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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

We believe that Social Role Valorization (SRV), when 
well applied, has potential to help societally devalued people 
to gain greater access to the good things of life & to be 
spared at least some negative effects of social devaluation.

Toward this end, the purposes of this journal include: 1) 
disseminating information about SRV; 2) informing read-
ers of the relevance of SRV in addressing the devaluation of 
people in society generally & in human services particularly; 
3) fostering, extending & deepening dialogue about, & un-
derstanding of, SRV; & 4) encouraging the application of 
SRV as well as SRV-related research.

We intend the information provided in this journal to 
be of use to: family, friends, advocates, direct care workers, 
managers, trainers, educators, researchers & others in rela-
tionship with or serving formally or informally upon deval-
ued people in order to provide more valued life conditions 
as well as more relevant & coherent service.

The SRV Journal is published under the auspices of the 
SRV Implementation Project (SRVIP). The mission of the 
SRVIP is to: confront social devaluation in all its forms, 
including the deathmaking of vulnerable people; support 
positive action consistent with SRV; & promote the work of 
the formulator of SRV, Prof. Wolf Wolfensberger.†

EDITORIAL POLICY

Informed & open discussions of SRV, & even construc-
tive debates about it, help to promote its dissemination & 
application. We encourage people with a range of experi-
ence with SRV to submit items for consideration of publica-
tion. We hope those with much experience in teaching or 
implementing SRV, as well as those just beginning to learn 
about it, will contribute to the Journal.

We encourage readers & writers in a variety of roles & 
from a variety of human service backgrounds to subscribe 
& to contribute. We expect that writers who submit items 
will have at least a basic understanding of SRV, gained for 
example by attendance at a multi-day SRV workshop, by 
studying relevant resources (see page 4 of this journal), 
or both.

We are particularly interested in receiving submissions 
from family members, friends & servers of devalued people 
who are trying to put the ideas of SRV into practice, even 
if they do not consider themselves as ‘writers.’ Members of 
our editorial boards will be available to help contributors 
with articles accepted for publication. The journal has a 
peer review section.

INFORMATION FOR SUBMISSIONS

We welcome well-reasoned, clearly-written submis-
sions. Language used should be clear & descriptive. We en-
courage the use of ordinary grammar & vocabulary that a 
typical reader would understand. The Publication Manual 
of the American Psychological Association is one easily avail-
able general style guide. Academic authors should follow 
the standards of their field. We will not accept items si-
multaneously submitted elsewhere for publication or previ-
ously electronically posted or distributed.

Submissions are reviewed by members of the editorial 
board, the editorial advisory board, or external referees. Our 
double-blind peer review policy is available on request.

Examples of submission topics include but are not lim-
ited to: SRV as relevant to a variety of human services; de-
scriptions & analyses of social devaluation & wounding; 
descriptions & analyses of the impact(s) of valued roles; 
illustrations of particular SRV themes; research into & de-
velopment of SRV theory & its themes; critique of SRV; 
analysis of new developments from an SRV perspective; 
success stories, as well as struggles & lessons learned, in try-
ing to implement SRV; interviews; reflection & opinion 
pieces; news analyses from an SRV perspective; book or 
movie reviews & notices from an SRV perspective.

SEND CORRESPONDENCE TO

Marc Tumeinski, Editor Phone: 508.752.3670
The SRV Journal  Email: journal@srvip.org
74 Elm Street  Website: www.srvip.org
Worcester, MA 01609 US Twitter: @srvtraining
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In every issue we print a few brief descriptions of SRV. 
This by no means replaces more thorough explanations of 
SRV, but does set a helpful framework for the content of 
this journal. 

The following is from: Wolfensberger, W. (2013). A brief 
introduction to Social Role Valorization: A high-order concept 
for addressing the plight of societally devalued people, and for 
structuring human services (4th ed.). Plantagenet, ON: Valor 
Press, p. 81.

... in order for people to be treated well by others, 
it is very important that they be seen as occupying 
valued roles, because otherwise, things are apt to go 
ill with them. Further, the greater the number of 
valued roles a person, group or class occupies, or the 
more valued the roles that such a party occupies, the 
more likely it is that the party will be accorded those 
good things of life that others are in a position to ac-
cord, or to withhold.

The following is from: SRV Council [North American So-
cial Role Valorization Development, Training & Safeguard-
ing Council] (2004). A proposed definition of Social Role 
Valorization, with various background materials and elabo-
rations. SRV-VRS: The International Social Role Valorization 

A Brief Description of Social Role Valorization
From the Editor

Journal/La Revue Internationale de la Valorisation des Rôles 
Sociaux, 5(1&2), p. 85.

SRV is a systematic way of dealing with the facts of 
social perception and evaluation, so as to enhance 
the roles of people who are apt to be devalued, by 
upgrading their competencies and social image in 
the eyes of others.

The following is from: Wolfensberger, W. (2000). A brief 
overview of Social Role Valorization. Mental Retardation, 
38(2), p. 105.

The key premise of SRV is that people’s welfare de-
pends extensively on the social roles they occupy: 
People who fill roles that are positively valued by 
others will generally be afforded by the latter the 
good things of life, but people who fill roles that are 
devalued by others will typically get badly treated 
by them. This implies that in the case of people 
whose life situations are very bad, and whose bad 
situations are bound up with occupancy of devalued 
roles, then if the social roles they are seen as occupy-
ing can somehow be upgraded in the eyes of perceiv-
ers, their life conditions will usually improve, and 
often dramatically so.

If you know someone who would be interested in reading 

The SRV Journal, send us their name & address 

& we’ll mail them a complimentary issue.



A brief introduction to Social Role Valorization, 4th expanded ed. Wolf Wolfensberger. (2013). (Available 
from the Valor Institute at 613.673.3583)

 PASSING: A tool for analyzing service quality according to Social Role Valorization criteria. Ratings 
manual, 3rd (rev.) ed. Wolf Wolfensberger & Susan Thomas. (2007). (Available from the Training Institute at 
315.443.5257)

A quarter-century of normalization and Social Role Valorization: Evolution and impact. Ed. by R. Flynn & 
R. Lemay. (1999). Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press. (Available from the Training Institute at 315.443.5257)

A brief overview of Social Role Valorization. Wolf Wolfensberger. (2000). Mental Retardation, 38(2), 105-
123. (Available from the Training Institute at 315.443.5257)

An overview of Social Role Valorization theory. Joe Osburn. (2006). The SRV Journal, 1(1), 4-13. (Available 
at http://srvip.org/about_articles.php)

Some of the universal ‘good things of life’ which the implementation of Social Role Valorization can be 
expected to make more accessible to devalued people. Wolf Wolfensberger, Susan Thomas & Guy Caruso. 
(1996). SRV/VRS: The International Social Role Valorization Journal/La Revue Internationale de la Valorisation des 
Rôles Sociaux, 2(2), 12-14. (Available at http://srvip.org/about_articles.php)

Social Role Valorization and the English experience. David Race. (1999). London: Whiting & Birch. 

 The SRV Implementation Project website, including a training calendar www.srvip.org

SRVIP Google calendar http://www.srvip.org/workshops_schedule.php#

Blog of The SRV Implementation Project blog.srvip.org

Twitter feed @srvtraining

Abstracts of major articles published in The SRV Journal https://srvjournalabstracts.wordpress.com/

Social Role Valorization web page (Australia) http://www.socialrolevalorization.com/

SRV in Action newsletter (published by Values in Action Association) (Australia) viaainc@gmail.com 

Southern Ontario Training Group (Canada) http://www.srv-sotg.ca/

 http://absafeguards.org/

Values Education and Research Association (UK) http://vera-training.webs.com/

A ‘History of Human Services’ course taught by W. Wolfensberger & S. Thomas (DVD set) http://wolf-
wolfensberger.com/

 http://disabilities.temple.edu/
media/ds/

Resources to Learn about Social Role Valorization

From the Editor



FROM THE EDITOR
Most of the articles in this issue of The SRV Journal are directly or indirectly related to the implementa-
tion of Social Role Valorization (SRV) & the application of PASSING. Wolfensberger did not envision 
SRV solely within a theoretical or academic context, but rather with a focus of protecting societally de-
valued people from wounding & of increasing the likelihood of vulnerable people having access to the 
‘good things of life.’ In this issue, you will read implementation-related articles on the following topics:

& SRV-10 leadership workshops

We can see the focus on implementation played out in so many of the training & leadership struc-
tures which have developed around SRV, from the local to the national & international levels. Clearly, 
even more can be done, but there is much to build on. I share a few examples below that I am familiar 
with, & I am confident that there are many more which could be added from all over the world where 
SRV is taught. I encourage our readers to share such examples with the Journal.

Leadership-level SRV workshops with the ‘10 themes’ include solid & practical teaching material on 
implementation, & this unsurprisingly is often the topic of Q&A periods during workshops. Introduc-
tory PASSING workshops give participants multiple opportunites to practice applying SRV concepts 
within a team context. The most recent versions of the SRV monograph authored by Wolfensberger 
contain various practical heuristics for implementation, and implementation is also the particular fo-
cus of several chapters in the recently published Advanced Issues in SRV Theory book.

The mission of the North American SRV Training, Safeguarding & Development Council connects 
directly to the relationship of teaching, training & implementation, & ways that the theory can be 
implemented. This is in part because the Council wants SRV knowledge to be used so as to combat 
devaluation & its resultant wounding, & to help devalued parties to become more positively valued 
in society. The model of training people to teach SRV which is used by the North American Council 
emphasizes: implementation, efforts to help teach & actualize the content of SRV theory, personal 
engagements with wounded people, & experience in or with human service. The majority of the 
members of the North American Council are themselves implementers of SRV. The publisher of this 
Journal–the SRVIP–has a mission of fostering implementation of SRV theory.

We have seen development of workshops focused on particular implementation points (e.g., on top-
ics such as protecting vulnerable people in the hospital, putting the ‘stepwise regimen’ described in 
SRV material into practice, fostering personal social integration & valued social/societal participation, 
etc.). We have seen the building up of local groups, in various geographic areas, which are committed 
to SRV training & implementation. Often, members of these local groups are staff &/or family of hu-
man service agencies. Recently, in the US, two different agencies invited SRV-based evaluation (one via 
PASSING; the second through a roles-based assessment) of their programs, carried out by team mem-
bers well trained in SRV & PASSING. Again, these are only some examples that I am familiar with. I 
encourage our readers to send us other examples of SRV implementation & application of PASSING.

January 2014 5
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Announcing the availability of
APPEAR:

&

BY MEANS OF THE APPEAR TOOL
a publication by Wolf Wolfensberger†

Personal appearance (including so-called ‘self-presentation’) is certainly one of the 
most immediate, and often also one of the most powerful, influences on how a person will 
be perceived and interpreted by others, and in turn, on how others will respond to and treat 
the person. Personal appearance is also one of the domains of social imagery, which is a big 
component of Social Role Valorization (SRV): the more observers positively value a person’s 
appearance, the more likely they are to afford that person opportunities to fill valued roles, and 
thereby access to the good things in life. Unfortunately, the appearance of many members of 
societally marginal or devalued classes is far from enhancing, or is even outright repellent to 
many people, and increases the risk that bad things get done to them, or that good things are 
withheld from them.

This 2009 book explains all this. APPEAR is an acronym for A Personal Physical Appear-
ance Evaluation And Record. It documents the powerful influence of personal appearance on 
attitudes, social valuation and social interactions. The book explains the many components of 
personal appearance and the ways in which these features can be changed for better or worse. It 
also includes a very detailed checklist, called the APPEAR tool, which identifies over 200 sepa-
rate elements of personal physical appearance, so that one can review a person’s appearance 
features from head to toe, noting which are positive, which are neutral, which are negative–all 
this with a view to perhaps trying to improve selected aspects of a person’s appearance about 
which something can actually be done. The book also explains how such an appearance review, 
or appearance ‘audit,’ would be done.

The book contains a sample APPEAR checklist at the back, and comes with three sepa-
rate checklist booklets ready for use in conducting an individual appearance audit. Additional 
checklists may be ordered separately (see order form on next page).

Reading the book, and especially using the APPEAR tool, can be useful as a conscious-
ness-raiser about the importance of appearance, and in pointing out areas for possible 
appearance improvement. An appearance audit using APPEAR can be conducted by a per-
son’s service workers, advocates, family members and even by some people for themselves. 
It could be very useful in individual service and futures-planning sessions, and in getting a 
person ready for a new activity, role or engagement (for instance, before entering school or 
going on a job interview).

Studying and applying the APPEAR tool can also be a very useful follow-up to Introductory 
SRV training, as it deepens one’s understanding of image and appearance issues.
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ORDER FORM ~ APPEAR

     Indicate Quantity          Price (see below for prices) 

&

TOTAL $
 
ORDERS FROM US & ELSEWHERE ~ OTHER THAN CANADA

Mail completed form, with full payment (CHECK OR MONEY ORDER) in US funds, to:

ORDERS FROM CANADA     

     
Mail completed form, with full payment in Canadian funds, to:

phone: 613/673-3583
e-mail: sduchesne@instvalor.ca

DISCOUNTS ON BULK PURCHASES
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Editor’s Note: Our practice has been to publish any 
previously unpublished material authored by Dr. 
Wolf Wolfensberger of which we were in possession, 
even if the text is not directly connected to Social Role 
Valorization. This article falls into that category, al-
though readers will find it easy to make connections 
from this article to SRV.

Readers will also be interested to know that a world 
Citizen Advocacy gathering has been scheduled for 
September 2014 in Omaha, Nebraska (US).

The first world congress on Citizen Ad-
vocacy took place in Lincoln, Nebraska, in 
October 1990. Upon returning from the 

second world congress in Omaha, Nebraska, Oc-
tober 2000, I made some notes about the thoughts 
that had occurred to me at, or after, that congress, 
some of which might be of interest to others.

A number of the presentations dealt with the 
risks to life of impaired people, and how Citizen 
Advocacy becomes life-saving in so many instances. 
In fact, the challenge of saving the very lives of pro-
tégés came up so often during the conference that 
one could almost have called it a sub-theme thereof. 
Many advocates have been successful in saving their 
protégés’ lives, and some advocates keep saving the 
same protégé from death over and over. I was some-
what amusedly impressed by John Murphy’s com-
ment that a Citizen Advocacy coordinator had not 
yet become a “real” coordinator until he or she had 
recruited an advocate to save a protégé’s life.

Some Belated Thoughts on Life-Saving from 
the October 2000 World Citizen Advocacy 
Congress in Omaha, Nebraska (US)
Wolf Wolfensberger†

Among other things, we learned from the many 
stories told by advocates and advocacy office coor-
dinators that the institution of “do not resuscitate” 
(DNR) orders is now almost routine for vulner-
able people everywhere in the health system, in 
part as a result of subtle and insidious pushing by 
medical personnel to get people to agree to this.  
Many Citizen Advocacy vignettes also inform one 
that one of the motives that is persistently behind 
an advocate’s resistance to DNR orders for a pro-
tégé is a valuing of the protégé at issue.

Particularly instructive were vignettes where one 
might have thought that further medical efforts 
on behalf of a debilitated protégé would indeed 
not be helpful, or even outright torturous, as the 
medical culture commonly claims, and/or that a 
DNR order would be justified–but then it turned 
out that through the aggressive defense of life by 
advocates, such judgments were shown to have 
been invalid, or at least premature; and that with 
a vigorous stance of defense of life, not only were 
lives saved, but even some recoveries were made. 
What this underlines is the validity of the prin-
ciples we have been teaching that should govern 
life supports, namely, that when one functions as 
an advocate for another party, and particularly a 
very vulnerable party, one needs to be much more 
conservative (i.e., forward) on the side of life than 
one would be for oneself.

It was also pointed out at the congress that even 
when people can be validly characterized as “dy-
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ing,” they can nonetheless be wrongly “hastened 
to death,” as A.J. Hildebrand put it. •

WOLF WOLFENSBERGER, PHD, developed both Social Role Valo-
rizaton & Citizen Advocacy, & authored over 40 books & 250 
chapters & articles. He was Emeritus Professor at Syracuse Uni-
versity & directed the Training Institute for Human Service 
Planning, Leadership & Change Agentry, Syracuse, NY (US). 

THE CITATION FOR THIS ARTICLE IS

Wolfensberger, W. (2014). Some belated thoughts on life-
saving from the October 2000 World Citizen Advocacy 
Congress in Omaha, Nebraska (US). The SRV Journal, 8(2), 
8–9.
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Save the Date~Save the Date~Save the Date~Save the Date

The 6th Annual International 
Social Role Valorization Conference

June 10-12, 2015
Biltmore Hotel, Providence, Rhode Island (US)

http://srvconference.com/
This exciting conference runs from Wednesday to Friday, with pre-conference workshops on 
the Monday & Tuesday prior. If you are considering other visits before or after the confer-
ence, we encourage you to think about these two possibilities:

& ready to help arrange local study tours rel-
evant to human services, art, architecture &/or history.

The registration fee for the conference, including meals, is $500 USD. The conference rate 
for rooms at the Providence Biltmore is $170 USD per night. Each room has two king-sized 
beds & kitchenette; the cost is per room, not per person. Consider sharing a room with col-
leagues to split the cost. Register for hotel rooms directly with the Biltmore Providence, & be 
sure to tell them you are with the 2015 SRV Conference: http://providencebiltmore.com/ or 
call 401-421-0700.

While the conference is over a year away, we understand that some of you might have finan-
cial allocation & timing reasons to register early. Registration options:

Suite 200, 940 East Park Drive, Harrisburg PA 17111 (US). 

   eneuvill@keystonehumanservices.org.  

-
sible scholarships: jyates@peopleinc-fr.org or 508-468-8923.   

Save the Date~Save the Date~Save the Date~Save the Date



Background

In January of 2013, the PASSING instru-
ment was used in a small human service in 
Pennsylvania as a means for service evaluation 

and assessment. This was the first time in close 
to two decades that PASSING was used within 
this organization in this fashion, although it has 
been consistently taught as a part of a workshop 
for many years. Both the evaluation team and 
the service workers learned a great deal through 
this, and we hope to communicate some of this 
learning to others who may serve on an evaluation 
team, request one, or host one. 

PASSING as an Evaluation Instrument

For the past 30 years, PASSING, and its 
predecessor instrument, PASS, has served 
dual purposes. It is a 42-item assessment 

tool that, when used by experienced evaluators, 
provides an in-depth assessment of the quality of 
a human service based on the framework of Social 
Role Valorization. Assessed services receive a nu-
merical score based on the assessment scale, and 
the accompanying sub-scores and recommenda-
tions can yield a multitude of ways to improve 
service quality.

It can also be used as a foundational tool for 
a workshop, in which participants who have at-
tended an in-depth theory workshop in Social 
Role Valorization can deepen their learning. In 
this situation, the tool is used by a small team of 

SRV-trained participants, under the leadership of 
an experienced team leader and a senior workshop 
supervisor. Team members evaluate several hu-
man services (usually two), by conducting exten-
sive interviews, observing the service in operation, 
and spending time with the people who are served 
by the program(s). 

Many PASSING course graduates find par-
ticipation in a PASSING workshop a clarifying 
and illuminating experience, as they observe the 
principles they learned in the theory course “come 
alive” and be evidenced in a human service. In fact, 
many participants who go on to take on leader-
ship roles as educators and implementers of SRV 
report that attendance at a PASSING workshop 
was one of the most impactful professional and 
personal learning experiences they have ever had.  
Although first-time attendees at an SRV theory 
course often report the experience to be extremely 
valuable and helpful, experienced SRV teachers 
have noted that the specifics of SRV–such as the 
use of the conservatism corollary or the use of role 
expectancies, for example–seem to fade quickly 
and become “fuzzy” to SRV course graduates.  
PASSING graduates, however, become much 
clearer about SRV theory itself, and the specifics 
of it seem to “take hold” in their minds.

It is this latter purpose that has become the pri-
mary use of PASSING in recent years. The or-
ganizations which teach PASSING tend to do so 
for the purposes of staff training, and rarely are 

PASSING~A Workshop that Works: Using 
the PASSING Instrument Collaboratively to 
Assess the Quality of a Human Service
Elizabeth Neuville with Paul Snyder & Emily Robinson
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the recommendations and results of the evalua-
tion provided to the assessed service. Of course, 
this makes sense, since the purpose of the PASS-
ING workshop is staff training and development, 
not to improve the assessed service, which in this 
circumstance is referred to as a practicum site.
It must also be assumed that the team members 
are generally new to the tool and are just learning 
how to use it, and so are not conducting a true 
assessment, and are not in a position to offer feed-
back and recommendations. The vast majority of 
PASSING events conducted throughout North 
America, and perhaps in Australia as well, fall into 
this category. 

Pennsylvania, where this use of the PASSING 
instrument for service evaluation recently took 
place, has a history of using PASS (the predeces-
sor tool to PASSING) as an evaluation tool, and 
it was used systematically to gauge service qual-
ity from the 1970’s through the 1980’s. The end-
ing of this project signaled the end of the use of 
PASS/PASSING systematically in this state, and 
this seems to be mirrored in national and interna-
tional practice as well. PASSING as an evaluation 
tool is rarely used in its full form to assess service 
quality. In fact, within Keystone Human Servic-
es, the organization which operates the assessed 
service, it should be noted that the last “official” 
PASSING evaluation was conducted in 1995, al-
though since that time, over 100 employees have 
been trained in PASSING via on-going PASSING 
training workshops held within this organization.

There are many reasons why PASSING as an 
evaluation tool has become virtually unused. It is 
a lengthy instrument to implement, with its ac-
companying processes of analysis and team con-
sensus, requiring multiple days and the use of a 
team of raters to conduct. Often, the results of the 
evaluation signal that major changes are needed 
to improve the structure of the service and the 
practices within it, and these improvements may 
be difficult and perhaps impossible for the as-
sessed service to implement. After all, PASSING 
requires team members to look at what is happen-

ing within the service, not why it is happening.  
This “what, not why” formulation means that 
often there are non-programmatic issues which 
drive what is done within the service. These issues 
are often unrelated to the actual needs of the peo-
ple served, but are difficult for service providers 
to change or manage. For example, a service may 
have little control over who actually moves into a 
small community home, thus making problems in 
the grouping of the service recipients exceedingly 
hard to change. The reality that the grouping may 
be causing big problems in both the image and the 
competency of the people living there is one that 
many service workers may prefer not to tackle, or 
a reality that they may not be fully conscious of, as 
there is no easy solution to “fixing” the problem. 
Recipients of recommendations from PASSING 
evaluations have not always appreciated the feed-
back, nor felt it was “fair,” as it did not take into 
account the realities of working within a highly 
regulated, controlling, bureaucratic system of 
funding, governance, oversight and management, 
or the hard work that many people may put into 
trying to make changes, but not succeeding.

In the fall of 2012, the director of a number 
of small community homes within Keystone Hu-
man Services, Paul Snyder, attended a PASSING 
workshop as a participant. At the conclusion of 
the workshop, he requested that a PASSING as-
sessment be conducted by the Keystone Institute 
on a small community home that he supervises.  
Initially, my colleagues and I advised him to have 
a series of program visits conducted by our in-
ternal SRV leaders with informal feedback based 
on PASSING. We also suggested the possibility 
of using one of the abbreviated PASSING tools 
that have been developed, for example by Flynn 
et al (1999). He responded that he wanted a full 
PASSING evaluation, including the full inter-
view and observation process, holding the foun-
dation discussion, assigning each and every rat-
ing, and providing verbal recommendations re-
sulting from the evaluation available to the entire 
team of service staff. This would be the very first 
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evaluation at Keystone since 1995. It was inter-
esting that I found myself trying to talk him out 
of doing the very thing I had been recommending 
for years across Keystone Human Services. Paul’s 
determination convinced me, and my colleagues 
and I set about planning for the very best experi-
ence for all. We had important discussions about 
which of the homes that Paul supervised would 
be the most fertile ground for both accepting 
and using the evaluation results. A community 
home where three people with disabilities lived 
was selected, based on the significant amount of 
SRV training the support staff had been exposed 
to and their response to it, as well as the situation 
in the home itself, where the team felt unsure 
about what was needed in the lives of the three 
people they served, but also had a strong sense 
that things could be better. 

Preparation & Groundwork: Setting the 
Stage for a Fruitful Evaluation

We met with the direct service and 
management team of the home as a 
group ahead of time, in partnership 

with Paul as the senior leader of the work group. 
This was very important, as we were able to be 
clear: about the purpose of the evaluation, what to 
expect during it, and our availability to work with 
them over time to coach them on any changes 
that would be made as a result of the  process. We 
explained the PASSING process itself, what to ex-
pect during the program visits, and who the team 
members likely would be. They had many ques-
tions, many of which came from a valid concern 
that we would be interrupting the home lives of 
the three people living there, and that they would 
be uncomfortable. We had very good discussions 
and brainstorming with them about ways to min-
imize the team presence. After all, there would be 
five of us in a small ranch home where three peo-
ple live, and there were often three service work-
ers on duty at any given time. Rotating our pres-
ence so that some people were reviewing records 
in another area of the house, having single team 

members accompany people when they left the 
home for activities, and simply being aware not to 
crowd together, were all strategies we decided to 
use. At the request of the service staff, we agreed 
not to take notes in front of the people living in 
the home, and made it clear to the service work-
ers that we would be friendly and focused, with 
an eye to disrupting as little as possible and being 
respectful guests to the people living in the home.
In general, they expressed some weariness, and 
wariness,  of so many “outside” groups and people 
sending policies, procedures and new initiatives 
their way, without being fully aware of the people 
they serve and their specific needs, and how these 
policies and directives impacted the work they are 
doing. By the close of our meeting, they were will-
ing and accepting, but also not certain that they 
would be able to make changes because of the 
scarce funding, rigid rules and policies, and other 
non-programmatic constraints they felt they were 
burdened with.

We also made sure that privacy concerns and 
confidentiality agreements were settled ahead 
of time, and had each team member sign confi-
dentiality pledges, in addition to the service staff 
gaining releases and permissions from the people 
served, families, and higher level service leaders 
within the organization.

Team members were recruited carefully, with 
potential team members discussed with Paul 
ahead of time. We knew it was very important 
to have some team members familiar with formal 
services of the type we were evaluating, but felt 
as strongly that we wanted team members who 
worked outside the more formal systems. We were 
fortunate to recruit an experienced team member 
who works in protection and advocacy services 
in another state, and another team member from 
another country who works primarily with fam-
ilies, in a less formal and highly individualized 
fashion. One team member was a supervisor in a 
service very similar to the one we were to evalu-
ate, who had just recently attended PASSING 
himself, and “took to” the process. My role was as 
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team leader, and my colleague at the Keystone In-
stitute, Pam Seetoo, completed our team. Three 
of the five members had significant experience 
as team leaders, but none of us had served on a 
team with the sole purpose of assessment. We had 
initially planned for six team members, but were 
glad in the end that there were only five of us, 
given the physical size and layout of the home, as 
well as the impact on the people served and the 
service workers.

Content & Process of the 
PASSING Evaluation

The PASSING evaluation itself was 
scheduled over five consecutive days.  The 
first two days were spent in a lengthy in-

terview with the program management (about 
4.5 hours over two days), and the remainder spent 
with the people who lived in the home. The re-
mainder of the time on these two days was spent 
immersed in observation, conversation, records 
reviews, informal discussion, and accompaniment 
as the three people who live in the home experi-
enced life. Team members accompanied the peo-
ple as they participated in any activities outside 
the home, went to a day program or ran errands. 
Some team members arrived early in the morning 
to see how things happened within the home at 
that time of day, others stayed into the evening. 
As much as possible, team members were asked to 
reserve judgment, and simply collect as much in-
formation as possible that would pertain to each 
of the rating areas, and to get to know the people 
who live in the home as well as possible in such a 
short time, both directly and indirectly through 
the eyes of the service workers.

The third day and evening was spent assigning 
individual ratings and holding the foundation 
discussion, which is an in-depth examination and 
exploration of the life experiences and character-
istics of the people who use the service, the team 
perspectives on what the needs of the people are, 
what needs are most pressing, and what we might 
propose would ideally meet those needs. We also 

discussed what people are receiving through the 
service, what responsibility or “purview” the ser-
vice might have in meeting those particular needs, 
and what the people are receiving from the ser-
vice. As a preparatory exercise, we also had a brief 
but important discussion of the “culturally valued 
analogue” for the service, in other words, what ex-
ists in society which valued people have or do in 
the area this service operates. In the case of the 
service we saw, that analogue was “good home,” 
and we were able to deepen this discussion by 
fleshing out what the attributes of “good, valued 
home” might be in the lives of people of widely 
variant ages.

The end of the third day and evening, as well 
as much of the fourth day, was spent conciliating 
the ratings among team members. At the conclu-
sion of this process, we identified the over-riding 
themes, and prepared for our verbal feedback 
to Paul and the program managers on the next 
morning. We began the final day with this meet-
ing, where recommendations were made, and all 
PASSING team members were present for this.

