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This paper considers why this researcher deemed it important to find a fun way to interview people with an intellectual disability.  Meeting the identified challenge has led to the development of an interactive board game which is used as a vehicle for research interviews.

Over the past 18 months the board game has been used to work with  individuals with an intellectual disability who live in supported accommodation.  The aim of the research has been to consider how friendships might lead to a greater feeling of inclusion.   With this in mind the research interviews have focused on asking about current friendships and future friendship aspirations of individuals.

For the purpose of this brief paper I have identified five why’s which illuminate the pathway for considering issues that have led to development of the board game and its demonstrated value as a research tool that is fun and non-threatening to use. 

The five why’s are:

1.
Why are we at this conference?

2.
Why do we carry out research?

3.
Why make it fun?

4.
Why a board game?

5.
Why does the process work?

1.  Why are we at this conference

If you have spotted a ‘why’ that does not fit, it means that you are awake and have not been gripped by a post lunch dip!!  The why that does not fit specifically into understanding the rationale behind the development and use of the board game, but is none the less important is ‘Why are we at this conference’?  Even though we should all know why we are here it does not hurt to remind ourselves this early in the conference of our purpose for being here.  I would like to draw your attention to the word “conference” which is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “meeting for discussion” or to “ share policy”.  With this in mind we should also consider the ASSID  mission statement which is:

To enhance the skills, knowledge and commitment of its members to facilitate a supportive network in order to enhance the quality of life of people with intellectual or developmental disability

These are important sentiments to acknowledge and put up on a mental white board, as we join together in this conference to share information. Information that might hopefully lead to better lives for people with an intellectual disability.   With these sentiments in mind I will go on to the second why?

Why do we carry out research?

In terms of the Human Service Sector research ‘can inform practice’, put in simple terms, research can help us to better understand how things are in the present and if necessary how they might be made better for the future.    The word research itself is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as meaning ‘to discover facts by critical investigation’.  A researcher becomes a ‘detective’ seeking information on a given topic from which they deduce what is real and what is not real.

My own introduction to the current research environment began with a passion.  A passion to find some way in which the lives of those at the center of the research, people with an intellectual disability, might be improved.  Passion has its place in research as it gives us a kick start to do something rather than to do nothing.  It charges us to seek understanding of how the lives of those less fortunate than ourselves might be improved.   

However, compassion must also have its place, compassion is an essential pre-requisite when the researcher is really wishing to make a connection with individuals in this context.  That is, if we really want to make a connection and to really seek their truth, after all this is what research is about, finding out the truth.      I have used the word compassion, which is synonymous with empathy, as these words mean ‘understanding of humanity’ and ‘humaneness’.    These words also give meaning to the idea that we really have try and ‘stand in the shoes’   of the research participants, that is - to understand their ‘world view’.   By endeavoring to understand their world view  we can then integrate the information we find into a more realistic contextual framework.  These concepts of compassion and understanding the world view of the other, should be at the core of any research which involves participants.  If  we do not keep this at the forefront of our mind then the research process may become a ‘tokenistic affair’.   Any passion that we might have as a researcher to seek positive change must come about on the basis of this understanding, otherwise we might fall into the trap of the ‘missionary syndrome’.  That is offering suggestions for change from our world view rather than working to bring about change from the world of the other.    
Why make the research fun for the participants?

The idea of making research fun is not new.  The development of the current research process follows on from the work of other researchers who have considered that making the research process fun helps to ‘break down barriers’, and it is ‘less intimidating’ for participants.

This is particularly important for people with an intellectual disability who are in receipt of human service support.  These individuals often spend most of their lives justifying their existence to one authority figure or another.   For example the emerging Quality Assurance System within Queensland makes it a priority that individuals document their life story, their personal plans, objectives and goals.  This has to be accomplished to a criteria which has been defined by a legislative process.    It is not the purpose of this paper to decry the value of any such initiative,  there will be both positives and negatives to the new system.  Neither is this paper suggesting that individuals should not be asked how they feel or what they want, this is essential.   However, what might be questioned is the push for knowledge about plans for improvement that individuals have to provide, on the basis of a requirement, which is linked to the impetus of support funding.    This creates a drive to know, to improve and to document, and to construct case-file identities.   Case file-notes have their value, and are required so that there is some form of consistent information for the support workers who come and go in the lives of people with an intellectual disability.  But these records do not provide the whole picture, they often have a bias towards the official view or the view that someone has decided to record.  And for individuals who constantly have to relate their story the process can become a burden.    As one individual commented to me “ I can’t be bothered to do my story, I will let ……………… (staff member) do it for me”.   

