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Disclaimer

The Disability Rights Commission funded a Disability Module of
qguestions in the British Social Attitudes Survey 2005 with the aim of
providing authoritative evidence on people’s perceptions, views and
experiences of disability and attitudes towards disabled people. The
British Social Attitudes Survey series is conducted by the National
Centre for Social Research.

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily represent those
of the Disability Rights Commission.*

! © National Centre for Social Research 2007

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or
transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise without
prior permission from the publisher.
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Executive summary

e A person who uses a wheelchair and a blind person are most
frequently defined as being disabled.

e A person with HIV/AIDS and a person with a severe facial
disfigurement are most frequently not seen as disabled.

e Three-quarters perceived there to be prejudice in society against
disabled people.

e It was thought that there was most prejudice against people with
schizophrenia and HIV/AIDS.

e Disabled respondents consider there to be slightly more prejudice in
society against disabled people in general than non-disabled
respondents.

e Most respondents felt comfortable with having contact with a person
in a wheelchair, a blind person or a person who cannot hear without
a hearing aid.

e Respondents were least comfortable with people with mental health
conditions.

e Generally respondents would feel most comfortable with a disabled
person living next door and least comfortable with a disabled
person marrying a close relative.

e Few disabled respondents reported violent, abusive, unfair or
unpleasant behaviour.

e Where acts of violent, abusive, unfair or unpleasant behaviour had
occurred, it was mostly ‘on the street’.

e Most respondents had not witnessed violent, abusive, unfair or
unpleasant behaviour.

e Two-thirds of disabled respondents were confident with using public
transport.

¢ Respondents mostly thought that people in Britain don’t think of
people as getting in the way or with discomfort and awkwardness,
over half the respondents thought that people in Britain thought
disabled people need to be cared for and over half thought that
people in Britain thought they were the same as everyone else.
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e Fewer respondents themselves thought disabled people got in the
way and thought of them with discomfort and awkwardness than
they thought people in Britain would think in that way.

e Respondents personally were more likely to think of disabled
people as being needed to be cared for and more likely to think of
disabled people as the same than they thought people in Britain
would think.

e No consistent views from respondents on whether disabled people
should be expected to work rather than rely on benefits.

e Majority of respondents thought of disabled people as making just
as good parents as non-disabled people.

e Most respondents thought that disabled students could do as well
as non-disabled students.

e The majority of respondents thought that a disabled person should
not have to live in a residential home if they do not want to.
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1.1

Chapter One

Introduction

For over twenty years, the British Social Attitudes (BSA) survey has
been one of the most authoritative sources of trend data on the views of
the British public. It has been carried out annually since 1983 (apart from
in 1988 and 1992 when its core funding was used to fund the British
Election Study series). A variety of funders, including major
government departments, quasi-government bodies, other foundations
and universities support the survey, enabling it to cover a wide range of
social, economic, political and moral issues. In addition, core funding is
provided by the Gatsby Charitable Foundation.

The survey uses a random probability sample of adults aged 18 or
above living in private households in Britain. It is carried out by NatCen
interviewers in the summer and early autumn each year. Further
technical details of the survey are given at the end of this report.

For the 2005 survey, the DRC and NatCen designed a new module of
guestions which looked at people’s perceptions, views and experiences
of disability and prejudice against disabled people. This report will
describe the findings from these questions. These questions have also
been analysed in a chapter entitled ‘Disabling attitudes? Public
perspectives on disabled people’ written by John Rigg in the British
Social Attitudes 23 report?.

2 Rigg, J. (2007), ‘Disabling attitudes? Public perspectives on disabled people’, in Park, A.,
Curtice, J. Thomson, K., Phillips, M. and Johnson, M. (eds.) (2007), British Social
Attitudes: the 23" Report, SAGE publications Ltd.
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1.2 Aims of the disability module

This module of questions had a number of objectives. It sought to find

out:

1. Whether respondents are disabled (based on the Disability
Discrimination Act definition of disability)
2. What people understand ‘disabled’ to mean.

Whether the respondent knows a disabled person.

4. Perceptions of the prejudice disabled people face in Great Britain
— asked of disabled people generally and different impairment
groups.

5. Attitudes towards different impairment groups.

6. Whether people have withessed any violent/abusive or
unfair/unpleasant behaviour towards disabled people and
whether disabled people have themselves experienced
violent/abusive or unfair/unpleasant behaviour.

