
Providing Services to People with Disabilities

People with disabilities are just that—people. In our work, it is important to be respectful, acknowledging a disabled person's humanity and rights as you would a non-disabled person. One way to do this is to refrain from identifying people by their disability (i.e., retarded person, wheelchair-bound woman, etc.) Rather, use language such as: "Person with a cognitive impairment" or "Person who uses a wheelchair.” Remember that those of us who are not disabled now may become disabled in the future.

Many sexual predators see disabled persons as easy targets, both because of their perceived limitations, and because they may be dependant upon others. Persons in a caregiving role, both in institutional and home settings, are the most likely to take advantage of this dependency, often counting on a disabled person's communication limits or need for care as a way of ensuring silence. However, as with anyone else who has been assaulted, the assailant can be anyone: acquaintance, family member, friend, another disabled person.

Persons with developmental disabilities are most at risk for victimization, as their cognitive limitations make them vulnerable to being tricked into sexual situations—their assailants secure in the belief that no one will believe them if they report an assault. All too often, that is true.

When providing services to persons with disabilities, it is important to listen. Because of communication difficulties, and because in our society we often deny that disabled people may have sexual feelings, a disabled person may not have the words to express what has occurred. Someone who has never experienced consensual sexual relations may be confused about whether a situation was consensual or nonconsensual. Don't assume that you know the answers. As always, listen to the feelings of the person involved, and let those feelings be your guide.

Here are some starting suggestions for making the services you provide accessible and appropriate:

• Some sexual assault crisis centers and domestic violence programs have held support groups at another location (such as a local hospital) if their own facilities are not wheelchair accessible.

• Finding volunteers who are trained as sign-language interpreters; providing TTY telephones for hearing impaired callers; and arranging transportation for visually handicapped clients are all ways in which providers can improve accessibility to clients with handicaps.

• If there is an advocacy group for the disabled in your area, check with them to see if they can offer suggestions for improving your accessibility.

• You could also ask some persons with disabilities in your community to serve on your board or an advisory council as a way of getting input as you seek to improve service accessibility.

Further reading from the VSDVAA Library: Survivor: Special Edition for People with Developmental Disabilities Who Have Been Sexually Assaulted, Los Angeles Commission on Assaults Against Women, 1986; Disabling Barriers — Enabling Environments, Swain, J., Finkelstein, V., French, S. and Oliver, M., Sage Publications, 1993; Pride Against Prejudice: Transforming Attitudes to Disability, Morris, Jenny, New Society Publishers, 1991
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