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A B S T R A C T

The research used Honneth’s interpersonal recognition theory (caring about, respecting and valuing), mediated
by the institutional context, to explore how young people with cognitive disabilities and support workers view
the quality of their relationship. Such understanding can inform improvements to how they work together and
can influence their identities and wellbeing.

Separate online surveys for young people with cognitive disabilities (81) and paid workers (56) were de-
veloped based on earlier findings from in-depth qualitative research.

Most respondents experienced recognition within their support relationships. The recognition positively re-
lated to the length of the relationship and differed by characteristics such as location. The findings suggest that
recognition was mutually experienced by the young people and workers.

The findings draw attention to the ways social services might foster mutual recognition by promoting
practices that demonstrate caring, respect and valuing. They might advocate for policy that highlights mutual
recognition in paid support.

1. Introduction

Changes in policy and practice in relation to services to young
people with cognitive disabilities have led to an increased emphasis on
the provision of individualised support in many countries (Carey,
Malbon, Olney, & Reeders, 2018; Muir & Salignac, 2017). In Australia,
the introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is
significantly influencing the context of service provision to people with
disability through policy focus on self-directed, person-centred support
and the marketisation of individualised support services.

Consequently, the quality of the relationships between people with
disabilities and their paid support workers has an increasingly direct
impact on the identities and wellbeing of both people involved
(Hastings, 2010). Understanding how they view their relationships can
inform improvements in the way they work together. Similar questions
about the quality of care relationships arise for other children and
young people without disability (Costa, Melim, Tagliabue, & Mota,
2020). The research discussed in this article applied interpersonal re-
cognition theory (Honneth, 1995), as mediated by the institutional
context of the paid relationship (Ikäheimo, 2015) to investigate their

experience of the support relationship in the Australian context. The
study sought to extend innovation in inclusive survey methods as well
as develop new knowledge about working relationships. Using earlier
findings from in-depth qualitative research (Robinson, Graham, Fisher,
Neale, Davy, & Johnson, 2020), separate online surveys for young
people with cognitive disabilities and paid workers were developed to
further inquire into the qualitative findings with a larger sample of
participants. This paper reports the results of the survey, highlighting
the extent to which the perceptions about support relationships were
shared by support workers and young people with cognitive disabilities.

The paper introduces the literature about mutual recognition in paid
support relationships, including the earlier qualitative findings from the
research. It describes and justifies the inclusive survey methods used to
reach young people with cognitive disabilities and their paid support
workers. The findings are analysed against the recognition framework
to compare the experiences of recognition of the young people and
workers and the context of their paid relationships. The paper draws
implications for methodology, social services practice and policy.
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1.1. Interpersonal recognition in an institutional context

The research reported in this paper used recognition theory
(Honneth, 1995; Robinson et al., 2020) as a framework for investigating
how support relationships were experienced by paid workers and young
people with cognitive disabilities. For Honneth, recognition refers to
the interactions and processes by which one confers worth and status to
another (Marshall, Winter, & Turney, 2020). Hence, relationships are
critical for self-realisation and identity development and for creating
the conditions for mutual recognition between persons. Understanding
the nuanced nature of relationships between paid workers and young
people with cognitive disability is critically important given the em-
phasis now placed on these in disability policy and practice settings.

The genesis of Honneth (1995) theory lies in three forms of re-
cognition mediated through relationships, namely ‘love’ (referring to
emotional concern for the wellbeing and needs of another, ‘rights’
(reflecting respect for the other party’s legal status as a person and ci-
tizen) and ‘solidarity’ (the valuing of a person’s particular traits and
abilities, and the distinctive contribution these bring to a community).
There has been increased interest in applying Honneth's modes of re-
cognition to social work practice (Marshall et al., 2020), to under-
standing the role of relationships for young people’s wellbeing and
participation in school contexts (Thomas, Graham, Powell, &
Fitzgerald, 2016) and now to understanding the paid support re-
lationship in disability work (Robinson et al., 2020, Fisher et al., 2019).
Central to these studies has been the participation of young people in
translating Honneth’s modes of recognition to make them intelligible in
practice contexts (in co-researcher and advisory roles, as well as re-
search participants). For the current study, this resulted in the three
modes - love, rights and solidarity – being translated as ‘cared about’,
‘respected,’ and ‘valued’. ‘Caring about’ in this research was experi-
enced and described as feeling and/or being known and liked; as at-
tentive noticing (such as providing opportunities that show me you
know I am capable of something); and as mutuality or a sense of re-
ciprocity. ‘Respect’ referred to the ways people speak to and about each
other; actions and words that demonstrate respect; being heard and
responded to; and a sense of being entitled to be treated with dignity.
‘Valuing’ was translated for this research as being about shared con-
cern, interest or value; and the ways in which the pairs created the
conditions for someone to contribute. In particular, valuing was evi-
denced in the ways people recognised and responded to the distinctive
contributions, gifts and roles played by individuals. Such translations
with and by young people open up considerable scope for considering
how Honneth’s modes might be ‘operationalised’ in policy and practice
contexts to shed further light on whether and how support relationships
confer mutual recognition.