7. Common attitudes towards disabled people — how respondents
say other people tend to think of disabled people, and how they
think of disabled people themselves.

8. Perception of disabled peoples’ roles and their position in
society.

w

A full list of the questions asked in this module is included at the end of
this report. The questions were designed to first establish if the
respondent was disabled in accordance with the Disability
Discrimination Act (DDA) definition of disability. Then, regardless of
whether the respondent was disabled or not, they were asked what
they thought ‘disabled’” meant. All respondents were asked if they
knew a disabled person and, if they did, what type of impairment the
person they knew had. The questions then established if the
respondents considered themselves to have a specific impairment
(this was asked whether they had said they were disabled previously
or not). To assist the respondents in answering whether they knew
someone with, or they themselves had a specific impairment, the DDA
definition of disability was described to them and the specific
impairments defined under that definition were presented to them as
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1.3

answer categories. It is for this reason that the question on what it
means to be ‘disabled’ was asked earlier in the module. Next followed
a series of questions on the perceptions of prejudice towards disabled
people. Respondents were then asked their attitudes towards different
impairment groups. The module collected attitudes on how
comfortable the respondents would feel with a disabled person living
next door, being their boss and marrying a close relative. It was
thought that by asking about these three situations this would
determine how the respondents felt about disabled people by providing
them with real situations where they could potentially have contact with
a disabled person to put their attitudes in context. Respondents were
asked about experiences of abuse or unpleasant behaviour against
themselves (if disabled) or against other disabled people. The
respondents’ views on how they thought of disabled people and their
role in society were collected in a self-completion questionnaire. Self-
completion questionnaires, as distinct to personal interviewing with an
interviewer, often obtain more honest responses and these questions
sought to gain the most genuine perceptions of disabled people from
the respondents.

Report analysis

Throughout the report findings are firstly described and then cross-
analysed by several classification variables (e.g. sex and age) where
interesting results can be seen. All other analysis by the classification
variables is presented in tables which support each of the chapters. A
full list of the classification variables can be found in appendix 1 at the
end of this report. When looking at one classification variable at a time
it can be misleading, for example, a cross-tabulation may show a
relationship between a particular answer and whether the respondent
is disabled. But whether the respondent is disabled is in itself related
to the respondent’s age. Moreover, age is related to highest
educational qualification and so on. So, for example, if the cross-
tabulations show that a particular answer is related to being aged over
65, being disabled and having no formal educational qualifications,
then this may really be different facets of the same finding. If the key
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feature is being aged over 65, then the findings in relation to disability
and educational qualifications may simply be a reflection of this.
Therefore, it is sometimes helpful to use multivariate analysis, where
the effect of each factor is examined while holding all other factors in
the model constant. This enables us to examine, for example, the
effect of being disabled after the effect of age has taken into account
to assess whether being disabled has any independent impact, over
and above age. The multivariate technique used in this report is
logistic regression.

The cross-tabulations remain the presentational focus of the report as
they show they results in a more straightforward way. However,
reference is made in the text to whether logistic regressions confirm
(or — occasionally — throw doubts on) the patterns shown in the cross-
tabulations. Cross-tabulations by certain classification variables are
generally only presented when there is a significant relationship,
confirmed by the multivariate analysis, with those variables.
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Chapter Two — Perceptions of disability

Summary

e A person who uses a wheelchair and a blind person are most
frequently defined as being disabled.

e A person with HIV/AIDS and a person with a severe facial
disfigurement are most frequently not seen as disabled.

e Overall, respondents define disability in a more restricted way than
the DDA definition of disability.

e Disabled and non-disabled respondents define disability in similar
ways with the exception of cancer and severe depression which are
considered to be disabilities more by disabled respondents.

e Disabled respondents with mental health conditions were more
likely to consider schizophrenia and depression to be disabilities.

e If know a disabled person, generally more likely to define each of
the impairments as disabilities.

¢ Respondents who knew someone with a mental health condition
were more likely to consider schizophrenia and depression to be
disabilities.

e Respondents who knew someone with a learning disability were
more likely to think of a person with Down’s Syndrome as disabled
than those who didn’t know someone with a learning disability.

e Respondents with higher educational qualifications were more likely
to consider each impairment as a disability than respondents with
lower educational qualifications.

