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Preface 

This toolkit is a product of workshops held with select people with disabilities, filmmakers, 

disability scholars and other non-specialist audiences from the UK and abroad. The suggestions 

in this toolkit are solely developed from participants’ discussions and recommendations at the 

workshops, thus representing the voice of all participants at the workshops. The aim is to 

reimagine a better representation of people with disabilities in film, which is increasingly being 

recognised as an important media that contributes to positive disability identity and rights 

advocacies.  

To establish a foundation for this toolkit, some basic concepts and recurring words from 

participants’ discussions have been defined in addition to an overview of media and disabilities. 

Illustrative free-to-use stock images have also been included to underscore points and 

complement texts. Recommendations from participants cover areas of casting, costuming, 

using scores in disability films as well as suggestions on best practices for film portrayal of 

people with disabilities and disabilities.  

One of the objectives shared by participants is that more filmmakers and media executives 

would utilise the suggestions contained in this toolkit to contribute to right advocacies for 

people with disabilities and chart new courses for change agendas. 
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Section 1: Key definitions of Terms and Concepts 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Characters using a guide cane and crutches. 

 

What is a disability? 

What constitutes a disability has been expanding and inclusionary to meet the needs of what 

has come to be described as the “last minority” (Riley, 2005, p.1). However, there are a few 

definitions of disabilities that are widely accepted and used in contemporary times.  

• The United Nations Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 

defines a disability as “an evolving concept and that disability results from the 

interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental 

barriers that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis 

with others (CRPD, 2006, p. 1) 

 

• Schur et al (2013, p. 9) defines disability as “something imposed on top of our 

impairments by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full 

participation in society. Disabled people are therefore an oppressed group in society.”  
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• The webpage of the World Health Organisation elaborates, “disability results from the 

interaction between individuals with a health condition, such as cerebral palsy, Down 

syndrome and depression, with personal and environmental factors including negative 

attitudes, inaccessible transportation and public buildings, and limited social support.” 

 

In these three definitions, the social model of disability (Oliver, 2013) appears prominent. The 

social model of disabilities states that disability is a social construction that is reflected in the 

relationship between people with impairments and an ableist environment or society 

(Shakespeare, 2006). The CRPD’s definition constructs disabilities as impairments and 

attitudinal and environmental barriers similar to the WHO’s definition. In addition, Schur et al 

(2013) underpin disability within societal barriers and disabling structures that isolate people 

with impairments.  
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People with Disabilities:  

For the purpose of this toolkit, a person with disability shall be defined as someone with 

impairment(s) who is most likely to face attitudinal or societal barriers that make it difficult for 

them to function at par with others in society.  

 

Figure 1:2: Unidentified wheelchair user looking over clear blue skies from an open door.  

 

Filmmaker: Traditionally, a filmmaker is someone who produces or directs a film. The roles 

of the filmmaker are varied ranging from deciding how an actor is portrayed in films, handling 

scripts, budgeting, and even casting. They are involved from pre-production of films to post-

production.  

 

Mass Media: As the media are ever evolving, satisfactorily defining the mass media is 

becoming increasing complex. However, for the purpose of this toolkit, Khan’s (2010) 
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definition of mass media will suffice. Khan defines mass media as “any medium used to hold 

mass communication…it is clear that a mass medium must communicate a message to a large 

group, often simultaneously” (Khan, 2010, p.1). Note that mass communication is defined as 

“Traditionally a term describing institutionalized forms of public message production and 

dissemination, operating on a large scale, involving a considerable division of labour in their 

production processes and functioning through complex mediations of print, film, recording tape 

and photography” (Watson & Hill, 2015, p. 171).  

 

Figure 1:3: A camera appears to be in active recording with the blurred face of an operator 

behind the lens.  
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Section 2: Disabilities and the Mass Media: Understanding the relationship. 

 

Figure 2.1: A prosthetic finger establishes touch point with another finger in this illustration. 