Previous studies of support relationships show the significance of
social interactions, emotions and intimacies in support work (Palmer &
Scott, 2018; Shakespeare, Stöckl, & Porter, 2018). Some studies focus
on the demands on both people in the relationship to manage bound-
aries (Fisher & Byrne, 2012) as they engage in emotional work which
positively sustains the working relationship (Palmer & Scott, 2018).
Most research in this space has tended to focus on either the experience
of the person with disabilities or support workers (Bigby & Wiesel,
2015; Hastings, 2010; Palmer & Scott, 2018). There has been less re-
search on the lived experience and the nature of the relationship as
experienced by both parties. Exceptions are Banks (2016) and
Shakespeare et al. (2018) which both point to interpersonal recognition
characteristics (such as interpersonal power dynamics) as profound
influencers in working relationships.

Honneth’s theory stresses the importance of mutuality in inter-
personal recognition and the negative consequences when a person is
misrecognised in the relationship. The present study sought to explore
how both parties in a support relationship experienced and understood
it (Robinson et al., 2020). The qualitative findings revealed the im-
portance of the three modes in shaping relationships, including the

struggles associated with mutual recognition and the hurt experienced
through misrecognition. The findings pointed to the importance of
mutual caring about, respect and valuing in developing a positive re-
lationship between support workers and young people. However, the
findings also highlighted how mutual recognition was mediated by the
context in which the relationship occurred, with lack of time, resources
and organisational support contributing to strained relationships and
the possibilities of misrecognition (Fisher et al., 2020).

In this context, the research addressed the question: Do young
people with cognitive disabilities and their paid support workers ex-
perience recognition in their relationships with each other? The ques-
tion and design built from qualitative research with similar participants
about related questions. Based on the qualitative findings, expected
outcomes were a broad positive view of relationships by both groups
across the three modes of recognition. The anticipated outcome of
asking the pairs separately about their relationships was unknown.

2. Material and methods

2.1. Inclusive research

Inclusive research actively involves people with cognitive dis-
abilities in the initiation, development and dissemination of research on
issues that affect their lives. While there have been differing inter-
pretations of inclusive research by researchers it has been an increas-
ingly important methodological stream in social and disability studies
research over the past twenty years (eg. Nind, 2014, 2017; Walmsley &
Johnson, 2003; Walmsley, Strnadova & Johnson, 2018). As co-re-
searchers, people with cognitive disabilities may be involved in ad-
visory groups, as paid researchers and as active advocates in the use of
the research findings. The rationale for inclusive research is based on
the rights of people with cognitive disabilities to be involved in decision
making about their lives and to have an active voice in the issues which
affect them (UNCPRD, 2006; Walmsley et al., 2018). Inclusive research
has been largely qualitative in nature (Wilkenfeld, 2015), in part be-
cause of the difficulties for people with cognitive disabilities in being
able to access written material, for example questionnaires, and it has
been creative in its methods of involving participants and co-re-
searchers (Johnson, 2008; Overmars-Marx, Thomese, & Moonen, 2016;
Nind, 2017; Lutz, Fisher, & Robinson, 2015). While the early focus in
much of the writing about inclusive research was on the importance of
the process of involvement there has been a more recent trend to
analyse the added value for the research itself of the involvement of
people with cognitive disabilities in undertaking it (Nind, 2017;
Robinson, Fisher, & Strike, 2014; Walmsley et al., 2018).