Reflections & Learning from the Process

As we conducted this assessment, it be-
came clear that this was a much different 
experience than any of us had previously 

had with using PASSING as a part of a practicum 
workshop. It did provide an excellent learning and 
leadership development experience for each of us, 
but, first and foremost, assisting the program to 
identify major strengths and areas for improve-
ment, and giving them strong recommendations 
that they could use, were the prominent focus ar-
eas of conducting the assessment.

One area that was very different from a PASS-
ING training workshop was the tone and con-
duct of the assignment of team ratings. Anyone 
who has been on a practicum team recalls that the 
process of helping each team member understand 
the rating itself, differentiate it from other rat-
ings, collect the relevant evidence and data, and 
assist all team members to come to agreement on 
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each of 42 ratings can be a lengthy process, and 
one marked by the learning curve of the team. 
As experienced raters on this team, we spent far 
less time on the actual rating/conciliation por-
tion of the process than had been our experience 
in PASSING training workshops. In contrast, 
we spent a great deal more time discussing and 
agreeing upon recommendations that emerged 
from our conciliation process. As a team leader, 
this conciliation process was extremely different 
in terms of focus, as I did not have to concentrate 
firstly on the learning of individual team mem-
bers and the team as a whole. Instead, we were 
able to focus on what should be, as well as what 
could be. As we worked our way through the rat-
ings one by one, themes began to emerge that we 
wanted to address, as well as long and short-term 
recommendations based on these themes. 

The Feedback Process to the Program

Because so many strong themes and rec-
ommendations came out of this process, 
by the time we began to focus on what 

feedback to give to the service workers and how to 
deliver this, we realized our work was all but done. 
We organized the verbal report to them by cover-
ing the strengths of the service, and outlined in 
brief the findings from the foundation discussion. 
This set the context for describing the four ma-
jor themes we felt required focused attention, and 
within each of those themes gave concrete recom-
mendations, both short and long-term, which we 
felt were important to address and move towards. 
We were very careful to avoid recommendations 
that might make only a cosmetic difference, and 
when there was a danger of this, we made sure to 
connect that recommendation back to the larger 
themes, so service workers could see the mindset 
and rationale behind the recommendation.

On the final day of the assessment, we prepared 
our feedback carefully and thoughtfully, with an 
eye to the tone and the setting. We asked Paul to 
decide who he would like to have present at the 
feedback meeting, and he selected both the on-

site manager, Emily Robinson, as well as the assis-
tant manager. He asked if we could meet directly 
with the service workers who are in direct support 
positions as a follow-up. We found the discussion 
with Paul and the two management staff to be 
open, honest and sensitive to the sometimes hard 
issues to reckon with and face.  At the same time, 
the open, two-way discussion about the recom-
mendations helped all of us to see that the way 
to move forward was possible, plausible, and that 
some real difference could be made in the lives 
of the three people with existing resources. Some 
of the recommendations were more daunting and 
harder to put into place, but they were ones that 
all could see as true and real, and we agreed that 
knowing that those issues existed within the ser-
vice left possibilities for change more likely to be 
taken advantage of, even if not immediately.  

We followed up in less than a week with a writ-
ten summary of the recommendations. This was 
simply a record of the process and recommenda-
tions that we had orally given, and was not a full-
fledged PASSING report. We knew it was essen-
tial that the service workers have a clear and writ-
ten set of recommendations which can be shared 
as the service team saw fit. We did not share this 
report with anyone else, and left it up to Paul, as 
the person who requested the evaluation, to share 
it with more senior management. He did share it 
widely, which is also an indicator of the earnest-
ness of the people driving this process.

We did not share the scores or sub-scores, and 
found it helpful to talk about the findings and 
recommendations without what might have been 
a difficult distraction at best, and a source of ran-
cor at worst. It is interesting to us that we have 
never been asked for the scores. 

One of the team members met with the direct 
service staff just a short while later, and found 
this one of the most rewarding parts of the evalu-
ation. The staff had read the written recommen-
dations, had discussed them, and many of them 
felt compelled to take on specific issues around 
the program. One woman, talented at cooking 
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and hospitality, decided to “take on” the issue of 
creating mealtimes which would be looked for-
ward to as a time of gracious hospitality, fellow-
ship and even warmth, where the kitchen table 
becomes a center of household relations rather 
than a place where log books are filled out and 
service processes are centered. Others took on 
issues of assisting a woman to explore and find 
her own church community, and yet others as-
sisting a young man to take on the role of a vital 
young man at the cusp of his adult life–explor-
ing and developing his unique personal identity. 
The enthusiasm and willingness of the staff to see 
the issues and begin to project the possibilities in 
people’s lives was very promising, the collabora-
tive spirit was more than we could have hoped 
for, and their ability to “see” creative extensions 
of the major themes into actions on their part 
was excellent.

They also gave us helpful feedback about the 
assessment itself, confirming that team composi-
tion matters a great deal, open communication 
about what to expect is essential, and our avail-
ability to continue to work with them over time 
and provide assistance and coaching gave a sense 
that we are in this work together, and all work-
ing for the same thing. The suspicion and per-
haps even the expectation that the information 
gathered would be “used against them” in some 
fashion was one that needed to be managed and 
handled carefully, and we have to ensure that the 
future PASSING evaluations are conducted with 
a high degree of care and sensitivity to these is-
sues remains before us.  

Personal Narratives

Both Paul Snyder and Emily Robinson, 
program leadership, were asked to write 
an overview of their general experience 

with the PASSING assessment, and these narra-
tives follow.

Leadership Response to a 
PASSING Assessment

Paul Snyder, Service Director, Keystone Hu-
man Services

My interest in a PASSING evaluation oc-
curred after I attended an introductory PASSING 
course. I found the process truly enlightening and 
thought–provoking. I thought PASSING would 
be a wonderful tool to assess where my program 
was in terms of meeting the principles of Social 
Role Valorization. There are a lot of barriers to 
implementing SRV and in order for us to be suc-
cessful; it has to be a way of life. It has to permeate 
all that we say and do. 

I found that the process is more than the evalu-
ation tool. Great thought had to be given to the 
team, their receptiveness and understanding, the 
impact the evaluation would have on day-to-day 
events, the make-up of the team of evaluators, 
and of course the findings and recommendations. 
We took great care to keep the focus on the rec-
ommendations and away from the actual score. 
Only members of the PASSING team know the 
score. All parties found PASSING to be a great 
learning experience.

The findings and recommendations were hon-
est and fair. They gave us a lot to think about. It 
was surprising to learn that most could be easily 
implemented. We also realized that we have to be 
very conscious of the findings and recommenda-
tions in order to keep us moving forward. We face 
several challenges now. How do we keep it going? 
How do we get others involved? And when can I 
do the next one?

Program Response to a PASSING Assessment

Emily Robinson, Program  Director, Keystone 
Human Services
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When Paul approached me with another one of 
his “grand ideas” to have a PASSING evaluation 
done at Robin Road, I was a bit hesitant at first. 
I had never been through PASSING and was a 
bit nervous about the “grade” we would get. We 
try so hard to do the best we can for the people 
we support, but I also know how short we fall in 
pursuit of the vision and mission we strive to up-
hold. Once my nervousness and hesitations were 
addressed by the PASSING team, I was fully on 
board and excited for the opportunity to help en-
rich the lives of the people living at Robin Road. 

For me, the 4.5 hour interview process was by 
far the most eye-opening and challenging part of 
the process. The questions that were asked were 
very straight-forward and focused a lot on what 
we thought the most important needs were for the 
people we support. Whereas I knew that the most 
important things in life are having people that 
love and care about them in their lives, the follow 
up question of “what are you doing to support 
that?” was hard for me to swallow. With all the 
rules and regulations, combined with the press-
ing medical needs of those living in the house, 
it makes it very difficult to focus on what really 
matters. The way our system is set up, we are con-
stantly looking whether we are “compliant” in the 
eyes of the state, but there is not much focus on 
the principles of SRV and ensuring that we are 
doing all we can to promote fuller, richer lives. 
The interview process helped to show me in a raw 
and somewhat painful way, that there is so much 
more we can do to make this happen!

The recommendations given to us at the end of 
the PASSING evaluation have been such a won-
derful and useful tool for us at the community 
home program. There were so many things that 
could be improved immediately that have already 
had a positive impact on the lives of the people 
we support. These ranged from small things, like 
storing medical and personal care items that are 
medically-imaged out of sight, to larger things, 
such as considering options to replace the huge 
van sitting in the driveway signaling that some-

one with a disability lives here. We have been 
able to find many small ways to enhance people’s 
images that will go a long way in paving the path 
towards establishing the freely-given relation-
ships that are so needed by the people living in 
the home. 

When beginning the process, I was hesitant be-
cause I did not want to feel judged or looked at 
negatively because of all the shortcomings they 
were sure to find. What I found was just the op-
posite–the team members were clearly people who 
cared deeply, whose role was to help open our eyes 
to the vast array of ways that we are wonderful at 
our jobs, as well as helping us to reach new heights 
for the people we work for. By keeping us aware 
that everything we do really does have an impact 
on the people we support, it helps us to be more 
thoughtful and to continue to make efforts in the 
right direction. 

Future Considerations

We held a final meeting, not about 
the specific PASSING evaluation, but 
about the lessons learned and the expe-

rienced of the assessed agency and the PASSING 
team members. In attendance were the agency 
Executive Director, Regional Director, Residen-
tial Director, and Paul. All agreed that this was 
a very useful and helpful process, and has direct 
benefit to the people served as well as the staff. 
The difficulties and dangers of implementing a 
wider scale use of PASSING were discussed. Fac-
tors that we must take into consideration are the 
relatively few experienced PASSING team leaders 
available, the costs and necessity of bringing in 
those who are from “outside” the service agency, 
and the need to avoid, in general, the use of direct 
colleagues as evaluators of similar programs in the 
same agency. There is also a tendency to “ramp up” 
initiatives that prove promising, but we know that 
careful planning and individualized work before 
and after are part of what made this assessment 
so positive and successful. Future efforts should 
preserve this level of care and forethought. Noth-
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ing will end the positive momentum more than 
systematizing the use of the PASSING assessment 
tool without proper planning, leadership develop-
ment, capacity building, and follow-up. We look 
forward to assisting with the selection of prom-
ising ground for a future PASSING evaluation 
within 12 months, and of having the opportunity 
to serve and support programs interested in pro-
viding high quality services to people in a human 
service system which often makes it difficult to 
do so. •
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Introduction

In the 1980’s and 90’s, CMHERA (The 
Campaign for the Mentally Handicapped 
Education and Research Association) led 

the way in bringing the ideas and work of Wolf 
Wolfensberger to this country. They ran numer-
ous PASS and PASSING workshops around the 
country and introduced a generation of people to 
the ideas originally called normalization, and then 
developed and expanded into the theory of Social 
Role Valorization (SRV). The ideas were enthusi-
astically taken up by families and service workers 
to help vulnerable people, and particularly those 
with learning disabilities, get better lives. They 
were also taken up at higher levels in Local Au-
thorities and the National Health Service (NHS)
to help fuel the move away from institutions and 
large scale services.

The ideas of SRV and normalization also un-
derpin the policy document “Valuing People” 
and the follow-up publication “Valuing People 
Now” but, as the language has changed to con-
centrate on “choice, independence, inclusion and 
rights,” the teaching of the underpinning ideas 
has faded. In fact, until recently, the last PASS 
or PASSING workshop based on the theory of 
SRV was run in 2001. Around the country, there 
are a number of people who see this as an issue, 
because the detailed understanding that SRV of-
fers about how societal devaluation happens and 
what might be effective strategies to combat it 

can be lacking in the commissioning and deliv-
ery of services.

In addition, it is evident that devaluation con-
tinues. Discrimination against older people, 
people with mental health needs, or physical or 
learning disabilities is well documented (Winter-
bourne View Hospital being a recent example). 

As a result, one concerned group of people got 
together to form the Values Education and Re-
search Association (VERA) and to offer training 
courses covering these ideas. Since June 2009, 
VERA has organised five one-day courses on SRV, 
and five PASSING courses, which use the prac-
tice evaluation of a service to offer a more detailed 
understanding of the implications of SRV and for 
the way in which support and services are pro-
vided. These workshops have all been run in the 
North West of England, and four of each have 
been run with sponsorship from Halton Borough 
Council, although all have also been open to peo-
ple other than their employees.

What the Workshops Offer

SRV and PASSING workshops offer a 
comprehensive analysis of the way in which 
societies devalue different groups of people 

who are perceived as of less worth to society. This 
can be vulnerable people, such as those who need 
care and support from others due to impairment, 
people who are in poverty, criminals, asylum 
seekers or any other minority group. The analysis 

PASSING Returns
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looks at the way provision of support to people 
who are devalued in society, often unconsciously, 
add further layers of disability and stigma, ex-
tending far beyond the original reason that led 
to the group initially being devalued. Often such 
inflicting of further “wounds” is done totally un-
awares by people aiming to help the vulnerable 
group. In particular, SRV and PASSING en-
courage people to look at the images surround-
ing individuals and the extent to which they are 
encouraged to develop and display their compe-
tence, and how these factors impact on the likeli-
hood of devaluation occurring.

An example of this wounding is the way in the 
UK that we have a segregated education system 
for many people with disabilities. This is designed 
to be an efficient way of using educational re-
sources with additional support offered to chil-
dren with “special needs,” but leads to a number 
of dis-benefits such as:

understanding and awareness of how to inter-
act with disabled people because they rarely 
meet them.

interact effectively with non-disabled people.
-

tionships, and encourages bullying and hate crime.

low so that they do not achieve anywhere near 
their potential.

models from whom to learn.

with their local communities because they lost 
natural contacts as children.

SRV does not say that segregation is wrong per 
se but it does highlight its disadvantages. It also 
encourages people to be much more conscious or 
aware of the advantages and disadvantages of any 
course of action, so that actions can come about 
as a result of the knowledge of likely outcomes. 

Impact

The outcome of these workshops on 
the way services are commissioned and 
organised in Halton is written up in more 

detail below, but a few quotations from the feed-
back of participants from all over the country (and 
given to VERA) offers a flavour of the impact the 
workshops have on participants.

how people can be put at risk of being devalued by 
the physical and social environment around them”

lives irrespective of the why”

work undertaken by my teams that I will be shar-
ing and hopefully using to improve the services 
we commission”

In order to study the impact of running the work-
shops done for Halton Borough Council, a survey 
of participants was undertaken in conjunction 
with VERA. In the survey people were asked for 
information in four areas. These areas were:

1. Examples of issues identified in service after 
attending PASSING and SRV

2. Examples of changes made as a result to ser-
vice for an individual and outcome

3. Examples of changes made as a result to service 
generally (e.g., policies, general working practices)

4. Examples of changes made as a result that 
will benefit the wider community, not just people 
receiving services

Thirty-five people responded to the survey, and 
only one person indicated that they could give 
no examples as the training had not impacted on 
their practice. In relation to the rest, the main 
findings are set out below.

1. Issues Identified as a Result of Attending 
SRV & PASSING

These can be grouped in three main areas. The 
most common response to this question was that 
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staff in Halton have become much more aware of 
the imagery of the service settings, and the impor-
tance of imagery in affecting the perceptions the 
public have of people who use the services. Out of 
35 responses, ten people made specific mention of 
this issue. This was predominantly in relation to 
the quality of housing used for supported living 
services and the venues used for day services.  

The second most common issue identified was 
in relation to what activities are provided by 
support services. Respondents expressed an in-
creased awareness of the importance of having 
meaningful activities that provide employment 
for those of working age, not just leisure, and 
that services should teach new skills that build 
on existing skills. Overall, the lesson learnt was 
that staff should have higher expectations of the 
people supported.  

Finally, about one third of the respondents had 
been struck by how they noticed more “some lack 
of sensitivity and awareness by colleagues,” when 
they returned to their workplace after PASSING.  
This was particularly noticeable in the interactions 
between members of staff and people using the 
services.  It is encouraging that when people have 
looked at their own service, they have been able 
to admit that “… although we did well in some 
areas, there was still room for improvement.”

2. Examples of Changes Made for an 
Individual & the Outcome

The responses mainly reported an increase in 
promoting independence for people who have pre-
viously been “cared for.” Other general comments 
concerning outcomes for individuals were “more 
people are travelling independently,” “people are 
taking more pride in things they are involved with,” 
and “people are feeling a sense of ownership of new 
ventures.” As one person summarised it, “Lots of lit-
tle things for lots of people.” All of these things have 
contributed to raising expectations for everyone.

Individual examples can be divided into those 
that are concerned with image, and those that in-

volve developing competence. The change made 
for one man in his own house was to move the 
wheelie bins away from the front of his house.  
This led people to also make sure the lawns are 
kept tidy, and the man is taking a lead role with 
neighbours to do more recycling of rubbish.  Oth-
er examples that had a positive outcome for in-
dividuals covered a range of activities including: 
asking one nursing home to change the radio sta-
tion as it was suitable for young staff but no one 
who lived there wanted to listen to it, putting cur-
tains up at bathroom windows, and taking down 
food hygiene ratings from the front windows of 
residential services.

Examples that involved developing competence 
were very different, covering people with a wide 
range of disabilities. One involved changing ex-
pectations of the person’s parent, which resulted 
in that person becoming more independent in 
different ways that included “being fully dressed 
the majority of the time, accessing different rooms 
in the house, and eating using plates and cutlery.” 
Overall this led to a total improvement to her dai-
ly life. A second example concerned a person who 
had attended a day centre for over twenty years 
who has found a voluntary job as a companion 
in a nursing home one day per week.  It is hoped 
that the number of days will increase and that it 
will become paid work.

One final example concerned a woman who used 
to spend her days “trawling through catalogues.” 
She was described as “difficult to engage and moti-
vate.” Although she had no experience of work, the 
staff recognised her potential. They arranged ‘taster’ 
sessions in three business areas: trainee stylist in hair 
salon; customer care assistant in Shop Mobility; 
clerical assistant in a Council office. This woman 
took to the different roles “like a natural” and agreed 
to take part in the making of a promotional DVD 
for the Council. Overall, the outcome for individu-
als is best summarised by one of the respondents 
who wrote, “give previously disadvantaged people a 
valued social role and they will respond to the chal-
lenge with such positivity and enthusiasm.’
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3. Examples of Changes Made to the Service 
Generally, Including Policies & General 
Working Practices

Staff who attended the SRV and PASSING 
training were mainly managers, with some senior 
support workers, and support workers. Most re-
sponses focussed on day services and supported 
living services, with some managers referring to 
other services and staff training.

Halton Borough Council had already made 
significant changes to services, involving  the clo-
sure of all day centres and the move to all day 
services being focussed on ‘small business areas.’  
This involvement in small businesses has changed 
how people are perceived. Whereas previously 
they were service users, they are now in differ-
ent roles, like trainee stylist in the salon or Cus-
tomer Care in Shop Mobility.  As one respondent 
wrote, “the whole approach is based on an em-
ployee style development,” with job descriptions 
and appraisals. Another respondent reported that 
for her the change was epitomised by a conversa-
tion she overheard when visiting Shop Mobility: 
a paid member of staff referred a customer to her 
colleague, who was someone being supported in 
the role. Now, what PASSING adds to these ser-
vice developments is an increased awareness of the 
ways in which such ‘new’ services can potentially 
ossify, leading to the initial gains for service users 
slowly being eroded. This happens, not because 
staff deliberately act that way, but rather because 
the creation of community based-alternatives to 
traditional services can be seen as an end in it-
self, rather than as a necessary, but not sufficient 
condition, of improved outcomes. This is why, for 
example, PASSING requires participants to focus 
on the intensity of time use for service users.   

One of the senior managers in day services re-
ported that they are “now supported in raising 
expectations and improving outcomes by more 
formal recordings to evidence opportunity, plans 
and progression.” A senior support worker de-
scribed this more graphically as “more recording/

paperwork, which is not always popular, but most 
acknowledge it as evidence of service success.”  
She added that staff are “generally more amenable 
to changes . . . when previously some needed to be 
dragged kicking and screaming.”

In supported living services, a Principal Man-
ager wrote that they are in the process of “dispens-
ing with ‘void-filling culture’ that puts financial 
consideration above need to minimise physical 
or social distances.” Other managers gave specific 
examples of changes to working practices, includ-
ing abolishing 24-hour shifts, advocating healthy 
eating, weight reduction, and accessing medical 
treatment.  There has been an increased awareness 
of the link between behaviours that challenge ser-
vices and the state of someone’s health, as well as 
an awareness of the subsequent cost savings that 
will be made over future years. 

There were two examples from Commissioning 
Managers who work with independent providers 
of services. The first one described the re-tender-
ing of an established respite service to move to 
a short breaks model, in order to “underline the 
valued customer/guest role.”

The second example from Commissioners was 
in relation to the shortage of accessible accom-
modation, made more noticeable by the increase 
of young adults with profound and multiple 
learning disabilities, as well as an aging popula-
tion encountering more health problems. Halton 
Borough Council identified capital funding to 
assist housing providers to meet the additional 
costs of single storey accommodation. The im-
portant point here is that the Council has now 
rejected large scale ‘units’ in favour of more dis-
persed accommodation. 

As well as examples from direct and indirect ser-
vice provision, the impact on staff training was 
also recognised. Staff are given more support to 
facilitate engaging in “… positive interactions, 
thereby reducing devaluing practices.”

The overall impact on services provided is 
summed up in the following response: “Effects 
for staff and managers include higher job satis-
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faction, stable staff teams with low turnover, per-
sonal growth and development leading to better 
practices and higher skill levels.”

4. Examples of Changes that will Benefit the 
Wider Community, Not Just People Receiving 
Support Services

This was the most difficult area for respon-
dents to identify, possibly because they are more 
focussed on improving the services they provide, 
rather than on how they benefit others. Most of 
the responses focussed on the benefits of disabled 
people being accepted more and changing nega-
tive attitudes.

However, some staff did recognise that the new 
day service model provides services specifically 
for the benefit of the wider community. These in-
clude Shop Mobility, community cafés, hair and 
beauty salon, market gardeners, micro brewery, 
and craft products.  

Two specific examples are especially encour-
aging. Some members of staff and people they 
supported in a music group have formed a band.  
They now use a public area called The Studio for 
rehearsals, rather than the day service base, and 
as a result of being seen here, they have received 

two bookings, and a café has opened to cater 
for more people coming in to see the band. Sec-
ondly, the services have opened a café in a com-
munity centre, and set up a meal deal for local 
people, offering three courses for £3, using local 
produce. Not surprisingly, it is proving to be a 
successful venture. 

Summary

SRV and PASSING workshops help 
people develop a deeper understanding of 
the different ways in which services can, 

often unconsciously, contribute to the way in 
which society devalues people who make use of 
those services. By developing that deeper un-
derstanding, staff can challenge existing prac-
tice and formulate options for improving both 
practice and outcomes. •
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Introduction

Throughout this paper I will relate my 
experiences as a grade four teacher to the 
Social Role Valorization (SRV) theme 

of Interpersonal Identification, and explain 
why I believe it is a necessary element of teach-
ing practice. As well, I will make the argument 
that fostering Interpersonal Identification plays 
an integral role in helping teachers to establish 
themselves as a role model for their students.

For the duration of this paper, I will use the 
definition of Interpersonal Identification as de-
scribed by Wolfensberger (1998) in his introduc-
tory Social Role Valorization text:

Interpersonal Identification means that one 
person sees another like him or herself, as 
having things in common; perhaps the per-
son even sees him or herself in the other. The 
more people identify with each other, the 
more they are likely to want good things to 
happen to each other, and the more they are 
likely to do or provide good things to each 
other. The less people identify with each 
other, the less likely they are to want and do 
good things for and to each other, and they 
are certainly less likely to go out of their way 
to be and do good to others. (118-119)

Aside from being a useful tool in strengthen-
ing relationships in the classroom, Interpersonal 

Identification can also facilitate greater social in-
tegration for those involved (in this case, elemen-
tary school students), especially through the ap-
proach of having devalued people look to those 
with more adaptive identities as role models. 

Why is Interpersonal Identification 
Important for Teachers?

Interpersonal Identification is an impor-
tant concept for elementary teachers work-
ing in today’s schools. Contrary to practices 

of the past, teachers today do not always work 
in the same neighborhood in which they live, or 
even in the same locale. Instead, teachers may 
find themselves working in schools where they are 
largely ignorant of the cultural backgrounds, fam-
ily dynamics, and community histories of the stu-
dents who attend. Under such conditions, teach-
ers may find themselves in the role of what Lundy 
and Swartz (2011) refer to as tourist: “We need to 
stop and gain information so that we are not seen 
as tourists in the school community but as people 
who are part of the wider community and who 
have an interest and a stake in what is happening 
there and in our classrooms” (9). Given the nature 
of how public school systems are organized today 
in North America, how does one avoid playing 
the tourist role in communities where they are 
outsiders? I believe that part of the solution lies 
in the concept of Interpersonal Identification. 
For teachers to be effective in the classroom, they 

More than Just a Tourist: Interpersonal 
Identification & the Elementary 
School Teacher
Stephen Tiffany
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must forge a connection with their students, iden-
tifying the commonalities they share. Strategies 
offered in the Interpersonal Identification theme 
of SRV can help teachers to achieve this. 

Thomas and Wolfensberger (1999) outline 
some of the ways in which Interpersonal Identi-
fication can be facilitated: “... helping people to 
be more ‘approachable,’ trying to ensure that the 
contact between people is positively experienced 
by each party, and helping each party to see the 
world through the other’s eyes, to experience the 
world the way the other party does, and to em-
pathize and sympathize with each other” (153). 
Before I outline the ways in which I used some of 
the methods listed above in an attempt to facili-
tate Interpersonal Identification amongst myself 
and my students, I will provide a description of 
who the students were in terms of the challenges 
and vulnerabilities they faced in their lives.

A Brief Description of the People Involved 

The school that I refer to in this paper was 
located in a mid-sized city in southeastern 
Ontario. The school was situated in the 

north-end of the city, a geographic distinction in 
this city similar to “the wrong side of the tracks.” 
Several low-income housing units were located 
across the street from the school (referred to as 
“the units”) and a large minority of the student 
body lived there. The majority of the students 
came from an impoverished background, with 
many families relying on social assistance to make 
ends meet. The residents of this community, and 
thus the students at the school, were subject to 
several of the wounds outlined by Wolfensberger 
(1998, 13-14) in SRV, including the wound of 
being “... considered second-class citizens ...” as 
well as being systematically rejected by most oth-
ers in their community. As a result of the above 
wounds, the students in my class were at risk of 
being cast into several different devalued roles 
(Wolfensberger, 1998, 14-16) including menace, 
object of dread, object of ridicule, object of pity, 
and burden of charity. Teaching in an environ-

ment where all or some of these devalued roles are 
present arguably changes the nature of the teacher 
role, or at least makes it difficult to perform the 
teacher role in its traditional manner. 

The above description of the students at the 
school where I was teaching highlights what 
was to become a major challenge for me in my 
attempt to foster Interpersonal Identification; 
namely, how can one convince members of a de-
valued class to identify with people from valued 
society. Wolfensberger (n.d.) recognized this issue 
and listed it as one of the two practical challenges 
of Interpersonal Identification relevant to SRV: 
“...  how to get certain devalued people to identify 
with persons who live adaptively and to look to 
them as models” (14). As an outsider in the com-
munity, it proved to be an initially difficult task 
to prove to my students that I was someone who 
deserved their respect.   

It was into this milieu that I entered a grade 
four teaching assignment as a brand-new teacher, 
taking over from the previous teacher after the 
Christmas break. The students were immediately 
skeptical of me and justifiably so; they had gotten 
along well with their previous teacher and their 
life experiences thus far had taught them to be 
wary of adults, who might make grand promises 
and then leave without a moment’s notice. Need-
less to say, it was an intimidating environment in 
which I found myself. I had large shoes to fill and 
these students were suspicious of adults in gen-
eral. I was an outsider in their community, a com-
munity which is traditionally hostile to outsiders. 
Therefore, how did I convince the students that I 
was worth listening to?

Strategies for Fostering 
Interpersonal Identification

In the following section, I will refer to the 
six strategies outlined by Wolfensberger (n.d.) 
in the SRV 10 workshop (i.e., the leadership 

level workshop which teaches SRV through 10 
themes), in order to illustrate some of the strate-
gies I used in an attempt to foster Interpersonal 
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Identification between myself and the students I 
was assigned to teach. 

The first strategy listed by Wolfensberger (n.d.) 
is “Improving the approachability of each party 
by the other, e.g., via less segregation & congrega-
tion” (16). As a neighborhood outsider, I was con-
scious of the fact that it was I who was most likely 
to be the devaluer, while my students would be on 
the receiving end of my devaluation. While there 
was little I could do to lessen the congregation 
of impoverished students, I could work towards 
ensuring that the initial contact I had with my 
students was of a positive nature, which would be 
beneficial to both myself and my students. 

The second strategy listed by Wolfensberger 
(n.d.) is: “Improving the likelihood that when 
contact occurs, it is experienced as positive” (19). 
During the first few weeks of teaching, I arranged 
several ice breaker games that were of a more ca-
sual nature, allowing both the students and I to 
converse about the things that we held in com-
mon, such as family, hobbies, sporting activities, 
etc. As well, although I had to establish myself 
as the source of authority in the classroom, I at-
tempted to establish the new routines, rules, etc., 
in as gentle a manner as possible, limiting conflict 
while avoiding the temptation to “rule with an 
iron fist.” 

