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Creating an inclusive culture starts with role 
modelling inclusive behaviours and bringing 
‘endless inclusion’ to life. We can do this by 
being culturally aware and curious about our 
colleagues’ differences. This is the reason 
we’ve created this pack to increase your 
understanding of Disability History Month.
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What is Disability History Month? Return to contents

ADHD, Asthma, Autism, Autoimmune,  
Cancer, Cardiac, COPD, Deafened,  
Dementia, Depression, Diabetes,  

Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Epilepsy,  
Fibromyalgia, HIV, Lupus, ME,  

Post-Covid, PTSD and many more  
long-term conditions

Hidden Disabilities

There’s nothing 
wrong with you!

What’s wrong 
with you?

UK Disability History Month has 
been running for 12 years and 
aims to celebrate the lives of 
disabled people, past and present, 
challenge disableism by exploring 
the oppression disabled people 
experience and further promote 
equality for disabled communities�

Hidden Disabilities
Relationships

The themes for this year are

Relationships

What is Disability History Month?

Disabled, interabled, parenthood, 
familial

You can’t have 
relationships

You will always  
be a child

You are not a  
fit parent
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What is a disability? Return to contents

What is a disability?
(only 17% are born with one!)

Chronic illnesses
Autism

Stroke

Dyslexia

Blind/partially sighted

Speech impairment

Cancer

Heart conditions

Rare diseases

Alzheimer’s & Dementia

A wheelchair user
(only 5-7% of the  
disabled population)

Deaf/hearing impairment

ADHD

Dyspraxia
Autoimmune diseases

MS
Downs syndrome

Neurodiversity

Depression

Cerebral palsy 

Spinal cord injury

Learning disabilities 

Breathing conditions 
including asthma
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What is a disability? Return to contents

What is a disability?

Currently, the Equality Act 2010 defines disability  
as “if you have a physical or mental impairment that 
has a ‘Substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect  
on your ability to do normal daily activities.”

‘Substantial’ is more than minor or trivial, ‘long-term’ 
means likely to last 12 months or more, and a ‘physical 
or mental impairment’ impacts on ability to do normal 
day to day activities and must be judged without the 
impact of assistive devices, medication or treatment�

We also use the term ‘neurodivergence’ to describe 
having a brain that works in a way that diverges from 
what society deems as typical� Some neurodivergent 
people identify as disabled, some do not�  

The way our society collectively thinks and talks 
about disability is centred around the medical 
model. We’ll often experience conversations (and 
see representation in the media) discussing disabled 
people as ‘having something wrong with them’ 
or who need people to do things for them. In the 
medical model, ultimately the person themselves  
is the problem.

However, if we want to achieve inclusion, equality 
and rights for disabled people, we need to recognise 
that disabled people are disabled by a society 
that was not built with them in mind� We need to 
recognise that people design transport, buildings, 
communication and many other things we all take  
for granted, with a non-disabled user in mind� 
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What is a disability? Return to contents

To understand how we can change this, 
we favour the ‘social model’ which  

focuses on the bigger picture.

The problem  
is the disabling 

society

Inaccessible  
transport

Social exclusion /  
segregation

Lack of level access  
& accessible buildings  

No sign language 
interpreters 

Bias and ableist  
attitudes

Austerity and cuts  
to disability benefits 
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What is a disability? Return to contents

Lisa Egan, Disabled British Comedian

“Most people look at the word ‘disabled’ and assume 
it means ‘less able’� It doesn’t� It means ‘prevented 
from functioning’� When I turn the wireless 
connection off on my computer, I get told that the 
connection has been ‘disabled’� Does this mean that 
my WIFI has suddenly become less able  
or broken? Has my WIFI acquired a disability?  
Of course not� It has been prevented from 
functioning by an external force� 

“In a very similar way to how I’m disabled by bus 
drivers that just won’t stop if they see me — a 
wheelchair user — waiting at the bus stop� As a 
person with a mobility impairment, I am disabled 
by steps, stairs, escalators, being denied computer 
access as I can’t write by hand, inaccessible housing, 
and so on. To me a flight of stairs without a lift as an 
alternative is the equivalent of right clicking me and 
selecting ‘disable Lisa’�

“The main argument in favour of the phrase ‘person 
without a disability’ is that it’s ‘person first’. Whaaaat? 
No one has ever told me that I should describe 
myself as a ‘person with gayness’ or a ‘person with 
womanliness’� I’m gay and I’m a woman — no need 
to qualify that I’m a person too� But I have been told 
that I’m wrong for calling myself ‘disabled’ rather 
than a ‘person with a disability’� Unsurprisingly, my 
response either tends to be about as long as this 
article or a short string of expletives�” 

‘Disabled person’ or ‘person with a disability’
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Why is focusing on disability so important?
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Faith Engagement

75% 80% 81% 88% 77%

None Christian Muslim Hindu Buddhist

65% 81% 70% 66%

Jewish Sikh Other Prefer not 
to say

Proportion vs. 2019 Responses

52% +5pt None 27,526

31% -3pt Christian 16,043

3% 0pt Muslim 1,606

3% 0pt Hindu 1,505

1% 0pt Buddhist 332

<1% 0pt Jewish 81

<1% 0pt Sikh 226

2% -1pt Other 842

8% 0pt Prefer not to say 4,331

Note: Proportions may not add up to 100% due to rounding methods used.

  There has been very little change in the demographic makeup of colleagues across the Co-op  
in the last year, with the most notable difference being that the proportion of colleagues  
who say they have no religion has increased by 5pts since 2019.
  Engagement has also stayed broadly stable among the groups, except for Jewish colleagues,  
whose engagement has decreased by 7pts to 65%. Engagement among Muslim colleagues  
has also declined (down 4pts to 81%).

out of a potential 52,801  
who responded to the survey 

52,492
Total responses to these 
demographic questions

Breakdown of populations 
across the Co-op (cont.)

Disability Engagement

78% 70% 64%

Non-disabled Disabled Prefer not  
to say

Proportion vs. 2019 Responses

87% -1pt Non-disabled 45,432

7% +1pt Disabled 3,552

7% +1pt Prefer not to say 3,508

0pt 0pt +3pt

86+7+7+G
vs. 2019

Age EngagementProportion vs. 2019 Responses

22% +2pt 24 or under 11,389

22% -1pt 25 to 34 11,631

18% 0pt 35 to 44 9,324

19% -1pt 45 to 54 10,011

17% +1pt 55 to 64 8,786

3% 0pt 65 and above 1,638

22+22+18+19+16+3+G 75% 73% 77% 78% 78% 84%

24 or 
under

25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65 and 
above

-2pt -1pt 0pt +1pt +1pt+1pt

vs. 2019

0pt

-7pt

+1pt

-3pt

-4pt

+1pt

-1pt

0pt

0pt

vs. 2019
52+31+3+3+1+2+8+G

Why is focusing on disability so important?

•   Only 53% of working age disabled 
adults are in employment vs 81%  
for non-disabled 

•   Life costs almost £600 more  
per month if you are disabled 

•   Hate crime against disabled people 
is on the rise 

•   ¾ of families accessing food banks 
in the UK contain a disabled person 

Disabled colleagues score more negatively than non-disabled 
colleagues in every aspect of working at Co-op, leading to lower 
levels of engagement� This means disabled colleagues are at  
a significant disadvantage as they are more likely to: 

•   Experience bullying, harassment or discrimination by our peers, 
managers or customers

•   Not reach leadership roles

•   Feel less able to speak up

•   Feel less involved at work
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History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK

1914 1920s 1939-41

Return to contents

By 1914 there were over 100,000 people living 
in around 100 mental institutions around the 
country, these only started to close with the 
passing of the Chronically Sick & Disabled 
Person’s Act in 1970�

Blind Persons Act:  
More unions of 
disabled war 
veterans are formed 
and blind workers 
march on London, 
against poor pay and 
conditions� Results 
in first legislation 
passed, introduced 
and supported by 
disabled people�

Between 75,000 and 250,000, 
people with intellectual and 
physical impairments are 
systematically murdered by  
the Nazis through the Aktion  
T4 ‘racial hygiene’ programme�  
As a precursor to this,  
1933-39 saw the German 
authorities forcibly sterilize 
360,000 disabled Germans�

9



History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK Return to contents

1948

1948 The National 
Health Service Act and 
the National Assistance 
Act passed: the Labour 
Government constructs 
the ‘welfare state’ with 
the introduction of 
the National Health 
Service and the National 
Insurance Scheme� The 
welfare state marks the 
end of the ‘deserving 
poor’ charitable 
approach to disabled 
people, but the 
philosophy continues�

