Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1
Introduction

This research was initially stimulated from the personal experience of living and working with other disabled people, who, through my casual observations, would sometimes try and disassociate themselves from other disabled people in general or people with other impairment groups (for instance, cerebral palsy, schizophrenia, epilepsy, etc.).  This could be either through the use of language, such as referring to other disabled people as they rather than we, or physically, by avoiding direct contact.  This observation also led me, as a person with a degenerative physical impairment and a wheelchair user, to question whether there were some impairment groups I was more comfortable being associated with than others.  I therefore also questioned why this might be the case and whether this was true for other disabled people.  Such issues are important if disabled people are going to work together in order to reduce the social oppression faced.

Disability is increasingly being seen by academics as a form of identity, (in the manner of race and sexuality) (Krauss, Mehnert, Nadler and Greenberg, 1993; Barnes and Shardlow, 1996; Gill, 1997; Darling, 2003).  However, little is known about the attitudes disabled people hold toward other members of this group.  It is the intention of this research to identify whether disabled people hold attitudes toward other disabled people similar to those held by non-disabled people, and whether the strength of attitude is affected by the type of impairment.  Whilst proponents of the social model of disability view disability as a form of social oppression with impairment simply a description of the body (see Oliver, 1996), other scholars have been challenging this paradigm arguing, “…, it seems politically naïve to suggest that the term ‘impairment’ is value-neutral, that is ‘merely descriptive’, as if there could ever be a description which was not also a prescription for the formulation of that to which it is claimed innocently to refer” (Tremain, 2002).  This thesis will argue impairment is indeed, value-laden, and that a hierarchy of impairment exists based on the oppression faced by disabled people as a consequence of belonging to different impairment groups.

Attitudes held towards groups, (such as disabled people), are important as they have been found to be predictors of behaviour.  The theory of planned behaviour (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991) hypothesises “that an individual’s overtly stated intention to act is the most proximal predictor of behaviour” (Hagger and Chatzisarantis, 2005).  It is also the intention of this thesis to identify whether subtle forms of prejudice toward disabled people are invasive, building on earlier work within Critical Race Theory.  For instance, Meertens and Pettigrew (1997), argue how advances for a minority group are only supported by the majority group when it also advances the majority group self-interest.  This thesis will test whether subtle forms of prejudice can be identified from both within the disabled out-group and the non-disabled in-group.

Many disabled people, as consequence of the services they access, for instance Day Care services, residential care, etc., have high levels of contact with other disabled people.  Earlier work in social psychology that utilized the contact hypothesis (see for example, Higgs, 1975; Weisel, 1988; Callaghan, Shan, Yu, Ching and Kwan, 1997; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2000), (whereby it is suggested previous contact with a particular group may influence attitudes), has produced ambiguous results.  Little is know, however, about the influence of contact on attitudes of disabled people toward other members of the group.   This research will use quantitative research methodology to test the contact hypothesis for this group in society.  The location of the contact, in addition to the number of other disabled people contact regularly takes place with, will be tested.  In other words, the contact hypothesis will be tested with specific reference to disabled people having contact with other members of the group, even when those people do not choose to be members of that said group.

1.2
Thesis Presentation Summary

In order to explore the attitudes of disabled people toward other disabled people, it is necessary to also identify attitudes of non-disabled people toward this group, thus giving a greater context to the findings.

Goodley (2001) identifies writers in disability studies are locating impairment at the forefront of such research, and are critically examining the assumptions that underpin the social model of disability.

This research will therefore:

Firstly: review the literature in relation to attitudes toward disabled people in general and wherever possible draw on the experiences of disabled people, including the work of disabled academics.

Secondly: through the direct involvement of other disabled people, develop two attitudes rating scales, one measuring attitudes toward disabled people in general and another toward specific impairment groups.  These attitude scales will reflect positive attitudes toward disabled people from the disabled person’s perspective.  A detailed explanation of each item of the attitude scales will be offered, in order to enable future researchers to challenge the research findings (see Chapter 6).

