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Abstract  

More than 1⁄5 of adults in America have a disability, but they are notably absent from 

general advertising efforts. However, these individuals have a substantial market potential 

(Visibility of disability, 2021). For these reasons, this study will show three types of ads that 

include individuals with disabilities to individuals with physical disabilities, individuals with 

learning disabilities, and individuals without disabilities to see how they may affect brand 

perception and sales. One ad will be of individuals with disabilities interacting with a product 

specifically designed for them, another will be of individuals with disabilities interacting with a 

product designed for all individuals (individuals’ disabilities are not the focus), and the last ad 

will highlight the shopping experience individuals with disabilities encounter. This proposal 

expects that the majority of participants are more likely to purchase from a brand after viewing a 

brand’s advertisement where individuals with disabilities are featured. Additionally, individuals 

may prefer the ad that does not focus on the actor’s disability, meaning featuring individuals with 

disabilities in general advertisements may lead to substantial company profits. Subsequent 

increased advertising that features individuals with disabilities may lead individuals to have more 

positive connotations of individuals with disabilities as well.  

 

 



Introduction  

 26% of American adults have a disability, which means their market potential is worth 

approximately $21 billion. However, they are only present in 1% of TV advertising with more 

than 50% of these ads being personal care and health-related (Visibility of disability, 2021). 

Assisting companies in identifying the most profitable and appropriate approach to including 

individuals with disabilities in advertising efforts may encourage them to increase the 

representation of individuals with disabilities in media. This may simultaneously help dispel the 

negative stereotypes that exist about individuals with disabilities in the media. Therefore, this 

study will investigate what type of advertising that features individuals with disabilities is the 

most profitable and well-received authentic form of representation. 

Background/Related Work and Motivation 

Several focus groups have been conducted where researchers interview individuals with 

disabilities in an effort to understand how they developed their disabilities, the challenges 

they’ve faced due to their disabilities, and what they would like to see in the advertising world in 

relation to disabilities. Ability In Progress, a non-profit organization devoted to making the 

media space more inclusive, sat down with the individuals featured in their Dawn music to do 

just this. (This music video was created for Kim Planert’s song “Dawn.” It was devised with the 

purpose of showing that individuals with disabilities are still capable of partaking and excelling 

in skills, such as dancing, with their disabilities.) The six individuals interviewed have a variety 

of physical disabilities, more specifically a prosthetic leg, partial paralysis, amniotic band 

syndrome, dwarfism, and blindness. Many of them mentioned that they used to hide their 

disabilities in an effort to prevent others from feeling uncomfortable, specifically noting the 



feelings of shame and lack of confidence they felt relating to their disabilities. The point that 

individuals with disabilities are not their disabilities was thoroughly emphasized as well as the 

importance of authentic representation that would help dispel the negative stereotypes about 

individuals with disabilities that persist in our society today (Ability In Progress, 2021). The 

specific negative stereotypes about individuals with disabilities that exist in media have been 

well-researched by a plethora of scholars, including Colin Barnes who identified 11 categories of 

stereotypes. These include individuals with disabilities as pitiable and pathetic, supercrip, a 

burden, etc. (Barnes, 1992).  A study titled “Are Attitudes to People with Learning Disabilities 

Negatively Influenced by Charity Advertising?” highlighted the fact that advertising specifically 

can perpetuate these harmful stereotypes. It was shown that an older charity advertisement led 

children to more likely feel poorly for individuals with disabilities (Doddington et al., 1994).  

Regardless, the participants of Ability In Progress also highlighted the need for media to 

include storylines that do not solely focus on individuals’ disabilities (Ability In Progress, 2021). 

This latter point was researched through a study conducted by the Calgary Society for Persons 

With Disabilities (CSPD). This organization showed a focus group composed of individuals 

without disabilities fake ads that circulated around individuals with disabilities partaking in 

regular tasks, such as doing laundry. Many members of the focus group stated that the ads 

rubbed them the wrong way, with one person even wondering if the actors can actually do 

laundry (Calgary Society for Persons With Disabilities, 2019). CPSD, however, did not ask 

members of the focus group if they would be more or less likely to purchase from the brands 

after the advertisements were shown. One study titled “Disability Images in Print Advertising: 

