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Abstract: Nondisabled people often experience a combination of negative and positive feelings 
towards disabled people. There are often large discrepancies between what nondisabled and 
disabled people view as positive treatment towards disabled people, with disabled people often 
viewing nondisabled people’s actions as inappropriate, despite nondisabled people believing they 
had good intentions. Since disability attitudes are complex, both explicit (conscious) attitudes 
and implicit (unconscious) attitudes need to be measured. Different combinations of explicit and 
implicit bias can be organized into four different categories: symbolic prejudice, aversive 
prejudice, principled conservative, and truly low prejudiced. To explore this phenomenon, we 
analyzed secondary explicit and implicit disability prejudice data from approximately 350,000 
nondisabled people and categorized people’s prejudice styles according to an adapted version of 
Son Hing et al.’s (2008) two-dimensional model of racial prejudice. Findings revealed most 
nondisabled people were prejudiced in the aversive ableism fashion, with low explicit prejudice 
and high implicit prejudice. These findings mirror past research that suggests nondisabled people 
may believe they feel positively towards disabled people but actually hold negative attitudes 
which they disassociate or rationalize. Mapping the different ways ableism operates is one of the 
first of many necessary steps to dismantle ableism. 

Keywords: Modern prejudice; ableism; aversive ableism; symbolic ableism; social psychology 
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Disability is complex; as such, nondisabled people often experience a combination of 

negative and positive feelings towards disabled people (Czajka & DeNisi, 1988; Phillips, 1990). 

Disabled people are seen as less capable, less intelligent, more childlike, and more dependent 

than non-disabled people, they are also treated with pity and condescension (Fichten & Amsel, 

1986; Ostrove & Crawford, 2006; Wolfensberger & Tullman, 1982). Disability beliefs, 

stereotypes, and tropes can conflict because they play different roles in different contexts (Barker 

& Wright, 1952; Wright, 1960). They tend to use disabled people as metaphors or plot devices 

where the disabled person serves to show the growth of another person (Heim, 1994; Longmore, 

1987; Zola, 1985). For example, inspirational disability portrayals often serve to teach 

nondisabled people to appreciate their own lives and perpetuate the myth that the true disability 

is a bad attitude. These beliefs also often relate to nondisabled peoples’ projections of how they 

believe they would feel based on their limited understandings of and interactions with disability. 

Shakespeare (1996b) also cites the “critical role” prejudice and stereotypes play “in disabling 

social relations” (p. 192).  

Conflicting Disability Narratives and Stereotypes 

The succumbing framework (Wright, 1983) focuses on what disabled people cannot do 

and places in society in which they cannot participate (Adler, Wright, & Ulicny, 1991; Harris & 

Harris, 1977; Wright, 1960, 1967, 1978, 1980). Doing so ignores the richness of disabled 

peoples’ lives and exaggerates the negative of disability by focusing on pain, suffering, 

dependence, tragedy, and cure (Adler et al., 1991; Harris & Harris, 1977; Magasi, 2008, 2008b; 
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Phillips, 1990; Wright, 1960, 1967, 1978, 1980). The succumbing framework in media and 

advertising is especially harmful because it helps define social roles and reinforce stereotypes 

(Dahl, 1993; Harris & Harris, 1977; Snyder & Mitchell, 2001).  

Some disability narratives underestimate disabled people as they portray them as 

helpless, vulnerable, dependent, incompetent, helpless, and passive (Barker & Wright, 1952; 

Crawford & Ostrove, 2003; Davis, Watson, & Corker, 2002; Nario‐Redmond, 2010; Zola, 

1985). These narratives are often associated with nondisabled people being paternalistic and 

infantilizing towards disabled people (Liesener & Mills, 1999). 

Another prominent disability narrative portrays disabled people as less than and 

incomplete (Cahill & Eggleston, 1995; Longmore, 1987). Disabled people are often portrayed as 

maladjusted, self-pitying, and bitter as a result of their impairments (Hardin et al., 2001; Heim, 

1994; Longmore, 1987; Schwartz et al., 2010).  

