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ABSTRACT
Purpose: The Inclusive Society partnership research model aims to promote change in society for 
people with disabilities by supporting research teams composed of researchers and partner 
organizations. The objective of this article is to identify the strengths and limitations of this research 
model.
Material and methods: An autoethnography approach was used. Thematic analysis of four methods 
was undertaken: semi-directed interviews with members of the research teams funded by Inclusive 
Society (researchers, partners), a focus group with the Inclusive Society’s intersectoral collaboration 
agents, their logbooks, and Inclusive Society’s annual reports.
Results: Strengths and limitations of the Inclusive Society model were identified through their 
networking activities, the role and support of the intersectoral collaboration agents and the partnership 
research program.
Conclusions: Networking activities are an essential element of Inclusive Society. They are indispensable 
for composing intersectoral research teams that will work on answering needs of people with 
disabilities. Intersectoral collaboration agents are also a strength of the model, but their role could 
be clarified to better frame what tasks are in their scope of practice and what the research teams 
could ask from them. Finally, the research program eligibility criteria could be improved to support, 
among others, the projects’ appropriation phases.

hh IMPLICATIONS FOR REHABILITATION
•	 Networking activities stimulate the creation of intersectoral research teams centered on answering 

the needs of people with disabilities that are identified in the field
•	 Hired facilitators can play an important role in the emergence of research teams, merging the 

academic and non-academic worlds, and supporting the teams during their research project
•	 In participatory research projects, some funding should be reserved to support the partner 

organization’s participation and the appropriation phase of the research projects

Introduction

In Quebec (Canada), 16.1% of the population aged 15 years and 
older has at least one disability [1]. For the world’s population at 
large, the figure is 15% [2]. Furthermore, each person is likely to 
experience some form of disability (temporary or not) at some 
point in their life [2]. All people with disabilities (PWD) are also 
likely to experience social exclusion in activities related to health, 
leisure, work, housing, culture, and education [3]. PWD who have 
been exposed to discrimination and social exclusion may also 
have experienced reduced well-being and an increased likelihood 
of suicide [3]. Within a social justice perspective, individuals have 
a responsibility to respect PWD and to take into consideration 
their needs [4]. Consequently, a community that enables PWD’s 
enjoyment of their rights and full social participation by ensuring 
that they have access to physical, social, economic, technological, 

and cultural environments, as well as health and education ser-
vices, can be defined as an inclusive society [5]. The “Toward a 
More Inclusive Society,” or simply “Inclusive Society” (IS) research 
model is an interdisciplinary and community partnership aimed 
at producing concrete changes in various aspects of the lives of 
PWD, supporting the transformation of the associated ecosystems 
(family caregivers, community organizations, public organizations) 
and implementing solutions to reduce the environmental and 
social obstacles that PWD encounter in everyday life.

Following the first projects developed in the framework of the 
IS research model, we conducted an initial study to identify the 
challenges and facilitators of partnership research within our part-
ner community [6]. We have learned that working effectively with 
a variety of stakeholders requires creating the right conditions 
for the project from the start. This includes explicitly determining 
among team members how the team will function, clarifying the 
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project objectives and the expectations of each party, and agree-
ing on a realistic action plan. Subsequently, during project imple-
mentation, it is important to ensure shared leadership, to use 
agreed-upon communication and conflict resolution methods, and 
to adequately recognize each team member’s expertise. At the 
end of a partnership research project, it is essential to spend time 
implementing the project’s results, to ensure that they are useful 
to the partners. This study also revealed a number of themes 
(such as the role of intersectoral collaboration agents) that were 
not directly related to partnership research and to our research 
questions, but to the functioning of the IS model itself. Considering 
that the models or structures of partnership research form the 
backdrop of the partnership dynamic and can have a significant 
impact on outcomes [7], we felt it was essential to reflect on our 
own model and explore how it supports partnership research and 
how we can improve it to reduce the challenges of partnership 
research. This gave us the opportunity to reflect and take a critical 
look at our own operating model and its own effect on building 
an inclusive society.

There is growing, but still limited, literature on models of part-
nership research between universities and stakeholders around 
societal issues [8], specifically in the area of disability. Given the 
importance of community engagement in partnership research, 
and the time and money invested, sharing knowledge and expe-
rience on partnership research models is valuable and necessary 
[8]. The increased use of partnership research models requires a 
critical examination of how this type of research is operationalized 
to understand what is possible, improve existing models, and 
base future models on experience [7,9]. For example, Kegler  
et al. [8] shared their experience with three partnership research 
models. They learned that using small grants stimulates research 
and partnership building, but that the expected deliverables 
remain modest. It was at the $30,000 grant level that they 
observed community impact. They also learned that it can be 
useful to coach academics in partnership research without this 
coaching being perceived as an inference in the project.

Research objective

Consistent with the need to base partnership research on expe-
rienced, effective models and to improve them, the objective of 
this article is to identify and share the strengths and limitations 
of Inclusive Society (IS) research model, as experienced by 
IS actors.