The third strategy suggested by Wolfensberger 
(n.d.) for fostering Interpersonal Identification is 
the approach of “Finding and emphasizing com-
monalities shared by the parties, e.g., by having 
devalued people participate in typical lifestyles 
and activities, such as community residences, 
public education, full-day productive work” (23). 
In an attempt to foster Interpersonal Identifica-
tion, I made a conscious effort from the begin-
ning of my teaching assignment to speak about 
my family life, including my wife and son. Family 
roles were one of the few things that the students 
and I shared in common at the beginning of my 
assignment, so I made an effort to speak about 
these at length. I mentioned my wife and son in 
conversation, told stories about them and shared 

pictures of them with the class. After a few weeks, 
we planned an afternoon in which they could 
come meet the students. This strategy highlighted 
the power of social roles in fostering Interper-
sonal Identification. Regardless of the class differ-
ences between us, we all shared the experiences of 
family life and the roles that come with it: (big) 
brother, (little) sister, son, daughter, cousin, etc. 
By emphasizing these roles in my life, I was help-
ing the students to identify with me and in turn 
to comprehend the similarities we shared. 

Another effort to foster Interpersonal Identifica-
tion came through further communication of my 
social roles, for example, that of athlete. Many of 
the students, especially male students, looked up 
to and idolized athletes. They placed a high value 
on athletic skills in general and would brag to 
other students about their athletic achievements. 
As someone who has generally been a fair-weather 
sports fan, this required some effort on my part to 
better fit the “athlete” role, both in terms of im-
age and competencies. One obvious way that I em-
phasized my role of athlete was by ensuring that 
my students saw me in this role on a regular basis; 
playing catch at recess, volunteering for intramural 
sports and playing soccer after school. As well, I 
donned the trappings of the role: running shoes, 
sports jacket, whistle, etc. In order that my students 
took me seriously as an athlete, I made sure that I 
looked like one in front of them, at least on occa-
sion. It was my hope that by emphasizing the ath-
lete role, the students were more likely to identify 
with me and see us as having common interests. 

Of course, when assuming certain roles for 
the purposes of Interpersonal Identification, one 
wants to ensure they do so in a believable and 
honest manner. While I communicated to the 
students through various channels that I was in-
terested in sports and an active person in general, 
I did not pretend to be a star athlete, as such a role 
would be entirely unconvincing in my case. 

The fourth suggestion by Wolfensberger (n.d.) 
as a strategy for fostering Interpersonal Identi-
fication is “Engaging each party in experiences 
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that help them see the world through the other’s 
eyes” (29). Relevant here is how I fostered em-
pathy between myself and my students, particu-
larly as I took the life experiences of my students 
into account.  

While the previous sections of this paper con-
sidered the ways in which I attempted to help my 
students identify with me, the next section de-
tails methods used as a means for me to identify 
with my students. As I became aware of some of 
the negative roles that people in that community 
were at risk of being placed in, I felt it was im-
portant for me to see my students in the student 
role. While this was not necessarily difficult in the 
context of the classroom, it was important that 
my students took the student role seriously and 
identified strongly with many or most of its char-
acteristics. One way in which I tried to achieve 
this was by taking on certain aspects of the stu-
dent role myself, as I felt that it was important 
for my students to see the student role legitimized 
through my actions. I did this by speaking fre-
quently about things that I had learned, by mod-
elling different learning techniques for my stu-
dents, and by showing enthusiasm for research 
and investigation. 

As well, I needed to ensure that my students 
had all the trappings of the student role in their 
possession, including desks, chairs, pencils, exer-
cise books, text books, and easy access to com-
puters and computer technology. There were also 
certain aspects of dress that were not permitted 
in the classroom, such as hats or offensive shirts, 
which would potentially take away from the stu-
dent role. 

Reinforcing the student role for these children 
was especially important as many people in the 
wider community held stereotypes about the abil-
ity of these children to learn well in a classroom 
setting. This view was even held by co-workers 
of mine, including fellow teachers at the school. 
In turn, many of the children in the school had 
appeared to internalize the stereotypes that oth-
ers held of them and therefore did not take the 

student role very seriously. Ultimately, ensuring 
that my students were imaged as students had two 
advantages. Firstly, it reinforced to themselves and 
outside observers that they were indeed students 
engaged in learning, and secondly, it allowed me 
to identify with them through our shared role rec-
iprocity, in terms of the student/teacher role inter-
actions. According to Thomas and Wolfensberger 
(1999), “... people relate to each other largely on 
the basis of the social roles they may fill” (140).  
In a sense, as I perceived that my students were in 
the student role, I was able to respond accordingly 
as a teacher. 

Wolfensberger (n.d.) also suggested, as a means 
for fostering Interpersonal Identification, that par-
ties “... share the same intensive experiences with 
each other” (44). In a classroom, the teacher and 
his/her students spend several hours a day with the 
same people, day in, day out: a long-term inten-
sive experience. Many of the collective activities 
were experienced in a manner that brought the 
class closer together and strengthened the identi-
fication between myself and the students. Some of 
these shared activities included ice-breaker games, 
e.g., Rose & Thorn; a shared reading text, e.g., 
we read several Roald Dahl books together as a 
class, including “The Witches” and “Charlie and 
the Chocolate Factory;” a shared song, e.g., for 
the annual “Music Monday” event, we learned 
the words and the melody of the chosen song as 
a class and performed the song together on the 
day of the event; class parties, e.g., events such as 
Valentine’s Day or Easter; and finally, learning to-
gether as a class, which occurred on a daily basis. 
While not as obvious perhaps as the other shared 
activities, shared learning experiences brought me 
and the students together through our shared cu-
riosity for topics such as animal welfare, geology 
and medieval times. 

Finally, Wolfensberger (n.d.) suggests that “... 
there are things that can be done to convey to 
people a sense that they are mutually responsible 
for each other” (46). Hopefully, in any elementa-
ry classroom, this idea is ingrained in both teacher 
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and students, and plays out accordingly. This is 
not always the case, however, and the teacher may 
need to consciously arrange activities in the class-
room in a manner that cultivates this sense of re-
sponsibility amongst his/her students. One meth-
od in which I attempted to promote a feeling of 
mutual responsibility amongst my students was 
through our caretaking of the school garden. As 
spring approached, I volunteered our class to take 
responsibility for upkeep of the garden, which 
proved to be a considerable amount of work. A 
core group of students rose to the occasion and 
took the task quite seriously, working together to 
ensure that the garden was well groomed, repre-
senting their school spirit to the wider commu-
nity. In turn, the garden also helped the students 
to build a sense of mutual responsibility with the 
wider community. The garden in years past had 
been vandalized during after-school hours and the 
students felt that it was up to them, and the adults 
in their community, to ensure that such actions 
were not repeated. 

Shortcomings

While much of this paper reads like 
a laundry list of things that I did, 
there would be an even longer list of 

my shortcomings if I attempted to write it. I will 
outline several of them, however, in the follow-
ing section.

Firstly, I did not contradict co-workers of mine 
when they occasionally spoke negatively about 
students in school, including some of the stu-
dents in my class. While this would have come 
with some cost to me personally and perhaps 
professionally, the benefit that my students may 
have gained from my speaking out would have 
outweighed the potential hurt to my reputation. 
While this does not relate directly to Interperson-
al Identification, it does point to an opportunity 
to raise awareness amongst my co-workers of the 
realities of social devaluation, an opportunity that 
I missed. Interpersonal Identification can be the 
jumping off point or the intermediate goal for 

those looking to achieve positive social roles for 
devalued people. Although I did several things 
inside my classroom in an attempt to foster In-
terpersonal Identification between myself and my 
students, these events happened essentially be-
hind closed doors, and did not offer many oppor-
tunities for others to observe some of the positive 
benefits accrued from it. 

As well, I did not make a sustained effort to 
get to know the families of students in my class, 
which would have potentially improved Interper-
sonal Identification in both directions. As I stated 
above, there is a deep skepticism of school in the 
wider community, and it was this skepticism that 
I encountered when I attempted to introduce my-
self to the families of the students in my class. In 
retrospect, I should have persisted in courting the 
families of my students, but I instead retreated 
to brief communication on official matters, only 
making contact occasionally, usually when I felt 
that a student was struggling. Establishing posi-
tive, working relationships with the parents of my 
students would have sent a strong message to my 
students that I recognized the importance of the 
family relationship, and that I was willing to work 
with them and their families to ensure success in 
the classroom. I believe that teacher engagement 
with families is an important step towards foster-
ing Interpersonal Identification with their stu-
dents, as it demonstrates to them an understand-
ing by the teacher of the importance of family 
relationship roles in their lives.

Unfortunately, like many teachers before me, I 
left my job at the end of the school year in June. 
Although I had built a great rapport with the stu-
dents in my class and others in the school com-
munity in general, there is a strong possibility 
that many of my efforts to promote greater so-
cial integration through Interpersonal Identifica-
tion would be nullified by my departure. There-
fore, while Interpersonal Identification strategies 
had great utility as a means for strengthening the 
student/teacher relationship in my classroom, it 
is impossible to know if it had any lasting suc-



January 2014 29

cess in terms of promoting valued social roles for 
students and thusly improving their chances for 
social integration. 

Conclusion

Through my work as a classroom teacher, 
amongst both valued students and those 
at risk of falling into or currently occu-

pying devalued roles, I have found Interperson-
al Identification strategies to be useful tools in 
strengthening both the teacher and student roles, 
leading to a strengthening of the relationship in 
general, between myself and my students. As a 
student and practitioner of SRV theory and strat-
egies, I found an explicit reading of available ma-
terials on Interpersonal Identification to be quite 
useful to my efforts in this regard. The examples 
provided in the literature, however, at least in the 
SRV Monograph and the SRV-10 workshop, are 
quite brief. It is my hope that through the exam-
ples listed in this paper, I have provided others 
with a sense of some of the benefits of enacting 
Interpersonal Identification strategies, as part of 
the effort of promoting valued social roles for de-
valued people. •
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Editor’s Note: This article takes up the question of 
implementing SRV, with an eye towards helping de-
valued people to have greater access to the good things 
of life, by exploring the guidelines for applying SRV 
measures (e.g., Wolfensberger, 1998, 82-95). I en-
courage our readers to reflect on this article in terms 
of their local area as well as their own experiences, & 
to submit examples of implementation to the Journal.

Introduction

This paper concerns itself with the ap-
plication of the theory of Social Role Val-
orisation (SRV), and will be of relevance 

to those people who have attended an introduc-
tory workshop and the PASSING practicum. It 
describes the elements of a ‘thinking framework’ 
to assist someone to take the many concepts that 
they were exposed to during these workshops 
and to use them with and for a devalued person 
towards achieving a better life.1 While there is a 
considerable amount of theoretical material avail-
able, there is little published material on applying 
SRV. This paper seeks to make a contribution to 
application in a small way by utilising key SRV 
themes and the ‘if this, then that’ way of under-
standing SRV (Wolfensberger, 1995).

Many participants report being better informed, 
inspired, and challenged after attending a Social 
Role Valorisation (SRV) theory workshop. Partic-
ipants also report participation at the PASSING 
practicum as a transformational experience. Shev-

ellar et al (2012), however, note four patterns. 
Despite the richness and helpfulness of SRV as 
a theory, the majority of participants in theory 
workshops neither go on to do the practicum, nor 
do they join local networks. It could be specu-
lated that few have the important learning con-
versations that are necessary after a workshop to 
embed the theory in practice. Secondly, those in 
organisational leadership roles rank few in work-
shops. A low consciousness of matters that would 
be facilitative of the implementation of SRV is 
therefore more likely. Examples include coherent 
organisational values and attention to non-pro-
grammatic matters, such as the use of buildings or 
recruitment practices. The authors also note that, 
despite good intent, there has been little progress 
in engaging implementers of SRV by national 
safeguarding groups, like the Australian and New 
Zealand SRV Group. Finally, the authors note 
that the broader societal context sees a return to 
policies and practices that deeply devalue people 
who have negatively valued characteristics.    

Let us turn to the article title. The word ‘foster-
ing’ indicates that this paper will explore habits of 
thinking that will assist in the application of SRV.

The ‘everyday’ in the title refers to two contexts. 
First of all, ‘everyday’ refers to a vision of people 
with a devalued status experiencing the everyday 
lifestyles that people with a valued status take for 
granted. It refers to what is commonly referred 
to as a typical life, a life of richness and meaning 

Journeying into the Everyday: Fostering the 
Application of Social Role Valorisation
Jane Sherwin
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or ‘a good life.’1 Secondly, ‘everyday’ refers to a 
practical application of the theory each and every 
day. This requires an integration of personal val-
ues with each of the concepts within SRV theory. 
It requires translating these values and ideas into 
a thinking framework that guides conscious com-
petence in application.  

Thus ‘journeying into the everyday’ is both a 
reference to the types of lifestyles that SRV imple-
menters are trying to create with and for deval-
ued people, as well as a reference to the necessary 
habits of thinking and practice in those who are 
applying SRV. 

Journeying into the everyday also requires the 
un-learning of thinking and practice. Of partic-
ular detriment is thinking that has been shaped 
by negative historical ways of responding to the 
needs of devalued people and/or which is shaped 
by non-programmatic matters, such as what the 
funder says is possible, what the staff are willing 
to do, having a building to fill, etc. 

What is the Journey?

The paper uses the metaphor of SRV 
implementers as travellers in order to ex-
plore a key question: what habits of think-

ing are necessary to apply the many SRV ideas 
in order to make a difference in the lives of an 
individual and to journey into the ‘everyday’? It 
answers the question by describing: the probable 
needs of those who are trying to implement SRV, 
a thinking framework, pitfalls, and additional 
helpful endeavours. 

The journey is one of consciously and thought-
fully assisting devalued people to be their authen-
tic selves beyond their negatively valued charac-
teristics and the low expectations that are tied like 
weights to their souls.  

The journey also assumes that implementers 
can be helped to move from a theoretical under-
standing of SRV to applying the theory. There are 
only a few publications (such as by Better Practice 
Project, 2011; Kendrick, 2009; Ramsey, 2007; 
O’Brien, 2006; Sherwin, 2011) and a few work-

shops that assist people to apply SRV around, to 
and with individuals. This paper seeks to add to 
these ‘travellers’ aids.’  

Who are the Travellers who 
Journey into the Everyday?

Those who are on the journey to ap-
ply SRV might be family members or de-
valued people themselves. They are more 

likely to be those with some sort of vocational 
certification who have participated in SRV work-
shops as a form of work-related training and who 
are working in technocratic environments. This 
means that an application of SRV has to compete 
in environments that are bureaucratised, with a 
heavy emphasis on standardisation, accountabil-
ity requirements, paperwork, and an aversion to 
risk. The traveller themselves might be seen as a 
mere cog in a large human service wheel. It is also 
possible that the managers of the service might 
view service recipients as customers or commodi-
ties. They might have very little consciousness 
of the historical treatment of devalued people, 
including the patterns of rejection, segregation, 
and congregation as the dominant features of 
traditional service responses. It is also true that a 
minority of the travellers could be operating in 
smaller environments where there is a leaning to-
wards individualised arrangements. 

Within this context, the likely needs of a travel-
ler trying to apply SRV everyday include:

i. a ‘thinking framework’ with regard to SRV 
application. This refers to a mental model and 
rhythm of thinking about how to enable someone 
to get a better life1

ii. fortitude, courage and passion in applying 
the theory

iii. an expanding and deepening knowledge of 
the theory and its nuances

iv. a cultural environment that is permissive and 
nurturing of the application of SRV, including fa-
cilitative processes used in planning, recruitment, 
supervision of staff; an absence of risk aversion; ac-
knowledgement of work that builds valued roles; etc.
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Ultimately, the intention is for the traveller to 
be able to construct a set of responses to the needs 
of a devalued person that are coherent with the in-
dividual having a better life and a positive future. 
It is also the intention, within an SRV framework, 
to shape the perceptions of others such that they 
will have positive expectations of the individual 
with the devalued status.

Key Ideas for the Journey: 
A Thinking Framework

A key vehicle for the journey will be to use 
a mental model that is different from the 
traditional ways of thinking. Those ways 

of thinking are founded on perceiving people 
largely through the narrow lens of their negatively 
valued characteristics. For example, if people are 
perceived largely as menaces, then the responses 
are largely about containment. If the perception is 
that adults are eternal children or in their second 
childhood, then responses are likely to include 
minding people and doing ‘for’ them.

An alternative thinking framework consists of 
a series of ‘decision points,’ like road markers or 
sign posts. Each decision point can be either con-
sistent with SRV or ‘detours’ that lead the traveller 
away from an application of SRV. Decision points 
typically require consciously thinking through the 
issues. Sometimes issues need to be weighed care-
fully, depending on what is to be achieved. The 
application of SRV can be likened to conscious, 
cautiously confident steps towards a better life for 
and with an individual. 

The kind of thinking needed to apply theory to 
practice starts with an appreciation of the identity 
of each individual and understanding the needs 
that must be met in order for them to have a typi-
cal life. Decision points are with regard to role 
goals, the use of typical ways and means, the role 
communicators, how best to enhance skills, and 
in what way someone is regarded (Wolfensberger, 
1998, 82-102).

1. The Journey Begins 
A spirit of discovery is adopted.

(i) Who is the person?
The starting point is actually a fork in the road. 
The fork that is not consistent with SRV is this 
one: identifying which program with which (de-
valued) group and in which building the person 
should attend.

The fork that is consistent with SRV is one that 
leads to a deeper understanding of who the person 
is and an appreciation of the identity of the person 
beyond their deficits. This involves an apprecia-
tion of the person’s key life-shaping experiences, 
the impact of the impairment on them, their past 
and current roles, the people in their lives, their 
strengths and talents, interests and passions. 

(ii) Imagining a positive future
If the human identity of a person can be appreci-
ated in all of its lights and shades, it becomes pos-
sible to imagine a more positive future. 

The SRV notion of culturally valued analogue 
(CVA) is helpful here (Wolfensberger & Thomas, 
2007, 30-31). To use the CVA, ‘Think typical.’ 
The CVA question of ‘what would be a typical 
life for anyone else without an impairment of a 
similar age, gender and culture?’ is asked. It can be 
seen that in asking a question like this, the focus is 
on what is considered to be ordinary, representa-
tive, respected and experienced by people with a 
valued status. 

Questions in a similar vein refine the imagined 
better life. For example, ‘what does a good home 
life look like?’ for someone who has never had 
their own home or is at risk of losing theirs. For 
someone who is unemployed or attending day 
programs, the refined CVA question could be 
‘what does a meaningful week look like for some-
one who is of that age and unemployed?’ 

A focus on the identity of the person in the 
absence of the impairment or whatever it is that 
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leads them to be devalued is required. Magical 
thinking is not utilised. Rather, at this stage of 
the process, a form of short-term ‘parking’ of the 
impairment is adopted. Deficit thinking leads to 
lower expectations. Without a sidelining of the 
devaluing characteristic in our minds, the tradi-
tional habits of thinking can get in the way by 
limiting our perception of the person and our ex-
pectations of what might be possible. 

(iii) Who is the person (part 2)
After a sense of a positive future is explored 
and described, the person’s needs can be identi-
fied. These are the human and specific needs 
that should be met so that the person can move 
towards their positive future. This is not to say 
that needs like food, warmth, shelter and health 
aren’t important; they are obviously necessary for 
people to continue to live. However, simply meet-
ing the needs at the base of Maslow’s hierarchy 
leads to people existing, not necessarily thriving. 
An SRV thinking framework requires attention to 
those more important or fundamental needs that, 
if met, would allow the person to thrive and also 
to have less important needs met.

This phase also involves identifying the vulner-
abilities of the person. Appreciating heightened 
vulnerability allows an exploration of the sorts of 
things that might go wrong, such as poorer health 
or an increased chance of rejection. 

The ‘base camp’ for the journey is an apprecia-
tion of two things: the person, their needs and vul-
nerabilities; and a sense of a positive future. Like 
a base camp, these are both the starting point and 
the return-to point. On any journey when travel-
lers return to a base camp, they return not exactly 
as they left. They have been changed somewhat 
through their interactions with people, places and 
past-times. So too the SRV traveller, as they reflect 
on their new discoveries about the person and the 
sense of possibilities. So too for the devalued indi-
vidual as they live life. Hopefully Albert Einstein’s 
quote takes on intriguing relevance for the deval-
ued person: ‘There are only two ways to live your 

life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The 
other is as though everything is a miracle.’

The next section continues with ideas in the 
thinking framework to help make an individual’s 
life a miracle that is, at the same time, not miracu-
lous. It is an ordinary life, good ordinary and not 
extraordinary, even though it might take extraor-
dinary efforts. 

2. The SRV Implementation Trek
Another quote is helpful to the journey at this 
point. George Bernard Shaw said ‘Life isn’t about 
finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.’ 
The four ideas of role goals, culturally valued ana-
logue (CVA), role communicators, and enhance-
ment of competency and image are essential SRV 
road markers which help people create themselves.

The thinking framework has been influenced by 
Wolfensberger’s ‘If this, then that’ way of under-
standing SRV as well as by the ten themes of SRV 
(1995, 1998).

(i) Role goals
The identification of role goals is critical. The 
types of goals relate to whatever it is in the imag-
ined future that is to be pursued. The role goals 
could be a combination of any of the following 
(Wolfensberger, 1998, 84-95):

a. strengthening existing roles, for example, to 
learn additional administration tasks for someone 
with a disability employed as a part-time admin-
istration worker

b. maintaining existing roles, for example, to 
maintain the role of homemaker for an older per-
son with arthritic hands

c. finding new roles, for example, to become a 
school band member as well as a school student

d. reducing the negativity of any roles, for exam-
ple, the role of prisoner is likely to be reduced in 
its negativity if someone learns employment skills  

e. removing negative roles by, for example, to 
lose the roles of animal and menace for a person 
incarcerated in an animalistic environment and to 
move into a real home and the role of tenant
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In short, if someone wants a better life,1 then 
‘think roles.’ While this sounds relatively straight-
forward, there are two further forks in the road: 

a. Having role goals and finding activities are 
very different. For example, going to the football 
game is different from being in the role of avid 
fan. The former is a way of filling in time, even 
if the person is interested in football. The latter 
is about assisting the person to craft part of their 
identity. It therefore has implications for more 
than just attending matches. It also affects how 
the person dresses, who they spend time with dur-
ing and between games, mementoes in their pos-
session, what they might read, and so on.

b. If the intention is for the person to belong to 
a community of interest and to develop friend-
ships, then it is essential that there is a distinction 
between roles that bring community presence, 
such as café goer, and roles that bring community 
participation, such as choir member and volun-
teer (Sherwin, 2011).

(ii) Culturally Valued Analogue (CVA)
The culturally valued analogue (‘Think typical’) 
is pertinent here as well. When considering how 
to meet needs, the traveller can consider how it is 
that people with a valued status get similar needs 
met. For example, questions like ‘how does any-
one else make a friend?’, ‘how does anyone else 
find a housemate?’ and ‘how does anyone else get 
to pursue an interest in football?’ are illustrations 
of questions that are grounded in ‘the typical.’

Following the road marker of the CVA makes it 
more likely that what happens around and with 
the individual is typical and valued. They are the 
ways and means of getting needs met that are fa-
miliar happenings through the journey of life for 
someone with a valued status. 

(iii) Role communicators
A further set of decision points relates to how 
someone can be socialised into a particular role by 
the physical and social environment. This sociali-
sation can be so strong as to result in the person’s 

identity being moulded through their internalis-
ing of the messages about the role they are in. 

Therefore conscious decision-making is required 
with regard to the following role communicators:

a. where the person will spend their time in 
the role

b. who the person will be alongside while they 
are in that role, and who will be in either similar 
roles (e.g., a group of students who learn from 
each other) or roles that are reciprocal, e.g., a 
teacher is in a reciprocal role to the student role

c. what they’ll be doing while they are actually 
in the role

d. their appearance, e.g., it is difficult for a per-
son to internalise a belief that they are in the role 
of exerciser without being in gym clothes

An understanding of role communicators as 
decision points leads to a guiding set of actions. 
The intention should be to systematically con-
sider each of the role communicators and for the 
person to be in the most valued options that are 
feasible in each of these role communicator areas. 

There are two benefits. Firstly, systematically 
thinking about each of the role communicators 
will help with socialization into the role (Sherwin 
& Sweeney, 2012). 

Secondly, choosing as valued an option as pos-
sible is likely to help others see the person with 
positive regard. An essential benefit is that this un-
consciously challenges any preconceived negative 
perceptions of the person. There is a continuum 
of value for each of the role communicators. For 
example, in terms of a role communicator about 
the physical setting, a detention centre is at the 
negatively valued end; people with a valued status 
would never say something like ‘Oh, I can’t wait 
to live in the detention centre.’ Having a comfort-
able and secure home is at the positively valued 
end of the continuum. 

If someone is already in a role, then shaping 
the role communicators to be at the more posi-
tive end of the continuum is also important. This 
is especially germane in situations where the in-
dividual is in a role that is culturally familiar but 
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is not at the positively valued end of the contin-
uum. The following two scenarios illustrate how 
superficially someone can be in a role. In each 
case, the role is ‘sort of ’ valued, but once scruti-
nised, is clearly not. Sometimes the role of a per-
son working in a sheltered workshop is described 
as employee. It is true that there are many com-
municators of an employee role: for example, 
there is a factory-like work setting, repetitive 
tasks like one would find in a factory, and even 
uniforms befitting a factory worker. However, if 
all of the other people are there primarily because 
of a shared impairment, if the hours of work are 
more akin to school hours, and if those who are 
providing support are more like minders than 
supervisors, then the other role communicators 
diminish the value of the role of employee. 

Another example would be to consider the role 
of tenant and homemaker in the home of an indi-
vidual in the following scenario. The home looks 
like any others in the street, and the person has 
their own room, but the other five tenants entered 
as strangers who also have an impairment. The ex-
tent of the homemaking tasks are peeling carrots 
for dinner and carrying the dishes to the sink. The 
roles of host, billpayer, hobbyist and active neigh-
bour are absent. The tenant has no authority over 
who enters the home or over the identity of the 
paid workers. Further, the paid actors might act 
like cooks, cleaners and minders. If workers act in 
these roles, then an understanding of role comple-
mentarity predicts that the individual will act like 
a guest or even prisoner in his or her own home.  

These two examples demonstrate that roles ex-
ist on a continuum of value, and that if the goal 
is to support the person into a valued role, then 
ideally all of the role communicators would be at 
the more valued ends of the continua.

It could be possible to progress each of the role 
communicators towards the valued end. For ex-
ample, it is possible to change the physical set-
ting to be more socially valued. It could also be 
possible to have the right number of people in 
the group for the task at hand, for example, two 

to four people for cards, and eleven for hockey. 
Relatedly, having the right ‘sort’ of people in the 
group will be fruitful, so that there are good role 
models and so that the group organiser can pro-
vide timely assistance and manage the group well. 
This includes recomposing the group member-
ship from being one of having a shared devalued 
characteristic to one of a shared age or a shared 
interest depending on what the role and tasks are.

(iv) ‘Acting the part and looking the part’
The person will be more fully in the role and 
treated well if they have the skills to be in the role 
and if others are helped to make up their mind 
positively about the person. Therefore, thinking 
needs to be done to identify the skills that will 
be necessary for the person to have, either before 
they enter the role or while they are in the role. 
SRV has much to offer in terms of the range of 
strategies (besides commonly used instructional 
strategies) that are fruitful in helping people build 
their competencies. Similarly, SRV has much to 
offer in terms of how to best convey positive im-
agery messages such that others around the per-
son are likely to regard the person positively. 

In summary, this paper suggests that helpful 
habits of thinking assist in the implementation 
of SRV concepts. A rhythm of thinking begins 
with an appreciation of the individual and a de-
sirable future. The SRV decision points include 
role goals, the culturally valued analogues, com-
petency development and image enhancement. 
Equally critical is the conscious use of role com-
municators as decision points in crafting any so-
cially valued role. 

Common Potholes, Detours & 
U-turns in the Journey

After participating in workshops, 
there are not un-common deviations 
in the SRV implementation trek. These 

can be imagined as potholes, detours and U-
turns in the journey. Five such challenges are 
outlined below.
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There is a crucial SRV signpost: if devalued peo-
ple are in valued roles, then they are more likely 
to have a lifestyle that includes purpose, respect 
and relationships. If someone wants a better life, 
then being in valued roles will help. Travellers 
sometimes miss this significance of valued roles. 
Without the intentional crafting of valued roles, 
there is a reduced chance of a person having a full 
life with freely given relationships, or of chang-
ing how devalued people are typically perceived. 
Further, without community participation roles, 
there is likely to be a pattern where the person is 
present in community life, but not ‘of ’ commu-
nity. Missing the signpost leads to a detour that 
could be a worthy deviation, but not necessarily 
lead to an ordinary and valued lifestyle. An exam-
ple of a worthy deviation could be an avoidance 
of grouping people and never using age-demean-
ing activities. There could also be positive atten-
tion paid to appearance and the use of culturally 
valued places and activities. The resulting bypass 
could look like the following example: individuals 
who live alone but don’t know their neighbours, 
who look good when they go out but are largely 
on ‘outings’ which keep them occupied.  

