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A Critical Analysis
Overview of the media:

What do we mean by Media?
The term media is defined by Wikipedia as "a means of carrying or communicating
information."
For the purposes of the information on this website the articles will focus on the
"Mass Media": a term used to describe the media forms which are specifically
designed to reach a large section of the population. These media forms are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Radio
Press- newspapers, magazines
Print- books
Television
Film/ cinematography
Internet
Advertising

NB: these articles do not include the gaming industry

History of Media
Over time Media has been developed to chart and disseminate information to the
masses. It has been used to educate, provide entertainment, act as a political platform
and used for public service announcements. The time line below sets out how Media
forms have developed over the centuries.

Media Time Line

A critical analysis of Media representation of disabled people.
It is true to say that the media is an extremely important part of our everyday life and
as an industry has been critical in the dissemination of information to the mass
population. However the influence that the media holds over society has not always
been used to society's benefit, particularly in relation to disability, where the media
has continued to add to the discrimination of disabled people. The media's
contribution to disabled people's discrimination will be discussed through the
following areas:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The media reinforcement of impairment and the use of the medical model of
disability.
The media's creation and underpinning use of disabled stereotypes.
The role of media influences: media organisations and their employees,
political agendas, the intended audience and current societal trends.
The use of images, language and terminology related to disability.
The under-representation of disabled people in the media.
The effect of media on disabled people.

The Medical Model:
The media throughout history has depicted disability through the use of impairment,
where as Shakespeare (1999, pg. 164) points out in his article about disability in film
"impairment is made the most important thing" and disabled characters are

"objectified and distanced from the audience". The media has focused on portraying
impairment through the influence of the medical model of disability, where disabled
people's inability to interact in normal daily life is a direct result of their physical and/
or mental impairment. Charles Dickens "A Christmas Carole" is an example of this
where the "crippled" child of Bob Cratchit, Tiny Tim, is defined by his disability and
will only survive through medical intervention.
However since the mid 1970's there has been much call from the disabled community
for society to recognise disabled people as equals to non-disabled people, and to take
responsibility for societies contribution to creating disabling environments. The call
for adopting the social model of disability has seen vast improvements to establishing
the human rights of disabled people and much has been set in legislation.
However it appears that the media have been slow to take on the changes and all too
frequently do not practice what they preach.

Use of Disabled Stereotypes
The media continue to enforce disability stereotypes portraying disabled individuals
in a negative un-empowering way.
In his 1991 study, Paul Hunt identified 10 stereotypes that the media use to portray
disabled people:
1. The disabled person as pitiable or pathetic
2. An object of curiosity or violence
3. Sinister or evil
4. The super cripple
5. As atmosphere
6. Laughable
7. His/her own worst enemy
8. As a burden
9. As Non-sexual
10. Being unable to participate in daily life
In 2006, the British Film Institute's website breaks down this list into a series of film
character examples for each stereotype, from the 1920s up to the present day. The
BFI's examples include:
•
•
•

the character of Colin from the Secret Garden - a character who falls into the
stereotype of "Pitiable and pathetic; sweet and innocent; a miracle cure"
the "sinister or evil" Dr No, with his two false hands, from the Bond film of
the same name
Ron Kovic, the disabled war veteran in Born on the Fourth of July, who is
portrayed as "non-sexual or incapable of a worthwhile relationship"

Shakespeare (1999) presents a potential reason behind the use of one of these
stereotypes:
"The use of disability as character trait, plot device, or as atmosphere is a lazy shortcut. These representations are not accurate or fair reflections of the actual experience
of disabled people. Such stereotypes reinforce negative attitudes towards disabled
people, and ignorance about the nature of disability"
In other words, the disability itself is often used as a hook by writers and film-makers
to draw audiences into the story. These one-dimensional stereotypes are often
distanced from the audience - where characters are only viewed through their
impairment, and not valued as people.
Shakespeare (1999) continues:
"Above all, the dominant images [of disabled people] are crude, one-dimensional and
simplistic."