The present study was designed and undertaken using the principles
of inclusive research. These included the active involvement in the in-
itiation, development and analysis of the research by people with
cognitive disabilities and a focus on maximising accessibility of the
methods used. The study employed two part-time co-researchers and
involved an advisory group of young people with cognitive disabilities
who participated in ensuring the promotion of the survey was appro-
priate for young people with cognitive disability; the methods were
appropriate and accessible; and the data analysis included a lived ex-
perience perspective. The researchers recognised the difficulties that
young people with cognitive disabilities might have accessing written
questionnaires, however, a survey was seen as important in the study in
order to test the qualitative findings with a larger and more diverse
sample. Two separate surveys were developed, one for support workers
and one for people with cognitive disabilities, using similar questions.
The survey for people with cognitive disabilities used easy-read lan-
guage and illustrations to increase accessibility. The survey was de-
signed with the co-researchers’ involvement at each step and was tested
for its ease of accessibility by the advisory group. One co-researcher
contributed to the analysis of emergent results.

S. Robinson, et al. Children and Youth Services Review 116 (2020) 105177

2



2.2. Survey design and piloting

The research team developed two online surveys: a survey for young
people with cognitive disabilities, and a survey for support workers.
These two surveys aimed to capture evidence of how paid relationships
are understood by young people and their support workers, and to
explore the experience of being cared about, respected, and valued
within the support relationship. Ethics approval was obtained from
Southern Cross University.

Young people and support workers were asked to report on a Likert
scale how often they experienced different aspects of recognition: al-
ways, a lot, sometimes, a little, never, not important to me. The re-
cognition statements were clustered into groups (Table 1). The state-
ments automatically populated the name of the support worker or
young person’s name so they were readily understandable by the par-
ticipant. Only the statements in both the young people’s and support
workers’ surveys are analysed in this paper.

The survey design was subject to extensive testing in structure and
content. The co-researchers and advisory group were integral in the
development of the wording of questions and the feel of the design,
providing guidance on language and images used. One of the co-re-
searchers, (name), was involved in the development of the theoretical
framework in the earlier phase of the research, and was invaluable in
concretising the recognition concepts.

An initial design was piloted with twelve prospective users, which
involved both young people and support workers completing the survey
together. This modelled the design of the qualitative fieldwork, where
people had completed research activities in pairs. Pilot feedback was
that without researcher support, the survey was too complex and con-
fusing for some young people to understand and complete in-
dependently; and support workers found it conceptually surprising (and
confusing) to be asked to add their own perspective to the same survey,
and tended to dominate the responses.

Because we planned that participants would complete the survey
without researcher support and the resources for a researcher to ad-
minister the surveys were constrained, amendments to the design were
made and the survey revised. A simplified design was tested with a
further ten young people and support workers completing the ques-
tionnaires separately (see Fig. 1 for an example screenshot from the
young person’s survey). Young people tested their survey independently

and with assistance from support workers, researchers and family
members. This testing process was less confusing for young people, who
particularly liked the option to add the name of a worker to focus on
when they completed the survey; and for support workers, who ap-
peared better able to explain the purpose and function of the survey and
to avoid leading the respondents. The worker who supported the young
person to complete the survey was not necessarily the focus worker.

2.3. Recruitment and data collection

The surveys to both young people and support workers were pro-
moted through email direct to disability support organisations, national
email distribution lists, distribution channels of research partners, and
social media (Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn). Recruitment was aimed
across urban, regional and rural areas. In Australia, regional areas are
the towns, small cities and areas beyond the major capital cities. Rural
areas are those outside of the towns. Because location was self-identi-
fied by participants we did not proscribe regional/rural distinctions.

Young people aged 18–30 were invited to respond to the survey.
This is in keeping with the age range of the qualitative study, in which
we took advice from the community researchers with cognitive dis-
ability about the delayed life chances for many young people with
cognitive disability, and extended time periods needed for people to
achieve goals such as moving from the family home, starting employ-
ment or further education. In total, the survey for young people was
answered by 81 young people. Approximately 60 of them completed
most questions and 69 answered most of the questions about recogni-
tion in care relationships. One quarter of the young people answered
the survey independently, while the others said that they had someone
else’s help (Table 2). Of those who did have assistance, most were
supported by a researcher (n = 32, 40% of all respondents). Of the 20
young people who completed the survey independently, 15 answered
most of the questions about recognition. Cross-tabulations were con-
ducted for each recognition variable, comparing responses of young
people who completed the survey independently, with those who had
assistance. Of the eight variables analysed in this article about re-
cognition in the support relationship, cross tabulations for two in-
dicated a possible effect of being assisted by a support worker. On these
variables, cared about – notices things about me and valued – knows I try
hard, those who responded independently were more likely to

Table 1
Survey statements on recognition for young people and support workers.

