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ABSTRACT

Whether mobility, auditory, sensory, visual, cognitive, or other types, living with a disability is a chal-
lenging experience. The individual dimension of this phenomenon is complemented by the social expe-
rience. In fact, as compared to individual experiences, social and political structures are considered 
as the leading cause of disability perception in society. Meanwhile, people with disability constitute a 
meaningful consumer segment with considerable purchasing power. However, extant literature indicates 
that the marketplace strategies are not friendly with people with disability in many areas. Hence, this 
chapter presents a conceptual and robust synthesis of these challenges and strategic directions for ad-
dressing the imbalance in relation to the equity and inclusion of people with disability in the marketing 
system. By and large, the chapter presents a paradigm shift on this phenomenon.

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, various governments have made considerable progress about the socio-economic inclusion 
of people with disabilities in the society. Scholars (e.g., Scott et al., 2017; Lindsay et al., 2018; González, 
2021) have provided empirical justification on this by illustrating the benefits of the inclusion of people 
with disabilities for businesses. Some studies have shown that the global population of people with dis-
abilities is between 9%-13% of the world population (Horgan-Jones & Ringaert, 2004). It indicates that 
approximately 650 million people live with disabilities globally (Domínguez et al., 2015). Similarly, 
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Maciaszczyk and Maciaszczyk (2016) reaffirm that people with disabilities constitute about 10% of the 
world population, which means that around 650 million individuals live with disabilities globally. Such a 
growing number of consumers with disabilities have various social and economic implications in society. 
Domínguez et al. (2015) suggest that the figure could rise to approximately 1.2 billion by 2050. Kearney 
et al. (2019) conclude that people with disabilities (PwDs) constitute one of the largest minority groups, 
with one in five people worldwide having a disability. For example, it is estimated that 50 million people 
live with disabilities in the United States, and it is expected to double by 2030, which is a massive market 
for companies (Burnett and Baker, 2001). Higgins (2020) reports that about 80 million people live with 
disability in Europe, while 14 million live with disabilities in the United Kingdom and hold an estimated 
purchasing power of around £249bn. Despite their economic value, consumers living with disabilities 
are inadequately treated as a valuable segment in the marketplace. (Higgins, 2020). Despite the various 
justifications and proven evidence in the literature, it is observed that individuals with disabilities still 
face discrimination from businesses (González, 2021).

Many scholars argue that disability studies are fundamentally vital for understanding the group as 
a segment that should be given attention in marketing (Misener et al., 2018). However, disability stud-
ies began in the 1970s in Western societies as a scholarly discipline and professional education and are 
recently being discussed in the marketing discipline. The United Nations in 1981 introduced the Inter-
national Year of Disabled People, which was the decisive year that disability challenges were prioritised 
as a human rights issue in the global community. Consequently, many disability studies were introduced. 
However, it was not until 2006 that the Conventions on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) 
was adopted. It shows that marketing practitioners have not been able to engage this market segment 
meaningfully to enhance their inclusion in marketing activities (Licsandru, 2018). Therefore, marketing 
scholars must extend their marketing research to explore this segment of consumers. So, there should 
be concerted efforts to consider people with disability when conducting marketing campaigns through 
any media advertising channels.