One of the most prominent disability narrative is that of the inspiration. This disability 

narrative tends to manifest in two different directions, however both relate to “overcoming” 

disability. The first narrative is that disabled people are inspirational for their everyday activities. 

In the second inspirational narrative the disabled person achieves something extraordinary and 

triumphs against all odds over their impairment (Crawford & Ostrove, 2003; Dahl, 1993; Hardin 

et al., 2001; Kafer, 2013; Nario‐Redmond, 2010; Zola, 1985).  

‘Positive’ Treatment 

As a result of these narratives, disabled people are often objects of ambivalence that 

cause alternating favorable and unfavorable feelings in non-disabled people (Livneh, 1988). 

Although they may hold these problematic and negative views about disability, nondisabled 

people often ascribe positive socially desirable traits to people with disabilities. Positive feelings 
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towards disabled people were noted even in early studies such as Strong Jr (1931) when disabled 

people held much lower social, economic, and political positions than they do now (Wright, 

1960). Disabled people are often viewed as more affectionate, friendly, and warm than 

nondisabled people (Campbell, Gilmore, & Cuskelly, 2003; Harris & Fiske, 2007; Stern, 

Dumont, Mullennix, & Winters, 2007). Fichten and Amsel (1986) also found disabled people 

were commonly associated with the following traits: quiet, honest, gentile, non-egotistical, and 

undemanding. However, when disabled people deviate from these traits, they become associated 

with negative attitudes.  

These beliefs (e.g., affectionate, friendly, warm) that associate disabled people with 

favorable feelings are problematic not only because they create unfair expectations but also 

because they tend to impact how nondisabled people interact with disabled people. For example, 

when Hastorf, Northcraft, and Picciotto (1979) had disabled and nondisabled confederates 

completed a task very poorly they found disabled people received inaccurate and less critical 

feedback compared to the nondisabled confederate. These so called ‘positive’ responses may be 

due to sympathy that marks disabled people as more deserving of help (Appelbaum, 2001; 

Czajka & DeNisi, 1988; Fichten & Amsel, 1986; Garthwaite, 2011; Imrie & Wells, 1993; 

Susman, 1994). People tend to be biased towards favoring disadvantaged people, even though 

disabled people’s disadvantages are often exaggerated (Rohmer & Louvet, 2018; Susman, 1994). 

For example, Murrell, Dietz-Uhler, Dovidio, Gaertner, and Drout (1994) found disabled people 

and the elderly were seen as more deserving of preferential treatment than Black people because 

their state was seen as outside of their control. Called a positive response bias or the sympathy 

effect by Susman (1994), nondisabled people will interact with and/or do small things for 

disabled people if they have no excuse to do otherwise. These positive responses result from 
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overcorrection to avoid showing evidence of prejudice (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; Stern et al., 

2007). For example, in another study by Czajka and DeNisi (1988) disabled workers were rated 

significantly higher than nondisabled workers except when there were performance standards. 

When norms were no longer ambiguous and their prejudice would have been more obvious they 

did not exaggerate disabled peoples’ performance. Well-meaning people may conform to social 

desirability pressures while still having implicit disability prejudice.  

The theoretical underpinnings behind what constitutes a ‘positive’ disability attitude are 

still debated. For example, when Makas (1988) examined interactions between nondisabled and 

disabled people she found large discrepancies between what nondisabled and disabled people 

viewed as positive treatment towards disabled people. Disabled people often viewed nondisabled 

people’s actions as “‘inappropriate’” even though the nondisabled people believed they had the 

