about a lot of the 
other ideas. It helped us.

We also looked back at our plans and realised how important the place that someone 
lives in is. For that reason we thought about:

n people at Smith Homes (South Village main site, the West Village house and East 
Wing)

n people living with their families

n people living on their own.

This gave us lots of things to compare and each researcher looked closely at two 
people or a single person and a couple who had been part of the research. We could 
not say a lot about some things, like minority ethnic groups, because there were few 
people taking part but we could say a lot about others, like how important parents are 
and living in a town.

We have set out what we think our research means in Chapter 4. We asked our 
research support person to edit our words into the fi nal report. We did this because 
we are not experienced writers and our research support person is used to research 
report writing. Even though he did this using ‘our words’, we have been over the 
report three or four times and changed what it says and added new bits. We do 
not like using jargon words but sometimes we gave our research support person 
permission to use jargon. An example is ‘working in an ethical way’. We let him use 
this because it describes things that are important to us. The way that the report 
was written was especially important for Chapter 4 because we say what we think 
about what we found out in that chapter. For earlier chapters we asked him to use 
the notes that we agreed as we went along. In some places where we needed facts 
and not what we think, we asked him to look things up and add them. This was quite 
a diffi cult way to work. When our research support person got stuck, he did not go 
ahead in his way but met us and we talked about it. We did this for each draft and in 
the week before the fi nal report needed to be in.

It was a long process for us. We found the Joseph Rowntree Foundation had a good 
understanding of our work as people with learning diffi culties and what we wanted to 
do, and were very supportive throughout.
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3 What we found out

Our research is about comparing how different people live. We know that everyone is 
different but we also know that how they live depends on the choices they have – on 
whether they have been able to make their own choices in the past and whether they 
can make their own choices now.

Making choices is affected by the place that a person lives in, by their family and by 
the support that they get to make choices. It is affected by their independence and 
control.

We have compared people living in different places and with different family 
relationships and backgrounds.

We have compared people from Smith Homes, which is based around a ‘village 
community’, with people who live with their parents in the family home and people 
who live on their own in the community.

There are big differences between the choices people have in living their lives at 
Smith Homes. The main Smith Homes site that we visited is in the countryside at 
South Village, four miles from the larger village of West Village and six miles from 
the nearest town, Small Town. Over 50 people live at the main site in six units for 
between fi ve and 11 people. Five people at Smith Homes live in a large town house 
in the village of West Village, and ten people at Smith Homes live in a large old 
house (called East Wing) in Small Town opposite the town’s main school. At the main 
site there are workshops and other facilities that are used by people from Smith 
Homes and some people with learning diffi culties who come in from outside.

The people who live with their parents in the family home or on their own in the 
community live in North Town and First Town, and use services and support from a 
mixture of different places.

So that we can understand what we have found, we have compared how ten people 
of the 15 people in the research live in detail. This is because the information that we 
collected on the four people from First Town was not so good, although we learned a 
lot about how to do the research when we collected it. We also used one of the Smith 
Homes people (Sue) less because the way we looked at what all the information 
meant to us was by each of us thinking about two people or a single person and 
a couple that they had observed and interviewed. This made it easier for us to talk 
about what we had found and see what it meant. We do mention things that we 
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know about the First Town people and Sue to support what we understand from our 
research.

The 15 people in the research are as follows.

n Andrew, who lives at East Wing.

n Carl, who lives with his parents in Little Village, a large village near North Town.

n Sally, who lives at the Smith Homes main site at South Village.

n Linda and Peter, a married couple, who live with support in a fl at in North Town.

n Loretta, who lives in the Smith Homes group home in West Village.

n Kurshed, a woman who lives at home with her parents in North Town.

n Louise, who lives at the Smith Homes main site at South Village.

n Mark and David, brothers of African-Caribbean origin, who live with their parents 
in North Town.

n Sue, who lives at the Smith Homes main site at South Village.

n Anthony, who lives in First Town in one of a number of houses near each other 
run by Jones Homes.

n Lisa, who lives with her mother in the family home in First Town.

n Tina, who lives in a residential home in First Town.

n Tommy, who lives in First Town in a small group home.

We looked at Linda and Peter as a married couple together, although they have 
many separate interests and do some things separately. We looked at Mark and 
David separately because there is no reason to assume that brothers will do things 
together. But, because of their relationship, we found it easier to talk about them 
together.

In the rest of this chapter we talk about 11 of the people, and some of the things 
that we know about them and their life in the community. We talk about each person, 
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their families and some of the things that we found interesting or important about 
their lives. We did not get such good information about the four people from First 
Town so we have included only the information that we could trust. This is their circle 
of friends, our name for their network diagram (see Figures 2 to 4 in Chapter 4 for 
examples).

Andrew’s life and community

Andrew is a white man in his 40s and lives at East Wing. He has lived there for 
fi ve years. Andrew used to live at the Smith Homes main site at South Village 
and is very pleased with his move. Andrew has a brother, Philip, and sees him 
every month or so. They get on very well. Philip is married with a son.

Andrew goes out a lot on his own, in Small Town. He has friends at Smith 
Homes and knows a lot of people who live in Small Town who he talks to. He is 
known locally as Cliff because he is a ‘Cliff Richard fan’.

Andrew does not do his own food shopping but goes in turn with other people 
from East Wing with a staff member. Andrew does some of his own cooking, 
washing and so on with support. He thinks he has enough money to live on.

Carl’s life and community

Carl is a white man in his late 30s and lives with his mum and dad in Little 
Village, a large village near North Town. Carl has a sister and he sees her and 
his brother-in-law, his Nan and some cousins. He would like to move out but his 
parents do not want him to move and he is going to get an advocate.

Carl goes out only occasionally to his local People First group’s social events, 
and to the pictures or club with his mum and dad. He relies on transport from 
support people, the council or parents. When he is at home he spends a lot of 
time in his bedroom. He sometimes goes for respite care at the resource centre 
in North Town.

Carl does not do his own food shopping. He thinks he has enough money to 
live on. He would like to ‘change his job’, to one that pays. His parents are very 
protective and don’t like him crossing roads since he was knocked down.
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Sally’s life and community

Sally is a 35-year-old white woman who lives at the Smith Homes main site at 
South Village. She sees her mum, dad, sister and brothers. Sally has her own 
cat, which she talks about a lot. Sally does not want to move but she did not 
choose to go to South Village in the fi rst place.