However, there has been a growing body of research since the 1990s by notable scholars (e.g., Na-
varro et al., 2014; Ginder and Byun, 2015; Hearn and Hein, 2015; Beudaert et al., 2016, 2017; Beudaert, 
2018; Licsandru, 2018; Nölke, 2018; Echeverri and Salomonson, 2019; Kearney et al., 2019; Higgins, 
2020; Södergren and Vallström, 2020) examining disability inclusion in the marketplaces. These various 
studies have evolved around disability theory, adopting a social model perspective. The studies empha-
sise understanding structural and material inequalities impact disabled consumers (Baker et al., 2007; 
Navarro et al., 2014). Nevertheless, recent research is beginning to focus on the personal understandings 
of people with disability and the challenges they face in their daily lives (Pavia and Mason, 2012, 2014; 
Echeverri and Salomonson, 2019). Thus, these recent studies have contributed significantly to under-
standing consumer disability discourse, their challenges and stigmatisation, without much consideration 
from the business sector and the marketing practitioners (Pavia and Mason, 2012). Yet, individuals with 
disabilities are usually involved in the daily retail shopping activities as they try to meet their daily needs. 
However, such a shopping experience might be a challenge for them, as they encounter different types 
of challenges (e.g., discriminations) when trying to buy goods and services to satisfy their immediate 
needs (Taylor et al., 2019). Domínguez et al. (2015) posit that people with disabilities often encounter 
specific purchase and consumption barriers, affecting their family members’ consumption. It also changes 
the identity of their family members, including the parents and siblings (Goodrich and Ramsey, 2012). 
Therefore, to ensure the social inclusion of people with disabilities and their support needs in a broader 
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sense, the practice of equality of opportunity and equitable opportunity for people with disabilities should 
be vigorously pursued and encouraged in every society across the globe.

So, it is essential for marketing practitioners and other businesses in society to understand the various 
disability types to offer products and services and other supports that would satisfy their individual needs 
(Licsandru, 2018). This is because the current studies on people with disabilities are inadequate and 
must be comprehensively understood as an important market segment (Chang et al., 2013). Therefore, 
marketing researchers and practitioners must create opportunities to include consumers with disabilities 
in their marketing campaigns, as the market has grown exponentially in popularity over the last few years 
(Södergren and Vallström, 2020). Thus, this chapter analyses the complexities of people with disabili-
ties. According to Kearney et al. (2019), this segment constitutes one of the largest minority groups and 
a source of a potential stream of income to businesses. The chapter further provides a comprehensive 
justification of the impact of disabilities inclusion on companies and why marketers should reach out to 
consumers. Hence, proven business justification for disability inclusion in marketing practices is vital 
to ending discrimination and increasing the organisations’ income (González, 2021).

THE DIMENSIONS OF DISABILITY

Disability is a phenomenon that has mainly been in the circle of interest of the medics and physiotherapists 
for decades. However, it is beginning to attract scholars from other fields of studies, including market-
ing, because of its multidimensional nature and the series of manifestation, which impacts businesses 
and the larger economy in society (Taylor et al., 2019). Higgins (2020) Defines disability as “those who 
have long-term, physical, mental, intellectual, or sensory impairments, which in interaction with vari-
ous barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others”. 
This definition supports the social model of disability (Goodley, 2017). Baker et al. (2005) argue that 
consumer disability is a state of helplessness stemming from a lack of individual control and reliance 
on outside influences.

Although individuals with disabilities are often regarded as a particular population segment, they 
are not homogenous, as varied disabilities exist in every society. Some disability types include cogni-
tive difficulties (caused by a physical, mental, or emotional problem; having difficulty remembering, 
concentrating, or making decisions). Another type is ambulatory difficulties (e.g., having severe dif-
ficulty walking or climbing stairs) while others are vision difficulties (e.g., blindness or having serious 
difficulty seeing, even when wearing glasses). Lastly, hearing challenges (e.g., deaf or having severe 
hearing challenges); and self-care difficulties (e.g., having bathing or dressing challenges). Apart from 
the effect of these six categories of disability mentioned above on consumption behaviours, the study 
discovered that two people with similar disability types could also be affected differently. Yet, there are 
indications that more than half of disabilities are hidden or not easy to observe. Therefore, it is imperative 
to understand its essence and dimensions in society (Maciaszczyk and Maciaszczyk, 2016). Taylor et al. 
(2019) broadly categorise conceptual approaches to disability into individualistic and social practices.

