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Abstract: This article defines the characteristics of an inclusive society for people with disabilities and describes three building blocks for developing such a society. These three literature-supported building blocks involve building on a firm foundation; building with a guiding purpose; and building to bring about meaningful systemic change. The article emphasizes that building an inclusive society is a gradual and networked process that involves applying these three building blocks to bring about systemic changes in attitudes, behaviors, laws, policies, practices, and institutions.
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Resumen: Este artículo define las características de una sociedad inclusiva para personas con discapacidad y describe tres bloques para desarrollar una sociedad de este tipo. Estos tres bloques, respaldados por la literatura, implican construir sobre una fundamentación sólida, construir con un propósito orientador y construir para desarrollar un cambio sistemático significativo. El artículo enfatiza que construir una sociedad inclusiva es un proceso gradual y en red que implica aplicar estos tres bloques para desarrollar cambios sistemáticos en actitudes, comportamientos, leyes, políticas, prácticas e instituciones.
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1. Introduction and overview

The concept of an inclusive society is not complex, since it involves principles that are both positive and desired by societal members. These principles are based on human and civil rights, a life of quality, and shared citizenship. For most of us, an inclusive society ensures its members full inclusion and participation, is composed of diverse cultures and people, provides societal members with needed physical, financial, and social supports, and values our individual participation and contribution.

The concept becomes complex, however, when an inclusive society envisions membership for ALL people, including those with a disability. Sadly, people with a disability are generally viewed as different, and all too frequently are not provided the opportunities and needed supports to become an equal member of their society. It is for this group of individuals that collectively we need to think about building an inclusive society.

Over the last 50 years, societies throughout the world have begun to think differently about people with a disability, and to incorporate on paper laws, policies, and practices based on the rights of people with a disability. Unfortunately, despite their “rights on paper”, many people with a disability are not afforded real opportunities to live in an inclusive society and express those rights. As a result of this discrepancy between “what should be” and “what is” we are faced with both a question and a task. How do we build a truly inclusive society for people with a disability? This article addresses this question and task.

Although relatively short, the article integrates 40+ years of research and empirically-based knowledge regarding the building blocks of a society that includes people with a disability. Those readers who want to be a part of building an inclusive society will find at the end of the article a list of suggested resources that describe in detail three application strategies. These involve building on a firm foundation, with a guiding purpose, and to bring about meaningful systemic change.

The article begins with a definition of an inclusive society. Understanding this definition is important for two reasons. First, to bring about meaningful change, one needs to begin with the end in mind; and second, if you do not know where you are going, you may end up in the wrong place. Once the goal is clear, subsequent sections of the article describe the three building strategies.

2. Definition of an inclusive society

An inclusive society is one that ensures full inclusion and equal access and opportunities; respects diverse cultures and people; values participation and individual contributions; and provides needed supports to societal members. This definition encompasses both the concept of social justice and the three principles of an inclusive society: human and civil rights, a life of quality, and shared citizenship.

3. Build on a firm foundation

Over the last 4-5 decades, significant progress has been made in developing public policies and organization practices that provide the corner stone of an inclusive society: an emphasis on human and civil rights, personal autonomy, inclusion, equity, and empowerment. In addition, over these decades, we have: (a) come to understand the multi-dimensionality of the causes of disability, which involve biomedical, psychoeducational, sociocultural, and justice situations and conditions; (b) implemented a supports-based approach to services; and (c) incorporated an equitable and inclusive approach (i.e., co-engagement and co-production) to individual support planning and research.

4. Build with a guiding purpose

Public policy and disability research have encapsulated three goals that should guide the building of an inclusive society that includes people with a disability. These three goals are to enhance human dignity and autonomy, maximize human endeavor, and increase human engagement.



•Human dignity and autonomy involves respect, self-determination, equality, liberty and security, freedom of expression, respect for privacy, and equality before the law.

•Human endeavor involves personal goals, life-long learning opportunities, an array of individualized supports, personal mobility, participation in meaningful activities, and maximum health and wellness.

•Human engagement involves belonging, interdependence, interpersonal relationships, participation in inclusive environments, freedom from exploitation and abuse, and liberty of movement.



The indicators associated with these three goals encompass a robust set of personal and social measures that capture human functioning and the characteristics of an inclusive society. The indicators are also based on published literature regarding the measurement of disability rights, quality of life domains, and shared citizenship indicators.

5. Build to bring about meaningful systemic change

Bringing about systemic change involves visionaries, organizers, and promoters. Individually, these three change agents play disparate, but complimentary roles. Collectively, the information they impart provides the catalysts for change.