Sally gets the Saturday public bus to Small Town and goes shopping by herself. 
Although she goes shopping on her own, her other social activities are with 
people with learning diffi culties. Everywhere else she goes she goes by minibus 
(or taxi). In her own time she feeds animals and buys the food for them.

Sally gets support to get up in the morning and to get ready for work. She does 
not do the food shopping so does not have as much choice foodwise. Shopping 
is done to a healthy eating plan. Sally thinks she has enough money.

Linda and Peter’s life and community

Linda and Peter are a married white couple. He is in his early 50s and she is in 
her 40s. They live in a fl at with support (from a private provider) in North Town. 
They have lived there for about three years and got married when they moved in. 
Peter has no family. Linda’s family did not approve of her getting married and she 
sees her Granny Wilson every now and then. She used to get on well with her 
mother and brother but is disappointed in them. She sometimes sees her mum.

Linda and Peter walk or use public transport. They go out a lot and travel about. 
Linda has a marked limp following a stroke but gets around well.

Peter works in the mornings. Linda once did and would like to again. They are 
happy. They buy their food, with support, and have choice in what they cook. 
They do not think they have enough money.
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Loretta’s life and community

Loretta is a white woman who lives at Smith Homes West Village Group Home. 
She sometimes sees her parents and aunty. Loretta needs a lot of support to 
keep her independent. She takes medication but can be alone for up to two 
hours.

Loretta has lots of friends. Most of her friends are from Smith Homes. She 
listens to CDs in her free time and watches TV. She also goes to the pub 
sometimes for a drink. Loretta helps around the house with the people she lives 
with.

Loretta does her own food shopping with staff, not on her own. She gets to 
choose her own food sometimes but she doesn’t cook. Loretta thinks she had 
enough money to live on.

Kurshed’s life and community

Kurshed is an Asian woman in her mid 20s who lives at home with her mum 
and dad in North Town. She has an older sister and brother. She also sees her 
cousins, sister-in-law, nieces and nephews. She visits India with her parents 
from time to time.

Kurshed does not go out unless it is to shop with her parents at weekends. All 
her friends are from her day centre. At the weekends she listens to music and 
watches TV. Kurshed was asked about going on holiday but says that she can’t 
go.

Kurshed works at a charity shop on one day and would like to go full time. 
During the research she did not get the job, which really upset her. She doesn’t 
get support with money because she doesn’t have her own money. She says 
she is given enough money.
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Louise’s life and community

Louise is a white woman in her 50s who lives at the Smith Homes main site at 
South Village. She has lived there for 32 years. She did not choose to live there 
or choose the people she lives with. She has a sister, Charlotte, who visits her 
every two weeks and she goes to stay with her and her niece. Charlotte is going 
to move further away but has told Louise that this won’t change things.

Louise reads, tidies, paints and does her washing in her free time. She likes 
to spend money on getting her hair done. She uses the Smith Homes bus or a 
taxi to travel but the ordinary bus wasn’t good for her. Louise goes on holiday, 
sometimes with Smith Homes and sometimes with her sister and niece.

She goes shopping on a Saturday. She sometimes goes with staff to get food 
shopping. She has enough money to live on.

Mark’s and David’s life and community

Mark and David are African-Caribbean brothers in their 20s who live with their 
parents in North Town. They have a sister who does not live at home. Mark talks 
more than David and sometimes speaks for him. They go into respite when their 
parents want a break. David and Mark do not want to move but have not been 
given information.

They don’t go out with their parents much. Mark listens to his music and David 
watches DVDs. They go out more when they are using respite care. They do art 
at college and Mark, in particular, is a pretty good artist.

Mark and David do not have their own money but have some money to spend. 
They do not get their own shopping.
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Sue’s life and community

Sue is a white woman who lives at Smith Homes main site at South Village. She 
had her 50th birthday during the research. She went to Smith Homes when she 
was 18. She says that she chose to live there and the people she lives with. Sue 
does not have any family.

Sue goes to events just for people with learning diffi culties, like the discos at 
Smith Homes. She used to go to a nightclub in Big City (Endings). Sometimes 
she goes swimming at Small Town on a Monday. Sue travels by minibus or car 
because she sometimes has fi ts. Sue has a boyfriend Jim and can be alone with 
him.

Sue gets support when she does food shopping and she gets to choose food for 
special occasions, like birthdays. She wasn’t sure if she had a bank account but 
said that she had enough money.
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The importance of money to people making choices

Money is very important to people making choices. Only Linda and Peter pay their 
own bills and are in control of their own bank account, although they do get support 
in handling money. They also do their own shopping. They get support to do that but, 
after two years, they do shop on their own for food some of the time. They seem to 
have the most choice, independence and control. They enjoy travelling about on their 
own and Linda, in particular, is very sociable. They said that they didn’t have enough 
money to live on – most other people said that they had enough.

We discussed the importance of having control over money. We all felt that it is very 
important for people if they are to have control over their lives, have choice and be 
independent. However, some of us thought that it was sometimes better for people 
with learning diffi culties to have money controlled so that they don’t get into debt and 
end up in court. Some of us thought that people should have the choice to overspend 
unless they are worried about getting into debt.

The people who seem to have the least independence are Carl, Kurshed, and David 
and Mark who live with their parents. Kurshed did not want her parents to be involved 
in the research and kept the interviews to her friends at the day centre. Carl asked 
his mum if she would be interviewed but she did not want to be involved. She did 
send a letter to say that Carl, who is in his late 30s, could take part. Most of Carl’s 
and Kurshed’s friends go to the same day centre as them. They do less social things 
in their spare time than the others. A lot of their social activity is with their parents. 
Carl, Kurshed, David and Mark have their own bank accounts but their parents keep 
their bank books. When they talk about having their own money they mean spending 
money, really pocket money that they are given by their parents.

At Smith Homes it is the money person who looks after the bank accounts for 
everybody who lives at the main site at South Village. Everybody knows how to get 
money. They fi ll in a form once a week to say how much money they want for the 
week. The money person gets this money out of the bank and gives it to people on a 
Friday afternoon. The money person will tell people if they can’t afford to spend that 
much or if they need to spend money to keep under the savings threshold to keep 
their benefi ts. The manager is the authorised signatory for the benefi ts. They have 
looked at a mobile bank visiting the site, but no one would do it.