Materials and methods

Research design

This study was conducted within an autoethnographic perspective, 
an approach aimed at understanding a lived situation through a 
critical and reflexive analysis of the researcher’s experience. We 
believe that our approach could have been based initially on an 
evaluative inquiry for program improvement. However, our initial 
goal was really to identify the facilitators and barriers to partner-
ship research. In analyzing the data, we found themes that were 
related not to partnership research in the broadest sense, but to 
our operational model of partnership research. This led us to 
reflect on the interdependence between our research model and 
partnership research as it is experienced within SI. The autoeth-
nography then became a way to share the fruit of our reflections 
on our model, the values and the research culture that result 
from it, and their effects on the partnership research that takes 

place there. Autoethnography produces a personal narrative 
intended to provoke reflection in others. In this sense, and in 
light of its strengths and limitations, the IS experience might 
inspire similar initiatives [10]. Jiang et  al. [11] outline five key 
features of autoethnography: 1) the authors must have complete 
member researcher status (which is the case here); 2) the reflective 
process is based on the desire to better understand oneself by 
looking at one’s actions and environment; 3) the researcher must 
situate the ethnographic data within the framework of their per-
sonal experience and meaning-making; 4) the process involves a 
dialogue with informants other than self; 5) it is not only a per-
sonal experience, but a theoretical understanding of a larger 
phenomenon. In this sense, we have attempted to write in accor-
dance with the methodology in a more narrative manner, written 
in the third person plural in the representation of us as authors, 
and incorporated more reflection from the team into the results.

Research team

The authors of this article are all members of the IS initiative. PA 
(2017-) and FR (2021-) are IS co-directors. DF acted as ICA with 
IS at the time of the study (2017–2021). ER is co-investigator in 
the current project and has previously received IS funding for 
another research project. KL and AT are both involved in partner-
ship research projects as postdoctoral fellows; they carried out 
the analysis and interpretation of data regarding IS research for 
the purpose of this study. Finally, MC, a Ph.D. candidate, worked 
as a research professional with IS at the time of the study.

Data collection and analysis

Insofar as this autoethnography is based on a series of themes 
that emerged during our initial study [6], it builds on the methods 
used in that prior research. A brief summary follows.

Three types of participants were recruited for this study: 1) 
the three IS intersectoral collaboration agents, 2) researchers of 
IS-funded projects, and 3) the partners of these projects. The 
study was based on four data collection methods: individual 
semi-structured interviews, focus groups, ICA logbooks, and IS 
annual reports. The ICAs conducted individual semi-structured 
interviews with researchers and partners of IS-funded research 
projects for the 2017–2020 period. The first round of interviews 
took place during the projects’ initial stages (2018–2019) and the 
second round during their final stages (winter 2020). Interviews 
were conducted by phone or video conference and lasted on 
average 30 min. The ICAs took notes on the responses. A total of 
46 interviews were conducted (23 for each round of interviews) 
including 8 partners and 15 researchers. The latter were experts 
from various research sectors (n = 6 in health, n = 5 in society and 
culture, n = 4 in nature and technology). Their experience in par-
ticipatory research also varied between no experience (n = 7), 3 
to 10 years of experience (n = 7), and 10+ years of experience 
(n = 9). Second, a focus group, facilitated by a postdoctoral fellow 
(KL), was held with the three ICAs (two women and one man). 
The focus group lasted approximately two hours and the data 
from the audio recording was condensed and verified by the three 
participants. Third, the digital logbooks completed over the course 
of a year by the ICAs to collect their reflections on the research 
projects they monitored were analyzed. ICAs’ experience in part-
nership research ranged from 3 to 10 years. Specifically, for this 
autoethnography, the two postdoctoral fellows combed through 
the IS annual reports (2017–2018, 2018–2019, 2019–2020), 
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available on the IS website [9] to identify information that sup-
ported the data collected through other methods. The interview, 
focus group, and logbook data were thematically analyzed [12]. 
First, the interviews were analyzed by an ICA in a Word document 
that presented and described the different themes discussed in 
the interviews. Subsequently, the focus group and logbook data 
were incorporated into the document by the two postdoctoral 
fellows (KL and AT). The themes were then refined through an 
iterative process involving five to seven rounds of validation by 
the postdoctoral fellows and a review by one of the researchers 
(ER). At this point we became aware of the fact that we had two 
broad categories of themes: 1) those relating to our initial research 
question focused on the challenges and facilitating practices of 
partnership research and 2) those reflecting the strengths and 
limitations of our model. Finally, the annual reports were examined 
for other themes but they revealed no new topics.

Results

The strengths and limitations of our model are presented here 
with respect to the three key components of our model namely, 
networking activities, ICAs, and the research program. First, let’s 
present our partnership research model.

Description of our Inclusive Society partnership research 
model

The Inclusive Society initiative grew out of a desire shared by 
four organizations—the Réseau provincial de recherche en 
adaptation-réadaptation (www.repar.ca) [13], the Centre for 
Interdisciplinary Research in Rehabilitation of Greater Montreal 
[14], the Centre interdisciplinaire de recherche en réadaptation et 
intégration sociale [15] and the Regroupement stratégique 
Ingénierie de technologies interactives en readaptation [16]—to 
combine their expertise in addressing a number of major societal 
issues and to involve in the process stakeholders in the adapta-
tion, rehabilitation, social participation, and other related fields, 
as well as partners from the community, municipal, cultural, indus-
trial, and health sectors [17]. In an effort to find ways to advance 
research and practice toward an inclusive society, the Initiative 
conducted a consultation process with various actors involved 
with PWD and research organizations devoted to adaptation reha-
bilitation. Among the key factors identified were the use of par-
ticipatory and “bottom-up” approaches (it means that the 
identification of needs and issues, as well as the means to address 
them, comes from the people directly affected by these issues 
and their ecosystem - in this case, by PWD, their loved ones, and 
the stakeholders working with them), having an ongoing evalu-
ation process, securing funding to support project success and 
sustainability, creating new partnerships while consolidating exist-
ing ones, involving policy-makers and PWD in projects, knowledge 
mobilization and co-creation, and finally intersectorality (it means 
bringing together people from different disciplinary fields or prac-
tices on the same research question) [18].

