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Aim and research questions

Aim: To present a novel way of looking at the role of disability support staff’s 

perceptions in how they prioritise and intend to support self-determination for 

adults with intellectual disabilities

The research questions are:

1. How do staff perceive adults with intellectual disabilities?

2. How do staff in disability services understand and intend to support self-

determination for adults with intellectual disabilities?

3. Do these understandings, perceptions and intentions change after an 

intervention based on the stereotype content model?
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Outline
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1. Self-

determination
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Self-determination: a right and need

• Acting based on one’s own choice and intrinsic motivation is a 

psychological need (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2015)

• Self-determination is a right for all people with disabilities 

through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (UN CRPD)

• The NDIS has an objective to uphold CRPD rights, promotes 

choice and control



Slide 6

Self-determination

is it a characteristic

or a process?

• Some literature describes self-

determination as a characteristic, 

the skills or confidence to make 

choices and bring them into action 
(e.g., Shogren et al., 2015)

• Other literature looks at self-

determination as a process, 

making choices that are brought 

into action (e.g., Abery & Stancliffe, 1996)

Characteristic:

Process:
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Self-determination: an ecological 
process

“… if you listen to Kloe, and to her 

yelling at you, there’s all different yells, 

and you’ll know, like there’s a yell when 

I walk through the door because she 

knows I’m here or there’s a yell that: ‘I 

need to go to the toilet’ … so you need 

to listen.”

(Bigby et al., 2014, p. 361)
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Supporting self-determination as a
process

KLOE’S WILL & PREFERENCE

Kloe’s
attributes & 
experiences

SUPPORTER’S RESPONSE

Supporter’s 
attributes & 
experiences 

ACTION Adapted from Browning et 

al.’s (2021) model of the 

process of decision-

making support
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2. Poor support

and the role of perceptions



latrobe.edu.au

Slide 10

Poor staff support for self-
determination

Variable quality of staff support for self-determination. Evidence of 

poor support includes staff:

• Monitoring and preventing sexual relationships (Kelly et al., 2009; Sitter 

et al., 2019)

• Coercing people to adjust or change clothing (Bigby et al., 2009; 

Altermark, 2018)

• Not responding to cues, not offering options, leaving people 

disengaged (Bigby et al., 2009; Björnsdóttir et al., 2015; Mansell et al., 2013)
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Factors behind poor support for self-
determination, themes from literature

External Factors Staff Perceptions

Limited resources
(e.g., only one bus for everyone, staff 

allocation and training)

Dehumanising
(e.g., less than human, a burden)

Policies and processes 
(e.g., risk, duty of care)

Defending well-being or welfare
(e.g., avoiding hurt feelings, 

promoting socially acceptable image)
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Examples of staff defending well-
being, but limiting self-determination

• Stopping a person from buying an outfit because they 

might get ridiculed or laughed at in public (Altermark, 2018)

• Not telling someone their terminal diagnosis because 

they might get upset (Brownrigg, 2018)
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Well-meaning, but missing something

Bigby et al. (2015) observed staff in group homes apply a ‘golden rule’ 

imagining  what they themselves would want in the resident’s position. Well-

meaning, not accounting for the person’s own values, will and preferences.

– Example: taking someone across a busy road to buy an ice-cream because everyone 
deserves risk and spontaneity in their life (Dunn et al., 2010)

Bigby et al. (2015) suggest a ‘platinum rule’ would be more appropriate, 

trying to understand what the person themselves wants in that situation given 

their background, values, etc.

– Requires abstract thinking and knowing the person well
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Analysis of perceptions involved 
when staff limit self-determination
“When acting against the self-determination of people with intellectual 

disabilities, the interviewees see themselves as (1) emotionally tied to 

the people they work with, (2) personally responsible for their safety and 

as acting based on an (3) informal rather than a formal relationship. In 

addition, (4) they come to focus on the individual and their suffering 

rather than on overarching principles of justice, and they do so based 

on the presumption that they have (5) superior knowledge as to which 

choices are wise and which are not.” 