1940s & 50s 1952

Leonard Cheshire, RNIB 
and the Spastics Society 
establish residential 
homes for disabled 
people� Prior to this in 
the early 20th century 
and before, the only 
option for disabled 
children and adults 
was to be (forcibly) put 
into mental institutions� 
{Humphries and 
Gordon 1992}�

Scope (originally  
‘The Spastics Society’) 
was founded by 3 
parents and a social 
worker who wanted 
disabled children to 
have equal rights  
to an education�

1944

Disabled Persons 
Employment Act: 
introduced the ‘green 
card’ scheme and 
segregated state 
workshops and 
introduces the first 
legal definition of a 
disabled person�
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History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK Return to contents

The Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Bill:  
Alf Morris - British Labour Co-operative Politician, 
then Member of Parliament for Manchester 
(originally part of Lancashire), won the right to 
present a Private Member’s Bill to Parliament�  
On 5th December that year, his Chronically Sick 
and Disabled Persons Bill was endorsed by the 
House of Commons�

1976/77

UPIAS publish 
‘Fundamental 
Principles of Disability’ 
outlining the social 
model� Sisters Against 
Disablement is founded 
by disabled feminists 
to promote disabled 
women’s concerns 
and perspectives 
within the disabled 
people’s movement� 
Several members were 
founders of UPIAS�

1966

Disability rally in Trafalgar 
Square, London�

1969
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History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK Return to contents

1990

The NHS & Community 
Care Act – local 
authority social services 
are given overall 
responsibility for 
community care for 
disabled people, 
suggesting where 
possible services are 
provided at home  
or locally� 

1990

The first Black Disabled 
People’s Network and 
several black mental 
health user groups are 
founded� Campaign for 
Accessible Transport 
(CAT) is one of the 
first disabled people’s 
groups to use direct 
action�

1981

The Disabled Persons 
Act deals with issues of 
access and adaptation 
to buildings to cater for 
workers with mobility 
impairments�

The Mental Health Act 
makes ‘provision for the 
compulsory detention 
and treatment in 
hospital of those with 
mental disorder’�

1983
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History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK Return to contents

1995

After years of campaigning 
by disability activists, the 
Conservative Government 
introduces legislation to 
outlaw discrimination against 
disabled people� The Disability 
Discrimination Act (DDA) is 
limited in scope and the duty  
to treat people equally is subject 
to a reasonableness caveat�  
The definition of disability is 
based on the medical model�

1991

Regard is founded to challenge 
homophobia in the disabled 
people’s movement and the 
exclusion of disabled people 
from the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 
and Transgender (LGBT) 
community�

The Education Act gives local 
authorities the duty to make 
provision for children with special 
educational needs in mainstream 
schools�

1993
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History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK

The Carers and Disabled 
Children Act – local authorities 
are able to provide direct 
payments to disabled people 
aged 16 or 17 and to the 
parents of disabled children�

The DDA amendment act extends 
anti-discrimination protection to 
land transport, small employers 
and private clubs, extends 
the definition of disability and 
introduces a public duty to 
promote disabled people’s 
equality and ‘involve’ disabled 
people�

The Community Care (Direct 
Payments) Act gives local 
authority social services/social 
work departments the power to 
make direct cash payments to 
disabled people, instead of to 
the community care services� 

20051996 2000

Return to contents14



History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK

2011

Hardest Hits Campaign: disabled people, those 
with long-term conditions and their families 
are being hit hard by cuts to the benefits and 
services they need to live their lives� The Hardest 
Hit campaign, organised jointly by the Disability 
Benefits Consortium (DBC) and the UK Disabled 
People’s Council, brings together individuals and 
organisations to send a clear message to the 
Government: stop the cuts. There was a protest 
in May 2011, when an estimated 8,000 disabled 
people marched on Parliament, and further protests 
across the country on the 22nd October 2011�

Return to contents

The Equality Act 2010 legally protects people from 
discrimination in the workplace and in wider society� 
It replaced previous anti-discrimination laws with a 
single Act, making the law easier to understand and 
strengthening protection in some situations�

2010
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History of Disability Rights in the UK

History of Disability Rights in the UK

2020

Marked 25 years since the DDA 
was passed and 10 years of the 
Single Equality Act� No time for 
reflection or celebration though  
as 2020 also saw the world 
changed forever by the by the 
coronavirus pandemic�

Disabled people were 
disproportionately affected by 
the risks to their health, isolation 
and loneliness, access to food 
and essentials and access to 
employment�

Disabled people also had 
their rights impacted on by the 
emergency coronavirus legislation 
which relaxed requirements 
around detention under the 
Mental Health Act and the length 
of time people could wait for 
assessments for support services 
they vitally need� 

Source: Disabled People’s Movement – History Timeline – Disability Equality North West (disability-equality.org.uk)

Return to contents16



Alf Morris was a British Labour Co-operative  
politician and disability campaigner. Alf was MP  
for Manchester Wythenshawe from 1964 to 1997 
and became the UK’s first minister for the disabled 
in 1974.

His work led to the first disability rights legislation, 
1970’s Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act, 
which was the first in the world to recognise and  
give rights to disabled people� 

In 1991 he introduced a Civil Rights (Disabled 
Persons) Bill and he led campaigns on Gulf War 
syndrome. He also served as President of the 
1995 Co-operative Congress. 

Lord Morris’s act, which sought to give disabled 
people equal opportunities in society, faced 
opposition from within his own party and was  
almost not passed� 

Alf had a long career advocating for disabled 
communities before he died in August 2012�

Tony Lloyd, MP for Manchester Central and a close 
friend of Lord Morris, said:  “The things he did for 
Manchester and the things he did for disabled 
people up and down the country is not simply on 
the record, it’s lived out day to day by people whose 
lives have been made better because of Alf’s career”� 
Lord Morris had been “someone who believed in the 
social justice agenda and wanted to make sure that 
was available to everybody”�

Alf Morris

Alf Morris

Return to contents17



Lisa Egan
Comedian

Stephen Hawking CBE
Theoretical physicist 

Sophie Morgan 
TV presenter and reality  

TV contestant

Alex Brooker 
Comedian

The Triple Cripples:  
Kym Oliver & Jumoke Abdullahi, 

public speakers and activists 

Ellie Simmonds
Four-time Paralympic Champion 

Liz Carr
Actress, stand-up comedian, 

broadcaster and international 
disability rights activist

Toby Mildon
Author, diversity and  
inclusion consultant 

Claire Harvey
GB Paralympian; diversity  

and inclusion expert

Ade Adepitan
TV presenter and wheelchair 

basketball player

British Disabled Role Models

British Disabled Role Models Return to contents18



Further Learning 

The social model of disability

Co-op’s D&I guidelines (inc language)  

Medical model vs. social model of disability

Represent’s Yammer Channel  

Click here

Click here

Inclusive language guide: words to use  
and avoid when writing about disability  

Further Learning

Click here

Click here

Return to contents

Click here
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https://youtu.be/iQB09mKgXFk
https://login.microsoftonline.com/organizations/oauth2/v2.0/authorize?client_id=c1c74fed-04c9-4704-80dc-9f79a2e515cb&scope=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.yammer.com%2Fuser_impersonation%20openid%20profile%20offline_access&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fweb.yammer.com%2Fmain%2Fauthredirect&client-request-id=43bb6bcc-7e34-45f0-95e9-ab1924b2a322&response_mode=fragment&response_type=code&x-client-SKU=msal.js.browser&x-client-VER=2.14.2&x-client-OS=&x-client-CPU=&client_info=1&code_challenge=cwWMFD6NZDkz5xBwe5wmWTbu_OuUD8m1uFTmFZjO3sg&code_challenge_method=S256&nonce=dc696dfc-b79f-4561-9de6-fb79ac58fbc3&state=eyJpZCI6IjliOGQ1ZThkLWEyYmEtNGUxZi1iZWNiLThiZGQwMmVmNzE1NSIsIm1ldGEiOnsiaW50ZXJhY3Rpb25UeXBlIjoicmVkaXJlY3QifX0%3D
https://youtu.be/24KE__OCKMw
https://login.microsoftonline.com/834fb7b4-624d-4de8-a977-2d46ad979bd9/oauth2/authorize?client_id=00000003-0000-0ff1-ce00-000000000000&response_mode=form_post&protectedtoken=true&response_type=code%20id_token&resource=00000003-0000-0ff1-ce00-000000000000&scope=openid&nonce=F2D1847488653D8E46046F91CF894827DF0EF813B9CE5FF5-465AD551AD405C28728FF23BE6AB6B964789A09B264680326A1B83E52A31FD3D&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fcooponline-my.sharepoint.com%2F_forms%2Fdefault.aspx&state=OD0w&claims=%7B%22id_token%22%3A%7B%22xms_cc%22%3A%7B%22values%22%3A%5B%22CP1%22%5D%7D%7D%7D&wsucxt=1&cobrandid=11bd8083-87e0-41b5-bb78-0bc43c8a8e8a&client-request-id=09d8fd9f-a057-3000-43d0-b21d04deed91
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusive-communication/inclusive-language-words-to-use-and-avoid-when-writing-about-disability