17

What this means

People at West Village and East Wing have their own bank accounts. No one has a 
card because this could be open to abuse by staff. Everyone had to set up a direct 
debit to Smith Homes for their services and utilities. Everyone puts some money 
in the tin for food shopping and the food shopping is done all together. It is Smith 
Homes who pay Sally’s local People First group costs, not Sally.

Parents also seem to control more parts of people’s lives when they live at home. 
Carl wants to live on his own but his mum is against it. She is worried that he is 
not able to live on his own. Some time ago he was run over by a car and broke his 
arm. His mum feels that he is not safe to be on his own. He is protected from going 
out because of this. However, when he is at his local People First, he goes out in 
North Town to the shops with friends. He also goes on his own to collect one of our 
researchers, Angela, from the bus stop when she visits North Town. To get from the 
local People First offi ce to the bus stop and back he has to cross main roads.

We know less about Kurshed and David and Mark. They said less about their parents 
because they aren’t discussing an important change, like living alone, and Kurshed, 
in particular, did not want to talk about her home life. Being private may be part of 
being in a Hindu family but she said nothing to suggest that the control that her family 
takes over parts of her life was different from Carl’s. Carl, Kurshed, and David and 
Mark don’t have as much choice as they could but they all love their parents.

Things people do

We learned a lot about the things that people do and their choices, independence 
and control, especially the things that they do in the evenings and at the weekends. 
We asked people what they do and we made a diary for a normal week. But we also 
went along with them, when we could, to see for ourselves some of the things that 
people do.

What people do in the daytime

During the daytime people were busy. Most people do things in the day as part of 
organised day services. Most of the things that people at Smith Homes do were at 
the main site at South Village. There was quite a lot of choice.

n Andrew works in the gardens, uses computers and does craft and woodwork in 
the Smith Homes workshops.
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n On most days Loretta cooks in the kitchen at the café, Top Kitchens, at the West 
Village nursery. She also goes to cooking classes at a local college.

n Sally mixes up her week, doing craft on two days, working in the offi ce for two 
days and going to a local People First group on another day.

n Louise goes to a workshop for semi-retired people on one-and-a-half days (they 
were doing card packing for six months so that it would run), she goes to the 
Woodland workshop for retired people for a day-and-a-half, and goes to college 
on two half days to do a maths course (‘Number Count’) and an English course 
(‘Make Words’).

n Sue works in the craft workshop because she enjoys working there. She said, 
‘I work in craft making rugs and things’. Sometimes she does her project on her 
father who is dead.

People in the North Town area had the same sort of choices during the day but they 
were organised through one of the day centres instead of Smith Homes.

n Kurshed went to a day centre on three days, she did an outdoor pursuit course on 
another and also did a work placement.

n Carl worked in the gardens at a day centre on two days, went to his local People 
First group on two days and was at home on one day.

n David and Mark did the same things. They went to college to do an art course on 
two days and went to a day centre on the other days.

n Peter worked for a couple of hours every morning, then did housework and 
watched TV most afternoons.

n Linda went to a day/resource centre on three days, to her local People First group 
on another day and sometimes went shopping on her free day. At the day centre 
she does rock climbing but is not there all of the three days.

The big difference between people who live at one of the Smith Homes places and 
people who live in North Town is that some of the people who live in North Town have 
days or time in the day to themselves. Also people who did activities or worked at 
the main Smith Homes site could not leave their work to pop out to the shops or just 
have a break. The same is true of the main day centre in North Town because it is 
on an industrial estate. Sally, like Linda and Carl who also go to a local People First 
group, can go out and about in the day if she wants.
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It is different for Linda, Peter and Carl. They have times in the day when nothing 
special is organised. Peter does housework and he watches the television. Linda 
does shopping. Linda also uses a day/resource centre that is in the middle of the 
town and she does not have to be there. Carl usually stays in on the day when he 
does not go to a day centre.

What people do in the evening and at weekends

We found that people did different things in the evenings and at the weekends, and 
that a lot of the people that we worked with went out and did things regularly. It was 
the people who lived with their parents that didn’t.

Kurshed and Carl both said that they spend their spare time at home. So did David 
and Mark. Even though David and Mark are brothers, we wanted to fi nd out about 
them as separate people, but their diaries were exactly the same. David and Mark’s 
diaries showed them both watching TV most nights, but we found out that David 
likes to play games. The diaries might be the same because David is quiet and Mark 
sometimes speaks for him.

Peter and Linda seem to have the most choice of what they do in the evenings and at 
weekends because they live independently.

At Smith Homes Andrew has most choice. He lives at East Wing in Small Town and 
goes out when he likes and there are things to do. He has the most independence.

We have already talked about some of the things that give people choices. Having 
control over money is important. Being independent (living independently) is 
important and living with parents seems to give people least independence. The 
place that people live in is also important. We discussed this and think that Linda, 
and Peter and Andrew have more choice because they live in the middle of large 
towns. They can do things on their own easily.

David and Mark, and Kurshed live in the same large town. Carl lives in a small town. 
They do not have the same choice. This seems to be because their parents have a 
lot of control.

People at Smith Homes who do not live at East Wing also have limited choice 
because they have to travel to the town. When they do, some people make more 
choices than others. On Saturdays in Small Town they can go around the shops or 
wherever they want to go on their own or with a group. Loretta and Sue stay with a 
group but Sally and Louise don’t. Andrew, from East Wing, does not join the group.
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We discussed what we found out about what people do.

Carl said that he is labelled. We agree and think his mum and dad label him a lot. We 
think Carl is even more controlled because of the label – other people do not let him 
make his own decisions (there is no respect). We have already mentioned that his 
mum would not take part in the research and that she gave Carl her permission to do 
the research.

When Sally goes out it is in a minibus with a group of people. She goes shopping on 
her own but other social activities are with people with learning diffi culties. We think 
that Sally has limited choice in going out on her own, which is a bad thing, although 
she goes a lot but she cannot decide to just go out. Sally can see her friends on site 
when she wants. We think if Sally has no money staff will not take her out.

We think Loretta goes out more than Kurshed because she has more choices to 
get out. She can tell the staff where she wants to go. Kurshed isn’t allowed to go out 
alone and Loretta can never go out alone. Someone is always with her because she 
has fi ts. Loretta seems happy as she has less to complain about life in general.

We think Linda and Peter have most choice because they are independent and they 
live in a town so they can go out when they want. If Linda and Peter have no money 
they can still go out.