As a researcher I wanted to ask, but was aware that normal interview techniques may end up being more a process of ‘inquisition’ than what might be considered as a ‘normal social dialogue’.  This in itself might lead to a feeling of intimidation.  With this in mind I set out to find a way of asking that would not put a further burden on individuals. A way of asking that would not make them feel that they have to justify themselves.  A way of asking that would be fun, ‘sensitive to the individual’ and ‘non-threatening’. 

 I was also spurred on with a hope that I would really be able to make a connection and to understand their ‘private worlds’ to seek their truth, that is a truth that might go beyond anything that is documented in a case file.    

Why A board Game?

Consideration of the history and purpose of board games lend understanding to the rationale behind the use of this format as a research tool.  Anthropologists and Archeologists have discovered that the origins of many of the board games that we have today have been around since 2500 BC.   Board games such as Draughts, Checkers, Backgammon, Mancala, Chess, Snakes and Ladders, Monopoly and more recently the Transformation Game and The Game of Life are derived from ancient origins.  These type of games have been used worldwide to provide fun, a sense of challenge and achievement, an element of chance, or even guidance regarding our life course.   Board games then are part of the human psyche and part of the way that we as human beings can learn about ourselves, learn to use strategy, to let go, and have fun.    

The development of the research tool currently in use, that is the board game format, has been informed by this understanding of the purpose behind board games.     The board game format is an intuitive research tool which takes the participant on an exploratory journey which merges with an element of chance through use of a dice.  The specific format is pleasing to the eye with lots of bright colors, tactile pieces and images. It has a generic form to which other pieces or additions can be added, for example the process has been used with someone with a visual impairment, in this circumstance a number of tactile additions were added to the process.   This format provides a positive platform for the research because it introduces movement, sound and atmosphere and allows the participant to interact with the researcher in a fun way.  Through the use of focus questions the participant moves around the board landing on stopping off point which in this of the current research process, relate to days of the week. The game process also introduces an etiquette, that revolves around the way the player (that is the research participant) wants to proceed with the game.  This etiquette also involves the participant being given regular opportunities to communicate with the researcher things they want to know about the process or sometimes questions about this researchers private life.  In the context the process attempts to put the participant on a more equal basis with the researcher.  

For the purpose of data collection the process is tape recorded and pictures of the board game are taken once the game has been completed.   This provides a rich source of research data.   

Why does the process work?

The answer to this why makes an assumption which can only be based on the experiential evidence to date.  But this evidence is a strong indicator that the process provides a way if asking individuals about their life which is fun, stimulating and non intimidating.   

The game board format does not seek to undermine the serious nature or purpose of the research being conducted.   Nor does it seek to undermine the necessity to understand an individuals ‘capacity to consent’ to the research process.   Capacity to consent is assessed during informal sessions of getting to know individuals, that is me getting to know them, and they getting to know me.  The research process is communicated to potential participants in simple language or other media they can understand.  (e.g. with one client some words together with pictures and hand signs) 

Research so far would indicate that there are a number of reasons why this process works:   

· It can be individualized to meet the needs  of specific participants.  

· The game board is an augmented communication system. 

previous research has found that individualized processes which use  augmented communication lead to greater reliability and are less intimidating than verbal communication alone.

· The game process is fluid, it holds the attention of the participant and provides a vehicle through which they can communicate a ‘narrative’ about their life. 

· The  format has a ‘referential function’ which works on a ‘now’ time frame, it has demonstrated itself to be effective in assisting participants to reconstruct past events and to aid them in communicating future aspirations.   These future aspirations are grounded through use of wish stars which participants retain.

· The format of the process removes some of the language barriers inherent in normal interview techniques which might lead to participants feeling intimidated.. 

· Participants enjoy the process

Conclusion

During the presentation of this brief paper I have attempted to share with you some of the reasons why as  a researcher working with people with an intellectual disability I felt it important to look for ways that would remove barriers that might be inherent in traditional research interview methods.  As a researcher to work with compassion to find a way of  making a connection, to find a  way of asking that would be fun and would not be intimidating.  

A way that would seek to find their truth rather than any truth that might 

be documented by the system which provides their support.  One such 

way has been found.

It would be an arrogance on the part of this researcher to  suggest that the 

game format has all the answers but what it does provide  is a format that can be individualized to the needs of the research participant which is fun, non-intimidating and promotes a good interaction between the participants and researcher.  One hope for the future is that this process might be developed so that it can be used in other contexts.  

In addition  there is already some acknowledgement amongst researchers of the importance  of finding ways as asking which are fun and which reduce anxiety.  My hope for the future is that the importance of this might be widely acknowledged amongst all those who need to ask people with an intellectual disability about their lives.   As if we really want to enhance the quality of life of people with an intellectual disability it is essential to gain their world view from a position of compassion.  
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