Ableism 101 Guide
Washington State Disability Inclusion Network
Ableism Definition: Ableism is discrimination toward and social prejudice against people with disabilities based on the belief that typical abilities are superior. At its heart, ableism is rooted in the assumption that disabled people require ‘fixing’ and are defined by their disability. It is treating disabled people less favorably than non-disabled people. Like racism and sexism, ableism classifies entire groups of people as ‘less than,’ and includes harmful stereotypes, misconceptions, and generalizations of people with disabilities. It can appear in many forms and often as microaggressions.
Positive Ableism: When the person thinks that the disabled individual needs saving or rescuing.
Negative Ableism: When a person or entity is openly hostile, denying disabled people opportunities that would otherwise be open to them.
What Does Ableism Look Like?
Microaggressions: Everyday comments, words, and actions that communicate a slight or insult in relation to someone’s gender identity, disability, race, religion, etc.
· Lack of Universal Design: Failing to consider the access needs of disabled people in the development or design plans of buildings, documents, signs, pathways, etc., intentionally excluding the disabled.
· Language: Using outdated, offensive language that infantilizes or is condescending, such as “that’s lame,” “that’s so bipolar,” “she’s a psycho,” or “you’re a retard.”
· Internalized ableism: When a disabled person believes that they are less than others or that they are not good enough; often a result of stereotypes, misconceptions, microaggressions, and discrimination.
· Attitudes and assumptions: Believing disabled people need to be fixed, need a savior, that they are less than, that they’re an inspiration or that they’re heroic for living with their disability. Assuming a physical disability is a product of laziness, lack of exercise or simply not trying hard enough. Assuming instead of asking if they would prefer any guiding techniques to support them. This may result in a conversation about what works best for that individual. 
· Asking someone what is “wrong” with them or how they were  injured.
· Insensitive jokes: “the blind leading the blind.” Saying “You don’t look disabled:” This is harmful and especially damaging when said as though it’s a compliment. It can make individuals feel like they must ‘prove’ their disability.
· Privilege: Failure to see beyond your own lived experience or needs.
Steps to Combat Ableism
· Don’t accuse people of ‘faking’ their disability or assume non-visible disabilities are made up.
· Advocate for people who request an accommodation.
· Don’t assume you know what someone else needs. Appropriate ways to support or ask would be: “Do you have a preference of how I guide you, are there any obstacles or terrain you would like me to pay specific attention to, do you have a preference if I stand on your right or left while guiding you?”
· Never touch a person with a disability or their mobility equipment without their consent.
· Don’t speak on behalf of someone with a disability unless they explicitly ask this of you. 
· Normalize the incorporation of universal design into everything, including event planning and document creation.
Ableism Resources
The links below may provide you with a greater understanding of ableism and how to positively interact with disabled persons.

· Disability Sensitivity – shown during Disability Inclusion Network 2026 DEI Conference presentation – [4-minute YouTube video].
· Ableism 101 [Access Living website article].
· Anti-Ableism [Simmons University Anti-Oppression Guide website].
· Disabling Ableism: The Modern Pathway to Inclusion [17-minute TEDx YouTube video].
· The Pain of Ableism and Disability Prejudice –  The author of Ableism: The Causes and Consequences of Disability Prejudice discusses how disability does not equal inability – [46-minute YouTube video and 39-minute podcast].
· Disabled NOT Differently Abled – Molly Burke discusses what she finds acceptable and what is not as a blind woman – [1 hour 50-minute Two Hot Takes Podcast YouTube video].
· Haben Girma on Disability Innovation [5-minute TIME magazine YouTube video].
· Things People with Disabilities Wish You Knew [7-minute BuzzFeed YouTube video].
· Blindness & Guide Dog Etiquette [Guide Dogs for the Blind article and 3-minute YouTube video].
· The Role of Guide Dogs [American Federation for the Blind website article].
Some of the information in this guide comes from Access Living of Chicago and the Northwest Association for Blind Athletes  (NWABA).
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