In order to leverage these factors in an integrated manner, our 
IS initiative proposes a research program based on a participatory 
approach to knowledge co-construction, more specifically part-
nership research [19]. All stakeholders are therefore engaged at 
different stages of the research process to design and apply solu-
tions together with a view to reducing the barriers to social par-
ticipation faced by PWD. At the heart of the process lie several 
established principles and values of participatory research such 

as creating relationships of trust [20], power sharing within teams 
[21], understanding the issues at stake, valuing each person’s role 
[22], and reciprocity [23]. The initiative targets four major themes: 
1) physical environment and personal mobility, 2) social environ-
ment, 3) health and adaptation-rehabilitation, and 4) attitudes, 
prejudice and discrimination. For example, one of the IS projects 
is focused on identifying innovative solutions to facilitate the 
employment of PWD by improving access to public transit [24]. 
The research team is composed of various stakeholders, including 
researchers, a transportation company, an organization dedicated 
to protecting the rights of people with disabilities, a collective 
specializing in the employment of PWD, and a large national 
employer.

The IS initiative’s operating structure is based on three key 
components. First, it uses networking activities to engage partners 
and researchers from different backgrounds and scientific fields. 
For example, discussions on topics such as parenting and access 
to employment have been organized since October 2017. Second, 
the IS structure includes intersectoral collaboration agents (ICA) 
who support partners and researchers in the ideation process and 
project implementation, in particular in team building, maintaining 
relationships, and appropriation of results. Third, the IS Partnership 
Research Program provides financial, material, and human 
resources to support projects at different phases of the social 
innovation process (emergence, experimentation, appropriation). 
More specifically, selected projects can obtain up to $25K for a 
period of 12 to 18 months. The proposed projects must be directly 
related to the needs of PWD expressed by one or more organi-
zations. They must also be transferable, i.e., allowing for the knowl-
edge gained to be used to promote the social inclusion of PWD 
in different contexts. The main project partner must be an orga-
nization outside the academic and research community. Project 
outcomes should aim to produce concrete changes in various 
aspects of the lives of PWD. Projects must also include a plan for 
the dissemination of the results within the networks of the part-
ner(s) involved and among their collaborators. A midterm progress 
report and a final report on the project are submitted to IS using 
an online form. In addition to the main partner, the research 
teams must be composed of at least two principal investigators, 
each representing a different scientific sector, i.e., nature and 
technology, health, or society and culture, in order to meet the 
intersectorality criterion required for obtaining IS funding.

IS initiative’s organizational structure, designed to support the 
achievement of its mission, includes an assembly of partner mem-
bers, a forum for discussion and informing partners and their 
members of IS activities, a community of practice where stake-
holders share their experience, a partners’ committee which deter-
mines the directions and ensures the proper management of the 
initiative and an executive committee which manages IS’s oper-
ational activities. Figure 1 presents the different governance bod-
ies of the IS initiative and the relationships between them.

Between 2017 and 2020, more than 27 projects were imple-
mented as part of the IS initiative, involving 84 community 
partners, 105 researchers, and 38 graduate and postdoctoral 
students. Following the first funding period (2017–2020), IS’s 
goal for 2020–2023 was to solidify its expertise and develop 
methodological tools for partnership and intersectoral 
research [25].

Networking activities

The ICAs and the IS Partners’ committee explicitly qualified net-
working activities as one of the Initiative’s strengths as they 
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enabled the ideation that is necessary for identifying needs and 
building partnership research teams.

IS networking activities have brought researchers and partners 
together, built collaborative relationships and generated 
partnerships.

I’m glad to hear that X was able to build collaborative relationships with 
Y and Z at the 2019 Exchange Forum. (Logbook; ICA 2)

At networking events, participants learned how to create a 
partnership research team, how to develop an idea into a research 
project, whom to engage, and how to identify interested parties. 
We also observed the reinforcement of values shared by the dif-
ferent partners, such as the importance of collective intelligence, 
the cross-fertilization of knowledge and the recognition of each 
person’s contribution, as well as the importance of developing 
concrete projects that bring observable changes to the community 
in the medium term (applied research) during forums. In some 
cases, ICAs organized meetings between researchers and commu-
nity partners that were devoted specifically to working on sub-
mitting a project. They facilitated these meetings, which seems 
to have helped to incorporate the various organizations’ concerns 
into the research projects. Moreover, for most of the interviewed 
teams’ projects (5/8), the collaborators met or reconnected at 
networking events organized by IS or were assisted by ICAs to 
build a team.