Tips for inclusive and respectful conversations

•   Always speak directly to a disabled person�

•   It is okay to ask questions if you’re not sure what to 
do (e�g� if someone needs help)�

•   Never, ever touch someone’s mobility aids 
(especially their wheelchair), and that includes 
moving them, unless you have asked for their 
consent first.

•   Be patient. Don’t try to finish someone’s sentences 
for them, do things without asking if it’s ok, or 
become frustrated if someone needs you to repeat 
something� It’s respectful to be patient�

•   See the person, not their disability or impairment�

•   Lots of disabilities are invisible, including chronic 
illness and neurodivergence – just because you 
can’t see it doesn’t mean it isn’t there�

•   Don’t make assumptions about what someone 
wants, is capable of, what they need, etc�

•   The word ‘disabled’ can be difficult for many 
people to identify with, and they may prefer a 
range of other terms which they feel are a better fit. 
The important conversation for a manager to have 
is about the support and requirement a disabled 
colleague may need, not their medical diagnosis�

Tips for inclusive and respectful conversations Return to contents20



What Leaders can do to support their teams

•   Attend learning and development opportunities to better 
understand how best to talk about disability and support 
disabled colleagues�

•   Share learning and resources with your team and host 
discussions to reflect on what you’ve learnt.

•   Diversify the media you consume – whether that’s TV,  
radio, podcast or books - to include more disabled creators, 
writers and speakers� 

•   Reflect on and challenge any biased ideas you might  
have about disabled people, their lives, capabilities  
and relationships that are in line with the medical model, 
rather than the preferred social model� 

•   Join and support the Represent Colleague Network� 

What Leaders can do to support their teams Return to contents21



Represent Network 

Represent is Co-op’s colleague network for disabled people. 

We are a network of people who live with or have experience 
of disability� 

We are also a network who welcomes non-disabled people  
as allies who can implement positive change�

To find out more and get involved: 
Email disabilitynetwork@coop.co.uk  
Twitter @CoopRepresent 
Yammer Represent Network

Represent Network Return to contents22

mailto:disabilitynetwork%40coop.co.uk%20?subject=
https://twitter.com/CoopRepresent 
https://web.yammer.com/main/groups/eyJfdHlwZSI6Ikdyb3VwIiwiaWQiOiIxODYxMzA4NDE2MCJ9/all


To celebrate Disability History Month, join us for 
this brilliant panel event all about disability and it’s 
impact on relationships.

This panel includes speakers:
Carly Tait (she/her) - 
Toddler Mum, Paralympian, Marketing Manager, 
Disability Advocate, Represent Founder and 
Former Chair will be discussing her experiences 
as a disabled woman navigating the world of 
relationships, particularly through the lens  
of internalised ableism and personal discovery�

John Kizito (he/him) 
Addiscombe Co-op Food Store colleague,  
who has been with the business for 7 years� 
John is blind in one eye and paralysed on his left 
side and wants to talk about relationships he has 
developed with customers and colleagues�

James Lea (he/him) 
Food Store Manager in our Central division who  
is joining the panel to talk about his 14 year old son 
Joshua with Downs Syndrome�
 
An Audience with 
Alex Brooker

Session Relationships and Disability: Panel Event        
Date 2nd December                  
Time 6pm - 7:30pm

Book your 
space here

Watch-back

Events

Events Return to contents23

https://forms.office.com/r/gk6v3qysU2
https://forms.office.com/r/mnMQSqvXcz
https://forms.office.com/r/gk6v3qysU2
https://forms.office.com/r/gk6v3qysU2
https://forms.office.com/r/mnMQSqvXcz
https://web.microsoftstream.com/video/ea86c9df-3fdb-4be6-9fc1-352a876e395b
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