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Web-based research has many advantages. However, the
methods used may mean that people with disabilities are
unable to participate. This paper aims to raise awareness
and prompt researchers to think about accessibility in com-
bination with their research.

Designing and conducting research that people, irrespec-
tive of their abilities, can access and participate in can
constitute a considerable challenge. Yet, their participation
is important, as concerns regarding non-representative
study samples are well-documented (Frederick et al.,
2012; Gill & Redwood, 2013; Scheifes et al., 2011; Schmidt
& Vereenooghe, 2020; Shankar et al., 2018; Spaul et al.,
2020; Zarin et al., 2005).

Where studies present a rationale for excluding partici-
pants with disabilities, two main reasons can often be iden-
tified: either a striving for homogeneous study samples or a
reference to the task demands, implying that people with
specific disabilities may not be able to complete them to
a similar standard as people without such disabilities.
Meanwhile, sample generalizability may not appear as
essential for the internal validity of more theoretical or
fundamental research than more applied research. Hence,
from a research perspective, the representation of people
with various abilities and impairments is not always consid-
ered an important condition of a study. This is in stark
contrast with the human rights-based perspective and it
concerns people with various abilities and impairments.

A Human Rights-Based Approach

The UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabili-
ties (CRPD) considers that disability “results from the
interaction between persons with impairments and attitudi-
nal and environmental barriers that hinders their full and
effective participation” and therefore stipulates that wher-
ever possible reasonable adjustments should be imple-
mented to erase discriminatory practices [United Nations,
2006, Preamble (e)].

For countries that have ratified the convention (United
Nations, n.d.), which includes all member states of the
European Union, the convention is officially binding,
whereas signing countries, such as the United States of
America, have merely expressed the intention to comply
in a non-binding way. From the consideration that people
with disabilities “should have the opportunity to be actively
involved in decision-making processes about policies and
programmes” [UN CRPD, 2006, Preamble (o)], it follows
that researchers are not exempt from the responsibility to
implement the UN CRPD (Ollerton & Horsfall, 2013).
Therefore, it is imperative to consider how our choices of
research methods may hinder or facilitate the inclusion of
people with disabilities in psychological research to ascer-
tain that our research findings meet the needs to reflect a
diverse population.

Research Access and Accessibility

Whether the motivation to explicitly include or actively
recruit people with various abilities and impairments in
our studies follows our aims for a representative study sam-
ple or is guided by a human rights-based approach, their
participation requires access to research and accessible
research. To improve the access of people to participate
in research, we can reflect on our recruitment practices.
Hence, the call for more scrutiny of participant eligibility
criteria and for addressing potential negative attitudes of
researchers toward people with various abilities or impair-
ments, particularly concerning participants who may lack
the capacity to consent (Shepherd, 2020).

To improve the accessibility of our research, we can
implement reasonable adjustments that facilitate the full
and effective participation of people with different abilities
and impairments. For example, Feldman et al. (2014)
showed that while people with intellectual disabilities were
excluded from over 90% of 300 surveyed medical and
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clinical trials, reasonable adjustments could have made it
possible for them to participate in seventy percent of them.

Web-Based Research to Promote
Participation

Inmany ways, technology provides reasonable adjustments to
facilitate the participation of people with various abilities and
impairments, for example, through the use of alternative
and augmented communication tools. For web-based
research, including online surveys and experiments, a key
benefit to researchers is that it offers themmore opportunities
to reach special or hard to reach populations (Reips, 2000),
thereby increasing their chances to participate in research.
Likewise, Citizen Science projects may further increase the
access of non-researchers to research as participants or as
lay-researchers assisting with data collection, for example.

However, in terms of Internet use, there is a digital divide
between people with and without disabilities, both in terms
of access and actual use, and people with intellectual
disabilities are among those most impacted by the digital
divide (Berger et al., 2010; Johansson et al., 2020). Conse-
quently, it is important to consider how web-based research
methods could also hinder people with various abilities and
impairments and which adjustments could instead facilitate
their participation.

Reasonable Adjustments to Improve
the Accessibility of Web-Based
Research

First, research has shown that implementing universal
design principles (Story et al., 1998) and adhering to web-
content accessibility guidelines (WCAG 2.1; W3C, 2018)
can improve the accessibility of digital content and
web-based applications for people with disabilities
(Campoverde-Molina et al., 2020). These practices are
perhaps the first steps researchers can take to facilitate
the participation of people with various abilities and impair-
ments. Wilson and colleagues further provide an excellent
account of how web-based survey research could be made
more accessible by combining multiple accessibility strate-
gies (Wilson et al., 2013), while Goegan and colleagues offer
guiding questions to assist researchers with reflecting on
which universal design principles and reasonable adjust-
ments could improve a questionnaire’s accessibility
(Goegan et al., 2018). As people with intellectual disabilities
wishing to participate in research considered the lack of
accessible research materials the main barrier to their par-
ticipation, clinicians – and researchers alike – could benefit
frommore guidance on accessible researchmethods (Crook

et al., 2016). Together, thesemeasures already take one step
in reducing barriers for people with various abilities and
impairments to participate in both web-based and face-to-
face research.

Second, technological advances offer additional options to
facilitate the inclusion of people with various abilities and
impairments. For example, speech-recognition and text-to-
speech services, as well as eye-tracking technology through
built-in webcams, could enable people with sensory or motor
impairments to navigate and complete web-based experi-
ments and questionnaires. It can be expected that people
relying on those technologies will have the necessary hard-
ware, but then the software for web-based research is still
required to be designed to make more active use of these
technologies. While open-source products can reduce any
financial barriers for researchers to improve the accessibility
of their web-based research, these technologies raise new
concerns in light of participant data protection and security.

A potential argument made against developing accessible
web-based research is one of resources and incentives. Can
it be expected that every researcher or research team has
the knowledge, expertise, and time to design and conduct
barrier-free research without professional incentives or
legal action? Here, the division of scientific labor may offer
a way forward. Or as Dattani and Bechhofer (2021)
propose: “Although young scientists are becoming increas-
ingly well-versed with some of these tools, we cannot
expect every researcher to excel at all, or even most, of
these skills voluntarily,” and that such a level of specializa-
tion and distribution of labor and expertise “would reduce
the burden of work placed on each researcher while
increasing the quality and quantity of science conducted
by researchers overall.”

Conclusion

Calls for accessible research and to promote the inclusion of
people with disabilities in study samples are not new.
Recommendations for researchers generally include imple-
menting universal design principles and modifying or opti-
mizing study designs (Rios et al., 2016; Williams & Moore,
2011), which can be applied to face-to-face, as well as to
web-based research. By combining this knowledge with
the currently available technologies, web-based research
can improve access to research and improve research acces-
sibility for people with various abilities and impairments.
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