Individualistic Approach

The individualistic approach views disability as an individual condition that triggers an unfavourable civil, 
economic, and personal condition (Taylor et al., 2019). Thus, some common disability types include:
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•	 Physical: (individuals with physical disabilities that limit their mobility).
•	 Mobility (Difficulty in maintaining and changing body postures and rising, lying down, standing, 

sitting, or relocating, which may require the use of technical support).
•	 Sensory Visual (total/partial): (limited capacity to receive any image, perform synthetic or de-

tailed visual tasks or other disabilities of vision).
•	 Auditory (total/partial): (Disability or limited capacity to hear any sound, hear loud sounds, or 

listen to speech).
•	 Communication or speech (total/partial): (Disability or limited ability to communicate through 

speech, alternative languages, gestures that are not signed or through conventional writing and 
reading).

•	 Cognitive (intellectual or mental): (Disability or limited capacity based on difficulty in recognis-
ing people or objects, orienting oneself in space and time, remembering past events or understand-
ing and executing simple or somewhat complex orders) (intellectual). The mental disability may 
derive from disorders caused by mental illnesses or deficiencies in intellectual capacities.

Social Approach

The social approach perceives disability due to repressive material compositions or the overall cultural 
values, ideas, attitudes, and language that influence human reality (Vehmas, 2004). Therefore, these two 
main dimensions of disability (individual and social approaches) permeate different aspects of the every-
day operation of an individual with a disability. These include social, cultural, economic, demographic, 
psychological and biological perspectives. They are interwoven and cannot be separated as they mutually 
link and shape the individual’s everyday reality (Taylor et al., 2019). For example, the biological dimen-
sion denotes the medical aspect of human life, like damage of organs, which affects the operations of an 
individual with such challenges. In contrast, the social dimension of disability acknowledges a person’s 
function in society. Therefore, linking the two dimensions indicate that the despaired person cannot fulfil 
the usual responsibilities and commitments because of the mental or physical state (Jackson, Irvine 2013). 
The same applies to the cultural context, centred on societal stereotypes and is very hard to adjust to. 
For example, the first signs of pushing disabled persons back to the margin of society are dated to the 
7th century B.C. However, it was recently in the 20th century that scholars’ attention was drawn to the 
issue of disability (Guffey, 2018). That has increased the desire to provide opportunities for their full 
participation in society and rehabilitate them in a medical sense (Maciaszczyk and Maciaszczyk, 2016).

Furthermore, the economic dimension is interlinked with disability in several ways as consumers 
with disabilities face challenging situations in the marketplace. In comparison, the demographic dimen-
sion of disability is related to the population advancing the ageing process in society. In the 1950s, the 
ageing population of 60years and above is estimated to be 205million but increased tremendously to 
606 million 50 years later. According to Maciaszczyk and Maciaszczyk (2016), the ageing population 
of individuals above 60 years of age will reach around 2 billion in the middle of the 21st century. So, as 
human ageing increases, also is the issue of disability (World Population Ageing 2013). The psychologi-
cal dimension of disability is mainly related to the quality of life being one of the special conditions of 
human happiness. Sompolska-Rzechula (2013) infer that the quality of life entails numerous perspec-
tives. It is an inclusive means of measuring health, emotional state, self-reliance in everyday life, the 
degree of independence from a third party, and personal beliefs and convictions. Therefore, it can be 
concluded that the dimensions of disability are mutually permeating in our society. So, it is necessary 
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to acknowledge the daily challenges faced by people with disabilities to present a more comprehensive 
insight into how these various aspects impact negatively on consumers with disability and the more 
significant implications on society (Maciaszczyk and Maciaszczyk, 2016). This includes exploring the 
discourse in the marketing context.

Apart from Taylor’ et al.’s (2019) two dimensions mentioned above, there are a lot of debates in 
the literature around a rights-based approach and a citizenship approach. Quinn et al. (2002) describe a 
rights-based approach as “predicated on locating problems outside the person and is directly connected 
to larger debates about society’s difference”. Misener et al. (2018) explain that the “citizenship approach 
emphasises autonomy and self-determination of individuals with a disability, regardless of other societal 
differences”. Although the concepts of participation and autonomy are complex, as cultural factors influ-
ence them in an environment, they constitute significant elements that provide conducive participatory 
support to people with disabilities without constraints (Misener et al., 2018). Thus, cultural norms impact 
the ways participation and autonomy constrain people’s experiences and conceptions of autonomy towards 
people with disabilities. Therefore, this approach emphasises access to fundamental rights according to an 
endorsed set of guidelines. However, both systems are considered significant but did not fundamentally 
examine the structures which inhibit access to the rules of citizenship or the more significant debates 
about the difference. These discussions are likened to how individuals are considered legitimate in many 
communities at the margin in the neo-liberalisation era of societies (Misener et al., 2018).

