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Explaining Disability: Social vs. Medical Model

Adapted from Carol J. Gill, Chicago Institute of Disability Research

The medical model and social model of disability are two different ways to think about disability.
These two models affect how people with disabilities see themselves and how society treats people

with disabilities.

Medical Model of Disability

The medical model of disability says that
disability is a problem inside the person
that needs to be fixed or cured by doctors
or professionals.

o Disability holds people back. It's seen
as something negative that makes life
harder or worse.

¢ Disability is bad. People may think
having a disability is something to be
ashamed of or something that needs
to be fixed.

¢ Disability is a personal problem. The
idea is that the problem is inside the
person, and it's up to them to deal with
it.

¢ The solution is to cure or hide the
disability. Instead of changing society,
the focus is on making the person
seem “normal.”

e Only professionals can help. Doctors,
therapists, and other experts are seen
as the ones who know what's best, not
the person with the disability.
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Social Model of Disability

The social model of disability says that people are
disabled not by their bodies or minds, but by
unfair barriers in society that make it hard for
them to fully participate.

e Disability is a difference, not a problem. It's
just one of many ways people can be different
—Ilike having curly hair or speaking another
language.

e Being disabled is neutral. Disability is not
good or bad—it just is. What makes life harder
is how society treats people with disabilities.

¢ Disability comes from how people and
society interact. A person might face
challenges not because of their body or mind,
but because the world isn't built to include
them.

¢ The solution is to change how society
works. We can make things better by
removing barriers—like adding ramps, using
captions, or changing unfair rules.

e Anyone can help make things better. It's not
just up to the person with a disability. Friends,
teachers, family members, and community
leaders can all help create a more inclusive
world.
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