“‘best intentions’” (Makas, 1988, p. 50). For example, Makas (1988) found that while 

nondisabled people thought positive attitudes towards disability included being nice and helpful, 

disabled people thought positive attitudes towards disability included attitudes that defended 

their civil rights. This related to nondisabled people’s views that positive attitudes meant being 

nice and helpful to disabled people while disabled people thought they should be treated no 

different than a nondisabled person (Makas, 1988). Meanwhile, Yuker (1994) suggests contact is 

one factor that increases favorable attitudes of disabled people because comfort level with 

disabled people increases with exposure. He also suggests “for positive attitudes, the disabled 

person should be perceived as competent in the areas that are valued by the other [nondisabled] 

parties to the interaction” (Yuker, 1994, p. 7), suggesting that disabled people are rewarded with 

positive attitudes only when they uphold the ‘valuable’ yet artificial standards set for them by 

nondisabled people. Similarly, Söder (1990) cites others who believe positive disability attitudes 
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are birthed by normalization such as mainstreaming. Söder (1990) also points out that those who 

critique labeling because it highlights difference are overly simplistic. These theories suggest 

that positive attitudes will happen automatically with the removal of difference.  

Attitude Measurement 

As “traditional methods leave little room for exploring this [disability] ambivalence” 

recently a number of studies have focused on implicit disability prejudice (Söder, 1990, p. 237). 

There are two level of attitude measurement: explicit (conscious) attitudes and implicit 

(unconscious) attitudes (Amodio & Mendoza, 2011; Antonak & Livneh, 2000). As people may 

feel pressured by social norms to conceal their biases, or may be unaware they hold biased 

attitudes, there are concerns that explicit measures do not capture a wide enough range of 

attitudes (Amodio & Mendoza, 2011; Antonak & Livneh, 2000). This may be especially true for 

topics where it is socially undesirable to have negative attitudes, such as against people with 

disabilities (Rohmer & Louvet, 2018). For this reason, much attitude research has shifted 

towards examining implicit attitudes. Implicit attitudes can relate to automatic processes 

triggered by external cues and reflect associations between attitudes and concepts; “‘implicit’ 

refers to [lack of] awareness of how a bias influences a response, rather than to the experience of 

bias or to the response itself” (Amodio & Mendoza, 2011, p. 359). Implicit attitudes have been 

studied extensively related to race, but less so for disability. 

People’s explicit and implicit attitudes do not always align because explicit and implicit 

attitudes operate differently. Because they are measured differently and can be independent of 

one another, any individual’s combination of explicit and implicit bias can be organized into four 

different categories: symbolic, aversive, principled conservatives, and truly low prejudiced. 

Although less research has focused on implicit disability prejudice, disability’s designation as a 
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social minority, analogous in some ways to race, allows for other theories about discrimination to 

be investigated for relevance to disability.  

Symbolic racists are those who believe racial discrimination is no longer a serious 

problem, the special treatment of Black people is not justified, Black people are demanding too 

much too quickly and thus going beyond what is “fair,” and disadvantaged Black people are just 

unwilling to take responsibility for their lives (Henry & Sears, 2002; Sears & Henry, 2005). This 

form of prejudice is rooted in abstract beliefs about socialized values – internalization of social 

norms – which Black people supposedly violate, such as individualism (Henry & Sears, 2002, 

2008; Sears, Henry, & Kosterman, 2000). Because it operates more subtly, symbolic racism is 

typically expressed through symbols (e.g., opposition to busing for integration). Symbolic racism 

is related to racial antipathy and conservative values.  

Aversive racism refers to people who are progressive and well-meaning yet still 

participate in biased actions or thought (Dovidio, Pagotto, & Hebl, 2011; Gaertner & Dovidio, 

1986). Egalitarian values are important to aversive racists’ self-image; they believe they are not 

prejudiced, yet they still feel discomfort around Black people and participate in biased action or 

thought in in ambiguous situations where it is harder to be “caught” being racist (Dovidio & 

Gaertner, 2008; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). When situations are not ambiguous and norms for 

behavior are well defined, people who score high on aversive racism  will not participate in 

prejudiced acts but may actually go out of their way to appear non-prejudiced (Dovidio & 

Gaertner, 2008; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). Aversive racists have anxiety and discomfort around 

Black people, yet this prejudice is inconsistent with their self-concepts, and as a result, they 

rationalize or disassociate the products of these inconsistences by blaming them on factors other 

than racism.  
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Principled conservatives are those who truly value the abstract conservative ideas, which 

causes them to dislike policies that stray from societal tradition (Son Hing et al., 2008). 