Even people who have a lot of choice because of where they live and the kind of 
place they live in could have more choice. Andrew gets support to get to his day 
services, but there is no public transport. We think that this support is forced on him. 
Andrew would be more independent if he worked in Small Town or somewhere he 
could get a bus to. Also he goes to football in the nearest city with people from Smith 
Homes when it is his turn and he would like to go more. A member of staff goes with 
them in his own time.

What people thought about their choices

People that we worked with talked about things like being happy and whether they 
are labelled. We also saw how they got on in different places when we went round 
with them. In that way we learned about how their choices made them feel.

Andrew uses services just for people with learning diffi culties but does not think he is 
labelled. We think he is labelled because of the way some people treat him in the pub 
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(sometimes people can say things that are rude because they do not know him), but 
we think Andrew does not see this. He is known locally as Cliff because he is a fan of 
Cliff Richard and looks like him. People who know him use the nickname as friends 
but some people are rude. Andrew sees it as people not having respect for him.

Andrew sees his brother, Philip, every six weeks. They go out for lunch. They 
seem to get on well. This is the only family Andrew has. Philip labelled him ‘mental 
handicapped’ (this made our researcher angry but he did not challenge it because 
he was researching and the place to challenge it is in this report). Using the old 
term shows that Philip does not understand what labels can do to people. He does 
not understand that they show that some people don’t believe that others can make 
choices and be independent.

We have already talked about how Carl would like to move out and that his mum is 
worried about this. We think that moving out might help change a lot of things for Carl 
by giving him independence. David and Mark also live with their parents and do not 
want to move but have not been given the opportunity. We don’t think that they get 
enough information about their options.

Deciding to be independent is not easy. Peter does not have any family. Although 
Peter and Linda are the most independent people we worked with, Linda’s family, 
her mum and her brother, were not happy when she decided to marry Peter. They 
decided to marry at about the time that Linda decided to move to independent 
living. Linda does not see her mum much and one of the people she chose to be 
interviewed, a worker from Solar (a private care provider), said that she thinks that 
Linda feels let down. Linda appears to be happy with her choice and so does Peter. 
After the interviews, before we fi nished the research, they had their third wedding 
anniversary.

Sally, on the other hand, does not want to move even though she did not choose to 
go to South Village in the fi rst place. She does not want to move to East Wing even 
though this has been discussed with her. We think she is happy where she is as she 
has got people she knows there, relationships. Sally likes to be in charge of some 
things but does not want to be responsible for the big things. We think that Sally has 
more confi dence when she is at South Village, or in a group of people she knows, 
than at other places.

Louise reads, tidies, paints and does her washing in her free time. She goes 
shopping on a Saturday. She used to go to church, but she has stopped going 
because she did not get on with someone else who lives at Smith Homes who goes 
to church. We think that Louise is happy doing her own thing. Where she lives is 
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restricted because there is nothing around and no buses. But she seems to do what 
she wants to and could go out more if she wanted to by asking staff if she could join 
arranged trips.

When we went round with people, we saw some things that we did not like happen at 
services. The people using the services sometimes did not mind.

When we went to the workshop to meet Sally she was a bit late getting up. A worker 
who came in just after her sent her back home to wash and change her clothes. We 
did not like this. Sally likes being at Smith Homes and it gives her confi dence but she 
did not like being sent to do things like a child. We think that there was no respect 
and it would not happen if she lived away from the services she uses.

Other people were not worried by things that we saw. Louise works in the workshops 
at South Village and goes to college – just for people with learning diffi culties. We 
think that if we went there we would jump out of the window because the teacher 
was patronising. We met a lot of staff at South Village and they did not seem to be 
patronising. But Louise did not seem bothered. This could be that Louise has always 
been patronised and thinks it is normal. We don’t think that Louise sees herself as 
a person with learning diffi culties. On the other hand we don’t think she should be 
in residential care but, when she was given the option of moving to East Wing, she 
did not want to move. We found it scary that she is set in her ways, but she has been 
there for a long time and is happy.

Mark and David go to a day centre and we found it patronising because of the things 
they do and the way the staff talk. They were putting plastic rings into containers for 
£1 a day. It was just the same as work for people that we have seen on an old video. 
We thought day centres had stopped doing that sort of thing. We wonder how people 
are supposed to learn things to get a job. We think if they aren’t going to get a job 
there are better things they could do. We were surprised that people seem happy at 
the day centre but we wonder if they have been offered anything else.

Getting real choices and having to decide what to do is diffi cult. We think that it is fi ne 
to decide not to do something but we have found that, in a lot of cases, people don’t 
have the information to decide. A lot of the time they don’t know that there might be a 
choice.
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Meeting people

When we went round with people, we also saw how they got on with other people, 
where they were welcomed and where people were unfriendly or just ignored them.

When we were starting the research we talked about friendship. We talked about 
family, friends, acquaintances and strangers with our research support. We don’t 
use all of these words and we talk about good friends, friends and people who are 
friendly or nice. We understand family and strangers.

We found that family and friends can overlap. Andrew is a good example. He sees his 
brother, Philip, regularly. They are good friends and, as well as going out for lunch, 
when they meet they often have a drink together. When we interviewed Philip, he and 
Andrew were off for a drink after the interview and Philip told a funny story about how 
Andrew once managed to avoid buying a round, although he usually pays his way.

We have said a lot about the families of people who live with them and families 
are important to many people in our research. You can see this from the network 
diagrams or circle of friends that they drew up. Figures 2 to 4 show three good 
examples.

Figure 2  Sally circle
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Figure 3  Kurshed circle
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Figure 4  Linda and Peter circle
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It is very interesting that, like Sally and Kurshed, there were not many people who 
named friends who they knew outside their services. Most people listed friends 
who they lived with or who used or had used the same services. Most people also 
listed very few friends. Sally was not the only person from Smith Homes to say that 
everyone there was her friend. This is a way of describing her community. Also, for 
those people that we went round with outside services, we noticed how few people 
they knew. Most of the people that they knew also knew each other because they 
used services or worked in them.

Some people were different and these were the people who lived in town and had 
the most independence. Linda and Peter were the only people who had friends 
who had nothing at all to do with the service system – Paul, Jerry, Clive, and Eddie 
and Christine. They also had more people in their circle than the others and they 
did not all know each other. They invited another couple, Eddie and Christine, to be 
interviewed. They knew them around town for years and through church. Eddie and 
Christine did not know much about their services or support, which is what we would 
have expected because that is not how they came to know them.