Young people’s survey Support workers’ survey

Cared about How does [support worker name] show you they care about you when
you work together?

How does [young person name] help you feel cared about in your work
together?

[Support worker name] notices things about me (e.g., notices if I’m not well,
says if I’m wearing something different)

[young person name] notices things about me (e.g., notices if I’m not well,
comments if I’m wearing something different)

[Support worker name] can tell how I am feeling [young person name] is aware of my feelings
[young person name] is aware of our shared interests (e.g. hobbies or TV shows we
both like)

[support worker name] is friendly towards me [young person name] is friendly towards me
Respected How does [support worker name] show you that they respect you when

you work together?
In what ways does [young person name] help you feel respected in your
work together?

[support worker name] takes notice of suggestions I make [young person name] takes notice of suggestions I make
[support worker name] is clear about the difference between what is work
and what is personal

[young person name] sees that we have different parts to play in our work together

[young person name] understands when I explain there are some things I can’t do
with him/her

When we see things differently, [support worker name] treats me fairly When we see things differently, [young person name] generally thinks I treat them
fairly

Valued How does [support worker name] show you that they value you when
you work together?

In what ways does [young person name] help you feel valued in your work
together?

[support worker name] knows I try hard on the things we are working on [young person name] knows I try hard to support them
[support worker name] knows the things I am good at [young person name] shares his/her achievements with me
[support worker name] enjoys our time together [young person name] says (or does) things that tell me they enjoy our time

together
[young person name] tells me (or shows me) that I make a contribution to their life
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respondent ‘sometimes’, while those who had assistance were more
likely to respond ‘always’, indicating they were possibly somewhat less
positive about their support workers. However, given that support
workers rarely provided assistance completing the survey, that this
pattern was not strong for these variables, and that the pattern was not
evident for most variables, we conclude that being assisted to complete
the survey did not noticeably affect the young people’s responses.

The young people’s responses and the trends in the data generally
indicate that the young people had meaningful engagement with the
survey and that the survey was appropriately designed. Very few re-
spondents provided answers which might indicate that they had diffi-
culty understanding the survey questions. As an example, of the 69
young people responding to the recognition in relationships questions,
only six young people gave exactly the same response to each state-
ment; of these five answered ‘Always’ for every question, and one
person answered ‘Not important to me’. Selecting the same response
each time could be an indication of lack of engagement with the survey,
or it could also indicate high levels of agreement with the statements.
Removing these reaponses did not substantially change the overall
findings, so responses from all respondents were included in the ana-
lysis.

Only one question appeared to present greater challenges for young
people. This question asked young people to write their age – rather
than select from a range of options in all the other questions. Of the 63
young people who answered this question, seven respondents offered
the ages 1, 3, 9, 11 and 44, 55 (two wrote 55). Of these, four were
completing the survey independently, and three with assistance. It is
difficult to know what this means. It could have been a slip of the finger
when typing, so that an age of 23 became 3, or it could be an indication

that this question design was too difficult to understand. Again, how-
ever, the majority of respondents provided age responses which were in
keeping with expectations.

While young people appeared to understand and be able to com-
plete the survey either with or without support to do so, we initially had
difficulty reaching young people to obtain a sufficient sample for the
study. In response, we modified the recruitment strategy to extend
participation for young people by inviting face to face completion of the
survey with support (if needed) from our research officer in several
locations. This meant that for this cohort, participation of the research
team in disability services was negotiated as a first step, and individual
consent to participate in survey completion was then negotiated with
young people as a second step once on site.

The worker survey was answered by 56 support workers aged
20 years and above, with 50 of them completing most questions. The
support workers were not matched in the survey with the young person
because of the piloting feedback described above. The lower number of
support worker surveys than young people surveys could reflect a lack
of interest or the large amount of research currently in progress in the
Australian personalisation context.