5.1. The role of visionaries in systemic change

Visionaries communicate both the components and principles of an inclusive society and what the change involves. As described previously, an inclusive society is characterized as providing equal opportunities, being diverse, acknowledging individual contributions, and providing an array of supports. A visionary describes, explains, and provides examples of how building such a society involves changing mental models to embrace the belief that all people have rights; people deserve a life of quality; and all people should engage and participate in all aspects of society. Typically, people with a disability are great visionaries, since they know “what should be”.

5.2. The role of organizers in systemic change

The major role of organizers is to ensure widespread understanding and application of the components of an inclusive society. The two mechanisms for such are the diffusion of an innovation and the use of best practices.

The diffusion of innovation. Considerable research has shown that the diffusion of an innovation, such as the concept of an inclusive society, involves a systematic process that includes:



1.Knowledge of the characteristics and principles of an inclusive society. Knowledge incorporates the understanding that disability is a natural part of human diversity that emerges from dynamic processes between individuals and their environments.

2.Persuading policy makers, funders, service/support providers, and persons with disabilities and their families to become involved in the diffusion and systemic change process.

3.Deciding to adopt the concept of an inclusive society at both the policy and practice level.

4.Implementing best practices to facilitate building an inclusive society.

5.Confirming the impacts on personal outcomes of being a member of an inclusive society.



The use of best practices. Best practices are defined as the application of evidence-based knowledge. Over the last few decades, researchers have identified a number of best practices compatible with bringing about an inclusive society. Six of the most relevant involve:



1.Utilizing person-centered thinking regarding the assessment of adaptive skills, intellectual functioning, and needed supports; operationalizing and applying an array of individualized supports; conducting person-centered outcome evaluation; and using equitable and inclusive research practices.

2.Implementing an array of individualized supports to address the support needs of individuals with a disability. This array involves personal assistance, advocacy, health-related, technology, prosthetics, skill development, and reasonable accommodation.

3.Incorporating an integrative perspective in developing a person-centered service and support system. The integrative perspective involves biomedical, psycho-educational, sociocultural, and justice risk factors, and perspective-related individualized interventions and supports to ameliorate or lessen the risk factor(s).

4.Making data-based decisions regarding the definition, diagnosis, classification, and intensity of needed supports.

5.Empowering individuals and families to co-engage and co-produce.

6.Networking and collaborating to facilitate diffusion processes related to knowledge, acceptance implementation, and confirmation of systemic changes.



5.3. The role of promoters in systemic change

A promoter is not who one is, but what one says and how it is said. A promoter must be an optimistic salesperson who needs to convince a frequently skeptical audience that the power is in the message, and that the message has an important impact on a wide constituency. That heterogeneous constituency consists of people with disabilities and their families, policy makers, funders, service/support providers, and the general public. Thus, a promoter needs to share the vision of an inclusive society and its characteristics; describe how the implementation of the vision requires both a systematic diffusion process and best practices; and that the results of the vision, diffusion, and best practices process have a positive impact on both individuals and society. That positive impact is lived out through people with a disability experiencing enhanced human dignity and autonomy, human endeavor, human engagement, human and civil rights, quality of life, and shared citizenship.

Across these positive personal outcomes, promoters should also point out the power of mental models and how they determine how people think and view the world; describe, with examples, the potential of people with a disability; discuss the individual and societal benefits of all people living in an inclusive society; and emphasize the value of shifting from a zero-sum society in which someone wins and someone loses, to a positive-sum society in which people are accepted for who they are, engage with others in meaningful ways, and are fellow citizens.

6. Conclusion

Miguel de Cervantes (The Man from Castilla La Mancha) once said (in the 1600s) that, “One must live life in a genuine way, passionately, in spite of what others think”. It is from this quote and this attitude that the word quixotic comes. Definitionally, quixotic is the quality of being a dreamer. Today, some may think that an inclusive society for all people is only a dream, and that for whatever reason, people with a disability cannot fully participate in ‒and be a contributing member of‒ one’s society. Others who are reading this article may feel differently.

The goal of this article has been to provide a description of doable strategies to build an inclusive society. The author recognizes full well that building such a society is a gradual and networked process that involves systemic changes in attitudes, behaviors, laws, policies, practices, and service/support providers. As reflected in the strategies described in the article, the process of building an inclusive society is facilitated by understanding the characteristics of such a society; building based on a firm foundation and guiding purpose; and building to bring about meaningful systemic change through networking with visionaries, organizers, and promoters. The net result of such a process can be more than just a dream.
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