Sue chose her hairdresser, Denise, but she had moved away and she had met her 
through Smith Homes. Sue also chose Clare, a cleaner from Smith Homes. These 
were the only workers chosen to be interviewed who were not paid care staff.

We were especially interested to see what friends people met when we went around 
with them away from services.

Here are accounts of what happened when we were out and about with people. There 
are no accounts for Carl, Kurshed or for Mark and David. Most of their time was spent 
with their families and we couldn’t arrange to be with them. Families like to be private 
and, unlike people at Smith Homes, we couldn’t arrange to go along on regular 
shopping trips or to the pub. We think this shows how choices are made for them.

We went shopping with Sue on a Saturday. Sue stayed in a group of people. 
She walked towards the back and waved and said hello to a lot of people. Most 
smiled and responded when they saw her. They walked into the market and Sue 
didn’t go to the café with the others but walked round talking to stallholders and 
some of the shoppers. They all knew Sue and stopped to talk to her, one or two 
for about fi ve minutes. At church on Sunday Sue chatted to different people in 
the congregation, not from Smith Homes. She went to the Sunday School for 
a cup of tea after the service. Only Smith Homes people went. Her friend Joan 
wasn’t at church.
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We went shopping with Loretta on a Saturday morning. She went around in a 
group of fi ve people from Smith Homes including a member of staff. The group 
stuck very closely together in and out of the shops. They talked a lot to each 
other and Loretta said hello to quite a few other people on her way round. On 
Sunday she went to church in West Village with Marie and a man. She sat next 
to a lady and talked to another lady who came to sit next to her. She seemed 
interested that Loretta was going horse riding.

Louise’s shopping trip started when she arrived at the bus stop on the 
weekly bus and went into the market. She was greeted by several people and 
stallholders. She bought a poncho for a fête that was coming up soon and was 
chatty to the stallholder. She went off to the café in the market. Her toasted 
teacake was taking some time so Louise went to buck them up and it arrived a 
few seconds later. She was treated with respect and people said hello to her as 
she walked through the town.

When we went shopping with Sally on a Saturday morning she went into the pub 
(the Greyhound) when she had done some bits of shopping. She sat on her own 
for a long time before making her way to the bus stop. She had to wait for the 
bus and from time to time said hello to people from Smith Homes.

One Sunday afternoon we went out with Linda. Peter stayed at home while 
Linda went off to walk to the Mind café to bring them some lunch. On the way 
she spoke to an Asian man and his mother before popping into a shop to buy 
cigarettes. As she went on her way to Mind she bumped into two African-
Caribbean women that she knew and said hello and had a quick chat. At Mind 
Linda paid for dinners to take away for herself and Peter. She gave her small 
change to Mind funds. A friend, Ricky, said that he would carry her dinners 
home for her, as he wanted to see Peter anyway. She said hello and had a short 
conversation to a young man, Rob, who passed on the other side of the street 
on her way home. She waved to the landlord of the pub through the window.
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For most people we saw examples of people who are friendly. Although we didn’t 
go out with Carl, Kurshed, Mark and David we can’t think why it should be different 
for them. We also saw some examples of people who might be called friends (some 
people that knew Andrew in the pub, the second assistant in Boots or the people that 
talked to Loretta for a long time). If they weren’t friends they were friendly people that 
they knew well enough to talk to for a while. There was a lot of evidence of respect. 
In the interviews we found the same. We were most interested in what people said 
about themselves but most other people who were interviewed thought that the 
person they were talking about got respect. However, some workers only talked 
about respect in their services and not about in the community in general.

Andrew was out and about a lot. One Friday evening we met Andrew at home 
and went along with him to the pub, the Oak Tree, which isn’t the pub that most 
Smith Homes people use on a Saturday. On the way Andrew spoke to a lady 
getting out of her car. He didn’t know her but admired her car. At the pub Andrew 
talked to the bar staff and asked after a particular woman member of staff. She 
had just popped out for a minute and he ordered a pint of beer. The man behind 
the bar said, ‘there you are Cliff, £2.55’. Andrew did not mind. As he wandered 
around the pub some people spoke to him and we felt that some of those that 
didn’t know him were not treating him with respect. It is a large pub. As one of 
the women staff left she said, ‘see you later, Cliff’. Andrew asked if she was 
coming back and she said she was. He stayed about 30 minutes.

We also went shopping with Andrew on a Saturday. Our researcher arrived early 
before the support person and went off with Andrew who went into a café where 
his is well known and people were friendly. Around the shopping centre he went 
into Boots and got help to fi nd what he wanted. When he found what he wanted 
and bought it he chatted to the assistant who was friendly. He then bought some 
sweets. He returned to Boots and had a chat with a different assistant who is a 
friend and showed her what he had bought. When she had to get on with her 
work he had another look around and later said hello to a group of people that 
he knows in the High Street. Finally, he went to the pub (the Greyhound, the one 
used by people from Smith Homes on Saturdays) and bumped into his support 
person and had a chat with him.
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No one at Smith Homes thought they were labelled but most people in North Town 
thought that they were – everyone except Kurshed. We don’t know why this was. It 
might be that the people at Smith Homes were not used to the idea of being labelled.

Some people said that sometimes they did not get respect or people that said that 
they get respect talked about times when they don’t. Andrew said, ‘Sometimes when 
I am out people are rude to me’ and, later in the interview, ‘I get treated with respect’. 
According to Linda, ‘some yobbos call me names and copy [my] limping’ and she 
also said, ‘I get treated with respect’. At one point Carl said, ‘I get labelled and don’t 
[always] get treated with respect but I am treated the same as other people’ but later 
said, ‘I get treated with respect’.

Some family and people who work in services said the same things. Stan, Linda’s 
support worker, said about her and Peter, ‘they are mostly treated with respect. They 
don’t get labelled but it is a cruel world out there’. Louise’s sister, Charlotte, thought 
that Louise does get labelled: ‘she must do, it must be a huge problem for every 
person with a learning diffi culty’. Charlotte also talked about Louise getting left out of 
the conversation when she stays with her. She lives in a small village and we thought 
that she may be more excluded there than at Smith Homes. Andrew’s brother, Philip, 
thought that ‘he has loads [of friends] in the town’ and later he said, ‘I don’t think that 
he is always treated with respect’. Our researcher thought the same.

Some of the same things happen to us, we get respect but not all the time.
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Before we write these we think it is important to say what we think independence and 
inclusion mean.