A big pothole is fallen into when there is a fo-
cus on imagery and a corresponding minimisa-
tion of the importance of the other themes. This 
can lead to an overemphasis on, say, the names 
of programs or the look of a building. These are 
pertinent but less vital matters than the extent to 
which a program actually meets the fundamen-
tal needs of the person, using effective strategies 
that lead the person to have a decent and mean-
ingful life.   

An overemphasis on the imagery theme can also 
lead to overlooking role communicators. The im-
age channels are about perception; role commu-
nicators are about expectations and socialisation 
into a role. Therefore a related challenge exists 
when the signpost that says ‘Shape the role com-
municators’ is missed. It is easy, for example, to 
focus on the person being in an activity and how 
that looks, without considering the impact of the 

physical or social environment in shaping the per-
son’s experience of the role.  

To continue the journey metaphor, alerts are 
also issued regarding road-washouts. It is a road 
washout when SRV is said to be implemented but 
with low consciousness of the vulnerabilities of 
the devalued person. This can lead to a lack of 
compensation for someone’s heightened vulner-
abilities, for example, a susceptibility to rejection 
by others. 

Similarly, it is a road-washout when there is a 
lack of sophistication about how to increase com-
petencies for valued roles. Even though compe-
tence is highly valued in our society, it is not un-
common for there to be gaps in the knowledge 
and skill base of many paid service workers in 
terms of knowing how to develop skills through 
such things as effective instructional design, the 
use of role modelling and adaptive equipment. As 
a consequence, opportunities to acquire knowl-
edge and skills through consciously constructed 
learning experiences are missed. 

Travellers’ Aids for the Everyday Journey

It is likely that the journey into the everyday 
never ends. There are many more things to be 
mindful of that are beyond the scope of this 

article. It is also rare to find ideal circumstances 
for applying SRV (Shevellar, 2008 ) so the jour-
ney continues to be one of thoughtful monitoring 
of efforts and a gathering of insights. 

It is also nearly impossible to apply SRV as a 
lone implementer. Anecdotally, those who are 
considered skillful at applying SRV report hav-
ing had hundreds, possibly thousands of hours 
of conversations with others about SRV and its 
complexities and nuances. They also report hav-
ing been exposed to people more experienced 
than them, sometimes as mentors, sometimes as 
sounding boards. 

Exposure to stories and examples of where SRV 
has informed what has happened is strengthening 
of not just the will to use SRV or of the mind in 
understanding SRV. It is also a bolstering of the 
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heart, because applying SRV is an act of rebellion. 
It is a series of actions that stand against the forces 
of social devaluation and the dominant ways of 
responding to devaluation. 

It is also important to ‘know oneself ’ when 
working with SRV. This relates to the theme of 
consciousness where it is important to reflect on 
one’s own set of assumptions and beliefs about 
devaluation and human potential, to name just 
two areas.

Ernest Hemingway said, ‘It is good to have an 
end to journey toward; but it is the journey that 
matters, in the end.’ The SRV workshops are an 
essential first step. Like going on any journey, one 
must also have a sense of where one is heading and 
a way to get there. An SRV thinking framework, 
self-knowing and relationships with like-minded 
people are essential traveller’s aids when journey-
ing into the everyday. •

1. Editor’s NOTE: To read more about the SRV concept that 
valued social roles are likely to open the door to greater ac-
cess to the ‘good things of life,’ see Wolfensberger, Thomas & 
Caruso, 1996.
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Note from the Senior Author: In a paper en-
titled “Some Major Challenges & Dilemmas in SRV 
Training, Dissemination, & Implementation,” I ad-
dressed the fact that competence in SRV was not suf-
ficient to disseminate or implement SRV, but other 
competencies were needed in addition (see the July 
2013 issue of this Journal). I had originally pre-
pared a much less advanced version of the paper for 
a presentation at the end of the Fifth International 
SRV Conference in Canberra, Australia in Septem-
ber 2011, & then greatly revised & expanded it for 
publication. At the November 2012 meeting of the 
southern Ontario (Canada) SRV study group, I pre-
sented on that fact, & in our discussion the study 
group participants gave helpful points of clarification 
& addition. Their contributions led to yet further 
elaboration of the issue, & thus they are listed as co-
authors of this paper. 

Introduction

The premise of this paper is the recogni-
tion that competence in Social Role Valo-
rization (SRV)–that is, knowledge of SRV 

in all its nuances and complexities–is necessary 
but not sufficient for either the dissemination or 
implementation of SRV. As regards dissemination, 
someone can have a very good understanding of 
SRV, but simply not be very good at communi-
cating it to others, either in teaching or writing, 
which require a whole range of skills of communi-
cation, having to do with delivery of content, un-

derstanding and relating to one’s listeners or read-
ers, developing ways of teaching a particular ele-
ment or idea of SRV, etc. And vice versa, someone 
may be good at teaching or writing, but not have 
a very good understanding of SRV as the content 
for their teaching or writing. Where written dis-
semination, rather than oral dissemination, of 
SRV is at issue, there are competencies of writing 
that must be mastered. At least elements of these 
teaching and writing competencies are among the 
things that the North American SRV Council’s 
Trainer Formation Model (TFM)1 aspires to in-
culcate in trainer-candidates, through such things 
as the modeling provided to trainer-candidates 
from more experienced trainers, the encourage-
ment or even requirement of writing articles and 
reports, and especially the feedback that a trainer-
candidate receives (on both presenting and writ-
ing) from more senior people, etc. But of course, 
people might learn the skills of teaching and writ-
ing via courses and involvements that have noth-
ing to do with SRV and its dissemination, or with 
human services; they might naturally be good 
teachers, or good writers; etc.  

 An additional complication is that ever since 
the principle of normalization was formulated 
and began to be taught (in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s), and then later when SRV was for-
mulated, there have been dilemmas as to how to 
teach it, how to conceptualize its implications 
for oneself once one has understood it, and how 

The Need for Competence in Things Other 
Than SRV in Order to Teach & Implement SRV
Susan Thomas with the southern Ontario SRV study group
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to evaluate its implementation in human ser-
vices, since there are many conceivable ways of 
doing all of these things. This dilemma is shared 
with many other complex phenomena, which 
may have to be taught in a manner that is dif-
ferent from the way in which the phenomena 
are applied, or even different from the way in 
which they eventually get embedded in a person’s 
conceptual framework. Thus, for instance, SRV 
might be taught according to the 10 themes that 
underlie its many implications (Wolfensberger, 
1998, 103-127); or it could be taught according 
to image versus competency; or it could be taught 
one specific implication at a time, such as ac-
cording to the 42 ratings of PASSING (Wolfen-
sberger & Thomas, 1983, 2007) and their seven 
clusters, four of which (setting features, social as-
sociations, activities, and miscellaneous features) 
have to do with image, and three of which (set-
ting features, social associations, and activities) 
have to do with competency. 

But regardless how SRV is taught, a person 
might internalize it in a different way. For in-
stance, someone who learns SRV according to 
the themes might internalize and think about it 
largely in terms of image and competency; or in 
terms of wounds and role-valorizing responses to 
specific wounds; or in yet other terms altogether. 
Obviously, this raises the issue of model coher-
ency (Wolfensberger, 1998, 111-118): who is the 
person, or who are the people, one is intending to 
convey SRV to, and what are the best processes 
for conveying the content of SRV to them, as op-
posed to some other people who might be learn-
ing SRV? And even if one designs and actually car-
ries out a model-coherent teaching of SRV, that is 
not necessarily the internal “model” of SRV that 
people who learned SRV will carry with them.      

In addition, there is a whole range of compe-
tencies in implementing SRV for a party–be that 
party a specific individual, a group (such as the 
students in a classroom, the residents of an assist-
ed living facility), or an entire class, such as poor 
immigrants, or the blind, or adolescents with au-

tism–that go beyond competence in SRV itself, 
and an examination of these will take up most of 
the rest of this paper.   

Distinctions & Competencies 
Related to Implementation

There are also possible differences 
between how SRV is taught, learned 
and internally conceptualized, and how 

it is implemented, and even how it is concep-
tualized for implementation; and these differ-
ences lead to additional competencies required 
for implementation.  

We will examine eight issues of SRV implemen-
tation that bear on the competencies needed to 
advance implementation, and sometimes to teach 
people how to implement it.  

Who is the Envisioned Implementer
SRV implementation could be conceptual-
ized according to who is the envisioned imple-
menter; for example, certain devalued or mar-
ginal parties themselves; parents and other family 
members of an impaired person; managers and 
administrators; direct service workers for a per-
son or group, and whether those direct servers are 
clinically trained and sophisticated or not; etc. 
For example, in a classroom, a teacher may be 
clinically sophisticated, a teacher’s aide may not 
be, but both are involved in direct service upon 
the students.  

For each such envisioned implementer or “type” 
of implementer of SRV, one could conceptualize 
certain elements of SRV that are within that party’s 
purview to affect or even control, and one could 
therefore emphasize those elements. For instance, 
take the issue of personal appearance (Wolfens-
berger, 2009). Some devalued or marginal people 
may be able to address at least elements of their 
personal appearance that otherwise are not image-
enhancing, and might only need consciousness-
raising on the issue and certain material supports 
to do so; other people may not be able to do this 
for themselves. People who live with a devalued 
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person are likely to have greatest influence, or 
even control, over the person’s appearance, and 
it would thus make sense to teach them specific 
how-to elements, or what-to-do role-valorizing 
appearance-enhancing strategies. Managers who 
supervise the places where people live may have 
less direct influence over the appearance of the 
residents, but may have much indirect influence, 
as via what training they offer to or even mandate 
for direct servers; what expectations they set for 
direct servers in terms of the servers’ own appear-
ance at work and what activities servers must do 
with residents; what demands they make on di-
rect servers’ time (e.g., are servers allowed the time 
that is needed to make sure residents look good, or 
is servers’ time eaten up with other responsibilities 
and activities); what supports they offer to servers 
(e.g., money to spend on cosmetics, discretion to 
purchase items on their own, etc.). And service 
administrators, including board members, also 
have indirect influence on the issue via the poli-
cies they set for the agency as a whole, what they 
incorporate into mission statements and similar 
documents for the agency, etc.   

Again, this raises the model coherency ques-
tion of “who are the people” doing the imple-
mentation, or being taught to do the imple-
mentation, and what is relevant for them. Some 
parties who are very knowledgeable about SRV, 
and even good at teaching it, may nonetheless 
not be suited to guide and teach all conceivable 
implementers, at least one possible reason being 
that they cannot know all the situations that all 
implementers deal with.

On What Level, & Vis-à-vis What Party, is SRV 
Implementation Envisioned
One might conceptualize and think about 
SRV implementation in terms of different lev-
els, and for different parties. For instance, one 
can think of a two-by-four grid of image and 
competency implications, on the four possible 
levels of a specific person, of primary social 
systems, of secondary social systems, and of a 

society as a whole (Wolfensberger, 1998, 78-
80). (This was the way that normalization was 
long taught, specifically with an eye towards its 
implementation.) Thus, for a specific known 
individual, implementers could focus on areas 
of image enhancement, and on areas of compe-
tency inculcation, for that person. On the level 
of a secondary social system, such as a school, an 
implementer could look at how to enhance the 
image of the students in that school, and how to 
enhance their competencies. Obviously, there is 
an interaction among (a) the intended level of 
implementation, (b) for whom implementation 
of SRV is being pursued, and (c) the party doing 
the implementing, as covered above.  

Familiarity with the Wounds & Risks of the 
Party for Whom SRV Implementation 
is Envisioned
At the end of the standard introductory 
three- and four-day SRV workshop, as well as 
near the end of the SRV monograph (Wolfen-
sberger, 1998, 82-102), a template is offered of 
seven steps (in the workshop) or five steps (in the 
book) for pursuing the implementation of SRV 
in a specific instance, whether for a person, group 
or class.  In both presentations of this template, 
the first step is becoming familiar with a party’s 
“wounds,” especially if that party is societally 
devalued: wounds such as being rejected, put at 
a distance, subjected to deviancy imaging and 
deindividualization, etc. (Wolfensberger, 1998, 
12-24). Most people learn the common recurring 
wounds that tend to be almost automatic con-
comitants of being societally devalued via learn-
ing SRV, but some people may be familiar with 
at least many of these through an empathetic and 
positively ideologized experience with devalued 
people. The second step, identifying a party’s risk 
factors, requires both SRV knowledge and addi-
tional knowledge. For instance, it may be largely 
through exposure to SRV that an implementer 
becomes familiar with the concept of heightened 
vulnerability, and of the fact that many people are 
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just a short step away from something awful hap-
pening even when things seem to be going well. 
But there may be specific risks that accompany 
specific impairments (e.g., AIDS, or one of the 
forms of muscular dystrophy); or that accompany 
specific devalued conditions even if they are not 
impairments (e.g., old age, not knowing the ma-
jority language); or that accompany treatments 
that a party receives (e.g., being on a feeding tube, 
receiving a certain drug)–and knowledge of these 
risks is not gained by knowledge of SRV. 

whether the party around whom implementation 
of SRV is being planned is an individual, group or 
class, such that even people who are familiar with 
a particular person and that person’s immediate 
risks may not be familiar with risks for a group 
or class, and vice versa. For instance, a class as a 
whole may be at risk of being the object of dead-
talking and death-imaging in the larger society. 
But implementers concerned with a particular 
member of that class, such as family members 
concerned about an impaired relative, may not be 
aware of this risk because their family member has 
managed to escape it so far. The opposite could 
also be the case, that implementers are aware of 
risks for a group or class, but not of risks for a 
specific member of that class.    

Implementation of 
Competency-Contingent Roles
Another step of the suggested implementa-
tion schema where non-SRV knowledge is also 
needed is in how to insert a person into certain 
new roles where these roles are tied to compe-
tency. Not all roles require competency to carry 
out; for example, some roles are honorary, and 
persons who hold such roles do not have to “do” 
anything, but the roles are valued nonetheless. 
But other roles do require competency from 
the role incumbent. For instance, implementers 
may envision for a person a work role that en-
tails learning how to operate certain machinery, 
or obtaining abstract knowledge. But the imple-

menters themselves may know neither of these 
things–and further, they may not know where or 
how the person would obtain such competency. 
Obviously, this lack of knowledge on their part 
would put a crimp in their plans to obtain that 
competency-contingent role for the person.  

Clinical Knowledge, Including about 
Certain Devalued Conditions
There is also a very wide range of additional skills 
in the domain that is sometimes called “clinical.” 
For instance, there is knowledge of child develop-
ment, of the neuromuscular system, of the endo-
crine system–the latter two both related to some 
physical impairments, including ones associated 
with mental retardation; there is knowledge about 
deafness, about blindness, about autism, about 
dementia; there is knowledge about what certain 
lesions may indicate; and so on. Obviously, the 
knowledge in any one of these domains that is 
relevant to SRV implementation can be vast, and 
just as obviously, SRV does not teach such knowl-
edges. In fact, at least the SRV training workshop 
materials say very explicitly that people need to 
obtain that knowledge elsewhere, even though it 
is essential to the competency enhancement of 
many devalued parties. For instance, in order to 
enhance the competencies of people with demen-
tia, so that they can maintain certain valued roles 
and perhaps attain certain new roles, one needs to 
learn about dementias.   

Sadly, even where such clinical knowledge is 
very relevant, it may not be taught anymore. There 
may be many reasons, but among them are that–
rightly or wrongly–it is not considered as impor-
tant as other things that get taught instead. For 
instance, at Syracuse University, there used to be a 
Division of Special Education and Rehabilitation, 
and students in that division in the disciplines of 
mental retardation or emotional disturbance (as 
they were called) would learn about the nature 
of mental retardation and of different emotional 
disturbances, in preparation for their envisioned 
future as teachers of children with these condi-
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tions. Then, it was deemed no longer politically 
correct to have a separate division of special edu-
cation, but instead that all education should be 
“inclusive,” and that educators-in-training should 
be taught how to run inclusive classrooms. So the 
kind of clinical knowledge that was once taught 
to students at Syracuse University is no longer 
taught to them, including students who would 
have mentally retarded and emotionally disturbed 
students in their inclusive classrooms.  

Even worse is when such important clinical 
knowledge is displaced by the teaching of non-
programmatic content, such as staff in-service 
training being devoted to agency regulations 
and how to maximize funding streams, or how 
to cast expenses into funder-approved categories. 
(In SRV language, programmatic issues have to 
do with what recipients need and how to address 
those needs in role-valorizing fashion; non-pro-
grammatic issues are everything else, including 
what servers like to do, what the available funding 
will support, what the law requires and forbids. 
Such non-programmatic issues could theoretically 
act as facilitators of addressing recipients’ needs, 
but so often they act as constraints or obstacles in-
stead.) In many contemporary human services, it 
is virtually only non-programmatic content that 
service workers receive.  

One can see how these clinical knowledges, or 
lack thereof, could be very relevant to SRV imple-
mentation. For instance, suppose the service re-
cipients are very severely physically or mentally 
impaired. Servers may want to craft valued roles 
for such recipients, but may be ignorant of how to 
work for competency-enhancement for such se-
verely impaired persons. Or the servers may have 
very unrealistic notions about what competency 
progress is feasible for such persons, or what the 
feasible next step in competency development for 
them is, etc. In such cases, servers are apt to make 
mistakes in the roles that they envision and pur-
sue for the recipients, or they may only be able to 
craft attributive or ascribed roles, rather than any 
competency-contingent ones, for the recipients.

Unfortunately, people who possess clinical skills 
may also bring with them unhelpful, even devalu-
ing, attitudes. For instance, families have often 
found that the skills are only obtainable by sur-
rendering their impaired family member to a ser-
vice system that does more harm than the good it 
does via clinical knowledge.  

Miscellaneous “How-to” Knowledge, Includ-
ing the How-to of Attitude Change
In addition to these clinical knowledges, there 
are yet other areas of relevant knowledge and skill 
that go beyond SRV. For instance, depending on 
the service type and purview, and the needs of the 
recipients, relevant needed skills may include such 
things as how to set and stay within a household 
budget; how to cook a nutritious meal, and do so 
economically; how to clean a house, and how to 
keep it clean; how to manage a classroom; how 
to teach reading; how to turn an invalid in bed; 
how to operate a table saw; how to operate par-
ticular computer programs; how to recruit work 
contracts; how to anticipate the market and plan 
income-producing work; how to persuade po-
tential opponents or supporters, for example, in 
regard to locating services–usually residences–in 
neighborhoods. This latter is included in the gen-
eral corpus of knowledge of persuasion and atti-
tude change. Any of these knowledges, and more, 
would be relevant to the implementation of SRV 
in at least certain contexts, but these types of 
knowledge are not taught by SRV.

Knowledge of (Other) Change Agentry
Changing people’s attitudes, and knowing 
how to do so, is one kind of change agentry, but 
the term “change agentry” actually encompasses 
much more. Knowledge of change agentry is par-
ticularly relevant at the level of implementation 
of SRV that goes beyond a specific person or the 
person’s primary social grouping, but addresses 
either secondary social groupings or society as a 
whole or a large sector of society. Dr. Wolfen-
sberger addressed this issue of needed compe-
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tency in change agentry in a speech at the June 
2003 SRV conference in Calgary, and in chapter 
six of the Advanced Issues in SRV book (Wolfens-
berger, 2012, 340-342). There are tools and skills 
that are useful for change agents in general, such 
as an orientation to the future, and to systems; 
knowledge of group and organizational dynam-
ics; skills of leadership, and of persuasion; and 
skills of communication, as noted in an earlier 
section of this paper. There are additional knowl-
edges that are especially needed by change agents 
in the domain of human service, including plan-
ning skills, understanding of the limitations of 
the law in human services, and knowledge of 
community leadership.  

Here, we should note that some of the specific 
action measures that Dr. Wolfensberger recom-
mended, in both the aforementioned speech and 
chapter, to promote SRV would not be adopted 
unless one knew their validity. For example, the 
strategy of jumping into crisis situations and 
exploiting their opportunities (Wolfensberger, 
2012, 332-333) would hardly be adopted if one 
did not know (and believe) that crises are in fact 
opportunities when one is prepared in advance to 
take advantage of them, e.g., by riding in to the 
rescue with an idea–such as SRV–that seems to 
address the crisis, and because in crises people are 
more open to options than they are when every-
thing appears to be going smoothly.  

Similarly, Dr. Wolfensberger noted (Wolfens-
berger, 2012, 319) that the SRV movement, at 
least as a movement, has not done so well in at-
tending to the implementation and dissemina-
tion of masterful demonstration models. And yet 
having such models, teaching about them, and 
having people observe such models, is one of the 
most powerful change strategies. For instance, 
such models could be written up in and for The 
SRV Journal, or described and discussed in the 
SRV blog, or the people who run them could post 
videos on their web sites, etc.

The training culture around SRV, though not 
SRV training itself, once did attempt to convey 

knowledge of many of these change agentry skills, 
as in the six-day workshop on Planning of Com-
prehensive Community-Based Service Systems 
that the Training Institute founded and directed 
by Wolfensberger at Syracuse University used to 
conduct. However, around 1980, Dr. Wolfens-
berger and some of his close colleagues came to 
the conclusion that although all this knowledge 
was valid, people would hardly be permitted to 
implement it any more when it came to trying 
to develop and sustain service systems that were 
simultaneously adaptive, comprehensive, nor-
malizing (and later role-valorizing), but also very 
complex. And having reached this conclusion, 
he then almost entirely (but not quite) dropped 
teaching of these topics in favor of teaching 
people the content of the workshop on ‘How 
to Function With Personal Moral Coherency,’ 
which would prepare them for what they would 
encounter, and for enduring, if they tried to do 
the right thing in human services. The Training 
Institute still might conduct some limited train-
ing in some change agentry, for example, there 
might a follow-up event for people who had al-
ready had SRV and PASSING training, in which 
elements of change agentry related to implemen-
tation might be taught.      

It is of course possible that people could learn 
change agentry and change agent skills from other 
sources. However, when these used to be taught 
in connection with normalization, it prepared 
people to use these skills to try to get normaliza-
tion embraced and implemented. That would be 
less likely to happen if these skills were taught ei-
ther free-standing, so to speak, or in connection 
with change towards other ends.  

Knowledge of, & Related to, Non-Empirical 
(“Values”-Related) Issues
In Chapter five of the Advanced Issues in SRV 
book (Wolfensberger, 2012, 241-273), Dr. 
Wolfensberger addresses another area of knowl-
edge that goes beyond SRV, but that impinges 
very directly on SRV implementation. That is the 
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area broadly referred to as “values issues,” that are 
so very prominent in all decisions that humans 
make, and especially in decisions that have to do 
with human beings. These are, of course, the very 
type of decisions involved in SRV implementa-
tion. The issues of competence here are, first of 
all, whether teachers and implementers of SRV 
are even aware that SRV is in the empirical realm, 
but that values decisions are in the non-empirical 
realm. Second, are SRV teachers and dissemina-
tors aware that decisions whether, and how far, to 
implement SRV with a specific party will be deter-
mined by values, though these values will so often 
be unconscious.  Third, are SRV teachers and dis-
seminators sophisticated about the fact that even 
though values are in the non-empirical realm, that 
empirical evidence can be adduced to buttress or 
refute them–for example, in regard to whether 
the value, if implemented, is likely to bring more 
good or harm to humanity. (One can look at the 
record of history for empirical evidence as to what 
the embrace of different supra-empirical values 
has led to.) Fourth, are SRV teachers and imple-
menters aware what are the contemporary but of-
ten undeclared religions in human service, or in 
a particular field of service or impairment. Fifth, 
are SRV teachers and implementers aware how at 
least some measures that would be role-valorizing 
for a party might clash with that party’s religion, 
or with the religion of an implementer or sup-
porter.  If they lack knowledge of any of these, 
then they lack a competence needed for SRV dis-
semination and implementation.    

Competence in Critical Analysis
There are also two specific and very important 
skills that are not SRV, but that at least at one time 
had been part and parcel of the SRV training cul-
ture, and that at least the SRV Council’s Trainer 
Formation Model mentioned earlier still aspires 
to teach. The first of these skills is critical analysis. 
The major way in which the SRV culture has as-
pired to teach this is via the application of PASS-
ING. In the conduct of a PASSING assessment, 

team members parse what is being analyzed–an 
existing service or a service proposal, they look 
both for what is role-valorizing and not role-val-
orizing about it for recipients, and then make an 
overall judgment. Of course, the SRV culture also 
has hoped that this skill of critical analysis would 
be generalized and applied to other things both 
within and beyond specific human services. For 
example, it would be applied to suggestions or 
campaigns made for new directions in society, to 
schemes that are advanced as virtual service salva-
tion or even social salvation, etc.  

Competence in the Practice of Openness, 
Non-Defensiveness, & (Mutual) Critique
The second skill that is not skill in SRV, but 
that used to be taught within the SRV teaching 
culture, is the practice of openness, self-evalua-
tion, low defensiveness, and (mutual) critique. 
There are two ways in which the SRV teaching 
culture taught these things. One was in connec-
tion with service evaluation, as via PASSING, and 
PASS (Wolfensberger & Glenn, 1973, 1975) be-
fore it. Services would be invited to open them-
selves up to a PASSING (or PASS) assessment, 
and to receive an evaluative report which might 
contain–indeed, typically did contain–criticism 
of the service operation. But it was also part of 
each PASSING (or PASS) assessment for team 
members to evaluate their own performance, and 
to offer critique to other members of the team. 
And the person or persons who wrote the assess-
ment report would receive editing of their report 
from more senior persons. This type of openness, 
self-evaluation, and mutual critique was taught 
as one of the safeguards to service quality, which 
went under the broad term self-renewal (Gardner, 
1963, 1964, 1981), and which could help stave 
off service rigidification and bureaucratization.  

Another way in which the SRV training culture 
would try to teach the practice of openness, non-
defensiveness, and mutual critique was via the de-
briefing that is usually done at the end of any SRV 
teaching event (and of many related teaching events 
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as well), which includes a self-evaluation by each 
presenter at the event, as well as the providing of 
mutual critique by all presenters to each other.  Even 
the solicitation of feedback from participants at a 
training event, as via their filling out a written evalu-
ation form, was an effort to be open and non-defen-
sive. The training culture around SRV also taught 
the practice of submitting one’s projects–be they 
writings, early-stage teaching events, etc.,–to other 
people with a request for critical feedback on them.  

The international SRV conferences could also 
offer a sanctioned forum for such feedback and 
critique. For example, at least some presentations 
could be followed by panel discussions, or one 
presentation might be followed by another that 
constitutes a rebuttal of the first, etc.   

It is only when such evaluation and mutual 
critique is practiced regularly and habitually that 
sensitivity to being critiqued can be overcome. 

-
ized practice. Also, our society seems to be mov-
ing away from openness, and to the widespread 
practice of defensiveness. For instance, people are 
increasingly litigious, and are wary of others also 
possibly being litigious, and thus there may be 
even less openness now to evaluation and critique. 
Further, because people so highly value what feels 
good, they are not likely to subject themselves to 
the pain that does come with openness to evalua-
tion and critique.    

Good Sense, Judgment, 
Foresight, & Wisdom
Finally (at least for now), another area of skill 
and competency that is required for SRV imple-
mentation, but that SRV does not teach, is com-
mon sense, good judgment, foresight, and even 
wisdom, all of which are necessary for making 
good decisions, including the trade-offs that are 
so normative in implementation. For instance, 
where the ideal or optimally role-valorizing ar-
rangement is not presently attainable, what is 
there that is beneficial that can be achieved? What 
is at least defensible even if far from ideal? What 

can one live with? Judgments such as these are so 
typically required because of the non-program-
matic constraints, mentioned earlier, that may 
limit the freedom of a specific SRV implementer 
to improve the plight of a party. Experience with 
PASSING can help in making some such deci-
sions, in that PASSING assigns weights to dif-
ferent SRV implications, with the weights repre-
senting the relative importance and impact of the 
issue. Thus, where two implications of SRV can-
not both be achieved, an SRV implementer could 
decide to pursue the more heavily weighted, and 
therefore usually more important, implications 
and to sacrifice the less important one. But PASS-
ING is only a tool for helping to make program-
matic decisions. It does not provide the skill to 
make good decisions in a conflict between pro-
grammatic and non-programmatic criteria, nor 
does it supply good sense, let alone wisdom. 

Foresight is needed to contemplate conditions 
that may become outright normative in services 
in the future; for example, there may be lack of 
resources, outright shortages, perhaps severe de-
clines in standards of living brought about by cli-
mate change or a devastating pestilence. (An ori-
entation to the future was also mentioned as one 
of the skills of change agentry.)  