I recently organized three meetings requested by researchers wanting to 
connect with partners in order to submit a proposal for our 4th competition. 
The partners seem to appreciate the fact that the researcher travelled to 
meet them in person. I want to stress that the purpose of the meeting is 
to allow them to express their needs as an organization in relation to the 
proposed idea for a project. In all three cases, the researchers found the 
concerns raised by the partners to be very pertinent and included them in 
the project. (Logbook; ICA 2)

However, one of the limitations of networking activities is that 
they are time-consuming for ICAs. The work in the lead-up to the 
event, the event itself, and the follow-up needed to make sure 
nothing is lost took a lot of time. In some instances, the ICAs 
couldn’t keep up with team monitoring. However, considering 
that these activities are incubators for partnership and that the 
latter is the basis of our epistemological posture, the time invested 

appears to us to be profitable. In addition, despite the networking 
activities, several projects did not get past the ideation stage for 
lack of researchers to take them on. In these cases, the ICAs tried 
to find potential funding and researchers to put together a team. 
Sometimes, they were unable to do more to support the needs 
expressed for want of available or interested researchers. We are 
disappointed that partners have taken their time to participate 
in the activity, sharing their ideas and needs without any concrete 
results (or projects). What effect might this have on their future 
participation? Were they disappointed or did they feel that their 
point was heard and that they had raised awareness? How can 
we prevent this unwanted outcome from our networking activities?

Another limitation of our IS model according to the ICAs is 
that the community of practice can be optimized and that it can 
benefit from improved monitoring tools.

Intersectoral collaboration agents

General appreciation
In general, the presence of ICAs appears to be one of our IS 
model’s strengths. Participants expressed strong appreciation for 
the role ICAs play and the support they provide. This sentiment 
is also reflected in the progress reports submitted by the research 
teams: “Midterm evaluation of projects is currently underway. The 
reports we’ve seen so far note among other things satisfaction with 
ICAs and that it was reassuring to be getting help from someone.” 
(Focus group; ICA 2). The researchers and partners were especially 
appreciative of certain elements of the ICAs’ support, namely their 
proactiveness, such as taking care of logistics (e.g., organizing 
meetings), which helped to organize teams as projects progressed 
and increased their effectiveness. By facilitating relationships, ICAs 
also promoted collaboration and cohesion among team members. 
Acting as information focal points allowed them to bridge the 
gap between partners and researchers, but also to pass on knowl-
edge about, among other things, partnership research, the IS 
initiative, and funding programs or collaboration opportunities. 
In addition, they helped to demystify the world of research, help-
ing partners to feel more comfortable about expressing their needs.

This was an important aspect for her; feeling comfortable in the research 
environment that she was unfamiliar with, and she feels that IS contributed 
to that. (Interview; Partner 2)

The ICAs reported that when they were on the executive com-
mittee or on the steering committee for a particular project, they 
acted as a sounding board or a liaison, but never in a 
decision-making capacity. They found it useful to be part of these 
teams because of the significant information flow that took place 
within them. The ICAs noted that the services they provided that 
were most used by the teams were organizing meetings, answer-
ing questions, facilitating, coaching, and outreach. Many of the 
researchers in our group have been trained in more conventional 
approaches to rehabilitation (e.g., conducting a research project 
as a leader with a few co-investigators more or less active in the 
project). This is a paradigm shift for us. ICAs support both 
researchers and partners in the realization of optimal partnership 
research.

Flexibility of the ICA’s role
According to the ICAs, the flexibility they enjoyed in defining their 
tasks was nonetheless both a strength and a limitation of their 
role. Their involvement varied depending on the team, the project, 
and what stage it was at (e.g., initiation, data collection, analysis). 

Figure 1.  Relationships between Inclusive Society governance bodies.



AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF INCLUSIVE SOCIETY RESEARCH MODEL 5

For example, whereas in some teams, ICA involvement was sig-
nificant in the project development stage and gradually decreased, 
in others, it was sustained throughout the project. In some cases, 
ICAs were not at all involved in the project’s submission to IS.

When it comes to defining ICA tasks, flexibility is both a strength and a 
limitation of the IS model. It’s a strength insofar as each ICA can work 
according to their own style and availability, and also allows for a wide 
range of services. It’s also a strength in providing assistance to teams, a 
reassuring liaison. Each team and project are unique and the ICAs are able 
to adjust to that in order to achieve the goals. (Focus group; ICA 2)

However, one of the limitations of our model mentioned by the 
research teams is insufficient definition of the ICA’s role as a result 
of which teams had a poor understanding of the kind of support 
they could obtain. For example, they were unsure about the ICAs’ 
tasks, the time they could devote to the project, and the support 
they could provide in terms of coordination versus research assis-
tance. According to some participants, it is desirable that ICAs 
support the research teams from the beginning to the end of the 
project; some would have liked more consistent communication 
with the ICA to help identify the needs of the teams and find 
ways to meet them, to ensure the projects’ progress and plan the 
next steps. They would have liked more informal follow-up instead 
of monitoring by means of filling a form (e.g., at midterm).

Doing informal follow-ups, not filling forms! A “Hi, just checking in”… Once 
the projects were underway, there was less monitoring and it would be nice 
if it were more frequent, but not through forms to fill out, just a heads-up 
to let people know where the project is at and plan the next steps. 
(Interview; Researcher 11)

The ICAs were also uncertain about their tasks, and they per-
ceived this as a limitation of the IS model. For example, they were 
unsure about whether they should attend certain meetings, where 
the line between providing support and providing guidance lies, 
whether they were to offer equal services to different teams and 
whether performing technical or secondary tasks requested by 
certain teams was legitimate (e.g., fetching coffee out of courtesy).