Independence is about being able to make your own choices, deciding to take your 
own risks and having the support to take those choices (all things in the circle). It is 
not about being able to do everything yourself.

Inclusion is about having the choice to join in activities that people without learning 
diffi culties do. Again, to be included, all the things in the circle need to be in place.

We have made our conclusions and recommendations as ten points.

1 We have found that we are still not taken seriously as researchers by a lot of 
people. Hopefully, this report will make people see that we can do research and 
help them understand how we can be independent and included.
n We need to get this report out to as many people as possible.

2 Doing the research showed that, as people with learning diffi culties, we need to 
be given a lot more time to do things. Because we gave ourselves more time our 
research was a lot better. This happened because we had time to learn in our 
own way.
n People must understand that we can work well if we are given the time and 

are allowed to learn from our mistakes with good support.

3 We found that the more choices people have, the more included they are in their 
local community. The people that were involved that had most choice knew more 
people and were known by more people in different places. Parents were the 
most important people in the lives of most people who took part and they loved 
each other. But parents were not always best at giving people choices.
n Parents and carers need independent support and training from independent 

people with learning diffi culties in how to allow people more choice and how to 
take risks.

4 We think that the Smith Homes community and other communities of this type 
are communities by themselves. People have a lot of support. People could move 
if they wanted to but we found that most people did not want to. This is because 
they feel safe and at home. They can visit friends who live in that community, 
when they want. People can take ownership of things that they do. Sally is a 
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good example. She likes working in the offi ce, has control of the post. She goes 
shopping on her own but likes doing other things with friends. She goes to a 
local People First group. We did fi nd that Sally was ordered about once at Smith 
Homes when we were with her. We think that Sally is happy.
n We think people should still have the choice to live in communities like Smith 

Homes. But staff in these places need better training to respect people by 
treating them like equal adults and not children. It is also important that people 
can do some things on their own and some things with people who do not live 
with them.

5 On the whole we found that it is easier for independent people who live and know 
other people in the local community to choose which social events they go to and 
when. It is easier for them than for most groups of people with learning diffi culties 
from residential places and for most people who live with their parents. Staffi ng, 
support and transport are very important issues.

 It is hard to make a recommendation especially about transport because it is 
not a new issue. Although it is well known, not much has been done about it. 
More money for staff and for transport of all kinds is very important. As well 
as understanding about choice and how important it is to take risks, it is also 
important for staff, parents and carers to listen to what people want if they are to 
have more choice and control.

6 We found that people from the Smith Homes community did go out a lot more 
than people who lived at home with their parents. But they did not have as much 
choice as they might have. They can only choose when staff and transport are 
available.

 We have not been able to make a recommendation.

 We wonder if, by choosing to live in a safer community, people choose to have 
less choice?

7 We had three people from a black or minority ethnic background. This is not 
enough to have any real conclusions. Though we think their lack of inclusion and 
choice is possibly due to their culture we could not talk to any relatives about this. 
However, it is due to parents having control. But this was also the case with Carl 
who is not from a black or minority ethnic background and who also lived with his 
parents.
n We think that it is important that people with learning diffi culties from black 

or minority ethnic backgrounds do research like we have. We would like to 
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include people from black or minority ethnic backgrounds in our research 
team.

8 A lot of people do not see themselves as labelled. But all people seem to be 
treated in similar ways whether they think they are labelled or not. There is a lot of 
discrimination against us and a lot of people think they know better than us. Even 
Linda and Peter, the very independent married couple, faced this problem.
n People with learning diffi culties should be given more information on their 

rights. Staff, parents and carers need to be challenged, especially by people 
with learning diffi culties, to give people their rights.

9 We found that most people did not have full control of their money. Most adults 
without learning diffi culties have full control of their money. But most people 
seemed happy to have their money controlled. We disagreed in our team about 
how much control people should have. It could scare people to have more 
responsibility. It could seem easier to control people’s money for them rather 
than give people support to control their own money. Real choice is not possible 
without control of money.
n People with learning diffi culties should be respected and treated as adults, 

and allowed to control their own money. People shouldn’t be stopped from 
having responsibility but the right support is needed. More control means 
more choice.

10 People did not have much control over what they did during the day apart from 
Linda and Peter, the married couple, who lived on their own and in town. The 
more access to the community there is, the less control by parents, carers or 
support there will be. Also the more choice people will have.

 We do not have a recommendation for this point. However, overall, it seems the 
circle diagram that we have used is a useful tool. It helped us understand how 
people can get independence, choice and control. We need to work towards 
making the things that it describes happen for everybody.
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Appendix 1: Being a research support 
person in a user-controlled project (by 
Ian Buchanan)

Introduction

This Appendix looks at some of the issues involved in being a research support 
person in user-controlled research. In line with the way of working in the project it has 
been shared with the researchers at CEPF’s Fresh Start. It is not, however, written 
with them and, while their comments are important to me, the only things that have 
been changed are matters of fact and jargon. It looks closely at the practical ways in 
which Fresh Start worked from the viewpoint of a ‘critical friend’.

I start by saying where I think the project fi ts into what is often called inclusive 
research. I then talk about how far it is possible for a group of researchers with 
learning diffi culties and a range of support needs to develop their ideas, big ideas 
(concepts) and ways of working (skills and techniques) in their own research project. 
I do this by looking at the infl uence and effectiveness of a research support person 
working in the way that Fresh Start wanted.

What is special about Our Lives, Our Communities

There are lots of ways of doing inclusive research. It is most important that it is not 
something that is done to people and that they take part in it. It can be done by 
academic or professional researchers in some sort of partnership. Fresh Start have 
worked this way and been part of important research. However, what makes this 
research special is that:

n they were given the money to do the research

n the ideas are theirs (they had been developing them since 1992)

n they decided how it would be done

n they did it
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n they decided what it means

n they describe what it means.

To make sure that this happened the Fresh Start researchers controlled all parts of 
the work. From the start they decided how work would be shared out (the division 
of labour). It was very important that the research support person did not take over. 
This is described in the main part of the report. Writing about it I hope that people 
will understand better how Fresh Start’s research support works and appreciate 
just what the researchers have done. There are many things in the main report that 
I would have said differently, some things that I would have added but also many 
things that I would not have said that people should hear.