Exploring Attitudinal Impact Issues” served to fill this gap. Four groups composed of individuals 

without disabilities were created. Three groups viewed three different variations of a major 



corporation’s advertisement that featured a spokesperson with a physical disability, while the 

control group viewed an advertisement that did not feature an individual with a disability (Panol 

et al., 2001). These individuals were then asked to fill out a questionnaire in an effort to “discern 

the direction of the advertisement's effect (whether positive or negative) on their perceptions, 

feelings, and purchase intention and behavior” (Panol et al., 2001). (Individuals specifically 

answered the questions through scales (Panol et al., 2001).) Regardless, it was found that for the 

majority, there were no significant attitude differences when participants viewed ads that 

featured individuals with disabilities instead of ads that solely featured individuals without 

disabilities. However, this study, along with CPSD’s focus group, did not survey individuals 

with disabilities in an effort to understand their opinions on the ads they utilized. Ability In 

Progress did not include individuals with nonphysical/learning disabilities in their interviews as 

well. Therefore, this study will ask individuals with physical disabilities, individuals with 

learning disabilities, and individuals without disabilities their opinions on three types of 

advertisements that feature individuals with disabilities.   

Methods  

This study will be conducted through a survey on Prolific.co that will be shown to three 

groups composed of approximately 100 people each: individuals with physical disabilities, 

individuals with nonphysical/learning disabilities, and individuals without learning disabilities. 

These individuals will view three types of ads that include individuals with disabilities. One ad 

will be of individuals with disabilities interacting with a product specifically designed for them, 

another ad will be of individuals with disabilities interacting with a product designed for all 

individuals (individuals’ disabilities will not be the focus), and the last ad will highlight the 

shopping experience individuals with disabilities encounter. The first ad will be Apple’s 



Accessibility ad which includes Sandy Paulson, a woman with cerebral palsy, editing the ad 

using Apple’s accessibility tools. The latter ads will be created by altering pre-existing static 

images, such as pexels. (Pexels are free stock images and royalty-free images.) Pre-existing 

videos will also be edited to create ads by adding ending or beginning slides that mention a 

hypothetical or real brand. In order to accomplish this, Canva, Adobe Premiere Pro, and 

Photoshop will be utilized. In the survey, participants will rate how likely they are on a scale of 

1-10 (1 being disliked and 10 being liked) to purchase from the brand in the future before and 

after viewing these advertisements. They will also explain their ratings. Participants will rate the 

ads on a scale from 1-10, including their opinions on the ads as well.   

Expected Results  

This proposal expects that the majority of all participants are more likely to purchase 

from a brand after viewing their advertisement that features individuals with disabilities. This 

may be because viewers will believe the brand champions inclusivity. (Specifically how highly 

individuals rate the brand’s purchasability may depend on how much they value this concept, 

which may be correlated with their own experiences with stigmas and inequality issues.) 

Additionally, all individuals may be found to specifically prefer the ad that did not focus on the 

actor’s disability as the portrayal of an array of diverse individuals utilizing a product 

demonstrates to viewers that the brand is effective and popular. This means that including 

individuals with disabilities in general advertising efforts may lead to substantial company 

profits. Regardless, individuals with physical disabilities and learning disabilities will offer their 

insights on the type of advertising that features individuals with disabilities (physical and non-

physical) that they believe to be the most authentic and appropriate. Individuals with learning 

disabilities’ opinions on their portrayal in advertising in particular have largely been 



undocumented. Their opinions may therefore offer some valuable insights for corporations on 

how to properly incorporate them into advertisements. A research paper will consolidate these 

insights as well as the results of the Prolific.co survey.  

Conclusion    

There is a substantial number of adults in the United States that have a disability, but 

companies do not feature a proportional representation of individuals with disabilities in their 

advertising. However, companies may be able to generate substantial profits by deciding to 

target this market (Visibility of disability, 2021). Previous studies demonstrate that individuals 

with physical disabilities themselves want to see authentic representation of individuals with 

disabilities in general advertising efforts, specifically highlighting that individuals with 

disabilities are more than their disabilities (Ability In Progress, 2021). Organizations have 

recreated advertisements with this in mind, capturing how likely individuals without disabilities 

are to purchase from these brands after viewing the advertisements as well (Panol et al., 2001). 