A researcher asked me to go look for their poster for the Inclusive Society 
Exchange Forum on September 28. She often asks me to do these types of 
tasks (getting coffee and snacks for the meeting, taking care of the technical 
side…). I don’t always know if I should accept to do these tasks. At the 
same time, it’s hard to say no to her and I know that in the end, it frees 
up the other team members. (Logbook; ICA 2)

We observed that the three people in place were operating 
in completely different ways without being able to identify one 
mode of operation as more efficient than another. Is the ICA who 
helps with less meaningful tasks such as booking a room wasting 
her time or is she instead developing a trusting relationship with 
a research team? Also, considering the uniqueness of each project, 
the varying levels of experience of teams in partnership research, 
and the leadership styles of team members, how much sense 
would it make to have a specific job description? On the other 
hand, we recognize that a little more clarity for members and 
new ICAs would be helpful.

Intersectoral collaboration agents support in securing project 
funding
Another strength of the ICAs’ involvement in the projects was 
that they could help the teams to prepare funding applications 
by reviewing the applications or drafting a letter of support to 

partners. The ICAs’ position within the IS initiative allowed them 
to offer advice on both the scientific and partnership aspects of 
research projects. However, the ICAs were unclear about the scope 
of the comments they could provide:

I just reviewed a draft of X’s application for funding. It’s hard to know how far 
I should go in my comments and suggestions. I spent a fair amount of time 
on the application (4 hours), trying to provide constructive feedback. The appli-
cation did not fully reflect the discussion we had had with X and Y. They will 
go over it again, but I felt it was important to point out to X elements that 
could be better aligned with the needs expressed by Y. I also commented on 
the intersectoral aspect (weaker health component) and the impact of social 
inclusion, which I felt could be strengthened. (Logbook; ICA 2)

How extensively do we comment on projects considering they will be 
evaluated by someone else? (Focus group; ICA 2)

In addition to helping the teams draft their funding applications, 
the ICAs attended the IS project evaluation committee as observ-
ers. This allowed them to synthesize the comments made by the 
evaluation committee and to convey them to the teams. The ICAs 
said they can provide pertinent explanations about the projects 
they monitor during evaluation committee sessions but that this 
might be unfair to other teams that do not receive assistance. 
Moreover, they felt there is a risk of bias because they are familiar 
with the strengths and weaknesses of some projects and would 
tend to highlight their strengths. Consequently, in the ICAs’ opin-
ion, the discomfort they experienced as a result of having to relay 
the evaluation committee’s comments on issues they had previ-
ously commented on is a limitation of their role.

“ICA 2: Maybe I should have told them that, did I forget something

ICA 1: did I miscommunicate the information…”
                              (Focus group; ICA 1 & 2).

In addition, the ICAs felt they had a responsibility to the teams, 
in particular to find alternative solutions for projects for which 
funding or a second researcher had not been secured. They 
explained that it was part of their job to leave no one behind 
and to continue to support projects that failed to obtain IS fund-
ing. They see the IS initiative as more than a source of funding. 
Perhaps at the project evaluation stage with the evaluation com-
mittee, the role of ICAs is not necessary. Considering the discom-
fort felt, which we understand and that they have already 
supported the teams in the preparation of the application, this 
contribution should be reconsidered.

The Inclusive Society Partnership Research Program

Amount of the funding provided by Inclusive Society
The ICAs view the IS funding structure as a strength of our model 
and one that should be maintained because it provides teams 
with a common goal and supports project completion. In inter-
views, participants mentioned being impressed with what they 
were able to achieve with a $25,000 budget: “provides an oppor-
tunity to develop projects of this type, which are usually difficult to 
fund.” (Interview; Researcher 6). This funding also makes it possible 
to compensate partners for taking time away from their daily 
activities in order to participate in the projects and to meet the 
expectations of those who do not wish to work for free. It has 
been observed that paying some team members can influence 
team composition. One ICA received a call from a partner who 
said she was tired of working for free. The ICA told her that it 
was possible to request partner release time funds and that she 
should talk to the researchers about it. Which she did and 
it worked.
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Although the funding structure was deemed to be one of our 
model’s strengths, some limitations pertaining to project funding 
were nonetheless identified. The amount of IS funding was consid-
ered by some teams to be insufficient for conducting partnership 
research. While recognizing that it was a good start, some partic-
ipants noted that more money was needed, among other things, 
to allow for the development of solutions and to tailor projects to 
the partners’ needs. Insofar as looking for funding is time-consuming, 
organizations would benefit from increased support in putting 
together financing plans. Participants also mentioned that organi-
zations should be better informed about the possibility of obtaining 
financial support. Researchers also feel that partnership research 
requires a great deal of energy and commitment on their part, but 
that little money is available to support project coordination. We 
believe that partnership research takes more time than conventional 
research during the creation of the project and during its imple-
mentation since more communication and exchanges are necessary. 
However, we believe that knowledge mobilization is faster in the 
sense that the project partners are already aware of the results 
and, we hope, to use them in their practice.

Delayed release of research funds
Another limitation identified in the IS funding structure was the 
delayed release of funds to research teams. Although we had little 
control over this aspect, delays in disbursement resulted in prob-
lems with paying partners and students, caused stress and impa-
tience, and ultimately slowed down the research projects.