Principled conservatives score high on explicit racial prejudice because they cherish traditional 

values  and low on implicit racial prejudice because they discriminate against racial groups 

equally (Son Hing et al., 2008, p. 973). However, Son Hing et al. (2008) note “principled 

conservatism might not be a race-neutral ideology; rather racism and conservatism could be 

linked because both are used to legitimize hegemony” (pp. 972-973).  

Finally, as the name suggests, truly low prejudiced people are those who exhibit  low 

explicit and implicit prejudice (Son Hing et al., 2008). 

Modern Disability Attitudes 

Friedman’s (in press) study was one of the first to explore aversive ableism, including an 

exploration of the most prominent disability prejudice styles; however, as an exploratory study, 

Friedman’s (in press) study had a relatively small sample size of approximately 100 participants. 

Moreover, their participants were all undergraduate and graduate students. Thus, this study 

builds off Friedman’s (in press) study by exploring two-dimensional models of disability 

prejudice with a larger and wider sample. 

This study’s hypothesis was that nondisabled are most often prejudiced in an aversive 

fashion rather than a symbolic one because of ‘positive’ treatment social norms, including those 

that imply people would look ‘bad’ overtly discriminating against disabled people. To explore 

this phenomenon, we analyzed secondary explicit and implicit disability prejudice data from 

approximately 350,000 nondisabled people and categorized people’s prejudice according to an 

adapted version of Son Hing et al.’s (2008) two-dimensional model of racial prejudice. 
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Methods 

The Disability Attitudes Implicit Association Test (DA-IAT) is one of the most common 

methods to measure implicit disability prejudice. The DA-IAT presents participants with 

‘disabled persons’ and ‘abled persons’ categories, and ‘good’ and ‘bad’ attitudes, and asks them 

to sort word and symbol stimuli accordingly. The DA-IAT examines people’s associations and 

attitudes by measuring reaction time when items are sorted in stereotype congruent and 

incongruent ways; the quicker the reaction time, the stronger the association between groups and 

traits (Karpinski & Hilton, 2001). Scores of .15 to .34 reveal a slight preference for nondisabled 

people, .35 to .64 a moderate preference, and .65 and greater a strong preference (Aaberg, 2012; 

Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji, 2003). Negative values of the same values above reveal 

preferences for people with disabilities, and scores from -.14 to .14 reveal no prejudice (Aaberg, 

2012; Greenwald et al., 2003).  

Data about implicit disability prejudice  were obtained from Project Implicit (Xu, Nosek, 

& Greenwald, 2014), a database where people can test their implicit prejudices, including against 

people with disabilities using the DA-IAT. A total of 344,760 nondisabled people took Project 

Implicit’s DA-IAT between 2006 and 2017. The majority of participants where White (77.31%) 

and women (70.76%) (see Table 1). Approximately half of participants (52.25%) had at least an 

undergraduate degree or higher. More than one-third of participants had a disabled family 

member (35.43%) or a disabled friend or close acquaintance (40.65%). 

The explicit prejudice data were also from Project Implicit (Xu et al., 2014). The explicit 

prejudice measure was a single question that asked participants to rate their preference for 

disabled or nondisabled people on a 7-point Likert scale that ranged from strongly prefer 

disabled people to strongly prefer nondisabled people. 
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Table 1 
Participant Demographics 
Category n % 
Sex (n = 268,582) 

Female 194,096 72.27% 
Male 74,486 27.73% 

Race (n = 233,720) 
White 180,699 77.31% 
Black or African American 15,110 6.47% 
East Asian 7,681 3.29% 
South Asian 5,730 2.45% 
American Indian/Alaska Native 1,556 0.67% 
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 1,405 0.60% 
Interracial 11,888 5.09% 
Other 9,651 4.13% 