MAINSTREAM DISABILITY MODELS

There have been various debates in the literature about the role and value of the embodied experience 
of disability in society (Misener et al., 2018). Meekosha (2004) observes that these several disability 
studies have been most dominant in the arena of both interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary fields. 
Accordingly, several models have been propounded in the literature to provide more insights into the 
studies of disability in society. Consequently, scholars have been arguing for or against the importance 
of these various models. The idea is to profoundly understand different social devices that interact with 
individuals with disabilities in society. So, considering the divergence views regarding disability studies, 
scholars (e.g., Hughes, 2009; Misener et al., 2018) argue that it is imperative to shift the focus away from 
the dual understandings of the social versus medical model and look at other disability theories and their 
relevance to disability studies. According to Chouinard et al. (2010), people with disabilities are being 
rendered invisible in society. Therefore, there is a need to develop a mechanism to enhance disability 
visibility in the marketplace through multiple engagement perspectives. Thus, this section of the chapter 
discusses some notable disability models found in the literature to improve the understanding of a struggle 
for an autonomous and participatory society for all, especially for people with disability (Misener et al., 
2018). Therefore, the following sub-sections present some of the models of disability in the literature:

Medical Model of Disability

For many decades, the conventional orientations toward disability were based on the medical model 
(e.g., Boorse, 1977). The medical model of disability assumes that it is the medical conditions of an in-
dividual that causes impairment and therefore recognise impairment as a personal, private issue (Oliver, 
1990). The model emphasises individual impairment and loss in functional ability, prioritising providing 
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treatment or cure for people with disabilities. The medical model of disability thus views disability as 
a personal misfortune that must be accepted and handled like an illness (Goodrich and Ramsey, 2012). 
Consequently, persons with disabilities are often “ignored, pitied, patronised, objectified, hated, mocked 
and fetishised” (Goodley, 2017). This shows that earlier disability research closely related to the medical 
model and focused on achieving normalisation (e.g., Darling, 1979), emphasising accepting the more 
significant societal norms and embracing “adaptive” treatment efforts. Baker (2006) views normalisation 
as correlated to consumer normalcy, a yearning to exist and be recognised like other consumers. Goodrich 
and Ramsey (2012) argue that medical attitudes traditionally view disability as an unwelcome, defamed 
status, with a principal aim of attaining “normalisation. However, Darling and Heckert (2010a) recognise 
variants of normalisation in which people with disabilities view themselves as not severely disabled.

Despite the contributions of the medical model of disability to knowledge, several shortcomings 
of medical and individual pathology models of disability have been identified and presented in the 
literature. As a result, scholars have offered alternative paradigms in the social sciences, humanities, 
and businesses studies. Thus, recent disability studies have been driven by the idea of seeing disability 
from other perspectives, especially as a social construct rather than a medical condition. As a result, 
scholars are beginning to shift their attention to people with disabilities, from stigma-based identity to 
social-political activism or disability pride perspectives (e.g., Goodrich and Ramsey, 2012). It has given 
birth to the social model of disability, which shifts attention from the individual perspective to the larger 
society (e.g., Oliver, 1990) and has been associated with social-political action.

Social Model of Disability

The perspective of the social model of disability is unveiled as a response to the medical model (e.g., 
Humphrey, 2000). It views disability as a form of social construct, which scholars like Oliver (1990) 
categorically describe as a “sophisticated form of social oppression”. The social model assumes that 
environmental and socio-political structures are the leading causes of disability perception in society, 
not one’s medical impairment. Kuppelwieser and Klaus (2020) argue that the social construction of dis-
ability is an act of marginalisation, underlining social issues as a possible barrier rather than physical 
traits. Four primary considerations that incorporate the main principles of the social model of disability 
have been identified in the literature. They include attitudes, social support, communication, information, 
and physical structures. Therefore, it is imperative to address and negotiate these various considerations 
to understand the challenges of persons with disabilities (Misener et al., 2018).