However, these studies do not ask individuals with learning disabilities what they would like to 

see in advertising efforts or ask individuals with disabilities in general how likely they are to 

purchase from brands after viewing their potential and existing ads that feature individuals with 

disabilities. This study will therefore ask individuals with physical disabilities, individuals with 

learning disabilities, and individuals without disabilities their opinions on three different types of 

advertisements that feature individuals with disabilities. Overall, helping corporations understand 

that disability representation can be profitable and assisting them in identifying the most 

appropriate and authentic form of disability representation may encourage them to further 

include individuals with disabilities in their advertising. This in turn will help dispel the negative 



connotations surrounding disabilities, helping society and individuals with disabilities 

themselves view them in a more positive light.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



References 

Ability in Progress. (2021). Ability in Progress. Retrieved October 9, 2022, from 

https://www.abilityinprogress.org/   

Aichner, T., & Shaltoni, A. M. (2018). Marketing of specialised products and services to 

consumers with disabilities: Exploring the role of advertising, country-of-origin, and 

e-commerce. The International Review of Retail, Distribution and Consumer Research, 

28(2), 115-136. https://doi.org/10.1080/09593969.2017.1364658  

Andrews, E. E. (2020). Disability as diversity: Developing cultural competence. 

Oxford University Press.   

Barnes, C. (1992). Disabling imagery and the media: An exploration of the principles for media 

representations of disabled people. Retrieved October 30, 2022, from http://www. 

leeds.ac.uk/disability-studies/archiveuk/Barnes/disabling%20imagery.pdf 

Beudaert, A. (2020). Towards an embodied understanding of consumers with disabilities: 

Insights from the field of disability studies. Consumption Markets & Culture, 23(4), 

361-375. https://doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2018.1534734 

Calgary Society for Persons With Disabilities. (2019). Visibility for disability. 

[Video]. AdForum. 

https://lmu.adforum.com/creative-work/ad/player/34614226/visibility-for-disability/calg 

https://www.abilityinprogress.org/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09593969.2017.1364658
http://www/
https://doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2018.1534734
https://lmu.adforum.com/creative-work/ad/player/34614226/visibility-for-disability/calgar


R  

Disabilities in advertising: Representation is on the rise. (2020, March). Ace Metrix. Retrieved 

November 27, 2022, from  

https://www.acemetrix.com/insights/blog/disabilities-in-advertising-representation-is-on- 

the-rise/ 

Doddington, K., Jones, R. S. P., & Miller, B. Y. (1994). Are attitudes to people with learning 

disabilities negatively influenced by charity advertising? An experimental analysis. 

Disability & Society, 9(2), 207-222. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599466780221  

Downes, B. (n.d.). Why disability representation matters. 180 Medical. Retrieved November 

27, 2022, from https://www.180medical.com/blog/why-disability-representation-

matters/amp/ 

Ellis, K. (2019). Disability and Digital television Cultures: Representation, access, 

and reception. ProQuest. Taylor & Francis Group. 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/lmu/reader.action?docID=5638842 

Hardin, M. (2003). Marketing the acceptably athletic image: Wheelchair athletes, sport-related 

advertising and capitalist hegemony. Disability Studies Quarterly, 23(1). 

https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v23i1.403 

Larson, S. (2016, October 28). The woman featured in Apple's Accessibility Video also 

edited it. CNN Business. Retrieved October 9, 2022, from 

https://money.cnn.com/2016/10/28/technology/accessibility-apple-sady-filmmaker/ 

ndex.html#:~:text=Sady%20Paulson%20is%20passionate%20about%20making% 

0films.%20And,to%20interact%20with%20her%20computers%2C%20iPhone%20 

https://lmu.adforum.com/creative-work/ad/player/34614226/visibility-for-disability/calgar
https://www.acemetrix.com/insights/blog/disabilities-in-advertising-representation-is-on-
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599466780221
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/lmu/reader.action?docID=5638842
https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v23i1.403
https://money.cnn.com/2016/10/28/technology/accessibility-apple-sady-filmmaker/


nd%20iPad 

Oakes, O. (2017, May 18). Maltesers' disability campaign 'most successful' in decade. 

Campaign. Retrieved October 9, 2022, from 

https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/maltesers-disability-campaign-most-succ 

essful-decade/1433980 

Panol, Z., & McBride, M. (2001). Disability images in print advertising: Exploring attitudinal 

impact issues. Disability Studies Quarterly, 21(2). https://doi.org/10.18061/dsq.v21i2.279 

Visibility of disability: portrayals of disability in advertising (2021, August). Nielsen. Retrieved 

October 25, 2022, from 

https://www.nielsen.com/insights/2021/visibility-of-disability-portrayals-of-disability-in-

advertising/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.campaignlive.co.uk/article/maltesers-disability-campaign-most-succ
https://www.nielsen.com/insights/2021/visibility-of-disability-portrayals-of-disability-in-advertising/
https://www.nielsen.com/insights/2021/visibility-of-disability-portrayals-of-disability-in-advertising/


 

 

 