The Role of media influences
What we see, hear and read in the media is often decided and influenced by a small
group of decision makers. These editors, producers, programmers and budgetcontrollers are swayed by their own opinions of disability and what they believe will
bring in audiences. Historically media examples containing disabled people have
largely conformed to stereotypes. These decision makers may feel that they are taking
a risk by portraying disabled people outside of the stereotypes which have historically
"sold well".
Adding to this problem is the under-representation of disabled people in employment
within the media. A 1998 report "Training and equal opportunities in ITV, Channel 4
and Channel 5" (page 5) reports:
"Progress was also uneven and generally slow in the employment of disabled people"
Ofcom's December 2005 report "The representation and portrayal of people with
disabilities on analogue terrestrial television" reports that progress still remains slow.
It cites a 2005 Skillset report, stating that there has been only very minor change in
the employment rates of disabled people in the Broadcast Television sector. While a
2003 Labour Market Trends report estimated 19% of the working population to have
a DDA-recognised disability, Skillset estimates that within the media industry,
disabled people make up only 2.3% of the workforce.
This under-representation of disabled people within the media workforce has obvious
implications for the power of the disabled community to influence how it is portrayed
within the media. This in turn has an effect on the community at large. Where the
media holds a high level of influence over the perceptions of the general public, an
under-representation or mis-representation of disabled people has large social
implications.

Increasing the percentage of disabled people in employment within the media industry
would be a large step towards removing stereotypes and empowering disabled people
in the general community. For example, the BBC's The Office, which is produced by
a disabled person, uses a disabled character (also played by a disabled person) to
address real social issues of disability in employment.
Greenberg's drench hypothesis (Saito and Ishiyama, 2005) highlights the influence
that positive examples have on society's perception of disability, stating that "one or
two particularly salient programmes might dramatically affect our perceptions of
disability and disabled persons".

The use of images, language and terminology related to disability.
The language used in the media in relation to disabled people offers a good indication
of whether social change has occurred. It is interesting to look at the fact that a lot of
the language used still revolves around the medical model of disability. For example:
"Plucky Kate stepping out to a new life" The Star, 2004
The use of the word ‘Plucky' describes a girl who spent two years in a wheelchair.
The article continues "But the future is now looking brighter. Katie is learning to walk
again, following a year of straightening treatment."
A 2001 Scope article also highlights this continuing trend of newspapers to use
negative language, portraying disabled people as sufferers of their own impairment.
The article quotes an example from a regional newspaper, using words including:
sufferer, courageous, condition, deterioration, plight, brave and normal (as in ‘a
normal school').
The terminology used in these and similar articles reinforces discrimination. Using
negative, disablist language devalues disabled people and can create a negative selfimage.
Haller et al (2006, pg62) confirms this:
"Even something as mundane as the words used to refer to a group are important
because they have ramifications both for the self-perception of people with disabilities
and what the general public believes about disability"
The use of positive language and images - focussing on the people, rather than just the
impairments - can help to improve both the public image and the self-image of
disabled people.

Summary

Disabled people over the years have been marginalised within and through the media.
These areas are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

The media still tends to use the medical model of disability
The focus is on the impairment more than the individual
Disabled people are under-represented both in terms of employment in the
media & portrayal in the media
Lots of media forms are inaccessible and broadcasting tends to be at
inaccessible times
Mainstream media do not recognise the disabled art, media culture

Though the media are beginning to change, it is evident that much more work is
needed by the media industry and the disabled community, where both need to work
and learn from each other. Particulary mainstream media learning from the disabled
media and arts sub culture.
Sutherland (1993) states:
"that the very fact that previous representations of disability have been narrow,
confused and unimaginative leaves the way open for disabled writers and film
makers. What we can produce can blow the past away."
Through setting polices and codes of practice it will re-enforce these media changes.
Currently this has been recognised in the Disability Discrimination Act, the Disability
Equality Duty, the convention on the rights of persons with disabilities & the council
of Europe's Disabled Persons Action Plan 2006-2015.
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