This chapter looks at perceptions of certain illnesses, conditions,
impairments and injuries and whether people are considered to be
disabled by the respondents. It analyses the meaning of disability in
relation to whether the respondent has, or knows someone with, a
long-standing physical or mental health condition or disability. The
chapter also explores how perceptions of disability differ between sub-
groups of the sample.
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To gain an understanding of who the sample considers to be a
disabled person respondents were asked the following question:

People have different ideas about what it means to be disabled.
Which of the people on this card would you think of as a disabled
person? Which others?

...a person with severe arthritis

...a person who has HIV/AIDS

...a person who has a diagnosis of schizophrenia

...a person who has a diagnosis of severe depression

...a person who has Down’s Syndrome

...a person who has cancer

...an older person who cannot hear without a hearing aid

...a blind person

...a person who uses a wheelchair most of the time

...a person with a broken leg, using crutches while it heals

...a person with a severe facial disfigurement

This question provides us with useful information on how people define
disability in terms of which groups of people are considered to be
disabled and, therefore, what constitutes a disability.

None of the types of people described in the question were
unanimously thought of to be disabled by the sampled respondents
(see Table 2.1). However, a high proportion of the sample did consider
a person who uses a wheelchair to be disabled (91 per cent). High
proportions also thought a blind person (87 per cent) and someone
with severe arthritis (81 per cent) could be defined as disabled. A
slightly lower proportion (70 per cent) considered someone with
Downs’ syndrome to be disabled.

There is a further group of conditions and impairments where public
views are split fairly evenly on whether they should be considered
disabilities: schizophrenia, cancer, an older person with a hearing aid
and severe depression.

Attitudes towards disabled people 13



2.1

Finally, there is a group of conditions and impairments which are
considered disabilities by less than a third of respondents: a broken
leg, HIV/AIDS and severe facial disfigurement.

Table 2.1
Perceptions of what constitutes a disability

Person with... Whether thought of as being disabled
(mentioned by %)

A wheelchair 91
Blindness 87

Severe Arthritis 81

Down’s syndrome 71
Schizophrenia 48

Cancer 44

Older person with hearing aid 44

Severe depression 40

A broken leg 31
HIV/AIDS 27

Severe facial disfigurement 25

None of these 1
Unweighted base 3193

The Disability Discrimination Act

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) was introduced to protect
disabled people from unfair treatment. Under the act, disabled people
are defined as:

Having a mental or physical impairment, that has a long-term and
substantial adverse effect on the ability to carry out day-to-day
activities (by long-term it is meant that the impairment has lasted
for 12 months or is likely to last for more than 12 months).

If a disability has affected a person’s ability to carry out day-to-day
activities in the past and is likely to do so in the future but doesn’t at
present it will still be included under the DDA definition. Also included
are progressive conditions such as HIV, multiple sclerosis and arthritis
which are likely to have an adverse effect on a person’s ability to carry
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out day-to-day activities in the future. The DDA also considers the
effect of the disability without treatment for example the impact of a
hearing impairment would be considered without the use of a hearing
aid. Contact lens and glasses are excluded from this.

Of the eleven examples of people with the various impairments
presented to the respondents in the question above, ten of them would
be defined as disabled under the DDA. The only exception is the
person with a broken leg who uses crutches while it heals.

It is therefore clear that respondents demonstrated a much more
restricted view of what it means to be disabled than the definition used
by the Disability Discrimination Act. Although, conversely, just under a
third of respondents would consider a person with a broken leg using
crutches while it heals to be disabled when this would not be included
under the DDA definition.

The top three impairments cited by the respondents as disabilities
(using a wheelchair, blindness and arthritis) can all be described as
physical disabilities suggesting that the respondents are more likely to
view physical impairments as a disability rather than mental
impairments. The DDA definition of disability is equally inclusive of
both mental and physical disabilities. The explicit mental impairments
(schizophrenia and depression) are only thought of to be a disability by
48 and 40 per cent of respondents respectively.

This perspective taken by the respondents could be because physical
disabilities and their effects are more apparent. A wheelchair is a
noticeable symbol of being disabled and a wheelchair will cause
obvious barriers to a person therefore having a significant adverse
effect on a person’s ability to carry out their day-to-day activities. The
effect of having a mental impairment or long-term illness is much less
visible.

Attitudes towards disabled people 15



2.2

Perceptions of disability by whether the respondent is disabled

The following section explores the relationship between a respondent’s
perception of disability with whether they themselves are disabled or
have a health condition.

Table 2.2 shows there is very slight variation in the views of those who
report themselves as being disabled and those who don't.