Team X got their notice that IS funds had been awarded on 2017-11-09 
and did not receive them until… 2019-03-04! The story repeats with project 
Y, delays are hurting the partnership research; the project is delayed, $ 
difficulties for partner release time funds, students, etc. creating stress within 
the team, and impatience. I would even say that it discredits us, the 
Initiative, even if we’re not responsible for these delays. But surely, we could 
do more? Do better? Have a better strategy to deal with this problem that 
dampens our morale (that of the affected teams and ours since we’ve been 
running around in circles on this issue). (Logbook; ICA 1)

Obstacles to the appropriation phase of research projects
Some limitations of our model seem to preclude appropriation 
of IS-supported partnership research projects.

First, the innovation criterion required to obtain IS funding is 
less obvious in projects focusing solely on knowledge appropri-
ation. Such projects therefore received less funding.

In our social innovation process, there are three phases: emergence, experi-
mentation and appropriation. In theory, we fund projects in these three 
spheres. Except that we haven’t really funded projects that only concern the 
appropriation phase because there is often no experimentation or innovation, 
which is a criterion that we highly value. What works for the partner in the 
appropriation phase is not necessarily innovative. (Focus group; ICA 2)

In addition, the intersectorality criterion may have been det-
rimental to appropriation-focused projects because it is not nec-
essarily present at that stage and projects that did not meet this 
condition were not eligible.

However, another criterion that is detrimental is intersectorality; this is more 
difficult to achieve at the appropriation phase and not always necessary. 
[…] If the appropriation phase is linked to a technology, the technology 
development phase has already been completed and is no longer repre-
sented in the appropriation phase. So it’s no longer considered intersectoral. 
(Focus group; ICA 3)

For a project that is entirely in the appropriation phase, the two criteria, 
innovation and intersectorality, become contradictory. (Focus group; ICA 2)

Third, the 18-month timeframe, with a budget of $25,000, was 
considered too short to see projects through the appropria-
tion phase.

“ICA 3: Within an ideal perspective, there is also a post-project phase, the 
appropriation phase. Ideally, we’d get to this point where we provide support 
for the appropriation of the results within the local context.

ICA 2: Currently, we want this to be part of the project, but with projects 
limited to 18 months and $25,000, it’s harder. The current projects are not 
there yet.”
                                      (Focus group; ICA 2 & 3)

To encourage the development of partnership research proj-
ects including an appropriation phase, the ICAs suggested cre-
ating a funding program specific to projects in that phase. This 
would allow us to quantify and provide the resources needed 
for their implementation and completion and to fund projects 
over a longer period of time which would facilitate appropriation 
of data.

Obstacles to research team building
The intersectorality criterion, i.e., participation of researchers from 
two distinct fields, coupled with the requirement that at least 
one researcher be part of one of the IS initiative’s four partner 
research networks in order to obtain funding sometimes acts as 
a constraint in team building and therefore constitutes a limitation 
of our model. As a result, ICAs are forced to devote a significant 
amount of time looking for researchers that meet both the needs 
of the field and the funding criteria. In addition, this creates a 
risk that researchers recruit a second researcher solely to meet 
the intersectorality criterion, which would unfortunately lead to 
a lack of shared leadership between researchers since one of them 
would be virtually absent from the project.

“ICA 1: The IS platform has an Achilles heel: researchers have to belong to 
one of four networks.

ICA 3: We’ve already worked with all of them, since they’re often the same.

ICA 2: The requirement of intersectoral, on the one hand, and picking a 
researcher from four networks on the other makes no sense. There are 
researchers elsewhere.

ICA 1: We were able to comply with it for three years but if the IS initiative 
continues, it will get harder.”
                                      (Focus group; ICA 1,2, & 3)

Lastly, the participants noted that involvement of people with 
disabilities is limited. If a team really wants to follow the ‘for and 
with’ principle, it must be representative. This aspect has troubled 
the authors of this article. Rich discussions followed. IS could be 
seen in itself as a micro-society. Is our micro-society inclusive? 
What place do PWD have in our own process? We believe that 
the involvement of PWD in projects that concern them is essential 
and is part of an inclusive society. By making this a mandatory 
funding criterion, we feared that people would be "instrumental-
ized". By not making it mandatory, it seems to us that we are 
endorsing the fact that partners (e.g., worker who supports PWDs, 
but does not have disabilities himself ) can represent PWD, which 
we question to some extent. We will come back to this aspect in 
the discussion.

Sustainability of the Inclusive Society initiative
Finally, the ephemeral nature of the IS platform, due to its funding 
which must be renewed every three years, was identified as a 
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limitation of our model by the ICAs. In their view, if IS funding 
were to become permanent, ICA positions could be supplemented 
by communication and partnership research experts.

“ICA 2: We are not experts in communication…

ICA 1: We improve, but…

ICA 2: even though we can manage a newsletter and a twitter account, for 
example we are not experts in this area

[…]

ICA 3: Within a sustainability perspective, instead of hiring an ICA, one 
could hire a communications officer and an expert in partnership research. 
[…] Without being too domineering, an expert in partnership research can 
help to better steer, guide and support the teams in partnership research.”
                                  (Focus group; ICA 1, 2, & 3)

Discussion

Our purpose in engaging in this autoethnographic exercise was 
to draw recommendations for ourselves, but also for researchers 
with an interest in partnership research wishing to develop a 
research structure that supports it. We will present these recom-
mendations in relation to the identified strengths and limitations 
of our model and in relation to the three key components of the 
IS initiative: 1) networking activities, 2) ICAs, and 3) the research 
program.