Conclusion

While SRV is an overarching meta-
theory, applicable to any human in-
teractions, especially those of a service 

nature, and especially vis-à-vis people who are de-
valued or at least marginalized in their society, it 
is not enough to bring about the end of procuring 
“the good things of life” for a party. This paper 
has been an effort to elaborate at least some of 
the other competencies that are needed in addi-
tion. The numbers and complexity of additional 
knowledges may seem overwhelming, but we 
hope that readers will be stirred to some thinking, 
and even more to the pursuit of some of these 
other competencies by people who do want to see 
SRV disseminated and implemented. •
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ENDNOTE

1. The North American SRV Development, Training & 
Safeguarding Council is a voluntary body of people who are 
committed to the development and safeguarding of SRV, 
as well as training in it. The Council has been in existence 
since 1992. The Council has developed a model for devel-
oping SRV trainers who will be capable of not only teaching 
SRV, but also teaching others to teach SRV, so that SRV 
dissemination will continue. For more information on the 
Council, and/or its Trainer Formation Model, contact the 

4 South Main Street, Fall River, Massachusetts 02721 USA; 
phone (774) 627-7441; email: jyates@peopleinc-fr.org
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On a Role
Marc Tumeinski
The primary purpose of this ongoing column 
continues to be to explore the key concept of so-
cial roles: in regard to learning and teaching about 
roles, as well as in light of working to help so-
cietally devalued people to acquire and maintain 
socially valued roles, with an eye towards greater 
access to the ‘good things of life’ (Wolfensberger, 
Thomas & Caruso, 1996). In this column, I ex-
amine the sociological concept of role exit.

Voluntarily leaving roles is a part of the natu-
ral social processes of human maturation, and of 
the typical rhythms of our social life. For exam-
ple, when we graduate from school or university, 
move to another neighborhood, get a new job or 
promotion, and so on, we are leaving behind so-
cial roles, including ones that may have been an 
important part of our lives for a long time. How-
ever, leaving roles may also occur involuntarily or 
perhaps unexpectedly, due to unanticipated oc-
currences (e.g., such as illness or accident) or to 
various disruptions (e.g., losing a job, the death 
of a spouse or other family member). Sociologists 
categorize all of the above, whether voluntary or 
involuntary, as role exit. Since we know that so-
ciety abhors a role vacuum, we can also predict 
that role exit is often linked with, or followed by, 
entering into a new social role. 

Developing a deep(er) understanding of the 
normative social processes of role exit and its typi-
cal dynamics can be quite helpful in teaching and 
applying Social Role Valorization (Wolfensberger, 

2013). For example, the potential role goals iden-
tified by Wolfensberger as part of implementing 
Social Role Valorization (SRV) include a) inten-
tionally extricating a societally devalued person 
or group from a devalued role, as well as b) ex-
changing a societally devalued role for one that 
is potentially less devalued (Wolfensberger, 2013, 
109-121). Both of these goals can be understood 
as involving role exit. Note that the concept of 
role exit is applicable to societally valued as well as 
devalued roles.

The goals of this column are to lay out some 
of the basic dynamics of role exit as described in 
sociological texts, and to relate these dynamics to 
SRV. This paper is an invitation to those who are 
teaching and implementing SRV to (begin to) 
think about and learn from the social process of 
role exit. I invite our readers to share their com-
ments, additions, clarifications, relevant exam-
ples, questions and challenges.

Two Key Dynamics of Role Exit
What are some of the typical social processes in-
volved in role exit? Ebaugh points out that exiting 
a role can include both 1) disengagement and 2) 
dis-identification. 

The process of disengagement may involve 
withdrawing from certain role expectations, as 
part of acquiring a new role with different expec-
tations (Ebaugh, 1988, 3, 8). If we get another 
full-time job, for example, we can no longer ful-

Column
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A NOTE ON THE WORDS ‘IMAGE, IMAGERY, IMAGINE, IMAGINATION’

Social Role Valorization theory emphasizes image enhancement as one of two essential av-
enues toward gaining a societally valued role (Wolfensberger, 2013, 85). Image refers to the men-
tal pictures we hold about another person or group, and can be created by: our expectations and 
experiences, how a person or group acts, what we are told about the person or group, physical and 
social settings, personal appearance, and so on (Wolfensberger, 2013, 86-93). 

The word ‘image’ has been used as far back as the 14th century, by Chaucer, for example, in his 
translation of The Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius. Some of the word’s meanings include 
symbol, representation, an impression of a particular person, a thing that represents something 
else, and mental representation. It also has some narrower meanings in fields such as mathematics. 

Closer in time to the formulation of normalization and SRV, J.K. Galbraith in The Affluent 
Society (1958) wrote about images as impressions of a particular person created in the minds of 
the public. We might make a connection with the SRV strategy of taking advantage of the social 
nature of images to help create more positive impressions, and to counter negative stereotypes, of 
a societally devalued person or group.

Related words include imagery, imagine and imagination. For example, we may have an image 
of a person who is not physically present to us, but that comes from our memory or imagination. 
Imagination can describe forming a mental concept of something not present to our senses, as well 
as a mental consideration of actions or events not yet in existence. In regard to the role goals associ-
ated with SRV implementation, servers may utilize their imagination to think of possible valued 
roles for a particular societally devalued individual or group. This is a fairly common tool used in 
PASSING workshops (e.g., during a foundation discussion) as well as in certain planning processes.

A now obsolete definition of imagination was: an impression as to what is likely; an expecta-
tion or anticipation. This is interesting in light of the focus in SRV on the power of images to 
shape expectations.

Thanks to Joe Osburn for suggesting a look at the words image, imagery, imagine and imagination.
Source information from the Oxford English Dictionary

fill the expectations and responsibilities associ-
ated with our previous job. In sociological terms, 
disengagement will often incorporate a change 
in role set (Ebaugh, 1988, 3). What is a role set? 
Merton describes it in this way: “that comple-
ment of role-relationships in which persons are 
involved by virtue of occupying a particular social 
status” (Merton, 1957, 110). In other words, role 
set describes the range of relationships with other 
people in complementary roles (e.g., the role set 
for a university student includes other university 
students, professors, tutors, university staff, etc.). 
Disengagement from a role, therefore, may in-
clude a decrease in the number and type of inter-

actions with the accompanying role set (Ebaugh, 
1988, 9). If we get a new job, or move to a dif-
ferent neighborhood or city, or get a membership 
at a new gym, we may no longer interact with 
our former co-workers or neighbors or fellow gym 
members, or at least, not as often.

The process of dis-identification means that 
the role incumbent (i.e., the person in the role) 
becomes less likely to think of him or herself 
in a particular role (Ebaugh, 1988, 4). For ex-
ample, a store employee who gets a promotion 
will begin to think of him or herself as the as-
sistant manager, no longer as a cashier. In terms 
of SRV implementation, dis-identification is a 
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process that others (including family, friends 
and/or servers) may help to facilitate. One of 
the relevant strategies that SRV offers in this 
vein is to consciously craft the common role 
communicators (e.g., setting, activities, time 
use, appearance, language) to stop communi-
cating the former role or role to be exited, and 
to begin communicating the new role or role to 
be acquired. 

Instead of calling a co-worker Jane, as was ap-
propriate when she was a fellow cashier, now 
she is addressed as Ms. Addams, which is more 
appropriate to her managerial role. Her cloth-
ing, pay scale, benefits, hours and responsibili-
ties will change. She may be given a desk or 
office, and a new place to park. She may be ex-
pected to go to additional specific training op-
portunities. And so on. All these can help to 
serve to communicate to others her new role as 
assistant manager. 

As noted above, family, friends and servers 
can consciously help to reinforce the role com-
municators. To take another example, a student 
with impairments may be helped to join a new, 
more physically and socially integrated classroom. 
Teachers, other students, family and friends can 
help to emphasize the new role communicators 
(e.g., a different physical setting, new homework 
expectations, a new classroom schedule, etc.), as a 
way of helping the child to exit the former role of 
student within a more segregated classroom, and 
to take on the new role of student in a more typi-
cal classroom. 

A Possible Framework for Understanding, 
Analyzing, Teaching & Implementing 

the Concept of Role Exit
Ebaugh also lays out a helpful framework of 
relevant factors that may be involved in a process 
of role exit (1988, 35-39). This framework can be 
helpful for those teaching and/or applying SRV, 
as well as those using the PASSING tool, either 
for training or evaluation. These factors include 
the following:

over a continuum (from a chosen role exit to an 
imposed role exit)

-
cumbent (cf. Tumeinski, 2013)

reversible; and if so, to what extent?
-

cess take to come to fruition?

have over the process of role exit?

the role exit process

a larger group exit? For example, a group role exit 
may include a company laying off a percentage 
of its workers, a school graduating a class of stu-
dents, etc. Remember that SRV proposes various 
levels at which SRV may be implemented, i.e., 
from the individual all the way up to an entire 
society (Wolfensberger, 2013, 103-105)

simultaneous exits, i.e., of related roles? Someone 
who gets a new job in a different city may thus 
simultaneously exit roles of worker, neighbor, 
gym member, restaurant patron, choir member, 
certain relationship roles (e.g., leaving behind 
friends), etc. This might perhaps be thought of 
as a negative reversal of the role cascade process 
described by Lemay (2006), i.e., rather than one 
new valued role opening the door to other new 
valued roles, losing one role may cascade into los-
ing other roles. Note that this process is relevant 
to both valued and devalued roles. A multiple role 
exit of related devalued roles may be desirable, 
while a multiple role exit of societally valued roles 
is probably not, at least not for a devalued party.

-
mative ‘rites of passage’ or transition stages 
(e.g., graduation from high school or univer-
sity, retirement)?

-
cess (e.g., medical student to intern to licensed 
physician to specialist)?
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Role Exit, Role Transition & 
Anticipatory Socialization

What additional factors may be relevant to 
the process of transitioning from an exited role 
into a new role? As mentioned above, this transi-
tion process might include, for example, exiting a 
devalued role with an eye toward gaining a valued 
role, or exchanging a more devalued role for a less 
devalued one. Note that from an SRV perspec-
tive, these factors can be taken into consideration 
by both informal and formal servers. Such factors 
can include 1) anticipatory socialization, 2) role 
clarity, 3) the definiteness of the role exit process, 
4) clear role cues, and 5) stages of role acquisition. 
Following are brief descriptions of these relevant 
role exit factors:

1. Anticipatory socialization can make a tran-
sition from one role to another role go more 
smoothly (Burr, 1972, 408). Merton described 
anticipatory socialization as a person beginning to 
take on and internalize the values and attitudes of 
those who already hold a desired role (1968). For 
example, someone who wants the role of elected 
official, or of rugby team member, may begin to 
speak, act, dress and ‘think’ the role of politician 
or rugby team member, even in the run up to an 
election or before tryouts begin. 

2. Role clarity is a key factor in at least two pos-
sible ways. a) Role clarity around a currently-held 
role can make exit from that role more difficult 
for the incumbent. b) Role clarity of the desired 
role to hopefully be acquired can contribute to 
making a role transition go more smoothly (Burr, 
1972, 410). 

3. A clear and definite role exit process, plus a 
degree of high importance afforded to the process 
by the incumbent and/or by others, will likely ease 
the process of role transition (Burr, 1972, 414). If 
the process is clearly laid out with recognizable 
and agreed-upon steps, as well as with visible cues, 
it can become easier for a person to exit the role. 

For example, graduating from high school often 
involves several clear steps and signs: talking with 
guidance counselors about post-graduation op-
tions, discussions with family and friends about 
the future and various possibilities, beginning to 
look at different options such as further school-
ing or employment, going to graduation parties, 
engaging in the graduation ceremony itself, and 
so on. Additionally, if the incumbent can see the 
importance of the role exit process, it can go more 
smoothly, e.g., if the person is excited to start a 
new job or to move to a new neighborhood.

4. Sending new, clear and strong role cues re-
lated to the ‘target role’ (e.g., helping someone 
to acquire new clothes, or to learn new habits or 
mannerisms) can smooth the process of role tran-
sition (Ebaugh, 1988, 151-152).

5. Acquiring a new social role may include both 
learning and un-learning (Ebaugh, 1988, 4), on 
the part of the incumbent as well as by others 
(e.g., observers, family, friends, servers). As de-
scribed above, acquiring a new role can include 
dis-engagement and dis-identifying with the 
expectations associated with the old role (un-
learning), as well as anticipatory socialization and 
identifying with the new expectations of the role 
‘target’ (learning) (Ebaugh, 1988, 7, 10). 

Thornton and Nardi describe such anticipatory 
socialization as the first stage of role acquisition 
(1975, 874). The authors go on to describe the sec-
ond stage as actually taking on the role and its ex-
pectations from the inside, as an incumbent. This 
stage can be aided by the expectations of others, 
particularly those in the relevant role-set: “Within 
the role set, two sources may be distinguished: 
people enacting the same role as the incumbent 
(similar-role others) and people enacting recip-
rocal roles (reciprocal-role others)” (Thornton & 
Nardi, 1975, 872; cf. 876). In the context of ser-
vice, servers would do well to be aware of both 
‘sources,’ and to think deeply about how similar-
role others and reciprocal-role others might help a 
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societally devalued person to exit a devalued role, 
and to acquire a societally valued role.

Typical Tensions Surrounding Role Exit
Trying to help a societally devalued person to 
exit a devalued role will likely raise certain ten-
sions. One possible source of tension is that others 
around the devalued person may continue to hold 
onto expectations associated with that societally 
devalued role (cf. Ebaugh, 1988, 3). For example, 
if staff or even family continue to (unconsciously) 
hold and communicate child role expectations to 
an adult with impairments, it can make exiting 
the child role incredibly difficult. 

The role incumbent him or herself may also (un-
consciously) continue to hold on to self-expectations 
and habitual patterns which are strongly associated 
with the role to be exited, perhaps even having built 
these up over a long period of time (Ebaugh, 1988, 
5). Such role residuals (Ebaugh, 1988, 173, 178) 
are particularly likely to linger if the role is or was 
highly salient to the incumbent, and required much 
time and effort to acquire in the first place. Some-
one who spent lots of money, time and effort on 
training and education to become a nurse or com-
puter technician, not to mention years or decades of 
carrying out the work, is likely to find the process of 
exiting a work role (e.g., due to retirement or layoff) 
even more difficult. The same dynamics can occur 
even for incumbents of societally devalued roles.

Incompatible role demands between the role to 
be exited and the role to be acquired can also add 
a degree of complexity and tension to the process 
(Burr, 1972, 411). For example, helping a soci-
etally devalued adult to exit the role of child and 
to acquire the role of worker can be made even 
more complex in part because of the competing 
role demands of child versus worker.

Additional Considerations for Teaching or 
Applying the Role Exit Process 

Within an SRV Context
A prime consideration in learning, teaching 
and implementing the above ideas within an 

SRV context is that the process of role exit and 
consequent role acquisition will likely take time 
(Ebaugh, 1988, 22). It is not always a quick pro-
cess, even if a precipitating event happens quickly. 
For example, losing a job or graduating from uni-
versity may happen relatively quickly, though it 
may still take a long time for that person to stop 
thinking of themselves as a worker or as a uni-
versity student, and to change their patterns of 
activity and thinking. An adult with impairments 
who has lived with his or her parents for his or her 
entire life may find it quite difficult to exit the role 
of ‘grown-up child living at home’ in order to take 
on a new role of roommate or apartment tenant. 

Additionally, the degree of an incumbent’s com-
mitment to a role, regardless of whether the role 
is socially valued or devalued, will affect role exit. 
SRV teaches us that someone may become deeply 
committed to, and internalize, even a highly de-
valued role. Milne (2011) helpfully identifies two 
types of commitment: interactional and affective.

 Interactional describes the amount and level of 
social commitment involved in a particular role. 
How many people does the person interact with 
in the role? How much time is spent on such in-
teractions? This may affect the ease or the diffi-
culty of role exit. 

Affective commitment describes the weight of 
emotional energy and connections that the per-
son associates with the role. Both interactional 
and affective commitment can affect the role exit 
process, and thus should be taken into account by 
servers, for example.

Finally, Ebaugh adds a further consideration 
in terms of the number of ‘bridges’ between a 
role that is exited and any newly acquired role 
(Ebaugh, 1988, 146). For example, family, 
friends, activities or hobbies may serve as bridg-
es between an exited role and a new role. Such 
bridges can either facilitate or hamper efforts at 
role exit and role transition, and so should be 
taken into consideration by servers trying to 
bring about role exit from a societally devalued 
role, for example.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this brief column was to look at 
some available material on the concept of role exit 
as described in sociological texts, and to analyze 
this material in light of SRV teaching and imple-
mentation. It is clear from Wolfensberger’s body 
of work that he continually drew on new research 
and theoretical work from a variety of fields (e.g., 
sociology, psychology, education) to refine and 
add depth to SRV theory. This type of theoretical 
work remains important today, even without the 
presence of the original author. 

Role exit seems to be a useful conceptual frame-
work that has relevance to SRV teaching and ap-
plication. I propose that an understanding of the 
related processes of role exit and role acquisition 
can be a helpful guide in SRV-based decision mak-
ing, teamwork, goal setting, assessment of service 
efforts, etc. Its ideas and language may prove use-
ful for SRV teachers and PASSING team leaders, 
as well as those working to apply the ideas of SRV 
within a human service context. •
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Announcing the availability of
A SET OF FIVE DVDS OF TWO PRESENTATIONS BY DR. WOLF WOLFENSBERGER 

ON THE HISTORY OF HUMAN SERVICES

In 2009, the Minnesota Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities produced a set of DVDs, 
based on a videotape, of two one-day presentations on the history of human services presented by 
Dr. Wolf Wolfensberger & Susan Thomas at Millersville University in Pennsylvania. The first day is 
entitled “An Interpreted Pictorial Presentation on the History of Human Services with Emphasis on 
the Origins of Some of Our Major Contemporary Service Patterns, & Some Universal Lessons for 
Planning & Structuring of Services Which Can Be Learned from This History.” It constitutes approxi-
mately six & a quarter hours running time.

The second day is entitled “Reflections on a Lifetime in Human Services, from Prior to the Reforms of 
the 1950s-70s to the Present, with Implications for the Future: What Has Gotten Better, What Has Got-
ten Worse, What Is the Same, & What Lies Ahead.” It constitutes approximately four hours running time.

Each day consists of lecture presentations on the topic, using many overheads & slides (photos & 
illustrations). At the end of each day, the presentation draws out some lessons from the coverage to 
contemporary services.

The set of five DVDs takes about 10 hours to show. The set is currently on sale for the reduced price 
of US $350 or two for US $500, which includes permission to show the DVDs to others; for instance, 
in teaching a class or conducting a seminar. 

To order, complete the attached form & send it, along with full payment, to the address on the form 
on the next page.

DAY 1:  An Interpreted Pictorial Presentation on the History of Human Services
1a Pre and Post Greco-Roman Times     (26:33)
1b Early Christianity and the Middle Ages     (28:03)
2a Medieval Hospice and Hospital Design     (32:01)
2b The “Menacization” of the Afflicted     (10:35)
2c The Rise of Pauperism     (29:42)
3a Deportation and Exile     (16:28)
3b Containment and Confinement     (15:47)
4a Degradation and Elimination of the Altar     (11:46)
4b The Panopticon and Central Observation Stations     (28:11)
5a Service “Deculturation” and Moral Treatment     (17:09)
5b “Menacization” Images and Associations with Leprosy and Contagion     (23:58)
6a The Association of Hospices with Houses of Detention     (13:43)
6b Various Beliefs That Played a Role in Menacization     (4:59)
6c Human Service Assumptions Based in Materialism     (14:18)
6d Further Menacization Through “Treatments” Based on Punishments     (31:23)
6e Regimentation and the Use of Military Imagery     (17:07)
7a Historical Lines of Influence in the Perversion of Western Human Services     (14:51)
7b Core Realities, Strategies and Defining Characteristics of Contemporary Services     (31:21)
7c Some Conclusions     (10:53)



The SRV JOURNAL54

DAY 2:  Reflections on a Lifetime in Human Services
1 The Bad Old Days, Part One     (23:48)
2a The Bad Old Days, Part Two: The Institutional Scene, Part 1     (33:06)
2b The Bad Old Days, Part Two: The Institutional Scene, Part 2     (15:59)
3 The Bad Old Days, Part Three: The Educational Scene     (19:54)
4a What Has Gotten Better, Part One: The Early Reform Era     (27:39)
4b What Has Gotten Better, Part Two: Normalization     (12:53)
4c What Has Gotten Better, Part Three: The Rights Movement     (5:55)
4d What Has Gotten Better, Part Four: Summary of Positive Developments     (17:53)
5 What Is Still the Same, New Problems That Have Arisen & Things That Have Gotten Worse:
 Part One     (12:30)
6a What Is Still the Same, New Problems That Have Arisen & Things That Have Gotten Worse:
 Part Two     (31:18)
6b What Is Still the Same, New Problems That Have Arisen & Things That Have Gotten Worse:
 Part Three     (23:27)
6c A Few Action Implications     (8:19)

ORDER FORM ~ HUMAN SERVICE HISTORY DVD SET

Name               
Address 
             
City                                                                 State or Province
Zip or Postal Code    Country

I am ordering    set(s) of five DVDs containing two presentations by Dr. Wolf Wolfensberger 
on the history of human services.

       ON SALE FOR US $350 (down from $485) for one set or US $500 for two sets    
 
 
  Add Postage & Handling: within North America: $ 8.00
      all other addresses:        $15.00 
     
   TOTAL IN US FUNDS: $     

Make check or money order, payable in US funds, to:  
Syracuse University Training Institute

Mail completed form, along with full payment, to:
Syracuse University Training Institute
301 Huntington Hall 



PICTURING DISABILITY: BEGGAR, FREAK, CITIZEN, 
AND OTHER PHOTOGRAPHIC RHETORIC. By R. 
Bogdan WITH M. Elks AND J.A. Knoll. Syracuse, 

REVIEW AVAILABLE ONLINE @ www.srvip.
org

Reviewed by Thomas Malcomson

Robert Bogdan, Distinguished Professor 
Emeritus of Social Science and Disability Stud-
ies at Syracuse University, has written a fascinat-
ing overview of the history of the photographing 
of people with disabilities in the United States, 
between 1870 and 1980 (with separate chapters 
from Martin Elks and James A. Knoll). The major 
focus of the book though is from 1900 to 1960. 
It is a generalist’s book as it will appeal to those 
interested in photography in general and as an art 
form, the history of postcards, clinical representa-
tion of the disabled, institutions for the disabled, 
circus freak shows, and the histories of advertis-
ing, begging and charity. Each of these topics as-
sumes the core of a separate chapter.

Bogdan declares his purpose to be the examina-
tion of photographs of disabled people (and in one 
chapter asylums for the disabled) to uncover what 
the “makers” of the photographic images “were up 
to” (p. 3). All three authors do this by exploring 
the “visual rhetorical techniques in photographs” 
(p. 2). He breaks the photographs into separate 
genres, searching within each for similarities in 
staging, subject portrayal, intended audience and 
use. This analysis creates categories within each 
genre. He attempts to grasp the photographer’s 
intention for the photograph. The pictures add an 
emotional and aesthetic element to the collection 
of facts we have about past social orientations to-
wards people with disabilities. Bogdan’s method 
soundly accomplishes his goal within the follow-
ing nine chapters.

Chapter two addresses the images produced 
for freak shows. These images were created to 
sell for the profit of the person depicted and/or 
their promoter, to advertise the show’s attractions 
and to provide the audience with a souvenir of 
their experience. There are three categories dis-
cussed within the chapter. The first are people 
missing their arms who use their feet to perform 
tasks usually left to the hands, such as drinking 
tea from a fancy cup, tatting and drawing. Sec-
ond are the dwarfs and giants whose unique size 
is photographically exaggerated by juxtaposition, 
if not with each other, then with people of aver-
age height. The third group is composed of those 
whose abnormal body is created, or embellished 
for the camera. Both of these are engaged in the 
effort to dupe the audience. One form of this cat-
egory is an able person using people with a dis-
ability in a false context. Bogdan uses the example 
where people with microcephaly were dressed in 
supposed garments of ancient Aztecs, or African 
tribes, and presented as primitives. As Bogdan 
notes, this depiction left “… people with develop-
mental disabilities … cast as comic fools” (p. 18). 
Missing from these presentations was any sign of 
charity or destitution; indeed, the author tells us 
the subjects of the photographs were at times fi-
nancially better off than the people who bought 
the pictures.

Financial need is at the heart of the next chapter 
which explores the use of begging cards to earn 
money for the person depicted on the card. These 
cards were very common in the first three decades 
of the 20th century. Distributed by hand, by the 
person they depicted, or through the mail, these 
postcards were meant to elicit donation to the 
“beggar.” Some cards contained Christian mes-
sages of charity to encourage a donation, some 
used pity, while others offered some item (such as 
a magazine subscription) or a performance of mu-
sic by the person depicted. Another genre with-

REVIEWS & MORE
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in this category was the travelling person, who 
roamed America in search of money in some form 
of transport, be it a specially modified motorbike 
with a sidecar, or a cart pulled by goats or dogs. 
All these photo cards revealed the person’s disabil-
ity (most show a person without legs). Those sell-
ing an item or giving a performance were engag-
ing the would be donator in an exchange of some 
form whereas the first groups were simply asking 
for money, depending on the donator’s good will 
or guilt. Some of these beggars developed local 
personal notoriety. Bogdan indicates that the so-
cial service agencies and social workers ultimately 
undermined “the beggar,” with their claim to be 
the only legitimate points of distributing money 
to the disabled.

This last point segues nicely into the following 
chapter which explores the photographs generat-
ed for the charity movement, especially from the 
1940s through the 1970s. The first photo-cards/
postcards used by charities (including those oper-
ated by fraternal orders) were much like the beg-
ging cards. By mid-century the idea of poster child 
had dominated the fundraising activity of most 
charities. The use of photogenic young children 
was meant to strike at the adult heart, provoking 
a donation. Many of the images depicted children 
being freed of their disability through the money 
that was donated for research, treatment and cure. 
Some, like those of the Jerry Lewis Muscular Dys-
trophy telethon photos, emphasize the despair in 
the child’s condition to elicit pity (possibly guilt) 
in the would-be donator. 

Another group of images has celebrities (movie 
stars and politicians) interacting with the disabled 
person, raising public awareness, and campaign-
ing for donations. The splash back for the celeb-
rity was the positive image created in the public 
mind of their ‘being compassionate’ towards those 
viewed as less fortunate then themselves. Pho-
tographs include a young Elvis Presley, Marilyn 
Monroe and Richard Nixon, each supporting a 
March of Dimes campaign. Presidents apparently 
created photo-opportunities where they shook 

hands with disabled war veterans on the White 
House lawn. One interesting photograph in the 
book is of F.D. Roosevelt doing this in 1936. He 
is standing next to a naval officer as the line of 
disabled veterans in wheelchairs and their atten-
dants pass by (Fig. 4.14, p. 52). Looking carefully 
you can see Roosevelt is holding on to the naval 
officer’s arm: the President’s cane hooked over the 
officer’s forearm. F.D.R.’s own disability is par-
tially submerged in this photo of disabled veter-
ans meeting their President. Charity images were 
meant to raise funds, not to accurately represent 
the disability, or the people who experienced it 
the most. Bogdan states they may have been de-
meaning but they were ultimately effective.

Chapter five addresses the use of postcards 
and photographs for either support or criticism 
of asylums. Most of the chapter deals with the 
generation of postcards depicting the institution 
as tourist attraction, major local employer or as 
site of ‘modern’ scientific/medical intervention. 
They were sold for profit to the public and were 
to be collected or used to send missives to oth-
ers. These images were most often devoid of the 
institutional inmates or workers, as they and cars 
(also missing in most images) dated the image 
and thus shortened the shelf-life of the postcard. 
They depicted the size and architecture of the in-
stitution, favouring distant photos of the massive 
buildings and photographs of front gates, admin-
istration buildings or the two and three storey 
‘cottage’ residences. When images with people 
did appear in this category, they showed them sit-
ting in hallways or in ward views. Images of the 
institutions were also used to promote and adver-
tise the asylum. They appeared in annual reports 
to government and/or the board of directors and 
funding organizations. These images represented 
the good work being carried on at the asylum. 
Inmates were depicted engaged in activities that 
were deemed most suitable for their abilities and 
future. They were intended to demonstrate the 
positive conditions existing within the institu-
tion. The third category of image covered in 
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this chapter are the images revealing the horror 
of life within the asylum. Bodgan calls these the 
muckraking photographs, obtained by journal-
ists doing exposés on asylum life and other critics 
of the institutional model. The third group were 
intended to do the opposite of the first two types. 
All three were produced to demonstrate the per-
spective of the person taking the picture and they 
could all be of the same institution. 