The media have always reported on disabilities. However, the relationship between the media 

and disabilities is rather controversial. Many disabilities and media scholars have reported on 

media relationship with disabilities and people with disabilities in terms of portrayal and impact 

especially on self-identity of people with disabilities and societal perception of disabilities and 

people with disabilities (Elliot & Byrd, 1982; Norden, 1994; Zhang & Haller, 2013; Ellis & 

Goggin, 2017). For example, writing about why disabilities matter to the media, Ellis and 

Goggin (2017) note, how the media are implicated in the shaping of disability within society 

and how disability has become foundational to media structures. According to literature on this 

subject, the media have overwhelming portrayed disabilities in the following stereotypical 

ways: 

• Super-crip/inspiration: Through this portrayal, the media portray disabilities in a 

patronising way such that disabilities are sentimentalised and people with disabilities 

are constructed as a source of inspiration and wonder to predominantly nondisabled 

audiences. This frame for portraying disabilities has been called inspiration porn 

(Young, 2014) and is structured to say, “If this person with disability can achieve this, 

why can’t you?”  
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• Better off dead: Another way the media have been known to portray disabilities and 

people with disabilities is as better off dead. In this narrative device, disabilities are 

framed to be worse than death and media stories within this tradition appear to 

encourage suicide and death rather than becoming disabled. Thus, this frame promotes 

the stereotype of “better dead than disabled” (Black and Pretes, 2007).  

 
 

 
Figure 2.2:  The word ‘help’ written on a card on top of what appears to be a heap of 

clothes. This illustrates what often comes to mind when ableist societies engage with 

people with disabilities.  

 

• Object of charity: Charity is a recurrent narrative device for representing disabilities 

and people with disabilities in the media. In the name of human-interest angle, most 

media stories have ended up portraying people with disabilities as victims and objects 

of charity. Through this narrative device, people with disabilities are disempowered and 

denied agency. By this frame, they are made to be dependent on society’s charity and 

goodwill as well as isolated as objects and not equal subjects in society (Hevey, 1992; 

Teng & Joo, 2020).  
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• Burden to society: People with disabilities have also been constructed as burden to 

society in many media stories. As burden to society, people with disabilities are stripped 

of dignity, decency, respect and fundamental human rights and constructed as society’s 

‘necessary evil.’ This media frame constructs people with disabilities as unwanted 

excess baggage in a way that contributes to the stereotyping of the disabled body as 

foreign and not befitting for society (Black & Pretes, 2007).  

 

• Evil avenger: The media have also constructed people with disabilities as bitter and evil 

people who are set to take revenge on nondisabled people. As the evil avenger, people 

with disabilities are stereotyped as fearsome and dangerous; a group of people to be 

avoided in other not to incur their vengeful wrath (Norden, 1994).  

 
 

• Maladjusted own worst enemy: In many ways, society, which includes the media, has 

tried to absorb itself of any blames for the ableist attitudes that encourage discrimination 

and exclusion of people with disabilities. Thus, within this media narrative, people with 

disabilities are seen as their own enemies, the cause of their disabilities or impairments 

whilst societal barriers, inaccessibility and discriminations are not society’s fault. This 

portrayal promotes a blame narrative that encourages the stereotype of name-calling 

and labelling of people with disabilities as the problem and not society (Black & Pretes, 

2007).  

 

• Sinister or evil: Apart from the evil avenger narrative, the media have also been noted 

to present people with disabilities as evil or sinister in a way that promotes exclusionary 

and discriminatory attitudes towards people with disabilities (Norden, 1994).  

 
 

In essence, media portrayal either contributes to disability shame or disability pride (Darling, 

2013). Disability shame happens when people with disabilities do not feel confident in 

themselves. For this reason, they become ashamed of their disabilities and believe that they do 

not fit within society. Disability shame impact the self-identity of people with disabilities in 

ways that they begin to see disabilities as something to be hidden or stowed away from society. 

Disability Pride, on the other hand, is a concept that favours a strong identity of people with 

disabilities, whereby people with disabilities feel confident in themselves as equal members of 
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the society who can contribute to societal development on equal basis with others. Disability 

pride encourages positive feelings towards disabilities and society in such a way that 

disabilities are made an integrable difference devoid of discriminatory attitudes and societal 

bias. As such, the media can influence either disability shame or disability pride through their 

portrayal of people with disabilities.  

