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Abstract

In recent years, there has been an increase in awareness both in Israel and abroad of the need to help
people with disabilities lead an independent life in the community. In light of this trend, JDC-Israel
initiated a qualitative study aimed at learning from people with disabilities who were living
independently, by specifically examining: how they managed; who and what helped them
throughout their lives; and what were the obstacles to integration they had to contend with.

The underlying assumption was that people with disabilities living independently in the community
amass a wealth of information throughout their lives, and that the dissemination of this information
to others with disabilities can assist and encourage them to lead an independent life.

To conduct the examination, it was decided to select people with disabilities living normally in the
community, and examine their life stories with regard to employment, housing, social life and
education.

Participating in the study were 15 people with the following background characteristics:

* Type of disability - seven of the respondents had physical disabilities; three were deaf or
hearing-impaired; two were blind; one was emotionally impaired; and two were suffering from
severe learning impairments.

¢ Education - all the respondents were university graduates; two had a Masters Degree and three
had a Ph.D.

¢ Employment - all the respondents were employed, including the students; some held senior
positions.

¢ Family - 10 were married, six to non-disabled spouses and four to disabled spouses; nine
respondents had children.

¢ Living conditions - all the respondents resided in the community; all owned their places of
residence with the exception of two students living with their parents, and one respondent living
in a protected rental apartment.

¢ Leisure time patterns - all were very active.

All the life stories recounted in the interviews were touching and special. However, due to their
extremely personal nature, it was impossible to present them in the framework of the report. The
primary goal of this work, therefore, was to identify common issues that would help others in the
future.

While analyzing the information, it was found that the respondents had raised several identical
issues: Some of the issues raised by the respondents can be subdivided into areas that make it easier
to integrate into normal community life, versus areas that make it more difficult. Further, among the
issues raised, it is possible to differentiate between environmental factors (e.g., physical
accessibility, supportive services and public attitudes regarding the place of the disabled person in



society) and personal factors (e.g., financial situation, personal attitude toward the disability,
initiative, and support from others).

Environmental Factors that Stood Out in the Respondents’ Stories

L4

Physical accessibility. All the respondents noted that adapting the physical environment to their
special needs was both important and necessary if they were to fully integrate into society and
lead an independent life in the community. Although adaptation of the physical environment to
the needs of the disabled is mainly technical (e.g., special parking places, ramps from the
parking place to the entrance of the building, elevators, halls and bathrooms wide enough for
wheel chairs, etc.), an environment that is not accessible to the disabled person prevents his
participation in many areas of life. In order to make the environment more accessible, there are
two spheres of action: (a) policymakers need to recognize the importance of the issue and plan
an accessible environment, using all the necessary resources; and (b) the non-disabled
population needs to be educated to respect the rights of the disabled (e.g., special parking
places).

Support services. People with disabilities need support services in order to live independently.
These include live-in help for the physically disabled who live alone or with a disabled partner;
taped study materials for students with learning disabilities or who are blind or deaf; private
tutors for corrective teaching; and psychological counseling. The respondents reported a
shortage of such services and said that at times, even if these services existed, their existence
was not always known. They also reported that eligibility for these services was sometimes
restricted due to bureaucracy and negative attitudes by service providers.

Public perceptions of the disabled person’s place in society. Among the factors that impede
disabled people from integrating into society and that are not intrinsic to the person himself are
stigma, condescension and prejudice. Instead of relating to a person’s ability, people relate to his
disability. Just as most of the respondents were united in the opinion that accessibility should be
promoted, they believed that action should be taken to change social attitudes regarding all of
society’s weaker sectors through legislation, public relations, training and education in order to
enhance the acceptance of those who are different.

Personal Factors that Stood Out in the Respondents’ Stories

L 4

Economic status. “Economic support” contributes to “success.” The respondents had economic
resources. Some had high incomes from work. Some received IDF disability benefits or financial
help from their family for the purchase or refurbishment of an apartment, purchase of a car,
studies, etc. Others’ parents were less affluent but had invested special effort in helping their
child. Three of the respondents who did not enjoy financial support from their parents reported
that to finance their high expenses they worked in two and even three jobs. This serves to
emphasize the vital importance of financial means for maintaining an independent life style, as
well as the respondents’ determination to maintain their independence.

Attitude toward disability. Most of the respondents noted that dealing successfully with
disability begins with recognizing the disability and accepting it as a problem that needs to be
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faced without shame. In addition, most of the respondents said they treated their disability as a
technical problem, grappling with and even circumventing it through such technical solutions as
adapting the physical environment to their needs and using aids that enhance independence.

¢ Peer group and self image. In general, the respondents compared themselves to the general
population. They were characterized by high self confidence, self-esteem, motivation and ability
to deal with problems.

¢ Initiative. Initiative was found to be a shared component in the respondents’ perceptions of their
success in dealing with disability - in finding ways to deal with disability, in creating ties with
people without disabilities, in “elbowing” their way to advance in a job and have their unique
contribution recognized, in creating opportunities in their personal life and work life, etc.
Besides the fact that these people used their initiative to solve everyday practical problems, they
were also active in forums that focused on the promotion of the rights of people with disabilities.

* Help received from others. All the respondents reported that a considerable component of their
success was the help and support they received from various people throughout their lives, or, as
one of the respondents said, “that the right people should stand by you.” These were people
working in senior positions within the system who facilitated, paved the way, and helped them
function despite their disabilities. These were people who opened a window of opportunity.

Here, too, the support of the family was emphasized - the parents who provided support, on the one
hand, and pushed to achieve, on the other. Another type of support was that of spouses, family and
children. Most respondents also mentioned the support of close friends.

To summarize, we sought to identify the salient components that contribute to dealing successfully
with disability, the aim being to share the experiences amassed by the respondents with other
people. Naturally, success in dealing with disability is more complex than any single factor, and
more complex than the overall factors identified during the interviews. However, the identification
of several factors that may be seen as components of success, and the identification of factors that
may be seen as deterrents to success, such as those described above, may serve as a basis for
developing programs for others with disabilities, and for increasing the awareness of
decisionmakers of the needs of this population.

The study was initiated by JDC-Israel and carried out with its assistance.
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