Participants were informed about the purpose of the survey and
what the study involved prior to participation. The willingness to start
with the survey was taken as consent. To ensure confidentiality of
participants, all the information collected was de-identified and stored
in a private database.

The data collected was mainly quantitative, with the exception of an
open-ended question at the end of each survey asking the young person
and support worker respectively, ‘Is there anything else you would like
to tell us about how you feel about working with your support worker’,
and ‘Is there anything else you would like to tell us about how you feel
about your role’. In total, 11 young people and 18 support workers
responded to the open-ended questions.

2.4. Data analysis

Online survey responses were analysed using frequency tables, and
cross-tabulations to determine relationships between categorical vari-
ables using SPSS. These systematic analyses allowed researchers to
compare the relationship experience (cared about, respected and va-
lued) by the independent variables (length of working experience, in-
dividual support vs. group support, gender, location and age). Open text
responses were analysed thematically by a researcher, to identify
common themes emerged in responses.

Fig. 1. Screenshot from young person’s survey.

Table 2
Assistance to young people completing the survey.

n %

Completed independently 20 25
Researcher 32 40
Family member 11 14
Support worker 7 9
Advocate 6 7
Friend 1 1
Other 2 2
Missing 2 2
Total 81 100
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The young person and support worker surveys covered the same
topics, with some differences in how questions were worded and the
number of questions asked. The young people’s survey was shorter and
more focused. The following analysis is based on comparisons between
young people and support workers where the same, or almost identical,
questions were asked in each survey. As the number of responses in
each survey is small, the analysis is purposely simple, so as not to
overstretch the data or the findings.

2.5. Demographics and paid support experience

A total of 81 young people with cognitive disabilities participated in
the young person survey. These young people participants were com-
prised of 38 (60%) males and 24 (38%) females. Just under half of the
young people told us that they lived in a town or country area (n = 35,
43%), and around of third said they lived in a major city (n = 28, 35%).
Most lived the states of Victoria and NSW (n = 22, 27%; n = 20, 25%,
respectively), with others from Queensland (n = 12, 15%). A small
number lived in four other Australian states (n = 9, 11%). Thirty-three
(41%) of the young people and their support workers had worked to-
gether for less than one year and 28 (35%) for between one and three
years. Most of them worked together once each week (n = 23, 28%), or
more often (n = 29, 36%). Thirty young people (37%) said they worked
one-on-one with their support worker and 47 (58%), just four (5%) did
both. The young worked with their support workers on activities in the
community (n = 36, 44%), independent living skills (n = 32, 39.5%),
activities at a disability service (n = 27, 33%), employment prepara-
tion skills (n = 22, 27%) and support while at their employment
(n = 30, 37%).

In the support worker survey 56 people participated. The worker
participants were comprised of 13 (26%) male and 36 (72%) female.
Analysis of the findings by gender did not show any differences in ex-
periences of recognition in the research relationship. The youngest
worker who completed the survey was 21 years, the oldest was 64 and
the median age was 43.5 years. Slightly more than half of the support
workers informed us that they lived in a town or country area (n = 32,
57%), and just under a third said they lived in a major city (n = 18,
32%). Most lived the states of NSW and Queensland (n = 18, 32%;
n = 14, 25%, respectively), with others living across five other
Australian states and territories (n = 18, 32%).

Just under half (n = 26, 46%) of these respondents had worked in
the sector for more than five years, while only seven (12.5%) had
worked in the sector for less than one year. Nearly all the workers
provided support one-on-one not in a group (n = 45, 80%). The
workers reported that they most commonly provided support with in-
dividual activities in the community (n = 33, 59%), independent living
skills (n = 29, 52%), personal care (n = 24, 43%), planning
(n = 17,30%) and activities at a disability support service (n = 15,
27%).

3. Results

The results from the surveys are presented according to the nature
of recognition in the support relationship; perceived sources of support
for the relationship; effects of time on key elements of relationships;
and comparison of experience of recognition by location. The emphasis
in the analysis is on the degree of agreement of perceptions of their
support relationships by people with cognitive disabilities and support
workers.

3.1. Experiences of recognition

The surveys asked young people and support workers a series of
questions about the nature of recognition in their support relationships.
These were clustered into three groups: “cared about”, “respected” and
“valued”. Respondents were asked to say if the other person in their
support relationship related to them “always, a lot, sometimes, a little,
never” or whether the question was “not important to me”.