Highest level of education (n = 306,164) 
Some high school 33,993 11.10% 
High school graduate 25,480 8.32% 
Some college 86,735 28.33% 
Associate's degree 22,272 7.27% 
Bachelor's degree 53,855 17.59% 
Some graduate school 32,112 10.49% 
Graduate degree 51,717 16.89% 

Disabled family member (n = 256,051) 
No 165,342 64.57% 
Yes 90,709 35.43% 

Disabled friend/close acquaintance (n = 255,135) 
No 151,435 59.35% 
Yes 103,700 40.65% 

In order to determine styles of prejudice, Son Hing et al.’s (2008) two-dimensional model 

of racial prejudice was used. In Son Hing et al.’s (2008) model, participants’ explicit and implicit 

scores are categorized as high and low and then grouped into four prejudice styles. People with 

high explicit and high implicit are symbolic prejudiced; high explicit and low implicit are 

principled conservatives; low explicit and high implicit are aversive prejudiced; and, low explicit 



Friedman “Mapping Ableism” 
CJDS 8.3 (May 2019) 

105 

and low implicit are truly low prejudiced. Once explicit and implicit scores were calculated we 

used this information to categories people as low and high and then group them into prejudice 

styles. Implicit scores were cut-off based on the moderate prejudice level (.35) according to IAT 

standards (e.g., Greenwald et al., 2003). The explicit score cut-off used was the moderate 

preference for nondisabled people (which was also the mean) on the Likert scale. 

Results 

Explicit Attitudes 

The explicit measures asked participants about their preference for disabled or 

nondisabled people on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly prefer disabled people” to 

“strongly prefer nondisabled people.” In this study, 3.14% (n = 10,830) reported preferring 

disabled people explicitly, 35.55% (n = 122,556) preferring nondisabled people, and 61.31% (n 

= 211,374) no preference. The majority of participants reported having no explicit preferences 

for nondisabled or disabled people; see figure 1 for the distribution of scores.  
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Figure 1. Distribution of participants’ explicit preferences for disabled or nondisabled people. The 
figure shows 0.4% of participants strongly preferred disabled people explicitly, 0.7% moderately 
preferred disabled people explicitly, and 2.0% slightly preferred disabled people explicitly. 61.3% 
of participants reported no preference for disabled or nondisabled people. 20.5% of participants 
slightly preferred nondisabled people explicitly, 10.5% moderately preferred nondisabled people 
explicitly, and 4.6% strongly preferred nondisabled people explicitly. 

Implicit Attitudes 

Implicit prejudice scores were calculated using Greenwald et al.’s (2003). Greenwald et 

al.’s (2003) updated IAT scoring protocol. Scores of 0 to .14 reveal no preference for 

nondisabled people, scores of .15 to .34 a slight preference, .35 to .64 a moderate preference, and 

.65 or greater a strong preference (Aaberg, 2012; Greenwald et al., 2003). Negative values of the  

same ranges reveal preferences for disabled people, and -.14 to 0 scores reveal no prejudice 

(Aaberg, 2012; Greenwald et al., 2003). On the DA-IAT, the participants (n = 338,466) had a 

mean D score of .45 (SD = .44). This score was significantly different from zero according to a 

one-tailed t-test (t (338,465) = 669.16, p < .001), indicating an implicit preference for 
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nondisabled people. In this study, 80.00% (n = 263,825) preferred nondisabled people implicitly, 

7.70% (n = 25,642) preferred disabled people implicitly, and 12.10% (n = 39,733) had no 

preference. The majority of participants strongly preferred nondisabled people; see figure 2 for 

the distribution of scores.  

Figure 2. Distribution of participants’ implicit preferences for disabled or nondisabled people. The 
figure shows 1% of participants strongly preferred disabled people implicitly, 2.6% moderately 
preferred disabled people implicitly, and 4.1% slightly preferred disabled people implicitly. 12.1% 
of participants had no preference for disabled or nondisabled people implicitly. 13.0% of 
participants slightly preferred nondisabled people implicitly, 25.9% moderately preferred 
nondisabled people implicitly, and 41.1% strongly preferred nondisabled people implicitly. 