Within the strict rules about who should do what work in the project, the research 
support person was responsible for:

n support for the development of the project (discussing and sometimes explaining 
ideas, big ideas or concepts, and ways of working or skills and techniques)

n advice on how to do the research and how to analyse or see what the information 
that is collected means

n support in making sense of the fi ndings

n support in the preparation of reports and other outputs.

All interviews and other research were carried out by the researchers supported by 
staff that they employ at CEPF. They were not recruited just for research, although 
they have supported people in a number of research projects. Their role is the 
support of people in speaking up (as self-advocates). Research is a special activity 
but is part of speaking up for self-advocacy organisations like CEPF.

Working in this way also means that, within a user-controlled research project, the 
research support person is a different kind of support person. The research support 
person is not part of the research team. The research support person doesn’t take 
any of the important decisions and has as little infl uence in the research as possible. 
It has been put to me that this deskills a researcher. However, it is more like good 
research supervision that does not decide what the project is, its ideas or ways of 
working.
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Working on Our Lives, Our Communities

All ‘inclusive’ approaches to research require that there is trust between the 
academic researcher and the researchers. It was important that there was trust at the 
start of the project. There was a long-standing working relationship with the research 
support person and the aims of the project were understood and shared.

Trust was important in meeting a number of big challenges for the researchers. 
These included the following.

n Professionalism: does working in a support role as outlined here mean that 
rigorous standards of research are ignored? If it does not, does meeting them 
mean that the research support person takes control?

n Treating people properly (ethics): how are people treated properly (i.e. how are 
ethical standards met) in a project of this kind? Ethical standards mean being 
responsible for the best interests of the people being researched (including how 
they are treated and whether their stories say the things that people want to say).

n Leadership: how in practice is such a project led if it isn’t led by a professional 
researcher? CEPF aim to work as a co-operative in their decision making and 
collectively in their work. I have respected this approach by not saying what each 
researcher did. However, it is important to be clear that the work was spread 
across the team.

These challenges raise doubts about whether people with learning diffi culties have 
the capacity to do research. Doubting or being sceptical is a valid fear within any 
profession that has high standards.

Although Fresh Start have a great deal of experience in research, the team was not 
made up of experienced ‘star’ researchers. The team lost Nigel Lott, a long-standing 
self-advocate and trainer, when he moved to another part of the country. The four 
researchers that undertook the project had varying skills and experience. One had 
worked in research, consultation and training for over ten years. The other three had 
been involved in some research, consultation and training, mainly over the previous 
three or four years. One of the four reads well, one with some diffi culty and two only 
read a few words.

Fresh Start wanted to prove themselves in their own project in which they carry 
out the complete research process. It is important to know whether Our Lives, 
Our Communities represents a good enough piece of research. Was it done 
professionally? Does it tell us things that are important?
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Professionalism

The research was planned and carried out in the way that most research is. The 
team worked out questions that they wanted to ask and things that they were looking 
for. It also did pilots to test the questionnaire and other ways of fi nding out. The main 
report tells us how this was done. The part played with the research support person 
is set out here.

Supporting the development of ideas and understanding how to do research was not 
done through conventional teaching methods. The researchers did not do a course. 
They built their knowledge through learning by doing – by getting help and solving 
problems as they carried out their plans.

The circle diagram was developed in 1992. CEPF have used the ideas in the diagram 
in most of their work. Their relationship with me as a research support person 
has lasted around ten years. This project developed from a failed research bid.1 In 
developing that large bid:

n I advised the researchers in using knowledge that they had gained in fi lming 
people at CEPF’s different branches talking about their lives.

n Around six years ago I began talking to the researchers about ways that they 
could fi nd out about people’s lives. This including the network diagrams (circle of 
friends) and hanging about with people (non-participant observation).

Many of the big ideas in Our Lives, Our Communities came from the fi lmed 
interviews and discussion of them. Before writing the proposal two researchers 
watched them again. The network diagrams seemed suitable because they have 
‘the person’ in the centre. In the pilot, making a diagram was very enjoyable and 
worked well. Observation was harder and, when they could not fi lm what they saw, 
the researchers worked at a different way of doing it themselves. In this way they 
changed ways of doing things or using techniques so that they could do the research 
properly. The researchers did not learn much research jargon because they did not 
need to. They ‘went around with people’ or ‘hung around with people’. They did not 
see themselves as ‘observers’. At fi rst the researchers struggled with a diary that was 
used to record what had happened and not appointments. This was not part of their 
practical experience before the project.
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Ethics or treating people properly

The team found the Social Research Association (SRA) ethical framework, which 
was provided by JRF, impossible to understand. However, treating people properly 
and with respect is a very important part of the way CEPF and other self-advocacy 
organisations work. All of the researchers understand what ethics means through 
personal experience of being treated disrespectfully.

The guidelines for researchers in the main report were produced by one of the 
researchers drawing on experience within CEPF and Fresh Start that demands 
respect for people, and within services where there had often been too little respect. 
The guidelines came as a complete surprise to me after a long meeting struggling 
with the SRA framework. Using the guidelines in the pilots got the researchers used 
to working ‘ethically’ in research.

Leadership

Project management was the key to leadership. The collective approach did not work 
well during the delay following on from the support worker’s injury and absence from 
work. At that time the project competed for time with several other projects. There 
was concern that it would drift and not be fi nished. An important change to the way 
of working came after the researchers decided to collect the information themselves 
when training and supervising other people did not work well in First Town. It 
was important that one researcher took responsibility for making sure that things 
happened. That person made appointments, looked after the data and ‘progress 
chased’. This work sometimes made the researcher unpopular but it was important 
and appreciated by the team and the research support person.

There were some ways of doing research that did not work for the team. Using N6 
to make sense of the interview information was not successful. As the main report 
makes clear, the researchers were able to code interviews against the ideas in the 
circle diagram. This helped them understand their ideas better but the output from 
N6 did not suit their way of working. It was not accessible. The researchers found the 
best way to make sense of the information was using two individuals’ interviews and 
comparing them. They did not like the bits of lots of interviews that N6 produced.

The researchers decided to ask me to write up the research in the way that is 
described in the main report. This showed a lot of trust. As far as possible I used 
their own words as noted at their meetings, which I did not attend. The main report 
describes how extra guidance was needed when I got stuck writing. There was 
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also one part in the conclusion (point 5) where I found it diffi cult to interpret the 
researchers’ meaning. To make it clear I added some comment about the benefi ts 
system. This was not their intention and the researchers removed it.