First, albeit time-consuming for ICAs, networking activities are 
one of our partnership research model’s strengths. They make it 
possible to identify needs, to put researchers in contact with 
partners in the field, and to build research teams to meet these 
needs. They are the cornerstone of partnership research [26] and, 
in our opinion, essential to our model. As regards the community 
of practice, our thinking has evolved since we conducted our data 
collection. After revisiting the issue, our assumption was that the 
community of practice, as it was in 2017–2020, addressed too 
many topics, which may have hindered discussion. Few people 
had an interest in any particular topic. Multiple communities of 
practice might have been needed at the risk of not achieving 
critical mass. As a result, in 2021, we decided to develop our 
presence on social media instead of a community of practice, 
where we included a knowledge transfer component and offered 
our networking activities, whose definition is similar to that of 
communities of practice, i.e., exchange, sharing and learning from 
each other [27]. We will continue these activities and recommend 
that those interested in developing a partnership research model 
include this type of activity in their agenda.

The presence of ICAs is also a strength in our model. The help 
they provide to teams by assisting them to draft funding appli-
cations and by monitoring their project has supported work prog-
ress and facilitated relationships between team members. Renaud 
[28] argues that the [mobilization] agent is indeed a key element 
of partnership research insofar as they “bridge the partners’ cul-
tural and organizational worlds [our translation]” (p.97). According 
to her, their role also includes “promoting appropriation of 
research data and its integration into organizations [our transla-
tion]” (p.97). This aspect of the ICAs’ role was not highlighted in 
our process. In fact, since ICA support is variable in terms of 
duration, it is quite possible that a number of teams were not 
supported until they reached this stage. Moreover, as a facilitating 
practice, the participants in our previous study suggested increas-
ing support and coaching to promote the appropriation of results 
in the local context [6]. Furthermore, we believe that the flexibility 

of the ICAs’ role should be maintained in order to allow them 
the freedom to focus their help where teams have needs. However, 
research teams and ICAs would benefit from clarifying the ICAs’ 
job descriptions. This would also facilitate ICA integration into 
teams. To the extent that research teams naturally have research 
expertise (with the researcher) as well as content expertise related 
to the research subject (with the partners), we believe it is appro-
priate to focus the ICAs’ role where the challenges are greatest 
in partnership research, namely the intersection between the 
academic and intervention fields [29]. We realize that the main 
challenges for research teams are developing acting-together 
skills—the “collective capacity to co-construct, to blend expertise 
and to act through cross-sector collaboration” [30]—and collective 
intelligence, i.e., the ability of a group to act on a social issue on 
the basis of a process of interaction and collective reflection 
involving dialogue and genuine collaboration in order to address 
complexity differently [6,31]. As Roy and Prévost [32] put it, “it is 
from the clash of different points of view of participants with 
diverse interests, including that of the researchers […] that a 
shared understanding of the issue can emerge [our translation]” 
(p.138). In this sense, the ICAs’ role could evolve into that of a 
facilitator of the partnership research process. This might mean 
stepping away from the tasks of reviewing funding applications 
and coordinating certain teams and research activities to focus 
instead on assisting teams in clarifying common intent (needs, 
expectations, roles), communication within the team, problem 
solving, and power sharing, among others [29]. To these can be 
added supporting implementation of the results in the local 
context.

Our third key component, the IS funding program, supports 
project implementation by financing projects that are otherwise 
unlikely to obtain funding, including from major research granting 
agencies. Two elements merit discussion, however. The first is 
related to the intersectorality and innovation eligibility criteria in 
the IS program. The intersectorality criterion, i.e., the dual condi-
tion that the two researchers belong to distinct research fields 
and that at least one be a member of one of the four IS partner 
research networks, limits the pool of researchers available to meet 
the needs of the partners and increases the risk that researcher 
appointment for a project will be instrumentalized. This criterion 
is justified by the great complexity of the IS initiative’s goal, which 
requires: “research contributions and approaches that extend 
beyond multidisciplinarity and inevitably call for intersectoral 
research, by bringing together expertise from more than one of 
the major science sectors in Quebec (Health, Humanities and 
Social Sciences, Natural Sciences and Engineering) [our transla-
tion]” [18, p.4]. We understand the importance given to this aspect 
by the initiators of IS, but should it not be a strength rather than 
a limitation when it comes to meeting partners’ needs? Can we 
consider putting the necessary effort into creating teams that 
have these characteristics, without making eligibility for funding 
conditional thereon in the event where this proves impossible? 
The intersectorality criterion is currently under review. As for the 
innovation criterion, it has its place because it is at the very heart 
of our model, as does knowledge mobilization. Moreover, in the 
period between data collection and the drafting of this article, a 
new collaboration with the Saputo Foundation has made it pos-
sible to increase funding to 35K, of which 10K is dedicated to 
the appropriation of the results and the implementation of a 
solution by partners.

