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Understanding the social model of disability is essential for fostering inclusive societies and promoting
rights-based approaches to disability. This model offers a distinct perspective compared to traditional
views, particularly concerning the relationship between impairment and disability. At its core, the
social model differentiates between the physical or mental condition of an individual (impairment) and
the societal barriers that contribute to disabling experiences (disability). This article explores how the
social model views impairment, clarifies whether an impairment is the same as a disability, and
discusses the implications for policy, accessibility, and societal attitudes.

Defining Key Terms: Impairment and Disability

Before delving into the social model's perspective, it is crucial to understand the fundamental
definitions of impairment and disability, as these terms are often misunderstood or used
interchangeably in everyday language.

Impairment

- Refers to a physical, mental, or sensory condition that causes a deviation from typical functioning.
- Examples include blindness, paralysis, hearing loss, or mental health conditions.

- Impairments are biological or psychological in nature and are considered immutable or
unchangeable (though management and treatment can influence their impact).

Disability

- Is a social construct that arises when societal barriers limit or prevent the full participation of
individuals with impairments.

- It is not solely determined by the impairment itself but by the interaction between impairments and
societal factors.

- Examples include inaccessible buildings, discriminatory policies, negative societal attitudes, and lack
of accommodations.

Understanding these distinctions is vital to grasp how the social model interprets impairments and
disabilities.



The Social Model of Disability: Core Principles

The social model of disability originated in the 1970s through the activism of disabled people’s
movements, primarily in the UK. It challenges traditional, medicalized views and emphasizes societal
responsibility.

Key Principles of the Social Model

- Impairment is not the root cause of disability; rather, societal barriers create disabling conditions.
- The primary focus is on removing barriers and changing societal attitudes.

- It promotes rights-based approaches, emphasizing accessibility, inclusion, and equality.

- Recognizes the agency of disabled people and their right to shape policies affecting their lives.

This perspective shifts the focus from "fixing" the individual to adapting society.

How Does The Social Model View Impairment?

Within the social model framework, impairment is viewed as a biological or psychological condition
that exists independently of societal factors. The model does not equate impairment with disability
but recognizes impairment as a natural variation in human functioning.

Impairment as a Neutral Condition

- The social model considers impairment a neutral, inevitable aspect of human diversity.

- It does not pathologize or stigmatize impairments; instead, it views them as part of the spectrum of
human experience.

- Impairments do not inherently limit a person's ability to participate fully in society.

Impairment Is Not the Problem

- The model asserts that impairments by themselves are not disabling.
- Disabling experiences arise from societal responses—such as architecture, policies, attitudes, and
practices—that exclude or marginalize those with impairments.

Implications of This View

- Recognizes that many impairments are manageable or can be accommodated with appropriate
adjustments.

- Emphasizes empowerment and self-determination for disabled individuals.

- Encourages society to reconsider and eliminate barriers, rather than focusing solely on medical
interventions.



Is An Impairment the Same as a Disability? The
Clarification

One of the most significant differences between traditional and social models lies in the relationship
between impairment and disability.

The Traditional (Medical) Perspective

- Views impairment as the root cause of disability.
- Emphasizes medical treatment and rehabilitation to "fix" or manage impairments.
- Considers disability as a personal deficit or defect that needs correction.

The Social Model’s Perspective

- Distinguishes impairment from disability, asserting that they are not the same.
- Disability is a social construct created by environmental and societal barriers.
- An impairment becomes a disability only when societal barriers prevent participation.

Answering the Question: Is an Impairment the Same as a
Disability?

- No, according to the social model.

- Impairment refers to the individual’s condition—a biological
or psychological state.

- Disability refers to the societal limitations and barriers faced
by individuals with impairments.

- For example:

- A person with leg amputation (impairment) is not
necessarily disabled.

- They become disabled if they lack accessible transportation,
ramps, or adaptive devices.

Implications for Society and Policy

The distinction between impairment and disability has



profound implications for how societies create inclusive
environments.

Focus on Removing Barriers

- Policies should prioritize accessibility and accommodation.
- Infrastructure development, such as ramps, elevators, and
accessible public transport, becomes central.

- Legislation like the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
exemplifies this approach.

Changing Societal Attitudes

- Promote positive perceptions and respect for diversity.
- Combat stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination.

Empowerment and Participation

- Enable disabled individuals to participate fully in society.
- Foster inclusive education, employment, and social
opportunities.

Conclusion: Embracing the Social Model Perspective

The social model of disability offers a transformative way of
understanding impairments and disabilities. It clearly
distinguishes between the biological conditions individuals
experience and the societal barriers that disable them.



Recognizing that impairments are not inherently disabling
shifts the responsibility from individuals to society,
emphasizing the need for accessible environments, equitable
policies, and inclusive attitudes.