Accordingly, the social model of disability (Oliver, 1983; 1990) stresses that even though individuals’ 
impairments may be lasting, socially imposed constraints can be altered (Oliver and Barnes, 2012). It 
indicates that social model assertion is that society requires fixing and not individuals with disabilities. 
The model assumes that those disabilities are socially triggered due to the stigmatisation of people with 
disabilities in the community and creates physical and social impediments to partaking (Goodrich and 
Ramsey, 2012). The social model argues that it is not their impairment that disables the individual but 
the society context. Hence, there is a need for a social solution to ease the barriers and increase their 
participation in marketing and consumption activities in the community. The social model thus affirms 
that a contemporary perspective of disability acknowledges and understands the diversity and multiplic-
ity of disability (Park, 2017). This is because disability in some people may be a lifetime experience, 
whether in a temporary or permanent capacity, and whether it affects people directly or indirectly through 
their family and friends considered close to them (Gillovic and McIntosh, 2020). Thus, contrary to the 
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medical model of disability, the social model of disability perceives the environment and socio-political 
structures as the leading causes of individual impairment, not the medical impairment (Higgins, 2020)). 
Consequently, the social model shifted the issue of disability from the individual to the public domain, 
providing insight into the various societal and social inequalities that consumers with disabilities are 
subjected to in their everyday activities (Goodley, 2017).

Nevertheless, the social model strong point is its ability to provide insight into the “material barri-
ers” and “material inequalities” that consumers with disabilities and with impairment are facing daily 
(Goodley, 2017). Gleeson (1999) explains the the pective of materialist geography which involves the 
“historical and geographical organisation of cultural-material life that shapes all social experiences, 
including disability”. Thus, the author states that the issue of disablement is “deeply inscribed in the 
discursive, institutional and material dimensions of cities”. These discursive, institutional, and material 
dimensions, including the accessibility of the environment to individuals with disabilities and other 
diverse needs of persons with disabilities, are essential to creating a conducive environment for people 
with disabilities in society. Thus, policies and systems should be put in place to ensure that people with 
disabilities can seamlessly enjoy infrastructural facilities that would support them, as various activities, 
including transport, urban cityscapes, education, or even sport, can be disabling. Thus, the solution re-
quires material changes to political practice, social roles, work, welfare, and a supportive environment 
(Misener et al., 2018).

Despite the social model of disability’s contributions, the theory has been criticised for not having 
a genuine identity (Swain and French, 2000) and generating antimony between those with and without 
disabilities (Humphrey, 2000). Another criticism of the model is its refusal to address the rejection of a 
tragic view, which sees disability as a detriment. Shakespeare (2004) also criticises the social model for 
creating a philosophy of essentialism, whereby all disabilities are alleged to be the same. For example, 
using wheelchair symbol established in 1968 as a signifier for disability is an obvious case of essen-
tialism, in which disability is theoretically abridged to relating exclusively to movement impairment, 
resulting in the development of derogatory misrepresentations (Guffey, 2018) and “unfavourable societal 
stereotyping” (Hutchinson et al., 2018). Similarly, the model fails to acknowledge that consumers living 
with disabilities can live complete, satisfying lives (Swain and French, 2000); instead, it presumes that 
they wish to be able-bodied (Shakespeare, 2004). The assumption that consumers with disabilities prefer 
to be able-bodied has resulted in the design of services, architecture, and cityscapes for the dominant 
non-disabled, which prevents consumers living with disabilities from full participation in socio-cultural 
structures, such as consumer culture (Higgins, 2020).