Fig. 2 shows the proportion of young people or workers who agreed
that these experiences happened always or a lot. The proportion of both
young people and workers’ perception of recognition experience within
support relationship is fairly similar and usually high. On the whole,
young people’s responses and those of workers followed a similar pat-
tern.

With respect to the recognition experience of feeling cared about,
the strongest agreement is the experience of ‘friendliness’, with 80% of
young people and 90% of support workers agreeing with this. A greater
proportion of respondents agreed with this statement than on the other
measures of feeling ‘cared about’. It is noticeable that the greatest dif-
ference in response was about being ‘aware of my feelings’. Almost

Fig. 2. Recognition experience (cared about, respected and valued) in support relationships.
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twice as many young people felt that their partner was aware of their
feelings (59%) compared to workers (33%).

When asked about notions of respect, there was very little difference
in responses between the young people and the workers. Just over a
half of these groups agreed with all the statements on respect.

The recognition experience of feeling valued differed little between
young people and workers. More than three quarters of both groups
agreed with all the statements on feeling valued. However, more young
people agreed with ‘knows I try hard’ (81%) compared to workers
(69%).

3.2. Context of the paid relationship

The survey explored sources of support for the working relationship
between young people and workers, the findings (Fig. 3) showed that
both groups have similar levels of agreement about being well sup-
ported by their family, plan manager and other people who use their
services. Among this, the strongest agreement is that both groups felt
that their plan manager (for the young people) or manager (for the
staff) was the most supportive source for their support relationship,
with a similar percentage (70%) for each group. It is notable that the
greatest difference in responses was about receiving support from
‘people in community’, where young people expressed a stronger sense
of support (63%) than workers did (44%). On the whole, both groups
felt less supported in the wider community compared to other support
sources that generated a consistent level of agreement.

The findings showed that young people who had been in the re-
lationship for longer felt more positive about their recognition experi-
ence (Fig. 4). Young people who had been in the support relationship
for more than 1 year had the highest agreement with the statement
‘aware of my feelings’ (71%). More young people agreed with this
statement than workers irrespective of how long they had received or
provided any support.

The findings (Fig. 5 and Appendix) also suggested that young people
who had longer experience in the support relationship or receiving
support were more positive about their relationship than the workers

were. Over two thirds of young people who had been receiving support
from the sector for more than 3 years agreed with the statement ‘notices
things about me’, whereas less than half of the workers who had been
working in the sector that long agreed with this. However, those
workers who had been in the sector for less than 3 years were more
inclined to agree that the young person notices things about me, than
young people (71% and 54% respectively).

Comparing the recognition experience by location (Fig. 6) showed
that location made a noticeable, but opposite, difference in both groups’
responses. Young people living outside major cities, in towns or country
areas were more positive about their recognition experience than
workers. There is a consistent pattern among the young people, where,
on every question about recognition, those living in rural and regional
areas were more likely to say that their worker was caring, respectful
and valuing of their contribution, compared to young people living in
capital cities. This pattern was not evident among workers. Instead, on
just a few measures, noticing things about me, being aware of feelings
and understanding the different parts they play, workers in urban areas,
not rural areas, were more likely to say the young people they worked
with usually demonstrated these aspects of recognition in their re-
lationship.

4. Discussion

It is notable that both young people and support workers offered a
high level of positive responses which are remarkably similar when
they commented on the nature of recognition in their support re-
lationships. Two surveys, each oriented towards the different people in
a support relationship, found that most young people and most workers
agreed that they usually felt cared about, respected and valued on a
number of different measures. The similarities between workers and
young people were maintained regardless of the different circumstances
in which young people and workers lived and worked. These findings
point to generally positive and consistent understandings among young
people and workers around how recognition is expressed in their care
relationships. The findings are consistent with and extend the results
from previous studies showing the significance of recognitive qualities
of support work (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; Palmer & Scott, 2018).

There is considerable agreement, too, on which aspects of recogni-
tion are most often apparent in care relationships. The measures that
were agreed to by the largest proportion of respondents related to being
friendly in their working relationship and enjoying time together. This
is consistent with other parts of our research, where the quality of in-
terpersonal relations is very important, and demonstrated through
shared activities, conversations and ways of relating. However, embo-
died tensions and boundary issues around friendship and friendliness
were also evident in working relationships between many young people
and support workers (Robinson et al., 2020). The other parts of the
research found that without facilitative policy and practice support at
the organisational level, it is difficult for young people in particular to

Fig. 3. Sources of support for the relationship.

