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WHAT THE RESEARCH SAYS 
 
Stigma is the process of labelling someone as different, placing them into a separate group and stereotyping them based 
on characteristics of that ‘group’. 

We often make decisions using stigma, for example when we use 
preconceived ideas about a ‘group’, and potential past experiences to make 
often unconscious split second judgements which will impact our actions 
and comments. Stigma and experiences attached to it are different for every 
individual, however, there are consistent factors which are highlighted in 
research – specifically related to individuals with disability.  

“Master Status” 

Research has found that those with a disability are often overshadowed by their impairment. Often when children are 
labelled and then diagnosed as having a disability, they are then somehow lost to awareness of that disability only. 
Children in particular often have everything they do viewed through the lens of their disability or impairment. 

“Sympathy Effect” 

Society often has a presumption of normality, and when someone does not fit into that ‘norm’ they are often identified as 
victims, or less fortunate. Research has found that pity is an overriding factor in most experiences of people with a 
disability. This is particularly the case for children who experience disability, where often their parents are also pitied. 
Sympathy can often take the form of ‘intended kindness’, where people are ‘trying to be nice’ but are in the process 
separating and stigmatising. 

“You can’t ask that” 

Research has found that parents of children with disability are faced with numerous daily questions regarding their child’s 
condition “what’s wrong with your child?”, “what happened?”. Importantly these questions, when asked by adults, are 
noted as being invasive, negative and at times upsetting. Interestingly the same research found that when children ask 
these questions, this is not the case. Often parents of a child with a disability view these questions as expressing curiosity 
and with no ill intent. 

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE 

Removing stigma is not an easy feat, however, there are 3 key things we can do to resist it: 

• Allow children to ask questions, they are seeking knowledge. Questions like “why can’t he see?” are an opportunity for 
you to educate and inform. Saying “you can’t ask that” or encouraging children to “look away” simply enhances stigma 

• View the child, not their disability or impairment – focus on their own abilities and capabilities based on them as an 
individual, not their impairment abilities 

• Educate yourself – try to avoid making preconceived assumptions based on past experiences or stereotypes.  
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