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The research challenge

•Opening up sport and 

exercise to disabled people –

increasing participation. 
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The 

client

Much was already known 
about barriers and best 
practiceé

Anecdotally, 
organisers often 
ñafraid of 
getting it 
wrongòé

•Our goal: avoid learning the same things again ïinstead making 

existing best practice more tangible and actionable



Why work in partnership?

•Research agencies often approach communication development 

research with the assumption that they will be a ‘one-stop shop’, but 

we saw a couple of potential pitfalls here…
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óPureô 
research 
uncovering 
similar 
insights

Doing a 
bad job of 
the 
creative 
work!

Pitfall 1 Pitfall 2

•Recognition that we are researchers, not creatives

•Take existing best practice and implement it –via 

mock-up materials to engage disabled people / 

their supporters in sport / exercise.



How we worked together

•Making the partnership integral, not an afterthought

•Clarifying expectations; what could realistically be 

achieved within budget
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At the bidding 
stage

•A design brief –a concise statement of the ‘problem’ 

•Does the ‘heavy lifting’ so the creatives can focus on 
being creative 

On 
commissioning

Client 
contact 
details and 
deadlines

The 
background 
/ project 
aims

Key insights 
into the 
audience

Deliverables
All in 2 
pages!

•Two deliberately contrasting design routes ïembodying guidance

•A range of examples ïposters, flyers, emails ïto test in groups



The creative agency thought process
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Signalling relevance, when previous 
studies showed many disabled people 
disliked being ‘labelled’

Specific activities known to be more 
motivating than generic sport

In theory, we wanted a range of media, 
but real examples were nearly all 
posters…

…and in some ways there wasn’t all 
that much wrong with what local 
organisers had been doing

Some disabled people wanted 
reassurance; others sought ‘challenge’

Recognition that the materials we 
created needed to be useable by 
organisers with no design trainingC
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• Restructuring the content 
to follow simple rules

• Using real examples and 
avoiding the creation of a 
single brand identity 

• Testing activity-led and 
motivational message-led

• Use of dynamic imagery 
with variants to test 
different approaches

• Different depictions of 
disability



For example…
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Original

Subtle 

refinements

More radical 

refinements



What this allowed the researchers to do
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Where materials were 
‘validated’ –we had 
properly-designed 
materials to embody 
best practice in a way 
that organisers could 
really use

A ‘poster wall’ –
approximating 
how people 
encounter 
materials in 
real life

Made the idea of trying 
an activity more vivid –

opening up a 
discussion about the 

first experience

A ‘palette’ of 
different poster 
structures, tones 
of voice, imagery 
approaches, 
headline 
messaging ideas 
to test among 
disabled people 

Capture reactions 
to the original 
materials as a 
‘benchmark’



What we found out

8

Having one main headline, focusing 
on the emotional pay-off of taking 
part, or passion for the activity

Photography is more engaging, 
especially if you show visible 
enjoyment

Subtle disability depictions, 
ónormalô non-athletic 
people, friendly 
interactions

ñinclusiveò



What we found out
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Concern about what 
the session / other 
participants will be 
like –build in 
opportunities to 
have a ósneaky 
peekô

Singling someone 
out for attention, 
asking about support 
needs in front of 
others, segregating
or making the whole 
class change pace

Opportunities to state 
needs to the 
instructor privately 
in advance; or 
sessions run in an 
inherently flexible 
manner

•Using the materials opened up 

a far wider discussion about 

ensuring a positive first 

experience…



How the client used the findings

•A toolkit for activity organisersé
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•…including practical 
resources to use as a 

basis for their own 

materials



Take-out lessons

1 Make sure you build the creative 

work into the project –you are 

paying for professionals’ time, 

and it’s unlikely to be affordable 

as an afterthought

2 The brief to the creative agency 

is critical –invest time in meeting 

the creative agency to make sure 

you are ‘on the same page’ –e.g. 

getting across that this isn’t a 

conventional creative project with 

a defined campaign in mind

3 The creative agency’s intellectual 

input can add just as much value 

as the polished stimulus 

materials –adding another 

perspective to the research 

problem. 

4 Cost-in time to allow the agency 

to meet your client, present 

prototype materials and explain 

the ‘creative thinking’ to them –

the client needs to buy into this 

intellectual input
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Questions & discussioné

Thank you…!