By understanding that impairments are natural variations and
disability arises from societal barriers, communities can work
toward creating environments where everyone can participate
fully and equally. This perspective not only fosters more
compassionate and inclusive societies but also aligns with
human rights principles, advocating for dignity,
independence, and social justice for all.

In summary:

- The social model views impairment as a neutral, biological
condition.

- It distinguishes impairment from disability, emphasizing
that disability results from societal barriers.

- Impairment is not the same as a disability, and removing
societal barriers is key to achieving true inclusion.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the social model of disability's perspective on
impairment?

The social model views impairment as a physical or mental
condition, but it emphasizes that disability arises from
societal barriers rather than the impairment itself.



Does the social model of disability consider impairment and
disability as the same?

No, the social model differentiates impairment (the
individual’s condition) from disability (the societal barriers
that restrict participation).

How does the social model challenge traditional views of
impairment?

It shifts the focus from individual deficits to societal
structures, arguing that barriers, not impairment alone, cause
disability.

Why is the distinction between impairment and disability
important in the social model?

Because it highlights that removing societal barriers can
significantly reduce disability, regardless of the level of
impairment.

According to the social model, should impairments be 'fixed'
to eliminate disability?

No, the social model suggests that addressing environmental
and societal barriers is more effective than solely trying to
'fix' impairments.



How does the social model influence disability policy and
accessibility initiatives?

It promotes creating accessible environments and policies
that remove barriers, rather than focusing solely on medical
treatments for impairments.

Is impairment viewed as a problem within the social model of
disability?

Impairment is acknowledged as a condition, but the problem
lies in societal attitudes and physical barriers that disable
individuals.

What are some practical examples of applying the social
model to disability?

Examples include providing ramps, sign language
interpreters, and accessible information, which address
societal barriers rather than impairments.

How does the social model of disability promote inclusivity?

By advocating for changes in society and environment, it aims
to remove barriers and enable full participation of people with
impairments.



Additional Resources

The social model of disability has profoundly influenced
contemporary perspectives on disability, shifting the focus
from individual impairments to societal structures and
attitudes. This model challenges traditional understandings
that equate impairment directly with disability, advocating
instead for a view that emphasizes societal barriers as the
primary cause of disabling experiences. Central to this
perspective is the question: How does the social model of
disability view impairment? Specifically, it scrutinizes whether
an impairment is inherently synonymous with a disability or if
the two are distinct concepts. This article offers a
comprehensive analysis of this debate, exploring the
foundations of the social model, its core principles, and the
implications for understanding impairment and disability.

Understanding the Social Model of Disability

Origins and Development

The social model of disability emerged in the 1970s, primarily
through the work of disability activists and scholars such as
Mike Oliver, Tom Shakespeare, and others involved in the UK
disability rights movement. It was developed as a response to
the prevailing medical model, which viewed disability
primarily as a medical problem located within the individual.
The medical model prioritized diagnosis, treatment, and



rehabilitation, often implying that the 'problem’ could be fixed
or cured through medical intervention.

In contrast, the social model posits that society is the main
factor responsible for disabling individuals. It emphasizes
that societal barriers—such as inaccessible buildings,
discriminatory attitudes, and inflexible policies—are what
prevent people with impairments from participating fully in
social, economic, and political life.

Core Principles of the Social Model

- Impairment vs. Disability: The model distinguishes between
impairment (a physical, sensory, or mental condition) and
disability (the societal exclusion or limitations resulting from
barriers).

- Societal Barriers: These are obstacles created by society
that hinder participation, including physical, attitudinal, and
institutional barriers.

- Responsibility for Change: Responsibility lies with society to
remove barriers, promote accessibility, and foster inclusive
attitudes.

- Empowerment: The model aims to empower disabled people
by emphasizing rights, equality, and social justice rather than
viewing impairment as a defect needing cure.

Impairment: Definition and Perspectives



Traditional Medical View of Impairment

In traditional medical and individual-focused models,
impairment is seen as a deviation from normal biological
functioning. It is regarded as an intrinsic characteristic of an
individual—be it a physical, sensory, or cognitive
difference—that requires medical intervention, management,
or cure. Under this perspective:

- Impairment is often considered static or unchangeable.

- The focus is on fixing or accommodating the impairment
within the individual.

- The social response is primarily medical, aiming to restore
function or alleviate symptoms.

This view tends to conflate impairment directly with
disability, implying that the impairment itself is the problem
that needs correction.

The Social Model’s Reinterpretation of Impairment

Contrasting sharply with this traditional view, the social
model does not see impairment as inherently disabling.
Instead, it conceptualizes impairment as a physical or mental
condition that may or may not cause disability depending on
societal responses.

- Impairment as a neutral or natural variation: The social
model recognizes impairments as part of human
diversity—differences that are neither inherently negative nor
positive.

- Disability as a social construct: The model asserts that



disability arises from societal barriers, not from impairment
itself.

- Implication: An impairment does not necessarily lead to
disability unless societal barriers exist.