Thirdly: this research will measure attitudes toward disabled people and specific impairment groups using both disabled and non-disabled samples, in order to identify whether these two groups hold different beliefs toward disabled people, and whether the strength of attitude varies according to the impairment.  Thus, this research will attempt to identify whether a hierarchy of impairment exists for both disabled and non-disabled people.

Fourthly: the data will reveal whether differing levels of contact and the situation whereby the contact takes place has an influence on attitudes toward disabled people.

This thesis is divided into three main sections: Literature Review, Methods and Results, and Discussion.  The literature review explores the principal and emerging models of disability (Chapter 2); what is meant by the term attitude and its function, how attitudes toward disabled people can be both positive and negative and how this affects the lives of disabled people in terms of employment, raising a family, and so on, and that cultural factors may influence these said attitudes, followed by whether the strength of attitudes varies according to the impairment, know as the hierarchy of impairment, with particular reference to the views of disabled people, leading to a discussion on how disabled people have been afforded a status of Other, and whether a disability ‘movement’ or culture exists (Chapter 3).  The literature review then explores the psychosocial adjustment process with ‘acceptance’ of the impairment as an important factor in whether the individual will hold a positive self-esteem.  Chapter 4 also explores how disabled scholars are increasingly arguing that positive self-esteem can come about at least in part, by viewing disability as a form of social oppression rather than functional limitation.  The literature review then moves on to discuss how disabled people view other disabled people.  Chapter 5 discusses methods used to modify attitudes toward disabled people, with particular emphasis on contact with disabled people.  Methods by which to measure attitudes are also discussed in this chapter, with particular emphasis on measuring attitudes toward disabled people, and making reference to two attitude rating scales that have been widely utilised for this purpose.
The thesis then presents in Chapter 6 the design of the research, the research hypotheses and the samples (demographic details of both the disabled and non-disabled samples).  This chapter then presents the measures developed for this research (General Attitude Scale Toward Disabled People and Attitude Toward Impairment Scale).  These are two attitude rating scales, specifically developed for this research to test the hypotheses presented in Chapter 6.  A rationale for each of the statements utilised in these research tools is presented, along with the internal and external reliability of the scales, as well as the data generated through factor analysis.  Finally, Chapter 6 raises the ethical issues pertinent to this research.  Chapter 7 presents the results from the data collected from both disabled and non-disabled samples, after the key characteristics of the statistical tests employed for the analysis of the data are presented.

The third section of this thesis is Chapter 8 and is presented in six main sections.  After the limitations of this research are presented, this chapter discusses the results under the headings of: The contact hypothesis and disabled people; The hierarchy of impairment; Locating impairment in society; Aversive Disablism – Building on Aversive Racism; and finally, Recommendations.  Hence, the role of contact with disabled people as an independent variable in influencing the attitudes expressed will be explored; next, the extent to which disabled people hold a hierarchy of impairment as compared to non-disabled people will be discussed.  Through the discussion of the hierarchy of impairment, the discussion moves on to attempt to “bridge the gap between the individual and the social” (Howard, 2003: p. 5).  The term aversive disablism will then be introduced, developed from the theory of aversive racism, highlighting how subtle forms of prejudice may exist toward disabled people from both disabled and non-disabled people.

1.3
Conclusion

By focussing on the perspectives of disabled people with respect to attitudes of this group toward other disabled people, the body of knowledge will be furthered.  This perspective is not to deny the importance of the non-disabled perspective, but rather to be clear from the outset of the possibility that disabled people may have beliefs (attitudes) in relation to disability unique to this group.  In addition, in the manner that Grillo and Wildman (2000) comment that for people of colour who are victims of racism, race is the filter through which they view the world (p. 649), people with impairments who face social oppression and disablism, disability is likely to be the filter through which they view the world.  The extent to which a person’s impairment affects the attitude toward them as a member of that group is important to be identified, thus enabling a more targeted approach to attitude change strategies in relation to disabled people and impairment.  The following literature review will develop an argument that will justify the subsequent research.
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