 

Figure 2:3: An image illustrating the word ‘shame’ with words explaining ableist attitudes 

such as bullying and the effects of such attitudes as seen in deflecting, hiding, or withdrawing.  
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Section 3: Telling Disability Stories in Films 

This section offers initial suggestions from participants on how they want to see disability 

stories and/or stories of people with disabilities in films going forward. 

 

3.1: Casting 

• Put people with disabilities and actors with disabilities at the forefront of filmmaking, 

acting, script writing and even directing especially in films with disability themes. This 

will foster a participatory culture of filmmaking.  

• Disabled actors should be used to play disabled characters – they are able to convey the 

message better. 

• There is the need for nondisabled filmmakers who make films about disabilities to be 

educated on the right way to portray disabilities in films. N.B: Some provisions on how 

the media should represent disabilities are contained in article 8 of the CRPD 2006 

which is on awareness raising and includes media relationships.  

• Characters with disabilities should be regularised in films without the undue portrayal 

of disabilities as special or delicate. 

• Filmmakers need to research about disabilities and stories of disabilities before casting. 

• Filmmakers should note that people with disabilities are humans and not spectacles and 

this should reflect in their casting.  

• Casting disabled actors in lead and supporting roles in all genres of film, not just in 

films about disability issues but also in all films.  

 

3.2: Casting disabled characters in comedy (Disability humour) 

• Humour does not equal using discriminatory language about disabilities in films. The 

correct and acceptable language of disabilities should be used in comedies about 

disabilities. 

• Actors with disabilities should be the ones who make comedies about disabilities as 

they would better understand the nuances to reach for and those to avoid so as not to 

contribute to stereotypes. 

• Do not use people of small stature as children for the sake of comedies in films. 
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• Filmmakers should aim not to produce or maintain stereotypes about disabilities in 

comedies. 

• While casting for comedy, people with disabilities should be seen as equal and not 

symbols of caricatures and comedy.  

• Biographical films of disabled stand-up comedians can help nondisabled audiences to 

learn about the feelings and lived experiences of people with disabilities.  

 

3.3: Costuming 

• Do not use wheelchairs as a prop. Only use wheelchairs if the script calls for such 

movement. 

• Use proper guide canes for visually impaired. Don’t let other characters lead them by 

hand.  

• Although costumes should be appropriate for the role, they should not be uncomfortable 

for disabled characters. 

• Seek disabled characters opinions when designing their consumes for roles. 

• Not all visually impaired people wear dark glasses over their eyes.  

 

3.4: Film scores as advocacy tools 

• Film scores for disability films do not have to be emotional, sad or tragic. 

• Do not change film scores only for scenes where disabled characters are featured. 

• Use film scores intentionally to achieve rights advocacy. 

• Include disabled crew members in the composition of film scores. 

• Do not sentimentalise film scores and soundtracks for films about disabilities. 
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3.5: Language of disabilities in films 

 

Figure 3.1: An image with the words “Use your voice”.  

 

Language used in films about disabilities featured prominently in participants’ 

recommendations to filmmakers. Below are some of the languages to avoid in films about 

disabilities: 

• Do not identify characters with disabilities by their disabilities for example, blind 

partner or wheelchair user boss.  

• Do not refer to disabled characters as mental patients, insane or mad. 

• Film dialogues should not call a disabled character, sick.  

• Deaf and dumb should be expunged. 

• Disabled characters should not be called strange. 

• Use person of small stature or little person rather than a dwarf 
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• Disabled characters are not imbeciles. 

• Disabled characters are not invalids. 

• Do not use disability as a word of abuse. For example, saying to someone “Are you 

blind?” because they fail to notice something. 

• Disabled people are not poor. 

• Crippled 

• Generally, film titles about disabilities should not sentimentalise disabilities.  

• Revaluate the language of disabilities towards a more expansive vocabulary that 

incorporates the intersectionality of disabilities such as capturing women with 

disabilities, women and men of colour with disabilities, and so on.  

 

3.6: Accessibility in Film Portrayals 

• Do not use accessibility to discriminate. For example, all characters in a film should be 

subtitled and not only disabled characters.  

• Filmmakers could consider accessibility tools such as screen magnifiers and voice 

assistants. 

