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Introduction

The participation of persons with disabilities in public policy-making is a
fundamental pillar of social justice, equality, and sustainable development. This
participation represents not only a legal and ethical obligation but also a key
indicator of participatory and inclusive governance. According to the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), governments are required to ensure
the active, informed, and effective involvement of persons with disabilities in
decision-making processes that affect their lives. However, global evidence
indicates that genuine participation often remains symbolic and limited to advisory
roles. Accordingly, this study aims to identify patterns, barriers, and strategies for
enhancing the participation of persons with disabilities in policy-making through a
qualitative meta-synthesis approach, in order to provide an integrated analytical and
practical framework for improvement.

Conceptual Framework

The research is grounded in the interpretive—critical paradigm, which simultaneously
focuses on understanding the lived experiences and meanings of participation from
the perspectives of persons with disabilities and policymakers (interpretive
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dimension), and critically examines the structural inequalities and power discourses
that constrain such participation (critical dimension).
The conceptual framework integrates three theoretical perspectives:

1. The Social Model of Disability and Critical Disability Studies, which
conceptualize disability not as an individual impairment but as a socially and
politically constructed system of inequality;

2. Rawls’s Theory of Justice as Fairness and Sen’s Capability Approach (2009),
emphasizing distributive justice, equal opportunities, and the agency of individuals
in policy processes;

3. Participatory Governance Theory, which highlights interaction and shared
decision-making among governments, civil society, and stakeholders.
Together, these perspectives enable an analysis of disability participation in terms of
power distribution, structural justice, and capacity for agency.

Methodology

This study employed a systematic qualitative review using the meta-synthesis
method (Barroso & Sandelowski, 2007). The seven-stage framework proposed by
Barroso and Sandelowski was applied, including: defining the research question,
conducting a systematic search, screening and selecting studies, data extraction,
thematic coding and analysis, quality appraisal, and conceptual model development.
The data search was conducted in major international databases (Scopus, Web of
Science, Google Scholar) and national databases (Noormags, Maglran, and SID)
using keywords such as Disability, Participation, Policy-making, and Governance.
Based on inclusion and exclusion criteria — time frame (2001-2025), language
(Persian and English), content relevance, full-text accessibility, and methodological
quality (using the CASP checklist) — 47 studies out of 120 identified sources were
selected for final synthesis.
Data coding and thematic analysis were performed using NVivo 12. To ensure the
reliability of coding, Cohen’s Kappa coefficient(x = 0.78) was calculated, indicating
a strong level of agreement between coders.

Discussion

The findings revealed that the participation of persons with disabilities in policy-
making takes diverse forms, including direct, representative, consultative,
institutional, and technology-based participation. Among these, representative
participation was the most frequently reported, while direct participation was the
least realized. The extracted themes were classified into four major dimensions:
patterns of participation, structural and cultural barriers, outcomes, and strategies for
improvement.

1. Patterns of participation: Direct and institutional participation were more
prevalent in democratic contexts with transparent legal frameworks. Consultative
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vand representative forms were primarily mediated through Disabled Persons’

Organizations (DPOs), while technology-driven participation emerged as a new
pattern in countries with advanced digital infrastructures.

2. Barriers to participation: Five domains of barriers were identified:

o Legal and institutional barriers (lack of binding legislation and formal
representation of persons with disabilities in policy councils);

o Cultural and attitudinal barriers (persistent charity-based and stigmatizing
perceptions);

o Physical and technological barriers (insufficient accessibility and assistive
technologies);

o Economic barriers (inadequate financial support for meaningful participation);

o Inter-organizational barriers (weak coordination between state and non-state
actors).

3. Outcomes of participation: Enhanced social justice through resource
redistribution, increased self-efficacy and empowerment, improved policy relevance
and quality, and strengthened participatory governance.

4. Strategies for improvement: Legal and institutional reforms, empowerment and
capacity-building of DPOs, disability-awareness training for policymakers,
technological accessibility, and establishing monitoring and evaluation mechanisms
for participation.

Conclusion

Achieving meaningful participation of persons with disabilities requires a paradigm
shift from welfare-based to rights-based and justice-oriented approaches. This
transformation demands a critical reassessment of power structures and the
institutionalization of distributive justice and empowerment within policy
systems.The study concludes that effective inclusion depends on redesigning public
policy frameworks based on three interrelated principles:

1. Cultural and attitudinal transformation: moving from charity-based to dignity-
and capability-based perspectives;

2. Structural and institutional justice: ensuring enforceable representation of DPOs
in policymaking processes;

3. Political and social empowerment: strengthening the agency and organizational
capacity of persons with disabilities and their representative bodies.

Keywords: Persons with Disabilities; Disability Rights; Participation; Social Policy-
making; Meta-synthesis
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