Martin Elks (the author of chapter six) explores 
photographs taken as a clinical piece of data il-
lustrating some physical aspect of disability, or 
defect, for the professional to study, or the general 
public to realize the physicality of the condition 
being discussed. They are not taken for aesthet-
ics, nor as souvenir or to entertain, but to inform. 
They show twisted, deformed and unstable bod-
ies, upper torso and head profiles (front and side 
like a mug shot) or ‘deformed’ body parts. The 
texts with which these pictures were intertwined 
explained intellectual disability, mental disorder, 
poverty and immorality as being biologically root-
ed. They served the biological medical model and 
the eugenicist, convincing the public that these 
‘physical’ problems required a physical solution. 
Elks notes that eugenicists “created an imaginary 
disease, feeblemindedness” in part with photog-
raphy (p. 98). The sense that a photograph was a 
truthful depiction of reality lent false validity to 
their claims.

In chapter seven, Bogdan examines the use of 
people with disabilities in advertising. There were 
two very different types of photographs in this 
genre. The first group uses people with disabili-
ties to sell products. In one variation they are used 
within a mythic tale of the origin of the product 
for sale. Perhaps the best example was the use of a 
dwarf to play Buster Brown, the perpetually five-
year-old cartoon character, to help sell shoes for 
the Brown Shoe Company (pp. 100-101). Dwarfs 
were also employed to get the reader’s attention 
by using their ‘different’ appearance to catch the 
reader’s eye (these were print ads in popular maga-
zines). The second group was quite different, in 

that it used disabled people to sell appliances (i.e., 
artificial limbs, wheelchairs) to other disabled in-
dividuals. The man with two artificial legs in the 
ad was similar to the potential buyer. Where the 
first type in this genre appeared to preserve and 
play on the stereotyped perception of the dis-
abled, the second used their legitimate experience 
to help sell a product.

Hollywood’s image of people with disabilities is 
the focus of chapter eight. Bogdan examines films 
from the 1920s and 30s mainly (Dr. Strangelove, 
1964, is the most recent film mentioned). He 
highlights the career of Lon Chaney, who played 
many disabled characters, almost always monster 
like. The movie world seems to cast disabled peo-
ple into roles of fool, murderer, angry and hateful 
person, or a warped creation of a mad scientist. 
He concludes that Hollywood has placed in the 
public mind many of its perceptions of disability. 
This “hidden curriculum … informs people of all 
ages that people with disabilities are to be feared 
or pitied or laughed at” (p. 128).

James Knoll penned chapter nine, dealing with 
the representation of disability and the disabled 
within photographic art. Due to copyright issues, 
few images appear in the chapter, but Knoll’s 
written descriptions of the works are vivid, and 
wherever possible he provides URLs to view the 
image online. This chapter holds the most recent 
photographs (1965-1980) discussed in the book. 
The use of the person with a disability as part of 
the aesthetic captured by the photographer is ex-
tremely different from any other genre discussed 
in the book. Composition, line, shadow and 
symbolism (among other elements) become the 
dominant features in creating the images. Perhaps 
to offset this, Knoll does provide information on 
some of the people depicted, information that 
would not be present in the art installation. The 
chapter is organized around seven photographers 
and their work. Knoll concludes that the disabled 
have been placed in the role of provocateur, to 
disturb and alarm the viewer. He also finds that 
the images often show the person with a disability 



The SRV JOURNAL58

to be an “outsider,” someone set apart from the 
rest and unable to enter equally into society. This, 
he notes, is in contrast to the “efforts by many 
people with disability” to be seen as equal, capable 
and connected into the rest of society.

Chapter 10 concerns photographs “as personal 
keepsakes” and is titled “Citizen Portraits.” The 
chapter examines photographs taken for work, 
community and family, in which one of the in-
dividuals (in some cases the only individual) hap-
pens to have a disability. Contrary to the other 
genres, we see here an effort by the photogra-
pher at inclusion and creating ‘normality’ in the 
scene. Here all people are equal, even if in some 
instances efforts are made to hide or distract from 
the disability. Personally, I found this chapter to 
be the most encouraging, in that it covered the 
same time period as some of the most devaluing 
photographs analysed in the book, and yet re-
vealed people’s efforts throughout the era to have 
images that captured the valued roles (worker, 
friend, child, sibling, grandparent, etc.) in which 
the photographed people were engaged. Examples 
include: The three employees standing next to a 
press (the centre man on a crutch has one leg) 
are simply workers being photographed (10.8, p. 
149). A grandmother holding a newborn is the 
central figure in another picture, her wheelchair 
present but not dominant (10.26, p. 157). And 
the young boy with Down’s syndrome seated on 
a window seat, well dressed and groomed, with 
proper posture, the drapes behind him and the 
potted plant off to the side indicate the home and 
family of which he is a member (10.2, p. 146). He 
appears to be a young man with potential.  

The final chapter is titled conclusions but it does 
not review the various findings across the chap-
ters. It proposes a set of possible future genres for 
study and sounds the warning to be careful when 
interpreting or reading the images. The possible 
genres include town characters, veterans, African-
Americans with disabilities, religion, and to ex-
plore photography of the disabled in other coun-
tries. Bogdan considers his purpose, to examine 

the motives for making the pictures he reviewed, 
accomplished. He notes that he did not examine 
social forces that shaped the photographers and 
how they used their images, but suggests that the 
image makers were a product of their times.

I agree that Bogdan, Elks and Knoll have ac-
complished the goal they set out to explore. Their 
analysis of the images examined is compelling. 
There are, however, tensions that exist within the 
book between some of the various chapters. The 
chapters on freaks, beggars, charity and adver-
tising are related, sharing the common features 
of the semblance of direct involvement of the 
person with a disability in the activity, and the 
underlying motive of generating money through 
the use of images of people with disabilities. A 
second group contains the chapters on asylums 
and clinical pictures. Here the commonality is 
a distance from the person with a disability and 
the role of an authority using the images to cre-
ate support for their perspective. The chapters 
on Hollywood’s representation of disability, pho-
tography as art, and citizen portraits, each stand 
separately, in clear opposition to all the others. 
The chapter on Hollywood is overwhelmingly 
about the creation of the image of menace and 
uses people without disabilities to ‘play’ disabled 
people. The art photographs are about aesthet-
ics and the chapter on citizenship is about people 
having a valued place in society. The tension be-
tween these dynamically opposed themes needs 
exploration. Bogdan does draw the reader’s atten-
tion to the difference between the asylum images 
and those with a focus on people. The tension 
is approached again in the chapter dealing with 
the art of photography, with a discussion of how 
photos as ‘art form’ changes the nature of how to 
look at the images. But the differentiations need 
to be drawn out much more. The citizen pho-
tographs are dominated by images of inclusion, 
valued roles and competencies, unlike any other 
within the book. How did these positive images 
exist within the same time and space as those of 
the freak, beggar, poster child, and Hollywood 
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Invitation to Write Book, Film & Article Reviews
From the Editor

I encourage our readers to submit reviews to The SRV Journal of current films, books and articles. 
For people who are studying SRV, looking for everyday examples can help deepen one’s understand-
ing. For people who are teaching SRV, learning from and using contemporary examples from the 
media in one’s teaching can be very instructive for audiences. For people who are implementing SRV, 
contemporary examples can provide fruitful ideas to learn from. Some books and articles mention 
SRV specifically; others do not but are still relevant to SRV. Both are good subjects for reviewing. We 
have written guidelines for writing book and film reviews. If you would like to get a copy of either 
set of guidelines, please let me know at: 

Marc Tumeinski
The SRV Journal, 74 Elm Street, Worcester, MA 01609 USA
508.752.3670; journal@srvip.org; www.srvip.org

monster? Where did these opposing representa-
tions meet and what resulted? 

This book was not written from an SRV per-
spective. Bogdan, a sociologist, employs the same 
analysis as he would if he were reading “interview 
transcripts or field notes” (p. 4). SRV is mentioned 
once in the entire text (p. 145) and is used to ex-
plain the creation of positive images of people 
with disabilities by various social service agencies, 
community organizations and disability rights ad-
vocates to foster positive public perceptions of the 
disabled. He states it creates contrived pictures, 
the exact opposite of the ‘natural’ images found 
in chapter 10, “Citizen Portraits.” This is a lim-
ited view of SRV and ignores the potential it holds 
to assist in understanding the perspectives of the 
photographers and the impact of the images dis-
cussed within this book, including chapter 10.

There are so many examples that illustrate SRV’s 
image and role communication within the 223 
pictures in this book that only a few can be noted. 
The impact of grouping many disabled people 
in one picture or several individual photographs 
on one page of a book (as several examples in the 

chapter on clinical photographs demonstrate) 
clearly serves to heighten the sense of difference 
and the scale of the disability. The chapter on ad-
vertising has several examples that cast adults in 
the role of perpetual children. Images of people 
working in freak shows reinforce the negative ste-
reotype of primitive, savage, abnormal, and if not 
these, then certainly different. Even if they earned 
more money than their audience, the setting they 
were viewed in reinforced the divide between 
them and their audience, who came to view, not 
to interact. The creation of people as objects of 
pity in order to extract money from the viewer 
is present in many of the images in the chapters 
on begging and charity. Beyond these (and the 
many other) specific examples of SRV elements, 
the sheer presence of so many of these images in 
the public domain between 1870 and 1980 il-
lustrates the role of social imaging and (in most 
cases) the negative perceptions and expectations 
planted into the minds of the viewers, much at an 
unconscious level.

This book by Robert Bogdan (with Martin Elks 
and James A. Knoll) is highly recommended to 
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anyone interested in the lives of people with dis-
abilities and their representation within society. 
It is a must read for those involved with SRV, 
whether in implementation, teaching or learn-
ing the theory. Apart from informing on the sub-
ject of photographic representation, the material 
in the book ought to provoke a cascade of SRV 
connections and much thought about the social 
power of images.
 

THOMAS MALCOMSON, PHD, is a professor at George Brown 
College in Toronto. Co-author of the textbook Life-Span De-
velopment, he teaches a course on the history of eugenics.

THE CITATION FOR THIS REVIEW IS

Malcomson, T. (2014). Review of the book Picturing Dis-
ability: Beggar, Freak, Citizen, and Other Photographic Rheto-
ric by R. Bogdan with M. Elks and J.A. Knoll. The SRV 
Journal, 8(2), 55–60.
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Announcing the publication of
A Brief Introduction to Social Role Valorization:

A high-order concept for addressing the plight of societally devalued 
people, and for structuring human services (4th expanded edition)

by Wolf Wolfensberger, PhD

“A long-held rationale of those of us who 
teach SRV Theory is that the material 
helps students to see the world from the 
perspectives of those who receive services 
and supports, rather than the service pro-
vider. Time and again, we hear students 
describe this as the single most important 
aspect of taking an SRV Theory course. 
They talk about how they now have new, 
or different, eyes with which to see and 
understand their world. Many describe 
the realization that they first had to change 
in order for them to address the issues and 
problems of the people they were assigned 
to teach or help. When they changed their 
perceptions of another person, they then 
changed their expectations of this person, 
along with their ideas of what the person 
actually needs and how to effectively ad-
dress these needs” (from the foreword by 
Zana Marie Lutfiyya, PhD and Thomas 
Neuville, PhD).

Author: Wolf Wolfensberger, PhD, 1934-2011
Publisher: Valor Press (Plantagenet ON–Canada)

Language: English
ISBN: 978-0-9868040-7-6

Copyright ©: 2013, Valor Press
Price: 30$ cdn + shipping & handling

Special Hardcover edition: 65$ + S & H
To purchase, call 613.673.3583
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CRAZY LIKE US: THE GLOBALIZATION OF THE 
AMERICAN PSYCHE. By E. Watters
Press, 2010. REVIEW AVAILABLE ONLINE @ 
www.srvip.org

Reviewed by Susan Thomas 

This review is based on a presentation given 
about the book by the author, a San Francisco-
based journalist. For this book, he examined four 
different types of supposed mental disorders, each 
one in four different parts of the world: anorexia 
in Hong Kong in the mid-1990s, depression in 
Japan, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in 
Sri Lanka after the Boxing Day tsunami there 
(December 26, 2004), and schizophrenia in Zan-
zibar. He contrasted the ideas about these con-
ditions that prevailed in these different cultures 
with the prevalent ideas in the US, and compared 
as well their treatments for these conditions with 
the treatments used for them in the US.

Not surprisingly, what is recognized as mental 
disorder varies around the world, such disorders 
take different forms at different times and places, 
and conditions that were at one time and place 
widely prevalent may at another hardly exist. For 
instance, during the Victorian era in England, 
a large number of women were diagnosed with 
hysteria, and a similarly large number of young 
men exhibited anomie by wandering the coun-
tryside (they were called “mad travelers”). Now, 
we hear hardly anything about either of these 
two conditions.

The historian of psychiatry Edward Shorter has 
noted that cultures at different times and plac-
es make different “symptom pools” available to 
members of their culture to express their mental 
distresses, “symptoms” being how people commu-
nicate their distress so that it will be recognized 
by their society in their time. (Without using the 
language, Watters noted that much expectancy 
and conformity to expectancy is at work here.)  
Who defines the “symptom pool?” It is (a) ex-
perts and quasi-experts, e.g., priests, doctors; (b) 

the suppliers of treatments, e.g., shamans, drug 
companies; (c) journalists and fiction-writers; 
and (d) celebrities. Whenever something is rec-
ognized as being in the symptom pool for indi-
cating mental distress or disorder, a large number 
of people will manifest that symptom; but once 
the symptom declines in social acceptability, then 
the number of people who display their mental 
distress in that way also declines. For instance, 
when Princess Diana was alive and reported to be 
bulimic, the number of people who also reported 
being bulimic was very high–but after Princess 
Diana died, the incidence of reported bulimia 
drastically declined.   

As regards PTSD, this condition as we now 
know it first started out in 1972 when it was 
called post-Vietnam syndrome. In the five years 
between 1999-2004, the number of Vietnam war 
veterans in the US applying for help with PTSD 
doubled, even though this was more than 25 years 
after the end of that war, at least in good part be-
cause PTSD is now in the symptom pool. Also, a 
large number of US veterans now returning from 
combat in the Middle East are committing, or 
attempting to commit, suicide, reflecting the fact 
that suicidal behavior is now firmly entrenched 
in the symptom pool in this culture. This idea of 
a “symptom pool” raises the troubling question: 
now that all four authorities noted above that 
determine what is in the current symptom pool 
have apparently concluded that mass rampage 
murder is one of the ways that mentally disturbed 
people in our culture express their disturbance, 
and now that large numbers of the public appar-
ently agree with them, will there be–for that rea-
son alone–an increase in mass rampage murders 
as more disturbed people communicate thusly 
their disturbance in this society, not to mention 
there could be other contributors to an increase 
in such violence?

When the Training Institute was issuing its 
publication TIPS (Training Institute Publication 
Series) from 1980 to 2007, Dr. Wolfensberger 
used to poke fun at shrink-types from the devel-
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oped world, mostly the US, who would swoop in 
whenever and wherever a disaster occurred, and 
begin offering shrinkery to the dazed survivors. 
Such “counseling” of myriad forms was likely to 
be offered even before (and sometimes instead of ) 
what the suffering people really needed, such as 
food and shelter. Watters also analyzed this phe-
nomenon, and while he attributed good inten-
tions to these westerners who swarm to disaster 
zones, he also noted how un-fitting are the op-
tions they offer for treatment to these different 
cultures that are not so materialistic, atomized, 
and decommunitized as is contemporary western 
culture. However, with the exception of docu-
menting the higher recovery rates from “schizo-
phrenia” in Zanzibar than in the west, Watters did 
not remark on the fact that these western treat-
ments are notably unsuccessful even in the west, 
let alone in other parts of the world.    

Watters’ research is a re-confirmation of what 
has long been known, namely that culturally-
embedded practices tend to work in their culture, 
and culture-alien ones do not. This is the reality 
underpinning the importance given in SRV to 
identifying culturally valued practices, and then 
using these valued practices as the analogues or 
models for what is done to or for devalued people 
to address their problems and needs.

SuSaN thomaS is the Training Coordinator for the Train-

ing Institute for Human Service Planning, Leadership 

& Change Agentry, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY 

(US). She is the co-author of PASSING.
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TRANQUIL PRISONS: CHEMICAL INCARCERATION 
UNDER COMMUNITY TREATMENT ORDERS. By 
E. Fabris. Toronto, ON: University of Toronto 
Press, 2011. REVIEW AVAILABLE ONLINE @ 
www.srvip.org

  
Reviewed by Susan Thomas

This book is written by a self-described “psy-
chiatric survivor” (meaning someone who has 
been a recipient of mental services, including 
“hospitalization”), but who also has other roles, 
including university lecturer, advocate and social  
activist, and former human service worker. The 
book’s thrust can be summarized as follows:

Community Treatment Orders, or CTOs, are 
legal orders in Canada that allow a person deemed 
to have a mental disorder to be treated “in the 
community” (i.e., not in a psychiatric institution) 
on the condition that such a person voluntarily 
agree to stipulated treatment. Similar arrange-
ments exist in Britain, New Zealand and the US; 
in the US, they are called Involuntary Outpatient 
Committals. However, in the vast majority of cas-
es, the “treatment” ordered by a CTO consists of 
the administration of mind-affecting and mind-
controlling drugs, and possibly also visits to a psy-
chiatrist. Further, while the person is supposed to 
agree voluntarily, the system is so arranged that a 
person’s refusal to agree to a CTO is taken as de 
facto evidence that the person “lacks insight” or is 
“in denial” about “having” a “mental illness,” and 
that the person is not/will not be compliant with 
“treatment.” This refusal usually means the person 
will either get sent back to a mental institution, 
or not be released from one if that is where he 
or she is. In other words, the supposed voluntari-
ness of the CTO is a sham (at least in the US, 
the parallel order is explicitly called involuntary).  
Thus, the CTO constitutes an arrangement that 
the author calls involuntary chemical incarcera-
tion, in which the drugs (the chemicals) are just as 
restrictive of movement as being physically incar-
cerated in a prison or mental institution, and are 

additionally restrictive of a person’s intellect, will, 
and consciousness. In other words, a provision 
that is touted as a service reform or improvement 
(over institutionalization) is actually the opposite. 
Indeed, CTOs are based on the unspoken prem-
ise that coercion is treatment.  This is similar to a 
conclusion we have come to from the observation 
of many human service practices, namely that the 
conveyance of death to recipients is often seen to 
constitute “treatment.” The author himself, on 
pp. 188-197, provides a concise, but longer, sum-
mary of the book that is very similar to the one I 
have just given.  

The book contains much documentation of 
the author’s thesis, and of the fact that the vast 
majority of people with mental disorders expe-
rience their mind-drugging as harmful–and not 
only that they experience it that way, but that it 
is in fact very harmful. The book also gives nu-
merous examples of the many wounds inflicted 
on people with mental disorders specifically: 
physical and functional impairments (inflicted 
largely by mind drugs); devaluation, and mul-
tiple jeopardy; rejection and distantiation; being 
negatively imaged; being cast into the roles of 
object, non-human, menace, sick patient, and 
burden; physical and social discontinuities; lack 
and/or loss of natural and freely-given relation-
ships; deindividualization; deprivation of auton-
omy and control–in fact, this is the wound that 
the author focuses most prominently on; and 
deathmaking. So extensive is the evidence that 
the book could serve as a resource for a presenta-
tion on the common “wounds” of people with 
mental disorders. Unfortunately, the thesis and 
the evidence for it are embedded in the peculiar 
and sometimes (actually, often) virtually unde-
cipherable language of social constructionism, 
contemporary “mad” discourse of the psychiatric 
survivor movement, and the social model of dis-
ability. (See the article by S. Tiffany on the social 
model of disability in the December 2011 issue 
of this Journal, vol. 6, no. 2.) Also included in 
this confusing and even impenetrable language 
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are the author’s numerous efforts to explain his 
method of inquiry and the sources he drew upon 
for it. In fact, his aforementioned summary on 
pp. 188-197 is the clearest part of the book, and 
would suffice for at least those readers who are 
already somewhat familiar with the bankruptcy 
of contemporary mental services, and especially 
the harmful effects of mind drugging.

In an exceedingly brief section at the end (p. 
198), the author proposes six measures to im-
prove mental services: “(a) create self-sustaining 
refuges to meet ‘basic needs’; (b) give people at 
least one person who they can count on in any 
circumstance; (c) create non-judgmental support 
strategies, not given or governed by those who are 
charged with imposing restrictions; (d) have ne-
gotiations regarding social restrictions overseen by 
advocates to ensure compliance with basic stan-
dards …; (e) encourage the use of non-destructive 
therapies (e.g., natural remedies) even for chemi-
cal restraint …; (f ) use non-destructive methods 
to intercede in violence.” Thankfully, suggestions 
(b) and (d) recognize the need for independent 
advocacy, and would support volunteer individu-
al advocates, such as Citizen Advocacy programs 
find and arrange for. Unfortunately, while earlier 

in the book the author cities many instances in 
which mentally disordered people do better when 
they are working, enrolled in school, painting and 
writing, etc., the relevance of this fact to the pow-
er of social roles is never taken up, nor is there any 
recommendation that such valued roles be sought 
for people with mental disorders.

Also, the few mentions of normalization in 
the book are negative references, consistent with 
the social model of disability’s perspective that 
the “normal” is oppressive and what this author 
(and contemporary “mad” rhetoric) describes as 
“sanist,” meaning that the upholding of sanity is 
devaluing of the mental states of mentally disor-
dered people themselves, particularly when a ver-
sion of sanity is held or even enforced as a norm.        

SuSaN thomaS is the Training Coordinator for the Train-

ing Institute for Human Service Planning, Leadership 

& Change Agentry, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY 

(US). She is the co-author of PASSING.
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About Social Role Valorization (SRV)
Social Role Valorization (SRV), a human service theory based on the principle of normalization, 
proposes that positively valued social roles are needed for people to attain what Wolfensberger has 
described as the good things of life (well-being). This is of particular importance for individuals with 
impairments or otherwise at risk of being socially devalued by others, and therefore of great impor-
tance for human services to them.

About the book
The first two chapters explain SRV, and give depth and background to SRV as an empirical theory 
that is applicable to human services of all kinds, to all sorts of people. The remaining chapters are all 
revised and expanded versions of presentations that Dr. Wolfensberger had given at previous interna-
tional SRV conferences. The topics treated in the chapters move from the general (chapters 2, 3 and 
4) to the more specific (chapters 5, 6 and 7).

The contents of the book are especially useful for people who do, or want to, teach SRV; for SRV 
researchers; and for those interested in implementing SRV in a systematic way, especially in service 
fields where SRV is new, not yet known, and not widely—if at all—embraced.

About Wolf Wolfensberger, Ph.D. (1934-2011)
World renowned human service reformer, Professor Wolfensberger (Syracuse University) was in-
volved in the development and dissemination of the principle of normalization and the originator 
of the program evaluation tools PASS and PASSING, and of a number of service approaches that 
include SRV and Citizen Advocacy.

Book Chapters
Foreword

an empirically-based theory

occasions where Social Role Valorization is taught or implemented

Role Valorization
-

tive settings
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GABRIELLE. By L. Archambault (Director). 104 
minutes, 2013. French (with English subtitles). 
REVIEW AVAILABLE ONLINE @ www.srvip.
org

Reviewed by Judith Sandys

The film Gabrielle had its North American pre-
miere at the Toronto International Film Festival 
(TIFF) in September 2013. First shown at a film 
festival in Locarno, Switzerland (where it was 
awarded the Audience Award), and now released 
internationally, the film has been submitted by 
Canada as a potential nominee for an Academy 
Award in the Best Foreign Language Film category. 

Gabrielle, a fictional story, stars Gabrielle Mar-
ion-Rivard, a woman who both in the film and 
in real life has an intellectual disability. Gabrielle 
Marion-Rivard  has Williams syndrome, a genetic 
condition associated with intellectual disability.
(According to the Williams Syndrome Associa-
tion website, people with this condition are also 
said to have “striking verbal abilities, highly social 
personalities and an affinity for music.”) Ten other 
actors are also people with intellectual disabilities, 
and they are members of the choir that is featured 
in this film. They are joined by a number of non-
disabled actors, including Alexandre Landry who 
plays the role of Martin, Gabrielle’s intellectually 
disabled boyfriend. Gabrielle Marion-Rivard  and 
some of the other members of the choir are mem-
bers of Les Muses;  in English, The Muses: Centre 
for the Performing Arts, which describes itself as 
“a unique school ... that offers professional train-
ing in theatre, dance and singing to artists living 
with a handicap.” 

The film focuses on Gabrielle’s experiences and 
struggles. Gabrielle is attractive, well dressed, ar-
ticulate, and very sociable. She is also a skilled 
singer and an enthusiastic member of a choir, 
comprised of people with intellectual disabilities. 
She has a boyfriend, a lead singer in this same 
choir, with whom she has a close and loving re-
lationship; a boyfriend with whom she wishes to 

have a sexual relationship. But Martin’s mother 
disapproves of this relationship, takes him out of 
the choir and forbids him from seeing Gabrielle. 

In order to pursue this relationship, Gabrielle  
wishes to live independently rather than in the 
group residence where she is currently living. Ga-
brielle’s sister is supportive of their relationship 
and invites Gabrielle to stay at her house. But 
when Gabrielle is left on her own, she makes a 
mess of the kitchen, burns the toast, and sets off 
the smoke alarm. Following this, she sets out to 
find her boyfriend where he is working, rushing  
out into traffic, narrowly missing getting hit by 
a car. 

Throughout the film, the choir is rehearsing for 
an upcoming music festival in which they will be 
participating. In the end Gabrielle and Martin do 
manage, against all odds, to consummate their re-
lationship. They then return to sing in the choir 
during the big performance at the music festival.  

Reviewers of the film are uniformly generous in 
their praise of Gabrielle Marion-Rivard, referring 
to her, for example, as “a delightful newcomer” 
(Hollywood Reporter, 2013), “an utterly enthrall-
ing onscreen presence” (Gray, 2013), and “like-
able, touching and believable” (Marchen, 2013). 

In terms of the film itself, reviews are more 
mixed. Some see it as “a poignant drama” (Perkins, 
2013) or “a respectful, honest and moving story 
about love, music and personal independence,” 
that “also happens to be about the developmen-
tally challenged” (Gray, 2013). However, others 
see the film as highly manipulative and lacking in 
subtlety. One reviewer contends that “the emo-
tional moments are a direct result of sympathy for 
Gabrielle’s condition” (Next Projection, 2013). 
Weissberg (2013) writing in Variety magazine, 
comments: “Fitting into the solid market for well-
made uplifting stories about individuals with spe-
cial needs fighting the odds and coming into their 
own, the picture can also be seen as a manipu-
lative heart-tugger directed at self-satisfied audi-
ences who enjoy rooting for those less fortunate 
than themselves.”  
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To what extent, if at all, does a film of this na-
ture affect how viewers perceive people with in-
tellectual disabilities? Does the film challenge ex-
isting stereotypes, enabling viewers to see beyond 
some of the misconceptions that they may have 
held? To what extent do viewers identify with Ga-
brielle and see her (and the other intellectually 
disabled people in the film) as more like them-
selves than different?

In many respects, the film presents Gabrielle 
positively. We see a young woman, well dressed 
and attractive, able to engage in a meaningful 
relationship, with desires typical of many young 
women. We see a person who is strong-minded 
and determined, and someone who is a very 
competent singer and choir member. Clearly 
this young woman has a number of valued so-
cial roles–singer, choir member, girlfriend, sis-
ter, daughter. 

The members of the choir are all well dressed 
and present a pleasant and appropriate appear-
ance.  All demonstrate the kind of disciplined at-
tention and perseverance required  for the mastery 
of a skill, and they make beautiful music together.
Clearly being a member of this choir is a valued 
social role. Gabrielle’s boyfriend is portrayed as a 
somewhat shy and awkward individual but he, 
too, looks and acts appropriately and he has a 
job. Like Gabrielle, he is member of this choir, 
and in fact is the lead singer. He is obviously able 
to reciprocate Gabrielle’s feelings for him. Again, 
he has some valued social roles–as a singer, choir 
member, boyfriend and employee.

Unfortunately, these positive images and roles 
are accompanied by many others that are trou-
bling. When Gabrielle burns the toast and sets off 
the smoke alarm, the sister comments that this 
show that Gabrielle needs to be in the group resi-
dence. Rather than assuming that Gabrielle  needs 
assistance in learning to cook, this is taken as evi-
dence that she cannot live on her own. When she 
runs into the street without looking out for traf-
fic, this too is seen as a lack of competence rather 
than a lack of appropriate preparation. Clearly 

the message portrayed by the film is that someone 
like Gabrielle cannot learn new skills nor become 
more independent. Even the positive work role of 
Gabrielle’s boyfriend is compromised; he works in 
a pet store, one of those jobs many people see as 
particularly appropriate for a person with an in-
tellectual disability. 

The intellectually disabled people portrayed 
in this film are seen living in a group residence 
and attending  a segregated  “centre” where they 
participate in a segregated choir. The assumption 
that these segregated settings are necessary and 
appropriate for this population is never ques-
tioned or challenged. However, while the segre-
gated nature of the center is negative, the activity 
is positive. This is an example of how, even in 
the context of a segregated setting, it is possible 
to provide meaningful activity, and intensive and 
relevant training that promotes competency en-
hancement. Ironically, the choir is so skilled that 
one imagines its members would be an asset to 
any choir. Why then the assumption that they 
should be segregated? 