Prejudice Styles 

In order to determine types of prejudice present according to Son Hing et al.’s (2008) 

two-dimensional model of prejudice, participants’ explicit and implicit scores were categorized 

as high and low. Scores were then grouped into symbolic ableist (high explicit, high implicit), 
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principled conservatives (high explicit, low implicit), aversive ableist (low explicit, high 

implicit), and truly low prejudiced (low explicit, low implicit). Once explicit and implicit scores 

were calculated we used this information to categories people as low and high and then group 

them into prejudice styles. Implicit scores were cut-off based on the moderate prejudice level 

(.35) according to IAT standards (e.g., Greenwald et al., 2003). The explicit score cut-off used 

was the moderate preference for nondisabled people (which was also the mean) on the Likert 

scale. 

According to the findings, the majority of participants (n = 168,421) were aversive 

ableists, with fewer symbolic ableists (n = 33,808), principled conservatives (n = 9,872), and 

truly low prejudiced (n = 86,804); see figure 3. 

Figure 3. Participants’ prejudice styles. The figure shows 56.3% of participants were aversive 
ableists. 11.3% of participants were symbolic ableists. 3.3.% were principled conservatives. 29.0% 
were truly low prejudiced.

Discussion 
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As disability attitudes are complex, nondisabled people often hold conflicting views 

towards disabled people. Social psychology research on prejudice suggests most people are 

prejudiced (Dovidio, 2001). Findings of this study from approximately 350,000 nondisabled 

people revealed most people were prejudiced in the aversive ableism fashion, with low explicit 

prejudice and high implicit prejudice. These findings mirror past research that suggests 

nondisabled people may believe they feel positively towards disabled people but actually hold 

negative attitudes.  

Aversive ableism is the product of egalitarian values coupled with rationalized prejudice; 

the majority of those participants who said they felt positively towards disabled people strongly 

favored nondisabled people implicitly. According to aversive racism theory, aversive racists 

rationalize their prejudice because it is inconsistent with their self-concepts (Gaertner & Dovidio, 

1986). Prejudicial treatment of disabled people is extremely justifiable because of the way 

negative associations with disability are individualized, naturalized (e.g., weakness, sickness, 

natural selection), and depoliticized (Kafer, 2013). Both implicit attitudes and aversive ableism 

are informed by internalization of societies’ (uninformed) disability attitudes (Amodio & 

Mendoza, 2011; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). The types of discrimination and prejudice that have 

been evidenced for so long in literature were still present among people who meant well –

aversive ableists. As found in this study, aversive ableism appears to be much more prominent in 

the general population than symbolic ableism.  

Indeed, only 11% of participants were symbolic ableists. Preliminary work on symbolic 

ableism has found four underlying themes: individualism; recognition of continuing 

discrimination; empathy for disabled people; and, excessive demands (Friedman & Awsumb, in 

press). Individualism is the idea that one can simply ‘pull oneself up by the bootstraps;’ 



Friedman “Mapping Ableism” 
CJDS 8.3 (May 2019) 

110 

individualism relies both on a Protestant work ethic narrative, wherein people have direct 

responsibility for their own outcomes, as well as a just-world ideology, wherein people are 

rewarded for their actions. Individualism and dislike for welfare systems may certainly interfere 

with their views of disabled people; however,  

unlike the experience of many minorities, opposition to disability rights seldom 
has been marked by overt displays of bigotry or hostility; and politicians have 
often been included to provide sympathetic endorsements for the goals of disabled 
persons, even when they have shown strong resistance to the claims of other 
disadvantaged groups. (Hahn, 2005, p. 42) 

As such, disabled people can violate individualism in two ways: based on stereotypes, they are 

seen as not working hard to get ahead and being a burden on the system as a result (i.e., 

individualism; excessive demands); and, they can work hard and still not get ahead (i.e., 

recognition of continuing discrimination, and empathy for disabled people) (Friedman & 

Awsumb, in press). However, even symbolic ableists’ empathy may be rooted in pity, 

paternalism, and ideas of ‘deservingness.’  