• Casts can be trained in sign language especially for films about disabilities.  

• A translator or interpreter can help make films more inclusive for people with 

disabilities. 

• Having multiple formats for released films. 

• Disability films should be accessibility compliant in terms of portraying a society that 

is not disabling.  

• Titles of films with disabilities should also come in braille. 

 

3.7: Resources 

• Human resources are important in the advocacies for equity and a balanced portrayal 

of people with disabilities on screen. As such, nondisabled actors should always speak 

up in support of their disabled colleagues in all cases of discriminations. Disability 

allies are important in the drive towards an anti-ableist society. 

• Funding from government agencies and private stakeholders to fund films on disability 

issues. Note that achieving a society that is non-disabling requires concerted efforts. 



 16 

• Filmmakers who make disability films can open access to sharing resources with other 

filmmakers through infrastructure support and peer-peer networking among disability 

filmmakers.  

• Disseminating legal frameworks to creatives and filmmakers with disabilities so that 

they can be informed on what their rights are and what the inclusion frameworks are. 

Legislations such as the Convention on the Rights of persons with Disabilities (CRPD) 

should be made available to disability filmmakers in accessible formats. The CRPD can 

be found here https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-

e.pdf.  

• Research in disability issues and advocacies is invaluable to making films on 

disabilities. As such, filmmakers interested in casting disabled characters should 

embrace research on specific disabilities they aim to portray in other to capture current 

discussions and nuances. Thus, there should be an established role for the researcher in 

film portrayal of disabilities to avoid stereotypes and nepotism.  

• Disability filmmakers also require training on reporting disabilities and disability 

issues. This training can potentially help them to keep abreast with best practices in 

film portrayal of disabilities and people with disabilities.  
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3.8: Best practices for disability portrayal 

Participants recommended that disability filmmakers should be held to a standard of best 

practice. 

Figure 3.2: Group map showing some of the recommendations from a group of participants at the workshops.  

 

Some of the best practices suggested included: 

• Creating spaces for representing disabilities in an inclusive way. This means both 

physical and non-physical disabilities without establishing a hegemonic order of 

disabilities or having one disability preferred over another and consequently favouring 

same on screen. This way disabled actors and performers are given rightful agency and 

space.  

 

• Avoiding nepotism: Diversity in film portrayal of disabilities should not be about ‘who 

we know’ but about all people with disabilities who advocate for disability rights and 

identity.  

 

• Using film as a space to critique wider social-cultural discriminations towards people 

with disabilities.  

 

• Increasing the frequency of films about people with disabilities so that disabilities 

become an integrable difference and not an occasional occurrence or feature in films.  
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• Actors and performers with disabilities should enjoy equal pay as their nondisabled 

colleagues.  

 

• To avoid stereotypes, storylines should not promote pity or shame for disabilities and 
people with disabilities.  

 

Conclusion: 

Findings from the workshops showed that, as much as participants were able to note some 

progress in recent/contemporary film representation of disabilities and people with disabilities 

in film industries in the global north, such as Hollywood and in British Films, one of the major 

concerns was that film industries in the global south are lagging behind in disability 

representation and overwhelmingly still portray disabilities and disabled characters through 

stereotypical, limiting, normative and discriminatory lens. In addition, despite an 

acknowledgement of the slow progress that developed cinemas are making, participants 

observed that many ‘progressive’ frames for portraying disabilities in recent films are often 

patronising and sometimes draw from the foundations of charity, pity and the fetishizing of 

disabled bodies as the unusual or super-heroes.  

Thus, the suggestions contained in this working toolkit are based on participants’ lived 

experiences and the films about disabilities that they have been exposed to, including what they 

considered to be best practices for fostering inclusion and positive disability identity for the 

last minority. The next edition of the toolkit will consider other factors such as stories of 

disabled actors themselves and provide specific examples of films were disability portrayal 

meets best practices and where disability portrayal falls short of best practice.  

This project continues to work with disability organisations, groups and individuals, disability 

allies, filmmakers, researchers, academics and other non-specialist audiences to come up with 

suggestions for representing people with disabilities on screen and in other media forms in 

ways that promote inclusion and positive disability identity.   
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