Another disturbing aspect of this film is the way 
families are portrayed. Gabrielle’s sister is sup-
portive of Gabrielle’s relationship with Martin but 
not effective in enabling her to be more indepen-
dent. Her mother is barely visible in the film and 
it appears that she is very distant from her daugh-
ter. Gabrielle’s  boyfriend’s mother is portrayed as 
the villain who is seeking, albeit unsuccessfully, to 
prevent Martin from having a relationship with 
Gabrielle. That many families can and do play an 
important role in promoting increased indepen-
dence gets lost in these stereotypical portrayals.

For the typical viewer, this is likely a “feel good” 
film. Viewers are likely to feel positively towards 
Gabrielle, to admire her determination and to 
celebrate her relationship with Martin. Many will 
not have had much opportunity to know people 
with intellectual disabilities, and this seemingly 
intimate portrait and the positive feelings that 
it engenders will enable them to see themselves 
as being accepting and tolerant of such people.  
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However, in fact, the film is a confusing and frus-
trating amalgam of positive and negative images 
of disability. While at various points it presents 
very positive images which challenge existing 
stereotypes (e.g., it is not often that people with 
intellectual disabilities are portrayed as participat-
ing in a mature relationship involving sexual in-
timacy), in most respects it simply reinforces tra-
ditional and damaging perceptions of people with 
intellectual disabilities. For many, seeing this film 
is likely to confirm their belief that people with 
intellectual disabilities are unable to learn new 
skills, require segregated programs where they can 
be taken care of, and are happiest in the company 
of other disabled people.  

Those of us who teach Social Role Valorization 
in university or college courses may find this a 
helpful teaching tool. The mostly young students 
who are often about the same age as Gabrielle will 
have no difficulty identifying with her desire for 
independence and for an intimate relationship.
The combination of positive and negative images 
and roles are likely to generate good discussion, 
and to enable students to make connections be-
tween having valued social roles and experiencing 
the good things in life. Certainly, the valued so-
cial roles that Gabrielle has provide her with ac-
cess to some of the good things in life, including 
meaningful activity, the opportunity for growth 
and development as a singer and choir member, 
the respect of those who hear the choir, and the 
intimacy that comes from being someone’s girl-
friend. At the same time, Gabrielle continues to 
experience  the wounds that so often befall some-
one who is devalued on the basis of an intellectual 
impairment–segregation, low expectations, hav-
ing one’s living situation and relationship under 
the control of others. 

The film is also likely to promote a discussion 
of  sexuality and disability. Why should Gabri-
elle and Martin have had to sneak off in order to 

have sex? Why is it that people with intellectual 
disabilities are so often denied the opportunity to 
engage is sexual activity, and what should or could 
be done about this? While the issue of people with 
intellectual disabilities becoming parents is not 
explored in this film, any discussion of sexuality 
is sure to raise this complex issue. Surely the fear 
of parenthood is insufficient reason to prevent all 
sexual relationships? What should happen if and 
when a woman with an intellectual disability does 
give birth to a child?  

I saw this film in September at the Toronto In-
ternational Film Festival. One of the features that 
draws me back to TIFF year after year is the fre-
quent opportunity it presents to hear from the di-
rector and principal actors after the performance, 
when they stay around for a Q & A. Such was 
the case at this film. In addition to the director 
of the film, Gabrielle Marion-Rivard was present, 
accompanied by her mother and sister. She was 
poised and articulate, clearly proud of her accom-
plishments as an actor and pleased to talk about 

director had been very supportive. Was there any-
thing about it that she hadn’t liked? No. What was 
the hardest part? The love scene!  

Along with the images and roles presented in 
the film, the film itself provides an opportunity  
both for its star, Gabrielle Marion-Rivard, and 
ten other people with intellectual disabilities to 
act in a film–certainly  a valued social role for all 
of them.  

JUDITH SANDYS is an Associate Professor in the School of So-
cial Work at Ryerson University, Toronto, Ontario, Can-
ada, & a member of the North American SRV Council.
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LIST OF ITEMS TO BE REVIEWED
In each issue of The SRV Journal, we publish reviews of items relevant to SRV theory, training, 
research or implementation. These include reviews of books, movies, articles, etc. We encourage our 
readers to look for and review such items for this journal. We will be happy to send you our guidelines 
for writing reviews, or they are available on our website (http://www.srvip.org/journal_submissions.
php). We are open to reviews of any items you think would be relevant for people interested in SRV. 
We also have specific items we are seeking reviews of. (We strive to include items which might have 
relevance to: SRV theory, one or more SRV themes, and/or social devaluation. If, however, a reviewer 
finds that a particular item is not so relevant, please let us know.) These items include: 

Social Inclusion at Work. (2008). By Janis Chadsey. Annapolis, MD: AAIDD, 49 pages.

Inclusive Livable Communities for People with Psychiatric Disabilities. (2008). Washington, 
DC: National Council on Disability, 84 pages.

Body & Soul: Diana & Kathy. (2006). By Alice Elliott (Director). 40 minutes.

Achieving community membership through community rehabilitation provider services: 
Are we there yet? (2007). Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities, 45(3), 149–160.

Kleinert, H., Miracle, S. & Sheppard-Jones, K. Including students with moderate & severe 
intellectual disabilities in school extracurricular & community recreation activities. 
(2007). Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities, 45(1), 46-55.

Hall, A., Butterworth, J., Winsor, J., Gilmore, D. & Metzel, D. Pushing the employment 
agenda: Case study research of high performing states in integrated employment. (2007). 
Intellectual & Developmental Disabilities, 45(3), 182-198.

Wolfensberger, W. How to comport ourselves in an era of shrinking resources. (2010). In-
tellectual & Developmental Disabilities, 48(2), 148-162.

Abernathy, T. & Taylor, S. Teacher perceptions of students’ understanding of their own 
disability. (2009). Teacher Education & Special Education, 32(2), 121-136.

Patterson, I. & Pegg, S. Serious leisure & people with intellectual disabilities: Benefits & 
opportunities. (2009). Leisure Studies, 28(4), 387–402.



Social Role Valorization News & Reviews
   
Susan Thomas

The intent of this column is five-fold:  
(a) Briefly annotate publications that have rele-

vance to Social Role Valorization (SRV). Conceiv-
ably, some of these might be reviewed in greater 
depth in a later issue of this journal. Some of these 
items may serve as pointers to research relevant to 
SRV theory.

(b) Present brief sketches of media items that 
illustrate an SRV issue.

(c) Present vignettes from public life that illus-
trate or teach something about SRV.

(d) Document certain SRV-related events or 
publications for the historical record.

(e) By all the above, to illustrate and teach the 
art and craft of spotting, analyzing and interpret-
ing phenomena that have SRV relevance.

Aside from being instructive to readers, persons 
who teach SRV will hopefully find many of the 
items in this column useful in their teaching.

*Here is an update on the 1971 Attica prison up-
rising, commented upon in this column in the pre-
ceding issue of the Journal: the only inmate who 
was convicted of murder as a result of the uprising 
died in Canada in March 2013. He was a Mohawk 
Indian who was found guilty of the death of a cor-
rections officer, but was pardoned by the governor 
in 1976. He also tried to make a “citizen’s arrest” of 
President Bush in 2009 for alleged war crimes (AP, 
Syracuse Post-Standard, 7 May 2013).

*Also in the previous issue of this Journal was 
an article by Wolfensberger on looking in litera-
ture for characters who are mentally retarded, 
otherwise impaired, or have any sort of devalued 
condition. How they are depicted can reveal role 
expectancies that either prevailed at the time the 
work was written, and/or that the author wanted 
to convey to readers, perhaps to shape their mind-
sets. The British writer Flora Thompson, in the 
memoir of her girlhood in the 1880s-1890s, Can-
dleford Green, refers to a “village idiot” nicknamed 
“Luney Joe” (or possibly “looney Joe”) who none-
theless had a valued family role and valued work 
role for his mother, though this apparently did 
not extend outside his family to the rest of the 
small, close-knit village community. He seems to 
have been “included” by the village, but his pres-
ence was not especially valued. 

And a contemporary novelist, Sherry Boas, has 
written a book, The Things Lily Knew, in which 
the central character, rather than a minor one, has 
Down’s syndrome. She herself has a young daugh-
ter with Down’s syndrome, and plans to continue 
the character in an entire series of books. 

-
torius story: both Oakley (a maker of expensive 
sunglasses) and Nike (a maker of athletic shoes 
and equipment) have suspended their contracts 
with Pistorius, whom they had previously used to 
endorse their products. So his new devalued role 

Column
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of murder suspect obviously outweighs in their 
minds his valued role of champion athlete (Syra-
cuse Post-Standard, 19 February 2013). 

O.J. Simpson was a US example of the same 
phenomenon: a famous professional athlete and 
actor who also endorsed numerous commercial 
products, and who was later accused of an hor-
rific crime (the murder of his wife and one of her 
friends). His valued roles were certainly a con-
tributor to his being found not guilty at his 1995 
trial, but as a recent report put it, he “was never 
absolved in the public mind” (Syracuse Post-Stan-
dard, 12 May 2013). He was later convicted of 
robbery in a separate case. 

Some Items on Interpersonal Identification
*When people identify with each other, they are 

more likely to value each other positively, open 
valued roles to each other, and do good things to 
each other. To identify with another means to see 
oneself in the other, and to see the other as like to 
oneself in many positive ways. Once people iden-
tify with others, then they usually do not want 
bad things to happen to those others, because that 
would be like wanting bad things to happen to 
oneself. People identify not only with other per-
sons, but also with animals, such as their family 
pets, and with objects, such as their car. This sense 
of identification with objects helps to explain why 
people tend to over-charge when they are selling 
items that belong to them, such as at garage sales, 
or even houses. As one researcher put it, “Things 
that become part of you are seen as more valu-
able” (Miami Herald, 5 May 2013). We could 
substitute the word “people” for “things” and say 
that “people that become part of you are seen as 
more valuable.” So if one wants certain people to 
be more valued by others, it is important to help 
those people “become part of” the others whose 
valuation one wants to cultivate.  

*There are things that will help people to iden-
tify with each other, and there are things that can 
make it harder for that to happen. The problem is 

that sometimes the things that people do to sup-
posedly “improve attitudes” are very unlikely to 
be helpful; in fact, sometimes they make attitudes 
worse. A recent example is an exhibition at the 
Jewish Museum in Berlin, Germany, of “Jew in 
the Box,” in which a real live person (a Jew) sits 
in a glass box and answers any questions visitors 
might pose about Jews and Jewish life. According 
to reports, the questions range from the very mun-
dane, such as why the yarmulke is worn by Jewish 
males but not females, to the explosive, such as 
about the conflict of Israel with Palestine (Syracuse 
Post-Standard, 31 March 2013, p. B-2). While the 
exhibit has been defended on the grounds that 
it allows people to “know more about Jews and 
Jewish life,” it has also been strongly criticized. 
Among the problems with it from an SRV per-
spective is that it puts the representative Jew, and 
by extension all Jews, into the role of object, or 
of curiosity, not all that different from the side 
show exhibits of old carnivals. Much more likely 
to increase positive interpersonal identification 
between non-Jews and Jews would be to arrange 
shared experiences and interactions that are ex-
perienced by all parties as positive, to have Jews 
and non-Jews live together in the same neighbor-
hoods, attend the same schools, work at the same 
workplaces and in the same jobs, etc. These latter 
strategies also have the advantage of being natu-
ral, rather than contrived and artificial. 

typically just out of high school or college–live 
with and like the poor, which means they eat 
only what they can afford through the US fed-
eral government’s Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program, or SNAP (the formal name for 
what are informally called “food stamps”), which 
gives poor people a certain amount of money each 
month to enable healthy(ier) eating. Not surpris-

for the poor, and are not in favor of proposed cuts 
to food assistance programs. Some are trying to 
extend this lesson in interpersonal identification 
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by challenging other people to eat on only $5 per 
day, and to report their experiences to an online 
site. Similar exercises can be designed to help peo-
ple experience the living conditions of those with 
various physical and sensory impairments, the de-
bilities of old age, etc.  

*The New York Times (21 July 2013) profiled a 
couple in their 70s: the wife has for decades been 
an advocate and published author on the “right” 
of people to end their lives, and then five years 
ago her husband had a cycling accident that left 
him quadriplegic and nearly full-time dependent 
on a ventilator. He has also suffered some addi-
tional declines since then, so that he is now fed by 
tube instead of eating by mouth. In these years, 
she has come to re-think her previous advocacy 
but only in regard to his particular case, realizing 
that she does not want him to die, even though 
she believes the decision is totally up to him. And 
although he had executed a “living will” saying 
he did not want treatments to “unnaturally pro-
long the dying process” if he was in a “terminal 
condition or vegetative state” (none of which was 
the case when he was injured), he has not been 
able to bring himself to actually decide that his 
life should end, though he has been hospitalized 
many times and each time had the choice to ac-
cept or reject treatment. Her ambivalence appears 
to be that she does not want this person she loves 
to die, and that none of the opportunities for 
death so far have been conditions that “are exactly 
right” for the kind of death her husband desires. 
(The idea that one should be able to have the kind 
of death one wants is a thoroughly modernistic 
one, reflective of contemporary people’s demand 
for total control in all things.) Unfortunately, no-
where in the lengthy article did she reveal hav-
ing second thoughts about having advocated into 
death other people via her writing.

Also, while the author of the profile noted 
that the husband continues his valued roles of 
husband, stepfather, friend, and even university 
teacher (the latter largely via the role-valorization 

strategy of having role-helpers), the author also 
used a number of role-degrading terms, e.g., re-
ferring to him as “a plugged-in mannequin,” and 
to his “useless body” (obvious, it is not “useless” 
in keeping him alive) and “inert sack of a body.”

*Like every conceivable tactic or strategy, inter-
personal identification can be used to bad ends as 
well as good, as when marginal or devalued parties 
identify strongly with people who are not mod-
els of positively valued social roles, or of adaptive 
interpersonal behavior and habits, etc. How in-
terpersonal identification can actually be used to 
hurt people is exemplified by findings as to who is 
most easily conned out of their money by internet 
and telephone scams. Three characteristics of the 
most likely victims are: being willing to take risks 
(obviously, participating in an offer that seems too 
good to be true implies some risk); being heavily 
in debt (again, obviously one might be tempted 
to take any offer that promises to end the debt); 
and being in the process of mourning and grief, 
such as after the death of a loved one (Singletary, 
28 April 2013). Experts interpret this as meaning 
that grief had impaired the judgment of the vic-
tims, but interpersonal identification could also 
provide an explanation, namely: since the perpe-
trators of these frauds often present their appeal 
with a sob story about their present troubles, this 
makes it easy for people who are themselves in 
sorrow to identify with the purported plight of 
the fraudster, and this identification leads them 
to want to help the person in trouble–in other 
words, to extend to them some of the good things 
of life, such as a loan or a financial gift.  

*A professional photographer who was embed-
ded with a military unit in Afghanistan lost his 
left leg when a roadside bomb exploded. With 
his new advanced prosthetic, he was able to re-
sume his valued role of news photographer, and 
he also took up running and skating to develop 
competencies related to physical strength, which 
is critical because of the increased demands on the 
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body made by a prosthetic limb. (Failure to de-
velop such competency is one of the reasons that 
such devices end up not being used.) In fact, he 
has several interchangeable “feet,” depending on 
whether he will be walking, running, etc. Among 
his photography projects is one on civilians who 
lost limbs in war, and who of course do not usu-
ally have access to the most advanced, high-tech, 
and expensive prosthetics, but have to make do 
with older, less individualized, less flexible, and 
more image-degrading devices (AP, in Syracuse 
Post-Standard, 28 April 2013, pp. E1, E4).

The article about him appeared less than two 
weeks after the Boston marathon bombing (April 
2013), and with a slant and headlines relating it 
to the people who lost limbs in that bombing, to 
give them “hope.” This is an example of a role-val-
orizing effort on the fourth level of societal orga-
nization (that of an entire society, rather than one 
of its sub-sectors), namely, an effort to increase 
positive interpersonal identification between such 
newly impaired people and someone who could 
be a model to them of how to adaptively cope 
with such an impairment, and maintain valued 
roles and craft new ones.  

*As noted before in previous columns, the in-
juries inflicted by and in war often lead to the 
development of new medical and rehabilitation 
procedures and tools that can benefit not only 
maimed soldiers, but also (eventually) civilians, 
including people whose impairments were not in-
flicted in war. The most current prosthetics have 
a very high-tech “look,” which is an attractive im-
age for contemporary people who are enamored 
of high-tech generally. Unfortunately, it often 
takes some time for these new techniques, proce-
dures, and equipment to become available to peo-
ple who do not hold the valued role of war hero, 
such as people with congenital impairments. In 
connection with the April 2013 Boston marathon 
bombing, in which nearly 20 people lost one or 
more limbs, there was news coverage of the now-
available high-tech prosthetics for amputees. This 

coverage used language of people resuming “gen-
erally normal lives,” and becoming “as functional 
as they were prior to the amputation” (Wall Street 
Journal, 18 April 2013, p. A7), which in SRV lan-
guage might be phrased “resuming their previous 
valued roles, and/or acquiring new valued roles.” 
The coverage also underlined an important prem-
ise of the conservatism corollary to SRV, namely, 
that one aspect of the heightened vulnerability 
of many devalued people is that so many things 
in life take much more time, energy, money, and 
other resources for them than for the ordinary or 
even valued person. To wit, even with an advanced 
prosthetic, it takes 60% more energy for a person 
with an above-the-knee amputation to walk the 
same distance as for a person who has two whole 
legs. Imagine then how much more quickly such 
a person would tire, how typical chores done by 
unimpaired persons would be more difficult to 
accomplish, etc.  

*And speaking of the heightened vulnerability 
of devalued people, that–as well as other things–
was also illustrated by what is happening to the 
service arrangements for some handicapped 
people as a result of funding cuts derived either 
from the “sequestration” (i.e., across-the-board 
financial cuts that have come down from the 
US federal government since early 2013), or ef-
forts by other levels of government to cut costs. 
For example, even a cut of several hours of daily 
home help, or a cut in some subsidized transport, 
could mean that many impaired people who live 
in apartments in the community with such ser-
vices might no longer be able to do so, and would 
end up in nursing homes or other institutions–
ironically, services that are much more expensive 
than the community services and support services 
that are being cut. Unfortunately, as Dr. Wolfens-
berger noted in an article on anticipating reduced 
service funding and trying to make rational and 
adaptive cuts, there is little reason to expect that 
people will bring to bear a sense of justice, mercy, 
or even just plain rationality whenever possible 
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loss of funds is at stake (see Wolfensberger, W. 
[2010.] How to comport ourselves in an era of 
shrinking resources. Intellectual & Developmental 
Disabilities, 48(2), 148-162).

Some Items on Integration & Segregation
*Relevant to the SRV theme of social integra-

tion and valued social participation is a recent 
directive from the US federal government that 
schools must now “afford qualified students with 
disabilities an equal opportunity for participa-
tion” in sports. This can mean the participation 
of “students with disabilities” on already exist-
ing school teams, and/or the setting up of special 
sports programs for such students, such as teams 
for wheelchair basketball, football, etc. This is an 
example of a measure on the fourth level of so-
cial organization (that of an entire society) that 
affects whole classes of people throughout society, 
in contrast to measures that any particular school 
might take that would affect only its students. 
However, in order for participation to be valued, 
it must be desired and welcomed by both the par-
ties being integrated and the parties doing the in-
tegrating. Laws may set up certain pre-conditions, 
but they cannot guarantee that anyone’s presence 
and participation will be thusly desired.  

*A high school football player suffered a form 
of cancer that took his eyesight, and the year 
of treatments also left him so weak that he 
had to wear braces to walk. But once he was 
able to return to school, he continued to at-
tend practice sessions for three sports he had 
played when he had his sight (track, wrestling, 
and football), and his teams enabled him to 
participate to some degree in all of them. For 
football, the coaches of his and the competing 
team arranged that no other players would go 
after him when he snapped the ball (Syracuse 
Post-Standard, 23 June 2013). One could call 
this an adaptation of the sport, at least on a few 
occasions. It points to how adaptations could 
be made even for people who never had sight–

assuming, of course, that they could otherwise 
compete in the sport. 

*A woman became quadriplegic as a result of 
an automobile accident. Then she did something 
that would not be role-valorizing, though it may 
be “inclusive”: she assumed the role of running a 
drugs-and-guns ring, in which capacity she also, 
with members of her gang, robbed an undercover 
police officer in a gun deal gone wrong–at least, 
this is the accusation against her. A judge offered 
her a 12-year prison sentence (in a “generic” pris-
on), less than she might get if she was convicted 
in a trial, if she would plead guilty, but she told 
the judge that would be a “death sentence” for her 
due to her health conditions. She did plead guilty 
to the drugs and weapons charges, but preferred 
to go to trial and take her chances on the robbery 
charge (Syracuse Post-Standard, 30 June 2013 & 
21 July 2013). 

*Camp For All is described as “a unique, bar-
rier free camp for children and adults with special 
needs and challenging issues,” and one print ad 
showed a bald camper, presumably a child who 
lost her hair from chemotherapy for cancer. So 
“camp for all” is really “camp for some.” While 
the camp may offer all sorts of fun experiences, 
it would also be possible to arrange more integra-
tive camps so that people “with special needs and 
challenging issues” could camp together with or-
dinary children. Also, it is image-problematic for 
handicapped adults and children to be juxtaposed 
in this way. Camping for and by adults is usually 
much different than week(s)- and month(s)-long 
camps for children. 

*For six weeks in the summer, graduate students 
in music education (i.e., who do or plan to teach 
music in schools) teach impaired high school stu-
dents how to operate a music recording studio, 
including how to record, edit, mix, and produce 
music CDs. In addition to teaching the students 
skills that could enable them to get work in the 
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music business, this program also aims to refine 
the computer programs so that they meet the cri-
teria for “universal accessibility” to people with 
different types of impairments (SU Magazine, 
Fall/Winter 2012). The more that things in the 
world are thusly “universally accessible,” the easier 
it will be for people with impairments to partici-
pate in the world. The program is preparing the 
students for real work, and in a real work environ-
ment. However, competition for jobs in the music 
recording business is fierce, and for students who 
already start out disadvantaged at obtaining em-
ployment, there may be few (if any) who actually 
obtain jobs in this field.  

*Eisenman, L.T. (2007). Social networks and 
careers of young adults with intellectual disabili-
ties. Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 
45(3), 199-208. The author looked at how the 
social networks–family, friends, acquaintances–of 
mentally retarded people affected the likelihood 
of their obtaining employment, or a better job.  
Families often provided job support and guid-
ance (e.g., regarding how to dress for work), but 
they were not necessarily helpful in locating jobs; 
other research has found that broader networks, 
including acquaintances, are more helpful to this 
end. When an employer supported career devel-
opment for all employees, the employees with im-
pairments also benefited from this. Not surpris-
ingly, people with impairments, even if they had 
very involved families, had very few friends and 
acquaintances, and the few they did have were as 
a result of their work or student roles. 

The Social Context: Who is Doing the Valuing 
or Devaluing, & Who Can Extend or 
Withhold the Good Things of Life?

*An important question in the enactment of 
any role-valorizing measure is “who is the party 
whose valuation of another one wants to recruit, 
improve, etc.?” For instance, is one trying to role-
valorize a party in the eyes of their family, their 
neighborhood, their school, society as a whole, a 

local chapter of Daughters of the American Revo-
lution, the liberal political party, the conservative 
political party, a church or synagogue, their teen 
peers, a gang, etc.? This question is important 
because different parties, sub-cultures, and sub-
sectors of society may hold different values, and 
therefore what will be role-enhancing in the eyes 
of one “audience” may not be role-enhancing in 
the eyes of another. Based on its values, one party 
may positively value roles and behaviors that are 
devalued by other parties. For instance, what is 
valued behavior and appearance to school teach-
ers and administrators can be different from what 
is valued behavior and appearance to a particular 
clique of students in that school. So what party is 
in a position to grant the good things of life to a 
marginal or devalued party, or to withhold those 
good things from the party? Other things being 
equal, and within any boundaries set by one’s 
higher-order value and morality considerations, it 
would be that party to whom one would make a 
values appeal.

This issue is particularly well-illustrated by look-
ing at different cultures, where such differences can 
be striking. For instance, in Iran, wrestling is the 
national sport, and is followed with a passion that it 
does not generate in most locales in North America, 
so much so that US wrestling stars are worshipped 
in Iran, and that at a time when Iran typically de-
spises many things American. (This fact also illus-
trates that the role of wrestling star, which is an im-
mensely positively valued one in Iran, outweighs the 
negatively valued characteristic of being an Ameri-
can.) One report said that during a wrestling match 
between Americans and Iranians, “there were no 
shouts of ‘Death to America,’ or taunts about the 
‘Great Satan,’ or burning American flags;” in fact, 
the Iranian president posed in front of an American 
flag with members of the American wrestling team 
(Syracuse Post-Standard, 21 April 2013, p. C10). 
Thus, one option to consider for the role-valoriza-
tion of some parties is travel or even physical relo-
cation to a locale where the roles the party already 
possesses are very highly valued.
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*The identity of the perceiving party, who does 
the valuing or devaluing of another, was also un-
derlined in a story about “white hat” hackers, so 
called because they hack into computers not with 
the intent of compromising or destroying the in-
tegrity of the work of the computer-user, but in 
order to identify weaknesses in computer security 
so that defenses can be strengthened. Their official 
work role titles are “senior security consultant,” or 
perhaps even “chief operating officer” of a com-
puter security firm. One such consultant sports 
a bleached Mohawk hairstyle and punkish cloth-
ing–which, he notes, is “usually a little bit of a 
shock” to those who employ him, but once they 
see the quality of his work, they are no longer put 
off by his appearance. Once again, a valued com-
petency compensates for what would otherwise 
be a devalued characteristic.

This particular type of work also enables a 
schedule that would otherwise be considered 
non-normative (Seattle Times, 5 May 2013). 

& 
Image Messages About Roles

 *Under the name “Wounded Warrior Project,” 
numerous efforts are made to assist wounded vet-
erans to resume civilian life. The term “wounded 
warrior” is a role name that would have positive 
connotations at least to those parties who view 
military service positively. The project also refers 
to the people it serves in its various programs with 
the positive role term “alumni.”    

 
*We have long taught, and long witnessed, that 

one way of negatively imaging devalued people 
is to attach to cabs and vans that transport them 
signs that say “Caution, wheelchairs,” or “Elderly 
patients.” We recently noticed a variation on that 
theme, namely a wheelchair transport van that 
had written in large red letters on both sides “Bar-
iatric Transport,” meaning that it was equipped to 
carry people who are severely overweight. We can 
anticipate the justifications that might be voiced 
in defense, e.g., to alert others in case they have 

to extricate the passenger in an accident. None-
theless, it is negatively imaging–and especially so 
when the passenger is not overweight, as was the 
case when we first noticed this.   

*In SRV teaching on unconsciousness, we men-
tion that many practices, product features, etc. 
that once served a practical purpose may still be 
continued, even though they no longer serve that 
purpose and even though people may no longer 
even have consciousness of the original purpose 
of the practice or feature. The term skeuomorph 
refers to such retained features that are no lon-
ger useful. Skeuomorphs are relevant today in the 
area of computer software design, where digital 
“objects” are designed to look like real-world ob-
jects, even though the digital “objects” are not 
real objects and need not look like their real-
world antecedents or parallels. An example is the 
trash can icon on many computer screens to rep-
resent where unwanted files get “thrown away.” 
There are many skeuomorphs in human service 
practices, for instance, the ringing of a bell at a 
certain time: no one at present knows why the 
bell is rung, but at one time it served a purpose, 
for example, to call in the workers from the fields 
when institutions used to have their own farms.  
Some skeuomorphs may be merely peculiar, oth-
ers cast an odd or outright negative image on ser-
vice recipients.    

*Peculiar practices continue to be associated 
with fund-raisers where devalued people are 
concerned. In a recent foot race to raise money 
for Special Olympics, runners were doused with 
colored cornstarch at different stations along 
the course (Syracuse Post-Standard, 5 May 2013, 
p. A11). Perhaps this was a chance for the non-
handicapped runners to see what running in the 
Special Olympics can be like, when other surpris-
es such as clowns pop out mid-way to greet the 
contestants there?  

There are actually several companies, including 
Color Me Rad and Color Vibe, that hold “fun 
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runs” in which an integral part of the run is the 
dousing of participants with colored cornstarch.  
The runs are apparently very popular–who knew 
that so many people would want to be covered 
in colored cornstarch, which undoubtedly would 
not be easy to dust off since the targets would be 
sweaty after their run? In any case, it is still not an 
image-enhancing element to this fund-raiser, even 
if it is not very unusual.  