(Altermark, 2018, p. 115)
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3. The stereotype

content model (SCM)
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The stigma model

• The stigma model maps perceptions to 

discriminatory behaviour: stereotypes → prejudice → discrimination

• But it doesn’t work for the perceptions people have when limiting self-

determination for people with intellectual disabilities

• The stereotypes ‘friendly’ and ‘unintelligent’ are commonly reported for 

people with intellectual disabilities (Pelleboer-Gunnink, van Oorsouw, et al., 2021)

• Leads to people “tolerated in the community” [friendly] but not “taken 

seriously” [unintelligent] and thus “not receiving possibilities for self-

determination” (Pelleboer-Gunnink, van Weeghel, et al., 2021, p. 495)

• This combination doesn’t fit stigma because it is not all negative.
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Two stereotype dimensions: 

WARMTH & COMPETENCE

Related to evolutionary survival 

(Fiske et al., 2002)

The stereotype content model (SCM)
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• The high-warmth / low competence 

(HW-LC) stereotype combination is 

most common for people with 

intellectual disability

• These are paternalistic stereotypes

• Leading to paternalistic prejudice

• Then benevolent discrimination

(Cuddy et al., 2007)

The stereotype content model (SCM)
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Benevolent discrimination dual 
pathway

(Cuddy et al., 2007)

Paternalistic Stereotypes:

↓

Paternalistic Prejudice:

↓

Benevolent Discrimination:

High Warmth

↓

Warm Feelings

↓

Active Facilitation

• Acting for

• Explicit / overt helping

• Defending others

• Assistance programs

• Opening doors

+

+

+

Low Competence

↓

Low-esteem

↓

Passive Harm

• Acting without

• Undeliberate harm

• Neglect

• Avoidance

• Dismissing
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Propositions

1. Staff perceive adults with intellectual disabilities with paternalistic stereotypes:

seeing them as warm and friendly, but not competent 

2. Staff perceive adults with intellectual disabilities with paternalistic prejudice:

feeling care and liking, but holding them in low esteem

3. Staff have behavioural intentions of benevolent discrimination: intending to 

provide best support (active helping), but using own values instead of values of 

the people being supported (passive harm)

4. Staff’s behavioural intentions of benevolent discrimination can be changed 

through a perspective-taking intervention
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Interventions for benevolent 
discrimination

There is little focus in the SCM literature on interventions to change attitudes.

The most promising type of intervention observed by leading scholars in benevolent 

discrimination / benevolent sexism (Connor et al., 2016), is to explain to those people 

who mean well that what they are doing is harmful (Becker & Swim, 2012; Fehr & 

Sassenberg, 2009).

This differs from (more common) stigma interventions to change negative attitudes, 

which focus on increasing acceptance, positive feeling and willingness to engage.
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4. Methodology
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Research plan

• To run a series of workshops for staff to encourage perspective-taking of how 

adults with intellectual disabilities feel when unsupported with self-determination

• Build narratives that depict how people with intellectual disabilities feel –
interviews with 5-10 self-advocates

• Plan a workshop around these narratives – form a working group of 2-3 self-
advocates to develop it, plan approx. 2 hours, co-delivered by self-advocates

• Capture changes in staff perceptions and intentions before and after the 
workshop – interviews with 15-30 disability services staff

• Compare to propositions – analyse interview data looking for indicators 
relating to stereotype content model and new concepts that emerge, hybrid 
inductive and deductive analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Layder, 1998)
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Example: Mark’s story
Original story, what Mark said (summarised)

• I like going out on my own. My independence is important to me. 

• When I was young, my parents didn’t let me out on my own, only with support people.

• Staff at my day program say I can’t go out on my own. They say I should have a 

support person, because it’s not safe, and I’ll get lost or hurt.

• That makes me uncomfortable and stressed. It is scary out there, but I still want to go 

out. I don’t tell those staff anymore about when I go out. But I wish I could.

Finding connections (Helpful resources: Booth & Booth, 1998; Goodley et al., 2004)

• Mark is afraid of dangers out in the world, he wishes he could get help to go out more 

safely. He wants to talk things through with someone. He would like to talk to staff.

• Staff give him no option to go out, so he can’t tell them about it. He ends up feeling 

less supported, going out anyway without talking to them about how to do it safely.
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