Table 2.2

Perceptions of disability by whether respondent is disabled
Person with ... is disabled Respondent is disabled Respondent is not disabled

(mentioned by %) (mentioned by %)

A wheelchair 86 92
Blindness 83 88
Severe Arthritis 84 80
Down’s syndrome 64 72
Schizophrenia 51 48
Cancer 56 41
Older person with hearing aid 38 45
Severe depression 49 38
A Broken leg 31 32
HIV/AIDS 32 26
Severe facial disfigurement 28 25
None of these 1 1
Unweighted base 586 2607

The greatest differences are on whether cancer and severe
depression should be defined as a disability: up to 56 per cent of those
who were disabled considered cancer to be a disability compared with
41 per cent of those who were not disabled. Similarly, 49 per cent of
disabled respondents considered severe depression to be a disability
compared with 38 per cent of those who were not disabled.

In addition to cancer and severe depression, greater proportions of
disabled respondents than those who were not, perceived severe
arthritis, schizophrenia and HIV/AIDS as disabilities.
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We are also able to look at the individual disabilities or health
condition(s) that the respondents have and whether this has an impact
of perceptions of disability>. We can look at whether people are more
likely to consider their own impairment or condition to be a disability.
However, some caution needs to be exercised over these findings as
the number of people with each type of impairment or condition is
relatively small (See Table 2.3).

Table 2.3
Perceptions of disability by whether respondent is disabled
Person Type of disability of respondent Respondent
with ... is not disabled
disabled (impairment
group
defintion)
(mentioned by
%)
Physical Sensory Mental Learning | Other long-
impairment | impairment health disability standing
(mentioned | (mentioned | condition | (mentione | illness or
by %) by %) (mentioned | d by %) health
by %) condition
(mentioned
by %)
A 88 84 91 * 86 92
wheelchair
Blindness 86 84 89 * 83 87
Severe 90 79 89 * 85 80
Arthritis
Down’s 59 61 63 * 62 72
syndrome
Schizophre 54 45 68 * 47 47
nia
Cancer 66 58 53 * 53 41
Older 41 42 43 * 38 45
person with
hearing aid
Severe 55 47 73 * 46 37
depression

3 This report mostly uses the DDA definition of disability to present findings on disabled
respondents but it is also possible to look at the individual impairments of disabled

respondents using the impairment group definition (see Appendix 1).

Attitudes towards disabled people
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A Broken 34 31 32 * 29 32
leg

HIV/AIDS 44 30 41 * 29 26
Severe 34 29 34 * 28 24
facial

disfigureme

nt

None of 0 1 0 * 1 1
these

Unweighted 158 91 127 12 264 2630
base

Nb. Shading indicates where respondent’s impairment is similar to the impairment asked
about.

Those respondents who mentioned that they had a physical
impairment of some kind were generally more likely to regard other
people with a physical impairment such as severe arthritis or a severe
facial disfigurement as disabled. Ninety per cent those with a physical
impairment regarded a person with severe arthritis as disabled
compared with 80 per cent of those who were not disabled.

However, the differences are not startling (and barely apply at all to the

person in the wheelchair). Part of the reason why we do not see more
of a difference when we match the disability of the respondent to the
impairment group in the question is probably that these impairment
categories are quite broad groupings. If the respondent has, say,
severe arthritis, they may well have a different view of that particular
condition, but there is no real reason why they should consider
someone with a broken leg differently.

With regards to sensory impairments, there was little difference
between those who themselves were blind or deaf and those who
were not disabled, in terms of whether they thought such people were
disabled. Similarly high proportions of those who were blind or deaf
(84 per cent) and those who were not (87 per cent) considered a
person with blindness to be disabled. Likewise, both groups were
much less likely to mention an older person with a hearing aid as
disabled.

Attitudes towards disabled people 18




It is not possible to repeat this analysis for learning disabilities as there
were insufficient respondents in the sample who reported having
learning disabilities.

In contrast to the findings for physical and sensory impairments where
disabled people were rather similar to non-disabled people, large
differences can be seen with respect to mental health conditions.
Those who described themselves as having a mental health condition
were far more likely to mention people with schizophrenia and severe
depression as being disabled. Of those with a mental health condition,
68 per cent thought that a person with schizophrenia was disabled and
73 per cent thought a person with severe depression was disabled.
This compares with 47 per cent and 37 per cent respectively, of those
who were not disabled.