  
*Terri Schiavo was the Florida woman at the 

center of media coverage and court wrangling in 
2004-2005. She had become severely impaired 
years earlier, her husband wanted to marry an-
other woman by whom he had a child, and so he 
sought permission to withdraw food and liquid; 
her parents and brother wanted to see her live, 
and opposed him. Eventually, the court ordered–
not permitted, but ordered–that food and liquid 
be withdrawn, so that she would starve/dehydrate 
to death, which she did. However, there were sev-
eral indications that in the mind of her husband, 
she was in the “already dead” role for some time 
before her actual death. One is that a few years af-
ter her collapse, he established an open file for her 
at a local funeral home, something which is done 
when a person is expected to die very soon so that 
final arrangements can be made quickly and eas-
ily. Another is that he placed her into a “hospice” 
service for people said to be dying, even though 
she had no terminal condition but was only se-
verely handicapped, where she lived for several 
years. Also, after her burial, the marker her hus-
band placed on her grave gives her date of death 
as the day she became incapacitated, which was 
many years before she actually was done to death 
(Fuhrman, 2005, 134).  

*Vladimir Putin announced the end of his 30-
year marriage by saying that his wife “Lyudmila 
Alexandrovna has done her shift” (Time, 24 June 
2013), a statement which cast her into the role of 
object, or perhaps factory worker at best, rather 
than spouse–and should give occasion for pause 

to any other women contemplating dating or 
marrying him. 

*Four malnourished men were discovered be-
ing held in a “dungeon-like” home in Texas, a 
garage with one chair and no bed. The men were 
poor and elderly, and said their captor stole and 
cashed their public assistance checks (Syracuse 
Post-Standard, 21 July 2013). Clearly, these cap-
tives were in the roles of sub-human, object, and 
source of income.  

*Alaniz, J. (2013). Death, disability, and the su-
per-hero: The Silver Age and beyond. Oxford, MS: 
University of Mississippi Press. In a presentation 
based on this book, the author said that “disability 
is defined and mis-valued from without,” mean-
ing by non-disabled people, and that “disability is 
the ‘to be looked at’.” Mis-valued has much over-
lap with the SRV concept of devaluation, and the 
“to be looked at” part is equivalent to the object 
role. The “silver age” in the book title refers to a 
particular period in the history of comic books.  

    
How Various Image & Other Interpretations 

of Devalued Conditions & People Connect to 
Service Responses & Service Models

As noted in the above item on Terri Schiavo, how 
people are imaged and interpreted has a great im-
pact–sometimes even a life or death impact–on 
what happens to them. These interpretations have 
a close connection to social roles and to the model 
of service that is carried out. For instance, if a con-
dition is seen as a disease, then service recipients 
are apt to be cast into the sick role, and servers to 
operate on a medical model; if recipients are seen 
as menaces, then the service model is likely to be a 
detentive one, and recipients may even be cast into 
the role of prisoner; etc. Also, there is often contro-
versy over what is the truth about devalued condi-
tions and devalued persons, e.g., is a condition a 
disease and are the people who “have it” sick, or 
not. The items in this section all speak to this issue.  



The SRV JOURNAL80

*A physician, Dr. Kermit Gosnell, who ran an 
abortion clinic in Philadelphia, was recently tried 
for murder and manslaughter, charged with hav-
ing killed infants once they had been removed 
from the womb, and having killed a woman who 
did not survive the abortion he performed. There 
are many aspects of the trial worth commenting 
on. However, a particular SRV point is the con-
tention over how the four dead infants were de-
scribed, and were to be perceived. The prosecution 
referred to them as “murdered children,” whereas 
the defense called them “aborted fetuses.” This is 
one of the most clear-cut instances of the power 
of a social role on the minds of observers: if the 
dead infants are seen in the role of children, then 
this will mean the physician who killed them is 
guilty of murder or manslaughter, whereas if they 
are seen in the role of fetuses, then they were not 
murdered, only aborted, and since abortion is le-
gal, there can be no guilty verdict. Unfortunately, 
the infants are dead, so the verdict makes no dif-
ference to their lives now. But of course, if infants 
while in utero are seen in the role of unborn baby, 
they are much more likely to be allowed to live–
certainly one of the good things of life; whereas 
those who are seen in the role of fetus, and un-
wanted fetus at that, are much more apt to be 
made dead.

*In mid-June 2013, the American Medical 
Association declared that obesity is a disease, 
thereby, as one report put it, instantly labeling 
one-third of Americans as sick (Jameson, Or-
lando Sentinel, 23 June 2013). Primarily, iden-
tifying obesity as a disease enables “better reim-
bursements,” according to the physician presi-
dent of The Obesity Society, and may also make 
overweight people eligible for accommodations 
on the basis of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA). However, while obesity does affect 
health, and increases the risk of a number of dis-
eases, activists in the “fat acceptance” movement 
argue that it is not in and of itself a sickness. 
Most certainly, this designation now casts over-

weight people in the sick role, and medicalizes 
any service response to their condition. 

*Greenberg, G. (2013). The book of woe: The 
making of the DSM and the unmasking of psychia-
try. 
This is a history of the much controverted Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM), primarily used by practicing psychother-
apists and funders of shrink-type services, which 
in its various revisions defines, re-defines, and 
de-defines, what are considered mental disorders. 
The book explains how these shifts in definitions 
reflect not so much actual scientific discoveries or 
new knowledge, but social, political, ideological, 
and economic influences and controversies. Also 
relevant is G.K. Chesterton’s remark that medi-
cine is the current embodiment of persecution, 
defined as “the imposition by the police of a wide-
ly disputed theory, incapable of final proof,” in 
the insistence that so many conditions are prob-
lems of the physical body, and are located either 
in the brain, brain chemistry, or genetics. 

 
*As of mid-2013, one in ten American children 

is “diagnosed” to have attention deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder, or ADHD (Time, 22 July 2013).  
Surely that figure reveals something about how 
children are being raised these days, and about 
the medicalization of all sorts of behavior that 
may be anything from inconvenient to disruptive 
to intolerable.  

*There is obviously something deeply uncon-
scious about the human relationship to animals, 
since so much outright craziness attends it. Mere-
ly one recent expression is the widening of the 
concept of “pet” to “domestic partner,” therapy 
or assistive companion animal, and now support 
animal or “comfort creature” (e.g., see Time, 22 
April 2013). It is said that “the very presence” of 
these animals “ameliorates … a person’s disorder.” 
In other words, the animals do not do anything, 
as a guide dog does, but just having the animal 
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around makes a person feel better–which sounds 
like what people might have said about their pets 
a generation or more ago. This service tactic is tied 
in with the medicalization of many afflictions, in 
that a physician must prescribe it in order for an 
animal to qualify as such a comfort creature. This 
also brings the people the animal is said to com-
fort or support into conflict with, for instance, 
airlines and apartment building owners–not to 
mention with other airline passengers and other 
apartment tenants, who may object to having a 
goat in the airline cabin or pigs in neighboring 
apartments–because according to anti-discrim-
ination laws, such assistive and support animals 
must be accommodated, whereas all pets do not 
have to be, or do not have to be under the same 
conditions, e.g., as regards air transport (AP in 
Syracuse Post-Standard, 24 March 2013).

*We now learn that a new model of the fam-
ily is being promoted, which interprets the family 
as the equivalent of a business, and pushes “data-
driven solutions” from the world of business for 
managing family and child-rearing problems, as 
exemplified in the recent books The Secrets of Hap-
py Families and Family Inc. This model is said to 
appeal particularly to those people who are very 
career-oriented and waited until later in life to 
have children, and who therefore are habituated 
to a business mind-set. One writer (Rochman, in 
Time, 25 March 2013) characterized this stream 
of advice as “Parent like a corporate executive.”  
Family members as co-workers, or boss and em-
ployees, management and labor?  

 
*On the one hand, hospital emergency rooms 

have often acted as a catch-all for people with 
a very wide range of illnesses, from a bad chest 
cold to life-threatening trauma. As we explain in 
SRV teaching, they may be designed to be mod-
el-coherent for those with true medical emergen-
cies, but they get used by people for whom they 
were not meant. This typically detracts from the 
model coherency such an emergency room ser-

vice might otherwise possess, and also negatively 
affects the care that at least many users of the ser-
vice receive, e.g., in exceedingly long wait times, 
and unnecessary exposure to people with com-
municable conditions.

In recent years, specialized pediatric emergency 
centers have been established for children, and 
now there are geriatric emergency rooms (GERs) 
for the elderly, but specifically those elderly who 
were relatively able before they developed a medi-
cal condition that sent them to the emergency 
room. These GERs are designed to: be smaller, 
with fewer beds or rooms; be calm and quiet 
rather than noisy and chaotic; help the elderly feel 
safe, which they might not when someone is hav-
ing delirium tremens in a bed next to theirs; oper-
ate at a slower pace; and keep the elderly out of 
the hospital, because hospitalization often takes a 
much greater toll on them than on younger per-
sons. All of this is an example of applying the 
model coherency question “who are the people 
and what do they need?” to the design of a ser-
vice. Of course, it could be argued that many of 
the features of GERs would be beneficial for other 
types of emergency rooms for other kinds of sick 
people as well.   

One such GER has the image-enhancing acro-
nym GEM.

*Cureton, A. (2007). Respecting disability.  
Teaching Philosophy, 30(4), 383-402.

Ho, A. (2007). Disability in the bioethics cur-
riculum. Teaching Philosophy, 30(4), 403-420.

It is interesting, and somewhat unusual, to dis-
cover items on impairment and societally deval-
ued people in publications that are not related 
to human service, such as philosophy journals.  
These two articles constitute such an instance.

Cureton–who himself has a significant visual 
impairment–argues that whenever something 
taught in a philosophy course might be insulting 
or offensive to people he calls “disabled,” then the 
course instructor must take special measures to 
be sure that this offensiveness is acknowledged, 
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communicate that he or she disagrees with the of-
fensive element, and present alternate views that 
counteract the offensive elements. He gives exam-
ples of such possible topics, including Aristotle’s 
passage on “natural slaves” in Politics; Kant’s and 
Hobbes’ discussions of equality in the social con-
tract; and what he calls “negative selectionism,” 
which refers to the bioethics question of whether 
people with impairments should be born. But, 
one might ask, why only “disabled” people? What 
about when something is offensive to any group, 
or for that matter, to any individual? And why 
only in philosophy courses: what about history, or 
geography, or English literature? And what if the 
instructor, even recognizing that something might 
be offensive to some party, actually agrees with it?  
Must the instructor pretend so as to please his or 
her students?   

It is also sad that Cureton does not mention 
high-order values, including religions, as a possi-
ble source for people’s stance on the value of hu-
mans, on justice, and on mutual obligations. For 
instance, in discussing bioethics courses in which 
philosophies may be taught that encourage se-
lective abortion and other measures to reduce or 
eliminate people with impairments, he does not 
acknowledge one of the most significant sources 
of opposition to such philosophies, namely, re-
ligions which hold that all human life is sacred. 
Further, as is often the case in discussions about 
the very broad domain of “disability,” Cureton 
emphasizes the positions and opinions of people 
who have some physical impairment but are men-
tally competent, but says hardly anything about 
people who are significantly impaired in mental 
competence. In regard to them, it is a plain fact 
that they do need–there is no other word–other 
people to hold a positive view of them, look out 
for them, act charitably towards them, etc. A 
number of philosophies and religions can enable 
people to do this, apart from and beyond being 
sensitive to people’s tender feelings that may be 

the result of a long pattern of woundedness in 
their life.  

Altogether, although Cureton’s is a scholarly ar-
ticle, it is disappointing in its lack of depth.

The article by Ho, a university bioethics instruc-
tor, relates to the fact that devalued people are at 
risk of being “made dead.” The author examined 
seven bioethics textbooks (including anthology-
type books) currently in use in college bioethics 
courses to see how they present “disability,” espe-
cially in connection with genetic testing and what 
the author calls “medically assisted death.” In re-
gard to “disability,” she found that the books were 
overwhelmingly slanted against people with im-
pairments, and in favor of what she calls the “able-
ist” position that “privileges” unimpaired people 
over impaired ones. The books overwhelmingly 
contained content that favored genetic testing to 
identify possible impairments, so as to prevent 
either the conception or birth of a possibly im-
paired child. The only critiques they offered were 
based on concerns about privacy, possible overuse 
of the tests, and problems with their accuracy.  

As to the issue of “medically-assisted death,” 
again the books overwhelmingly interpreted im-
pairment as making life intolerable, and approved 
of inducing death. And, as with issues of genetics 
testing, the author claims that the arguments in 
these books are shallow and incoherent.      

Ho also noted that although many of her stu-
dents are pre-med or otherwise studying for the 
health professions, and are being trained as scien-
tists, they tend to uncritically accept the premise 
that a life with impairments is inferior to one with-
out. In regard to genetic testing, this means they 
tend to favor anything that can be done to prevent 
impaired people from coming into existence, and 
in regard to “medically-assisted death,” they tend 
to favor it if medicine cannot cure such “defects.” 

An example of casting the unborn into the pre-
human role is Ho’s reference to embryos or fetuses 
as “potential people” (p. 405).



January 2014 83

Miscellaneous Items Related to Positive or 
Negative Valuation &, Of Course, Social Roles

*A young woman suffered severe brain damage 
from being run over by a drunken driver; doctors 
told her family that she would never eat, walk or 
talk again, revealing very low expectations, unfa-
miliarity with the tremendous human capacity for 
growth (as posited by the developmental model), 
and probably even deathmaking intents. After 
all, hearing such bad news, many people these 
days would think someone like that would be 
“better off dead,” especially considering that she 
remained in a coma for two months. From the 
hospital she went to a rehabilitation center where 
staff told her parents she would be “a functional 
non-eater,” a negative role interpretation if there 
ever was one, and once again revealing very low 
expectancies. Her family had the good sense to 
move her to another setting, and eight months 
later she was well enough to return home–and 
nine years later, not only does she eat and talk, but 
she is a runner, having completed a five kilometer 
race, and author of a book about her experiences 
(Syracuse Post-Standard, 28 July 2013). She still 
has significant impairments, and while her case 
may be unusual, it underlines the importance of 
not acceding to low expectancies but implement-
ing a program of competency development.

*A relatively little-known devalued class is the 
very low-paid laborers, often immigrants (legal 
and illegal ones), people without marketable job 
skills, and men just a step away from homeless-
ness, who work for temporary labor supply of-
fices. One writer about their plight called them 
“the 4 a.m. Army” because, in the hopes of receiv-
ing several hours of work that day, they get up at 
4 a.m. in order to spend more hours–for which 
they are not paid–just waiting to find out if any 
work is available, and then hoping to be selected 
for it, and then being transported there (usually at 
their own cost, and often in crowded and unsafe 
vehicles). These days, the work is often for large 
and wealthy firms (such as Walmart and Pepsi) 

doing such tasks as stocking shelves, packing mer-
chandise, even working in automobile plants. 
Almost one-fifth of the total job growth in the 
US since the 2008 recession has been in the tem-
porary work sector, with major firms relying on 
temporary workers because this frees them from 
the cost of providing benefits, including health 
care, to workers. These laborers are now being re-
ferred to by the oxymoronic word “permatemps,” 
i.e., permanent temporaries; indeed, some have 
worked at the same job on a “temporary” basis 
for years. They often live in what are called “temp 
towns,” often in run-down areas of once thriv-
ing cities. Their rates of injury are twice as high 
as for regular staff doing the same work, and yet 
the government does not keep statistics on their 
injuries. They have very little visibility, political 
power, or advocacy on their behalf, and therefore 
even laws for their protection that do exist are of-
ten violated. (ProPublica report, July 2013)

*A PBS Frontline episode, entitled “Life and 
Death in Assisted Living,” explored the massive 
growth in “assisted living” facilities for the elderly, 
which are congregated settings in which each resi-
dent typically has his/her own room, or shares a 
room with one other person, and receives a limit-
ed amount of help, e.g., in bathing, dressing, etc. 
Currently, one million elderly people in the US 
live in them. Because these settings are not medi-
cal facilities, they are very loosely regulated. These 
settings typically advertise themselves with depic-
tions of vigorous, healthy elderly people enjoying 
an active life, and the assistance they provide to 
their residents is minimal–but they increasingly 
serve frail elderly people, many who use walkers 
or are in wheelchairs, and many with dementia. 
In fact, large for-profit chains of assisted living-
providers are taking residents who are too needy 
to qualify for such facilities, and who need more 
skilled nursing care, just in order to fill beds so 
that the providers can earn more money. Because 
there is such a mis-match (a model incoherency) 
between the identity and needs of residents, and 
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what assisted living settings offer them, there have 
been numerous deaths, e.g., residents have fallen, 
wandered away, been over-drugged, been left in 
bed round-the-clock where they developed decu-
biti, etc. One state inspector said that assisted liv-
ing is “a rock we don’t want to look under.” The 
cost of living in such a facility can range from 
$4000 to $7000 per month. (For that amount, 
it ought to easily be possible to provide care for 
many such persons in their own homes, if only 
the competent home care were available.)  

*Responses by authorities to offenses against de-
valued people can be an indicator of devaluation. 
For instance, investigations can be slow, help in 
recovery may be minimal or even withheld, etc. 
This is exemplified by the following two incidents.  

A “gay bar” in New Orleans was set afire in 
June 1973, resulting in the deaths of 32 people–
the deadliest fire in the city’s history. The police 
claim the arsonist was an ejected patron, who died 
before they could actually arrest him, but critics 
say the police were not particularly interested in 
finding the culprit. In any event, no one was ever 
charged. Even most local religious congregations 
and leaders were silent and unhelpful to the survi-
vors, and in memorializing the dead (Time, 1 July 
2013, pp. 46-50).  

What originally began as a “home for way-
ward children” in Florida eventually became a 
residential institution for youths who had gotten 
into trouble with the law. Eventually it became 
the largest such institution in the country. Virtu-
ally from the time it opened as the Florida State 
Reform School, there were continuous reports 
of exceedingly harsh treatment, including fero-
cious beatings and forced labor. Starting in 2012, 
a year after it closed, investigators began looking 
into unreported deaths there. No one knows how 
many boys are buried on the grounds, or how 
most of them died, since the cause of death is typ-
ically listed as “unknown” or “accident,” though 
former residents testify to brutal whippings, even 
shooting of runaways. Families of these boys 

would receive death notices that the boys died of 
pneumonia, but–as was so common during the 
killing of the handicapped under the Nazis dur-
ing World War II–that may have been a cover up 
for what really happened. In the 1990s, the state 
erected some white crosses on the grounds, but 
there is no connection between the location of the 
crosses and the location of the bodies. And the 
crosses are all unmarked, as the graves and bodies 
are unidentified. Investigators have so far discov-
ered 19 more grave shafts on the grounds than the 
state had said existed (Syracuse Post-Standard, 10 
February 2013).

*A 13-year old very overweight girl in England 
who was bullied and harassed committed suicide. 
An article on the incident noted that she “fell into 
the fatal role of easy meat for a gang of bullies.” 

*In 1990, the Americans With Disabilities Act 
(ADA) was passed, to much acclaim, and various 
anniversaries of its passage have been celebrated, 
also to much acclaim. However, the employment 
numbers for people “with disabilities” still remain 
very low: as of early 2013, only 5.2 million, or 
18%, of the “disabled population” were employed, 
and that is down from 20% four years earlier. In 
fact, “the job numbers for the disabled haven’t 
budged much since the passage of the ADA” (AP, 
in Syracuse Post-Standard, April 2, 2013, p. B-4).  
Further, these numbers do not reveal how many 
of those who are employed are working full-time, 
or in what jobs. The federal government has been 
the biggest employer of “disabled Americans,” and 
many such persons get employment working in 
some kind of service to persons who are impaired. 
In other words, they get put in positions of “de-
viant staff juxtaposition,” where people who are 
themselves societally devalued work with/serve 
upon people who are also of devalued identity.  

“disabled” under the ADA has been broadened 
to include even people with mild impairments, 
such as those who have food allergies. This means 
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that even the 18% of “disabled” people who are 
employed may contain few of those whom most 
people would think of on hearing the word “dis-
abled,” such as those with physical impairments 
that put them in wheelchairs, or who are blind, 
deaf, or mentally retarded. So the employment 
numbers for such groups are even lower.  

All of this was outlined and predicted in 
Wolfensberger’s (1976) monograph, The Limita-
tions of the Law in Human Services, which has just 
been re-issued by the Valor Press in a revised and 
expanded edition; see announcement elsewhere 
in this Journal. 

*Thirty-two workers described as “mentally dis-
abled” have been awarded $240 million (about 
$7.5 million each) in damages for years of having 
served in “virtual enslavement” at a turkey pro-
cessing plant in Iowa run by a Texas company. 
This financial award comes on top of $1.3 mil-
lion in back wages they were awarded last year. 
The men had worked at the plant since the 1970s. 
Much like what is done to migrant farm labor-
ers, the employer deducted charges for their room 
and board, so they never received more than $65 a 
month for all these years.  However, the Texas firm 
is now defunct, so it remains to be seen whether 
the men will ever see a penny of the award (Syra-
cuse Post-Standard, 2 May 2013).  

*As of August 1, 2013, it is official: the term 
“mental retardation,” in use since the mid-20th 
century, has been expunged from US federal pro-
visions related to certain Social Security benefits, 
to be replaced by the term “intellectual disability.” 
Thousands of other departments and offices on 
the federal, state, and lower governmental levels, 
are making similar decisions whether or not to re-
place the decades old term. However, this should 
not be viewed as any kind of victory in attitudinal 
improvement, or in securing the good things of 
life for mentally limited people, but as merely one 
engagement in the never-ending battle over what 
term to use to describe the condition, a battle that 

is never-ending because of two realities. One is 
that as long as a condition itself is devalued, any 
term that is used to describe it will at least eventu-
ally if not sooner acquire negative connotations 
and be used negatively. The other is that people 
are not reconciled to this reality, and constantly 
try to defeat it by inventing new terms and ban-
ning old ones. Of course, this is not to deny that 
terms might otherwise vary in their ability to cap-
ture reality and to be communicative, and to be 
image-protective or at least neutral. Nonetheless, 
changing terminology does not get at the roots 
of devaluation and of the wounding that derives 
from it.  

*When certain benefits come with a devalued 
or at least marginally valued role, the question 
then arises whether the benefits outweigh the so-
cial costs of the role. For instance, the US federal 
government provides free health care to Ameri-
can Indians. Under the new health care reform 
act, everyone is required to carry insurance, but 
American Indians are exempt. So now people who 
have only a small amount of Indian blood want to 
be “Indian enough,” as the report put it, to gain 
the exemption from paying for insurance (Syra-
cuse Post Standard, 16 May 2013, p. A17).

*Most people these days seem to automatically 
welcome new technology, on the assumption that 
the technology enables impaired people to do 
more, and often more independently, than they 
could without it. However, a blind man had en-
joyed the role of baseball fan, and for a while he 
attended the games in person, but found he could 
not follow what was going on because the noise 
from other fans interfered with his hearing. So he 
began to listen to the play-by-play broadcasts of 
the games on the radio. Then, the team decided 
to broadcast only via the Internet, which is avail-
able through smart phones and laptop computer, 
and the blind man had neither nor could he af-
ford them. So this technological “advance” shut 
him out of a role. A sighted friend was able to get 
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them entry into the broadcast booth at the sta-
dium, where the sighted man could see well, and 
both he and his blind friend could hear the an-
nouncer with no interference from the stadium. 
The announcer also reported that having such a 
serious fan next to him made him much more de-
tailed in his commentary (Syracuse Post-Standard, 
14 July 2013, p. C6). A lesson is to be attentive 
to whether a proposed technological change is apt 
to be truly competency-enhancing for a particular 
party, and/or whether it might cut the party off 
from a valued role. 

*Here is another technology-related poser. 
The technology-assisted manipulation of natu-
ral processes of conception and child-bearing 
involves serious issues of morality. While SRV 
does not prescribe morality, moral issues do of 
course come into play whenever a decision is 
made to do something that is role-valorizing or 
role-degrading for a party.  However, such ma-
nipulations also involve questions that can be 
subjected to empirical observation and testing, 
e.g., are such manipulations adaptive and ben-
eficial for humanity, either for specific sectors 
thereof or overall and over the long-run. While 
most debate and study until now has been on 
the question of older mothers, there has also 
been recent research into older men becoming 
fathers, often for the first time in life. This re-
search, at least so far, reveals that the genetic ma-
terial in sperm is affected by age just as are eggs, 
meaning that children of older fathers may have 
more genetic mutations that can lead to im-
pairments and diseases, just as may children of 
older mothers (the most well-known of the lat-
ter is Down’s syndrome) (Time, 22 April 2013).  
Thus, relevant SRV questions are “how old is too 
old for the role of ‘father’?,” “how will changing 
social practice  around the age of parenthood af-
fect how older parents are valued?,” and “does 
child-begetting when one or both parents are 
older, even as old as what used to be thought 
beyond normal child-bearing years, increase the 

incidence of certain impairments?” This issue, 
like so many others, is deeply intertwined with 
personal and society-wide value decisions (e.g., 
to delay child-bearing as long as possible, to use 
every available technological possibility to get 
what one wants, and to consider primarily one’s 
own desires and interests and not those of future 
generations), and therefore research findings will 
be strongly contested if they challenge the wis-
dom of these value decisions. Ultimately, people 
decide what they will or will not do, will or will 
not support, not on the basis of evidence but on 
the basis of ideology and values, and often un-
examined and unconsciously-held ideology and 
values to boot. 

 
*One strategy of role-valorization is to identify 

some trait or behavior of a person, and try to 
craft a valued role that utilizes that trait. Here is 
an example. A deaf man who learned to read lips 
as a child, or “read speech” as it is now called, has 
begun to tweet to fans what coaches and players 
say on the court and the sidelines of basketball 
games, where ordinarily only fellow players and 
referees can hear them. He says he got the idea 
from a deaf woman in Germany who does the 
same for soccer games. Even though lip-reading 
is not 100% accurate, since some very different 
words look the same, and relies on clear sight 
of the speaker, nonetheless he can comprehend 
enough of what he sees to have developed a fol-
lowing of his Twitter feed (Syracuse Post-Stan-
dard, 10 February 2013).  

*As noted in SRV teaching, people’s roles are 
often enumerated in their obituaries. Of course, 
at that point, their roles can no longer bring 
them the good or bad things in life from others, 
but these roles can shape the mind-sets of read-
ers, for example, regarding what kinds of roles 
might be expected of and carried out by differ-
ent kinds of people. For instance, the obituary 
of a physically impaired man may recount that 
he was a husband and father, an entrepreneur, a 
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teller of tall tales to his children and grandchil-
dren, and an elder at his church. Reading this, 
people who held low and negative stereotyped 
expectancies for such persons may now begin to 
think differently about what physically impaired 
people might be able to do. Similarly, an obitu-
ary of a mentally retarded adult showing a pho-
to of that adult in a childish Santa Claus outfit 
will reinforce in readers the negative expectancy 
that such persons, no matter what their real age, 
are only big kids. One recent obituary (June 
2013) of a man described as “quadriplegic and 
non-verbal” said he nonetheless “distinguished 
himself ” at three schools, and then listed many 
of the things he had done: loved music, trains, 
the Los Angeles Lakers (and rarely missed see-
ing a game), lived in his own apartment, trav-
elled overseas, went parasailing, and “ran” (be-
ing pushed by his father) in a long distance race. 
None of these activities and accomplishments, 
however, were phrased in role terms, such as en-
thusiastic Lakers fan, world traveler, high school 
graduate, etc.   

Obituaries can also testify to the fact that some 
roles simply cannot be shaken off, but follow a 
person through life–again, both for good and for 
bad. For instance, a news article on the death of 
Annette Funicello in April 2013 called her “eter-
nal Mouseketeer” (Time, 22 April 2013, p. 18), 
and mentioned no other roles after she retired 
from show business at age 22. 

In terms of SRV implementation, people may 
want to think and plan, “What roles would it be 
good for a particular party to fill in life, that will 
follow them through life and be noted at their 
passing–in other words, what roles will most 
likely yield them the good things of life while 
they are still alive?”

 
*There are many interesting SRV lessons to be 

gleaned from the retirement of Pope Benedict. 
For instance, some roles can be retained even 
when a person’s competence to independently 
carry out the role declines, as by having role as-

sistants who will assume some of the role obliga-
tions that the role-incumbent is no longer able 
to meet. However, perhaps the role of Pope is 
not such a role, or at least it is not viewed that 
way by all its incumbents. The late Pope John 
Paul II retained the role even when he became 
very physically diminished, barely able to speak, 
and towards the end of his life bed-ridden; he 
was much more seriously impaired than Pope 
Benedict XVI, yet Benedict XVI felt himself no 
longer able to fill the role. Perhaps John Paul II 
had and used aides to help him perform some of 
the papal duties, although presumably there are 
some aspects of the role that no assistants can do 
“for” the Pope.  

A commentator on Benedict XVI’s retirement 
remarked that he kept a low profile and was 
“not particularly magnetic,” especially in com-

commentator also noted, “the role of Pope does 
wonders for a charisma deficit” (Chua-Euan, in 
Time, 25 February 2013, p. 23). What other 
valued roles could be identified that do similar 
wonders for other deficits that role-diminished 
persons may have, such as in intelligence, social 
skills, athleticism, etc.? •
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