Although it was a small proportion of participants (3%), over 10,000 nondisabled people 

were principled conservatives. In contemporary racism research principled conservatives are 

those who truly value abstract conservative ideas (Son Hing et al., 2008). For example, 

principled conservatives may be opposed to desegregation busing because they do not believe 

public money should be spent on busing. More research is needed to explore what principled 

conservatism related to disability might look like and what factors may relate to it. Principled 

conservatism may relate to fiscal/economic conservatism (Berdein, 2007), the implications of 

which are unknown for disability; this may be especially pertinent as disability and capitalism 

are often intimately intertwined. Perhaps an example of disability related principled conservatism 

might be someone who is against welfare systems because the person is truly fiscally 
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conservative and are against these expenditures. However, the differentiation between this type 

of principled conservatism and someone who is prejudicially motivated requires in depth 

exploration, as there are many factors and narratives at play, including related to stereotypes 

regarding race, class, and disability. This also plays into the myth of the American Dream in 

which one can improve ones’ socioeconomic status with a good protestant work ethic, which 

ignores institutional prejudices. Berdein (2007) suggests a link between conservative principles 

such as work ethic and individualism and racial stereotypes. As there is a strong connection 

between disability and portrayals of uselessness (Cahill & Eggleston, 1995; Longmore, 1987), 

and disability is frequently individualized, principled conservatism related to disability needs to 

be further teased out. Moreover, as Berdein (2007) found, principles are not consistent across 

people, and some conservatives apply and abandon their principles differently depending on 

race, the differentiation between principled conservatism and symbolic ableism needs to be 

explored more in depth. 

It was a bit surprising that 29% of the sample scored as truly low prejudiced given  

decades of research indicating ableism is extremely prominent (e.g., Abberley, 1987; Barnes, 

1997; Baynton, 2001; Keller & Galgay, 2010; Linton, 1998; Shakespeare, 1996a; Young, 2014). 

We believe there may be a few possible reasons for this value. This higher than expected value 

may be related to the number of participants with disabled family members or close friends; 

members of both of these groups had lower levels of implicit prejudice and were therefore more 

likely to be truly low prejudiced. Moreover, the participants’ explicit attitudes were comprised of 

a single question about their preference for nondisabled or disabled people, rather than a full 

scale about this topic. Future studies should replicate this two-dimensional model of disability 

prejudice while using an explicit scale, such as the Symbolic Ableism Scale (Friedman & 
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Awsumb, in press), instead. In addition, there are no standardized cut-offs for high and low for 

explicit and implicit prejudice levels; Son Hing et al. (2008) comment, “a potential problem with 

this approach [of classifying as explicit and implicit scores as high and low] is that cut-off scores 

are sample specific and malleable” (p. 983). This implication may be particularly true because 

the explicit score was based on participants’ answers to one question rather than a scale.  

Future Directions 

While this study was one of the first to explore two-dimensional ableism, including 

aversive ableism, especially on such a large scale, more research is needed to explore the 

similarities, differences, and interactions between aversive racism and aversive ableism. 

Aversive racists sympathize with those seen as victims of injustice. Clearly pity plays a large role 

with disabled people but how does sympathy impact the actions of aversive ableists? Aversive 

reactions are also likely to result from discomfort, disgust and fear, leading to avoidant 

behaviors. Discomfort and avoidance are commonly associated with disabled people; how might 

these associations drive the behaviors of aversive ableists? 

Findings on aversive racism’s implications are also useful for the creation of the 

construct of aversive ableism. Aversive racism alters perception; even when a minority is well 

qualified the person may not be perceived as such (Dovidio, Mann, & Gaertner, 1989). How will 

aversive ableism interact with perception of disabled people, especially perception of ability? 

Moreover, Penner et al. (2010) found physicians’ perceptions of their own behavior was 

radically different from their patients’ perception as well as their own levels of implicit bias. 

How might disabled and nondisabled people have different perceptions of implicit bias? 