Finally, we would like to address one last point that we con-
sider crucial, but also complex. The initiators of IS have given 
great importance to the representation of PWD within projects 
(through community, public and private organizations) by 
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conditioning funding on such representation. However, to the 
degree that IS’s mission is to produce concrete changes in various 
aspects of the lives of PWD, we might wonder why members of 
these communities are not invited to participate directly in dis-
cussion forums. As framed by Eyraud et  al. [33, p.9], the question 
is “how can we discuss and/or decide democratically on actions 
concerning people whose participation is restricted [our transla-
tion]?” The involvement of organizations working with PWD in 
research projects is pertinent since IS also aims to transform the 
ecosystem around these populations. Likewise, we must consider 
the need to give PWD a seat at the discussion table so that 
projects can benefit from their valuable contribution. A number 
of IS projects involve PWD (e.g., co-design of an assistive internet 
navigation device for people with visual impairments) [9] but not 
as a condition to receive funding. Paradoxically, although such a 
criterion could be supportive of PWD involvement in the projects 
if it were to become a requirement tied to funding, it could also 
cause PWD to become vulnerable to instrumentalization, in the 
same manner as the intersectorality criteria concerning research-
ers; it could even lead to the exclusion of PWD [33]. There is a 
major reflection to be had here. An inclusive society should not 
have to impose the contribution of PWD in projects that concern 
them. This contribution should be inherent to the values of 
research and project teams. It might be pertinent to entrust ICAs 
with the tasks of raising awareness of the importance of PWD 
engagement in projects and ensuring their full and meaningful 
participation.

Strengths and limitations of this autoethnography

We have identified the strengths and limitations of our study in 
reference to the five standards for judging the quality of an 
autoethnography in the field of health research outlined by Chang 
[34]: 1) use of authentic and trustworthy data, 2) reliable research 
process, 3) ethical process in relation to self and others, 4) socio-
cultural analysis and interpretation, and 5) scientific contribution. 
As regards the first standard, Chang [34] argues that using a 
variety of data collection methods and sources supports the cri-
terion of authenticity and trust. In this sense, our study relies on 
four data collection methods (logbooks, focus groups, 
semi-structured interviews, and IS annual reports) and three data 
sources (ICAs, researchers, and IS partner members). Chang [34] 
ties process reliability to the transparency of the study and its 
presentation as well as the reflexivity of the authors regarding 
the research process. We have tried to describe as extensively as 
possible the context and process of the study and our own reflec-
tions on the research results. The third quality standard refers to 
ethics toward self and others. Naturally, we obtained ethical 
approval before conducting this study and all participating 
researchers and partners signed a consent form. However, the 
purpose of this research was initially to produce a case study. It 
wasn’t until we began analyzing the results and emerging themes 
that we became aware of the fact that a substantial amount of 
data reflected lessons learned from the experience of our own 
model and that the resulting reflections were characteristic of an 
autoethnography. Consequently, the authors of this article, who 
became participants in the study, have not expressed prior con-
sent. Tolich [35] disapproves of retrospectively seeking consent 
from participants in an autoethnography, placing them in a poten-
tially coercive position following the writing of the article. 
Although we fail to comply with this recommendation, we none-
theless forwarded this article to the three ICAs who were most 
concerned by the research topic, in addition to the co-authors, 

to ensure that they were comfortable with the data presented. 
Minor changes were made as a result of their comments. The 
fourth standard, sociocultural analysis and interpretation, relates 
to the foundation of ethnography which is to address the socio-
cultural meaning of human experience. The thematic analysis used 
highlighted the strengths and limitations of our model. While the 
analysis itself was not about IS culture, the data produced is 
necessarily associated with the initiative’s singularity, which implic-
itly involves a culture of partnership research, interdisciplinarity 
and intersectorality, and relates to a specific way of approaching 
research. In this sense, this article reflects the sociocultural sig-
nifications not of the autoethnographers per se, but of the entity 
that is IS. Finally, the fifth standard refers to the value of the 
contribution to the scientific community and research transfer-
ability. Although the context is specific to our model, we believe 
that it can inspire other partnership research initiatives. We would 
have liked to make more connections to similar studies or models, 
but despite a scoping review of partnership research (forthcom-
ing), we did not find any models that are comparable to IS in 
the field of disability. However, we were able to draw on articles 
that discuss partnership research.

Conclusion

After three years of IS operation, we wanted to identify the 
strengths and limitations of our partnership research model by 
taking an autoethnographic look at it. As a result, we have been 
able to ascertain that networking activities, ICAs and the funding 
structure are strong elements of our model insofar as they pro-
mote partnership research projects involving collaboration 
between academia and civil society with a view to meeting the 
needs of non-academic stakeholders. Nonetheless, each of these 
components can be optimized to improve IS functioning. To this 
end, we recommend, among other things, redirecting the role of 
ICAs toward focusing on facilitating partnership research and 
fulfilling funding criteria in support of projects at any stage of 
the social innovation process that are aimed at meeting partners’ 
needs. We would also like to see greater participation of PWD in 
research projects. These changes can allow for the implementation 
of a partnership research model that better meets the needs of 
PWD while facilitating even more the collaboration between aca-
demic and non-academic actors. This would improve IS’s capacity 
to support researchers in a context of partnership and to mobilize 
a vast network of diversified partners involved in research. As a 
result, IS would be contributing to a genuine citizen mobilization 
for research aimed at bringing about an inclusive society.
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