Conclusion

The aim in writing about the research support role is not to justify or judge the 
researchers’ work, it is to look at their thorough approach and the importance of 
many years of learning by doing. The project has tried to get their own view of how 
people live in their communities through research carried out by people with learning 
diffi culties, with as little outside input as possible. By pushing the boundary of user 
research as far or further than any others, they have tried to get people’s real or 
authentic ‘voices’ and experiences using ideas that they have developed over many 
years.

Note

1 The much larger user-led project proposal in 2001 to the Department of Health’s 
‘Learning Disability Research Initiative’, which was entitled ‘Taking the Lead’. 
Other partners were Jan Walmsley and Roger Smith.
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The questionnaire

Name of person who the research is about

___________________________________________________________________

Name of researcher

___________________________________________________________________

Name of support worker

___________________________________________________________________

Date

___________________________________________________________________

Name of person being interviewed

___________________________________________________________________

Relationship to person taking part in research

___________________________________________________________________

Ethnic background

___________________________________________________________________

How well do you get on with the person taking part in the research?

___________________________________________________________________
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Question Answer Controls

Home

What kind of place do they 
   live in?

Did they choose to live there?

Did they choose who they live 
   with?

How long have they lived here?

What areas do they have 
   support in?

Where do they get this 
   support from?

What times and days do they 
   get support?

How do they get on with their
   neighbours?

Do they do their own food 
   shopping?

Do they choose their own food?

Our free time

Where do they get information
   about what they can do in
   their own time?

What sorts of things do they
   do on their own?

What sorts of things do they
   do with other people?

Do they choose themselves, or
   get support to choose or does
   someone else choose for them?
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Question Answer Controls

Are staff and support people 
   trained to help them make
   choices?

If they want to change 
   something they were going
   to do, can they?

Do they go to any events just
   for people with learning
   diffi culties?

Does it cost a lot of money to
   do these things?

Can they choose who they 
   have a relationship with?

Can they be alone with their
   friends?

If they have moved, have they 
   been able to keep up 
   friendships?

Can they follow any religious or 
   political beliefs they have?

When they go out how do they 
   travel?

Is it easy for them to travel?

Can they afford to travel as
   much as they want?

Is there anything that makes it
   diffi cult for them to travel?

Do they get treated equally 
   when they are out?

Do they get treated with 
   respect?
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Question Answer Controls

Work, college, training, day 
   activities

Where do they get information 
   about what they can do in 
   the day?

Is this information easy to 
   understand?

Is this information useful?

What do they do during the 
   day?

If they work are they paid?

Does anything stop them 
   from working?

Are there things that they 
   would like to do but cannot?

Have they asked to do things
   and been told they cannot?

Do they choose the services
   they get?

Do they use any services 
   because there is nothing else?

Which services do they enjoy
   using?

When they change services 
   can they keep in touch with
   friends?

Are they asked what they think
   about services they use?

If they are does it make a 
   difference?
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Question Answer Controls

Do they use any services just
   for people with learning
   diffi culties?

Do they get labelled – people 
   see their learning diffi culty 
   but not the person?

Do they know when staff are
   leaving?

Do they know who the new 
   member of staff will be?

Are staff friendly?

Do staff talk to them if they see
   them out of hours?

If they want to complain about
   a service, can they?

Money

Do they have their own money?

Do they have their own bank 
   account?

Do they choose what to spend 
   their own money on?

Do they pay their own bills?

Do they get support to manage
   their money?

Have they heard of direct 
   payments?

Do they understand about 
   direct payments?

Do they get direct payments?

Do they understand about 
   benefi ts?
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Question Answer Controls

If they get paid to work, do they 
   keep this money?

Do they have enough money
   to live on?

Health

Do they get enough information
   about their health?

Can they understand this 
   information?

Who do they talk to about their
   health?

Does their doctor listen to 
   them?

Do they have problems making
   appointments when they can 
   get there?

Do they have any problems 
   travelling to these 
   appointments?

Families

Who do they see in their family?

Does their family let them 
   make their own choices?

Does their family treat them as
   an adult?

Does their family support them
   to do what they want?

Do they have someone to help
   them to speak up when they
   are talking to their family?
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Consent letter

Dear

[Name of person taking part] is taking part in research about her/his everyday life in 
a project called ‘Our lives, our communities’. This means that she/he is spending two 
days with [number of] researchers, ([name of researcher] and [name of researcher]), 
doing ordinary things that she/he normally does. We hope that, as someone that 
she/he is in contact with regularly you do not mind her/him bringing the researchers 
along with her/him. They will not interfere with the things that you normally do.

The research is totally confi dential. Things that are written down will only be read 
by members of the research team and individual people will not be identifi ed in 
the research reports. We would also like to fi lm and record some things during the 
day. Film and voice recording will also be kept confi dential and used to help the 
researchers remember some things that happened. If you are not happy about being 
fi lmed or recorded you do not have to be. We have a form that we will ask you to sign 
only if you are happy to take part. You can choose to take part but not be fi lmed or 
recorded if you like.

If you agree to being fi lmed and recorded, the material will not be shown to anyone 
outside the research team without your giving special permission.

The research is being carried out by Central England People First with support 
from the Open University. It is paid for by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation. Central 
England People First is a user-controlled organisation of people with learning 
diffi culties.

Central England People First
‘Our lives, our communities’ research team
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Consent form

What I have said yes to

I understand that you are going to ask me about [name of person taking part’s] life. 
I understand that you will be watching [name of person taking part] go about her/his 
life when I will be about.

You can use a video camera
 ‘YES’ ‘NO’

You can use a camera
 ‘YES’ ‘NO’

You can use a tape recorder
 ‘YES’ ‘NO’

You can make notes
 ‘YES’ ‘NO’

Name  ___________________________

Signed  __________________________

Date  ____________________________




	Our lives, our communities
	Contents
	1 Introduction
	2 How we did the research
	Using support
	Doing it our way

	3 What we found out
	4 What this means
	The importance of money to people making choices
	Things people do
	What people thought about their choices
	Meeting people

	5 Recommendations/conclusions
	Appendix 1: Being a research support person in a user-controlled project (by Ian Buchanan)
	Introduction
	What is special about Our Lives, Our Communities
	Working on Our Lives, Our Communities
	Conclusion
	Note

	Appendix 2: Questions that we asked
	The questionnaire
	The diary form
	The friends and family form

	Appendix 3: Forms and information
	Consent letter
	Consent form



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