Fig. 4. Aware of my feelings and length of time receiving or providing support.

Fig. 5. Notices things about me and length of time receiving or providing
support.
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navigate friendliness in working relationships (Fisher et al., 2019,
2020). This resonates with previous research highlighting the emo-
tional demands required to manage boundaries in ways that sustained
positive working relationships (Fisher & Byrne, 2012; Palmer & Scott,
2018).

Similarly, the responses of young people and support workers de-
monstrated high levels of agreement on the factors which facilitated
their support relationship. Most young people and most workers felt
that peers at the service, managers at the service and families made
their working relationship easier. Comparatively fewer support workers
felt that the wider community was supportive of their working re-
lationship with the young person. This may be reflective of felt dis-
crimination or discomfort, and is important to note in the context of
personalisation policy, in which workers and people with disabilities
are increasingly mobile in their local communities. If workers (or in-
deed people with disabilities) feel uncomfortable they may be less likely
to encourage and facilitate inclusion in a wide range of community
spaces. If workers, and to a lesser degree, young people, are indicating a
lack of support in these spaces, there is a risk that they will avoid or
minimise the activities which contribute to community-building and
default to service-based practices. These may be personally engaging in
the shorter term, but are unlikely to lead to transformative change and
inclusive lives. Foundationally, this puts at risk the aims and objectives
of the culture-shifting aspirations of national disability policy and
human rights legislation.

Notably fewer workers than young people agreed that the other was
aware of their feelings or “noticed things about me”. This is not ne-
cessarily a negative response – as indicated in the earlier phase of the
research, those workers supporting people with high and complex
support needs did not anticipate or expect that they would prioritise or
identify their worker’s feelings. The effects of frequent turnover and
changing staff may also influence the degree to which young people
emotionally invest in the staff supporting them. However, it may in-
dicate a focus by workers on the less subtle more easily defined in-
dicators such as friendliness. As might be expected, the length of time
that young people had been involved in a particular support relation-
ship was positively associated with their experience of some aspects of
recognition, but not all. However, this was not the case for workers. In
fact, for them, less time working in the sector and less time in a par-
ticular support relationship was associated with more positive support
relationships. The reasons for this are unclear and need further re-
search.

Location plays a notable role in the experience of recognition for
young people and workers in support relationships. Young people in
rural and regional areas reported more positive experiences of re-
cognition with their support workers than their urban counterparts.
This finding about non-metropolitan experience is consistent with re-
search about young people’s experience of belonging (Hastings, 2010).

The difference was not observed for support workers, for whom loca-
tion did not strongly affect their experience of recognition.

The results above further draw our attention to the value of
Honneth's conceptual framework in gaining a more nuanced insight
into the experience of support relationships, important because these,
like other paid professional relationships, can contribute to the social
conditions for identity formation and hence to wellbeing (Thomas et al.,
2016). Further, the framework as applied in this survey draws attention
to the importance of both the quality and nature of relationships be-
tween support workers and young people. While limited in scale, the
results offer some insight into their experiences. As Marshall et al.
(2020) also argue in relation to their study, the implication of this for
research, policy, and practice is that close attention must also be given
to the processes of identity formation as well as outcomes.

4.1. Limitations

The conceptual connection of the surveys to the large qualitative
project is important both in mitigating the effects of the sample size and
the potential for a reductive approach to the richness of relationships.
For ethical reasons and unlike the qualitative research, these surveys
utilise only part of recognition theory. Unlike the earlier part of the
larger research project, the surveys did not delve into matters of mis-
recognition and the struggle for recognition.

As flagged above, recruitment for the survey was difficult. Despite
broad distribution, including by research partners with extensive na-
tional reach into service provision organisations, the sample sizes are
small. In testing, no respondents (workers or young people) reported
seeing the survey invitation passed on through the email or social
media distribution channels. In the changing workforce climate, orga-
nisations have less time and capacity for additional activities, including
research. This may have been a factor. People were asked to identify as
either a carer or a young person with disability before completing the
survey, however it is difficult to verify this with online surveys and
therefore a limitation within the study.