Norms related to disability are more likely to be ambiguous. Norms related to disability 

are also often conflicting, which can contribute to ambiguousness. For example, it is not 
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uncommon for disabled people to be portrayed as inspirational or pitiable in different contexts. 

In aversive racism, when the aversive racist does something wrong in ambiguous situations they 

disassociate the behavior from their self-image and avoid acting wrongly based on these feelings 

(Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). When it comes to disability, ambivalent stereotypes may suggest 

behavior is ‘positive’ when some disabled people may not interpret it as such.  

Aversive racists can also overreact and may actually respond more favorably to Black 

people when norms are clear (Aberson & Ettin, 2004). Even though they are favorable, these 

behaviors are still harmful in the long run. Aberson and Ettin (2004) point out  

Whereas affirmative action increases opportunities, the tendency to exaggerate 
positive evaluations may ultimately deprive African Americans of opportunities. 
For example, in an educational setting, African Americans may receive excessive 
praise for good work. Though their performances were good, inflated evaluations 
of this sort may rob AAs [African Americans] of the criticism necessary to 
improve performance. (p. 43) 

What would this mean for disabled people? What kind of ‘positive’ responses would result? Also 

because the behavior is deemed positive does not mean it is actually positive for disabled people. 

Or perhaps it is the aversive ableists’ overreaction that spurs pity and helping behavior in the first 

place?  

In their study, Dovidio and Gaertner (1983) found high-ability partners were helped 

significantly more than low-ability partners and subordinates were helped more than supervisors. 

Meanwhile, Murrell et al. (1994) found disabled people and the elderly were seen as more 

deserving of preferential treatment than Black people because their status was outside of their 

control. According to Frey and Gaertner (1986), “more assistance is elicited by victims whose 

need, and thus dependency, is created by circumstances beyond their control than by victims 

more responsible for their dependency” (p. 1084). Helping behaviors have a unique history and 

interaction with disabled people because of their portrayal as subordinate, disadvantaged, and 
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weak—needing help. If disabled people are always seen as low-ability and subordinate because 

of stereotypes does this account for why people are more compelled to help them? Participating 

in helping is also a function of attractiveness and cost (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1981, 1983). While 

stereotypes and misconceptions may negatively skew attractiveness, there is an extremely high 

cost for not helping disabled people. What are the implications of this when it comes to aversive 

ableism?   

Finally, in addition to exploring these questions, another necessary next step to build 

upon this two-dimensional model of disability prejudice is to explore interactions with political 

orientation. Symbolic and aversive racism theories  are linked with conservatives and liberals 

respectively. However, we theorize the differentiation between conservatives and liberals’ 

implicit disability prejudice may be less clear cut because of complex attitudes towards disabled 

people and social norms that portray disabled people as deserving of positive and favorable 

treatment. As a result, political orientation might not relate as neatly to prejudice styles related to 

disability as they do in aversive racism and symbolic racism research. Future research needs to 

explore this interaction further to better understand the ways different styles of prejudice operate.  

Limitations 

When interpreting these findings, it should be noted that people volunteered to participate 

and there is a chance of selection bias as a result. Moreover, the majority of participants were 

White and women, which is not a representative sample. Moreover, research suggests women 

may have more favorable attitudes towards people with disabilities than men (Hirschberger, 

Florian, & Mikulincer, 2005). It should also be noted that as this was a secondary data analysis 

we did not have the ability to add additional variables or ask participants additional questions.  

Conclusion 
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Ableism is an extremely prominent problem that hinders the quality of life of disabled 

people. It manifests through structures and social systems, and also impacts daily interactions 

between people (Keller & Galgay, 2010; Linton, 1998). The disability prejudice style that was 

most prevalent in this study, aversive ableism, may be one of the most problematic to remove as 

aversive ableists rationalize and/or disassociate their prejudice – prejudice comes out in subtle 

and implicit ways perpetrators do not expect or are not aware of. Mapping the different ways 

disability prejudice operates is one of the first of many necessary steps to dismantle ableism. 
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