Respondents who had some other long-standing health condition or
illness, not included in the categories above, were slightly more likely
to mention a person with severe arthritis, cancer or HIV/AIDS as being
disabled than those without such a condition or iliness, but the
differences were nowhere near as substantial as for mental health
conditions. For instance, 53 per cent of respondents with some other
long-standing health condition or illness thought that a person with
cancer was disabled compared with 41 per cent of those who were not
disabled.

We have found that if a respondent is disabled their views on what
constitutes a disability will differ to those who are not disabled but the
differences are not substantial. The exception to this is for mental
health conditions where we can infer that by having a mental health
condition a respondent’s understanding is improved and they are more
likely to consider mental health conditions such as schizophrenia and
depression to be disabilities. This might explain why mental health
conditions are less likely to be perceived as disabilities, compared with
physical ones. Personal experience of less visible disabilities
increases their likelihood of being perceived as a disability which is
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2.3

why respondents with mental health conditions are more likely to
classify them as a disability.

Perceptions of disability by whether the respondent knows someone who is

disabled

This section looks at the relationship between a respondent’s
perception of disability and whether they personally know a disabled

person.

Respondents were asked whether they personally knew anyone other
than themselves who had a physical impairment, a sensory
impairment, a mental health condition, a learning disability, or any
other long-standing iliness or health condition.

There was agreement between the groups with regard to whether a
particular condition meant that a person was disabled, but consistently
respondents who knew a disabled person were more likely to quote
various conditions as being disabilities. For example, 83 per cent of
people who knew a disabled person considered severe arthritis to be a
disability, compared with 70 per cent of people who didn’t know a
disabled person (see Table 2.4).

Table 2.4
Perceptions of disability by whether respondent knows a disabled
person
Person with ... is disabled Knows a disabled person | Doesn’t know a disabled
(mentioned by %) person
(mentioned by %)
A wheelchair 92 88
Blindness 88 83
Severe arthritis 83 70
Down’s syndrome 72 64
Schizophrenia 51 37
Cancer 45 37
Older person with hearing aid 46 37
Severe depression 42 28
A broken leg 33 26

Attitudes towards disabled people
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HIV/AIDS 29 20
Severe facial disfigurement 26 20
None of these 1 0

Unweighted base 2643 550

We might expect these differences to become stronger when we
match the impairment the person the respondent knew to the condition
in the question, but this is not always the case (see Table 2.5). Around
a third (35 per cent) of respondents who knew someone with a
physical impairment for instance, thought that a person with a broken
leg was disabled, compared with 26 per cent of respondents who did
not know a disabled person. Moreover, the relationship does not hold
at all for a person in a wheelchair (where similarly large numbers of
respondents in both groups quoted this as a disability).

Table 2.5

Perceptions of disability by whether respondent knows a disabled
person

Type of disability of person known Does not
Person Physical Sensory Mental Learning Other long- know a
with ... is impairme impairment health disability standing disabled
disabled nt (mentioned condition | (mentioned illness or person

(mentione by %) (mentioned by %) health (mentioned
d by %) by %) condition by %)
(mentioned by
%)

A 92 91 93 92 92 88
wheelchair
Blindness 87 89 87 89 87 83
Severe 84 85 86 87 87 70
Arthritis
Down'’s 71 74 75 79 73 64
syndrome
Schizophre 52 55 59 55 54 37
nia
Cancer 46 48 a7 48 48 37
Older 47 50 50 50 46 37
person with
hearing aid
Severe 43 46 52 48 45 28
depression
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A Broken 35 33 35 38 33 26
leg

HIV/AIDS 31 32 34 34 32 20
Severe 29 29 28 32 28 20
facial

disfigureme

nt

None of 1 1 1 1 1 0
these

Unweighted 1652 1270 1283 1005 1596 550
base

Nb. Shading indicates where the impairment of the person known is similar to the
impairment asked about.

A similar pattern can be seen for those who knew someone with a
sensory impairment compared with those who did not: 89 per cent of
those who knew someone with sensory impairment thought that a
blind person could be described as disabled — very similar to the figure
for those who did not know a disabled person. However, we do get a
clearer difference in the case of the older person with a hearing aid,
where the figures are 50 per cent and 37 per cent respectively.

The relationship between a person’s perception of disability and
knowing someone with a long-standing health condition or a disabled
person can be seen more clearly when it comes to people with a
mental health condition or a learning disability. Those respondents
who personally knew someone with a mental health condition were
more likely to think of a person with schizophrenia and a person with
severe depression as being disabled. Fifty-nine per cent of
respondents wh