Does The Social Model View Impairment as The Same
as a Disability?

Clarifying the Distinction

The core assertion of the social model is that impairment and
disability are not the same thing. To understand this
distinction thoroughly, it is necessary to unpack what each
term entails.

- Impairment: The physical, sensory, or mental condition that
represents a difference or variation from typical functioning.
- Disability: The restriction or limitation on activity or
participation caused by societal barriers and attitudes.

Therefore, the social model argues that:

- Impairment is not inherently a disability.

- Disability arises when societal barriers prevent individuals
with impairments from engaging fully in society.

Example:
A person using a wheelchair has an impairment (mobility
limitation). If buildings and transportation are accessible, this



impairment does not necessarily result in disability. However,
if the environment is inaccessible, then the impairment
becomes a disability.

Implication of the Distinction

This distinction has profound implications:

- It shifts responsibility from individuals to society.

- It emphasizes the importance of removing barriers rather
than fixing impairments.

- It promotes inclusive policies and practices that enable
participation regardless of impairments.

Summary:
The social model does not equate impairment with disability.

Instead, it highlights that impairment is a condition that may
or may not lead to disability, depending on societal factors.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Reframing Disability Rights

Understanding impairment as distinct from disability
underpins many disability rights initiatives. Policies focus on:

- Accessibility improvements (e.g., ramps, sign language



interpretation).

- Anti-discrimination laws.

- Inclusive education and employment practices.

- Challenging societal attitudes that stigmatize impairments.

Outcome:
A shift from a medicalized approach to one centered on social
justice, equality, and human rights.

Challenges and Criticisms

While influential, the social model faces several criticisms:

- Oversimplification: Some argue it neglects the lived
experiences of impairment and the medical needs associated
with certain conditions.

- Neglect of individual needs: The model emphasizes societal
change but may overlook personal health and well-being
considerations.

- Applicability: Critics note that the model's focus on societal
barriers may not address all challenges faced by people with
certain impairments, especially those with fluctuating or
complex conditions.

Despite these critiques, the social model remains a powerful

framework for understanding disability and advocating for
social change.

Conclusion



The social model of disability fundamentally reshapes how
society perceives impairment and disability. It clearly
delineates that impairment is not the same as disability and
emphasizes that societal barriers are the primary cause of
disabling experiences. This perspective encourages a shift
from individual 'fixing' to societal reform, advocating for
inclusivity, accessibility, and equality.

By disentangling impairment from disability, the social model
promotes a more respectful and empowering view of human
diversity. It underscores the importance of societal
responsibility in creating environments where all individuals,
regardless of impairments, can participate fully and equally.
As debates and policies continue to evolve, the distinction
maintained by the social model remains central to advancing
disability rights and fostering a more inclusive society.

In summary:

- The social model views impairment as a neutral or natural
variation, not inherently disabling.

- It posits that disability arises from societal barriers, not
from impairment itself.

- It rejects the idea that impairment is the same as disability,
emphasizing societal responsibility for inclusion and
accessibility.

This nuanced understanding underscores a fundamental shift
from viewing disability as an individual defect to recognizing
it as a social construct that can—and should—be challenged
and transformed.



How Does The Social Model Of Disability View Impairment A
An Impairment Is The Same As A Disability B

How Does The Social Model Of Disability View Impairment A
An Impairment Is The Same As A Disability B

Related Articles

« 1.In Which Order Is Energy Transferred Through A Food
Chain?A. Sun Plants AnimalsB. Sun Animals PlantsC.

- When A Project Manager Intervenes And Tries To
Negotiate A Resolution By Using Reasoning And
Persuasion

- According To Van Vechten, The Largest Source Of
California State Revenues Comes From____a. Sales Taxesb.

Back to Home



https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/how-does-the-social-model-of-disability-view-impairment-a-an-impairment-is-the-same-as-a-disability-b.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/how-does-the-social-model-of-disability-view-impairment-a-an-impairment-is-the-same-as-a-disability-b.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/1-in-which-order-is-energy-transferred-through-a-food-chain-a-sun-plants-animalsb-sun-animals-plantsc.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/1-in-which-order-is-energy-transferred-through-a-food-chain-a-sun-plants-animalsb-sun-animals-plantsc.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/when-a-project-manager-intervenes-and-tries-to-negotiate-a-resolution-by-using-reasoning-and-persuasion.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/when-a-project-manager-intervenes-and-tries-to-negotiate-a-resolution-by-using-reasoning-and-persuasion.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/when-a-project-manager-intervenes-and-tries-to-negotiate-a-resolution-by-using-reasoning-and-persuasion.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/according-to-van-vechten-the-largest-source-of-california-state-revenues-comes-from-a-sales-taxesb.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma33/according-to-van-vechten-the-largest-source-of-california-state-revenues-comes-from-a-sales-taxesb.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com

