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IT’S NOT WHAT YOU 
SAY, IT’S WHAT THEY HEAR

People with Disabilities are a Diverse and Powerful Group

UCP recently worked with Maslansky+Partners to define perceptions certain 
influential groups of people have about the current state of disability. The 
results were unexpected, but logical and have led us to make some significant 
changes in how we approach advocacy. UCP’s national office invites you to 
join us in increasing the impact of the disability movement by changing the 
conversation. 

WHY THIS, WHY NOW? 
• Many of the major advocacy victories for people with disabilities 

happened more than 15 years ago (ADA, IDEA).

• Enthusiasm for disability advocacy has stalled – nationally, 

ZH·UH�QRW�WDONLQJ�DERXW�LW�DV�PXFK�DV�ZH�VKRXOG�DQG�ZH·UH�QRW�
inspiring the action we once did. 

• Now more than ever, people want to be involved in a 

´PRYHPHQW�µ�EXW�IHHO�OLNH�WKH\�DUH�QRW�²�WKLV�LQFOXGHV�SHRSOH�
with disabilities themselves.

• We cannot let support and services for people with disabilities 

be ignored in upcoming elections. 
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WHAT CAN WE DO? 
UCP is committed to changing the conversation in our communications and 
in future advocacy campaigns. We are taking steps to educate the media, 
policymakers, advocates and the general public about why language matters 
when reporting on, debating and discussing disability issues. We’re taking 
steps now to recruit a new base of grassroots advocates who have previously 
been left out of the conversation or were turned off.  These steps include: 

The publication of a language guide which we can use as a 

conversation starter in our advocacy and public education 

and outreach efforts.

7KH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�DQ�DIÀOLDWH�WRRONLW�ZLWK�FXW�DQG�SDVWH�
copy you can use to introduce the concepts outlined in our 

language research along with more details about language 

use in advocacy. 

4 WAYS TO CHANGE THE CONVERSATION

3HRSOH�WKLQN�WKH�VWDWXV�TXR�LV�SUHWW\�JRRG��7DONLQJ�DERXW�KRZ�
bad things are falls on deaf ears.

However, people respond to technological innovation because they see the 
benefits in action from communication to medical care. Garner support for 
IMPROVEMENTS in the status quo, especially with INNOVATIONS which 
might benefit the entire COMMUNITY such as increased employment, 
universal design, and inclusive classrooms that enrich students without 
disabilities with new experiences and the perspectives of students with 
disabilities. 

3HRSOH�GRQ·W�VHH�D�GHQLDO�RI�ULJKWV�IRU�SHRSOH�ZLWK�GLVDELOLWLHV�
LQ�WKH�VDPH�OLJKW�DV�LQ�WKH�ÀJKW�IRU�UDFLDO�RU�/*%7�HTXDOLW\��
7KH\�GRQ·W�UHVSRQG�WR�FDOOV�WR�´ÀJKWµ�IRU�WKH�´ULJKWVµ�RI�SHRSOH�
with disabilities or comparisons to other civil or human rights 

causes. They agree there is some social stigma but they 

IHHO�WKDW�WKH\�3(5621$//<��WUHDW�HYHU\RQH�HTXDOO\��7KH\·UH�
offended that we might suggest otherwise! 

People want to see themselves as part of a universal community, not set 
apart from people who have “special needs.” They want to be invited – are, 
in fact eager! – to be part of a movement. 
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IT’S ABOUT 
 OPPORTUNITY
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“People with disabilities and their families have the same goals as everyone 
else, even if they face different challenges. All of our work is concentrated 
on a single goal: ensuring people with disabilities and their families have the 
opportunities we all deserve. 

United Cerebral Palsy was founded in 1949 by family members of people 
with CP to help others overcome those challenges. Since then we’ve expanded 
our mission to unite and serve people with a broad range of disabilities, 
and their families – from those with Down syndrome to autism spectrum 
disorder to physical disabilities. 

We do this by working in communities, providing supports and services to 
more than 176,000 children and adults every day – one person at a time, 
one family at a time. We provide individuals and families with services like 
in-home care, transportation, and training. And we work to advocate for 
the common sense legislation to support and protect families. At UCP we 
believe that while we might face different challenges, we all share the same 
goals and we all deserve the opportunity to try to achieve them.”

WHAT’S THE CORE MESSAGE?

3HRSOH�ZDQW�XV�WR�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKDW�ZH�DOO�KDYH�VWUXJJOHV�
to overcome. The struggles may be different but the goals 

are the same. We all want the same things out of life. 

People with disabilities and their families deserve OPPORTUNITIES to 
achieve their goals, just like everyone else. That’s a principle we all share 
as Americans. For people with disabilities opportunity means ACCESS 
to supports and services.  Emphasize the human universals shared by 
people with and without disabilities alike. And, appeal to SHARED 
human experiences: family, community, productivity, knowledge, health, 
relationships, and happiness. 

People want to hear about the breadth of who we serve and 

what we do, especially when it includes families, but they 

ZDQW�ODQJXDJH�WKDW�LV�,1&/86,9(��QRW�(;&/86,9(��+RZHYHU��
WKH\�H[SHFW�WR�KHDU�63(&,),&6�RI�ZKDW�ZH�GR�DQG�NQRZ�WKDW�
we have a FOCUS to our mission. 
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“ensuring people 
with disabilities and 

their families have 
the opportunities we 

all deserve.”

WE HAVE 
A SINGLE GOAL: 
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