Notwithstanding the recruitment barriers, there is some value in
continuing to explore the potential benefits of surveying people with
cognitive disabilities. The barriers we encountered seemed to include
low staff expectations about the ability of people with disabilities to
participate or lack of interest in survey by young people, rather than the
capacity of people to understand the instrument. Face to face delivery
of the survey mitigated some of these issues. However, if this invest-
ment is made in time and effort, it may be that qualitative or mixed
method research provides a richer return for participants and re-
searchers.

Fig. 6. Comparison of young people and workers’ recognition experience by location.
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5. Conclusion

Conducting quantitative research on this heavily relational topic
drew out some different and valuable new knowledge about recognition
in support relationships which augmented the earlier qualitative re-
search. Using Honneth’s framework across both phases has built a
useful picture of the relationally-based processes within the support
relationship that Anderson (1995) argues are fundamental to human
development both socially and psychologically – coming to to develop a
view of themselves and their identity through the other. While the
surveys did not explore the experience of struggle or misrecognition
(which was a feature of the qualitative research), they did open new
knowledge about the general high levels of mutual relations across
multiple indicators of recognition; comparative effects of support from
various sources; and the effect of location on felt recognition. In addi-
tion to the empirical interests generated through the survey findings,
the process of developing, testing and administering the instrument in
close conjunction with co-researchers and advisory group members
with cognitive disabilities merits some concluding comments.

People with cognitive disabilities, while sometimes included as
qualitative researchers, less frequently have a co-researcher or advisory
role in quantitative research. In this study, they were involved in the
conceptualisation and design of the survey. Some people with dis-
abilities who participated as researchers reported that they had in-
creased their skills and knowledge about research during the process of
designing the survey. Their participation added value to the research
itself as it was critical to developing a tool that was acceptable and
accessible to other young people. Their involvement through the testing
process and in the analytical discussions about emerging data shaped
and honed the project in important ways, such as accessible language
and useful images. The implications of this experience for inclusive
survey methods are that the involvement of people who are the in-
tended respondents to a survey is invaluable for development of the
tool, particularly about the appeal and accessibility of the design. As
inclusive methods become more the expectation than the exception in
social research, it is time to push harder into analytical spaces, and find
ways to ensure that young people and people with disabilities are in-
cluded meaningfully in discussions about data analysis, implications for

research and practice, and writing up. In this way, the knowledge that is
generated might not only better reflect the lived experiences of those it
intends to benefit, it might also ensure the voices of marginalised
groups who are systematically denied recognition of their dignity and
worth, will be heard, Implications of the results for policy and practice
are that valuing, respect and caring about one another in working re-
lationships are viewed positively between both young people with
disability and their support workers. This is a productive foundation
from which to approach important tensions which arise in negotiating
boundary issues around friendship and friendliness. However, the
power dynamics in play here between workers and service recipients
need to be uppermost in mind and actively addressed in policy and
organisational practice.
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Appendix. Comparison of recognition experience by time in support relationship

Workers Young people

Always or often friendly
Time in sector Less than 3yrs 93% 88%

More than 3yrs 89% 83%
Time in support relationship Less than 1 yr 94% 82%

More than 1 yr 89% 84%
Takes notice of Suggestions
Time in sector Less than 3yrs 64% 60%

More than 3yrs 60% 63%
Time in support relationship Less than 1 yr 73% 66%

More than 1 yr 57% 65%
Sees we have different parts to play
Time in sector Less than 3yrs 57% 75%

More than 3yrs 56% 65%
Time in support relationship Less than 1 yr 53% 60%

More than 1 yr 59% 75%
Treats me fairly/thinks I treat them fairly
Time in sector Less than 3yrs 85% 80%

More than 3yrs 55% 76%
Time in support relationship Less than 1 yr 77% 75%

More than 1 yr 61% 78%
Knows I try hard
Time in sector Less than 3yrs 86% 88%

More than 3yrs 69% 86%
Time in support relationship Less than 1 yr 87% 74%

More than 1 yr 70% 95%
Enjoys our time together
Time in sector Less than 3yrs 86% 88%
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More than 3yrs 76% 82%
Time in support relationship Less than 1 yr 80% 75%

More than 1 yr 80% 92%
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