Thus, this assumption also highlights how inequalities in retail and service design structurally disable 
consumers with disabilities, creating imbalances during marketplace encounters. Kaufman-Scarborough 
(2015) asserts that the predominant focus on non-disabled consumers has failed to understand disability 
challenges within marketplaces. For example, in earlier work, Kaufman-Scarborough (1999) explains 
that retail spaces such as supermarkets always ignore height appropriate displays for consumers living 
with disabilities. Similarly, Yu et al. (2015) argue that some retail and service designs are disabling to 
consumers with disabilities. For example, people with visual impairment are not usually considered 
when installing bright lighting, signage colour and font in retail outlets (Guffey, 2018). It is illustrative 
of retailers’ myopic views of taking an essentialist approach by perceiving all disabilities as the same 
(Higgins, 2020). Furthermore, the social model of disability also ignores the psycho-emotional barri-
ers and psychological inequalities experienced by consumers living with disabilities (Higgins, 2020). 
Higgins (2020) urges marketing practitioners to shift from this approach that is considered oppressive 
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against people with disabilities in the marketplace. They should find a lasting solution to the issues of 
disability instead of making it the consumer’s responsibility to devise a means and strategies to cope, 
negotiate, and adapt to society and the marketplace. This unfriendly social model approach infuses people 
with disabilities with the notion that they are abnormal, unwelcome, at fault, and need adaptation to fit 
the environment and marketplace norms. Thus, placing such responsibility on consumers living with 
disabilities to adapt echoes disability in the marketplace with the concept of internalised oppression 
offered within the psycho-emotional model of disability (Reeve, 2002).

Psycho-emotional Model of Disability

Another notable disability theory is the psycho-emotional disability model. Reeve (2002) introduces 
this psycho-emotional disability model to respond to the social disability model. The author criticises 
the social disability model as oppressive and unfriendly, placing the disability burden on individuals 
with disabilities. Some scholars (e.g., Thomas, 1999, 2007; Reeve, 2002, 2004, 2012a, 2012b; 2018) 
also criticise the social model of disability for its inability to consider the psycho-emotional barriers 
and psychological inequalities experienced by consumers with disabilities in the society. Thomas (2007) 
defines psycho-emotional disability as a “form of social oppression involving the social imposition 
of activity restrictions on people with impairments and the socially engendered undermining of their 
psycho-emotional wellbeing”. The psycho-emotional model argues that “barriers to doing” as well as 
“barriers to being” are imposed on people with disability through the limitations in societal structures 
as well as social interactions (Reeve, 2012a; 2018). Consequently, psycho-emotional disability theory 
offers a more comprehensive understanding of personal and psychological experiences of people with 
disability, through what is coined the psycho-emotional model of disability (Thomas, 1999, 2007; Reeve, 
2002, 2004, 2012a, 2012b).

The psycho-emotional disability model complements the social model by extending the understanding 
of the impact of the material and normative structures on people with disabilities. The structural barri-
ers to disability include, for example, lack of ramps, while socially normative structures include things 
like symbols, signs (Guffey, 2018). The model demonstrates that such practices can internally oppress 
and psychologically disable consumers with disabilities, making them feel abnormal and inadequate in 
society. Nevertheless, Reeve (2002) did not present the psycho-emotional perspective as an alternative 
or replacement to the social model, but, rather, as an epistemological improvement that enhances the un-
derstanding of the complex issues of disability. Reeve (2004) presents three aspects of psycho-emotional 
disability. These include structural barriers, social interaction, and internalised oppression. The following 
subsections further discuss the three facets to provide more insights (Higgins, 2020).

Structural Barriers

Structural barrier describes how consumers living with disabilities are psychologically disabled through 
social and physical exclusion and unwelcoming attitudes of the society (Higgins, 2020). For example, 
just like the societal exclusion, marketplace exclusions is evident by the typical retail display height 
(Kaufman-Scarborough, 1999), inadequate training of service employees and non-availability of spe-
cific online information on disability access (Navarro et al., 2014) as well as concerns about lighting 
and signage (Yu et al., 2015). So, from the above examples, it is evident that the marketplace stimulates 
psycho-emotional disability for consumers living with disabilities through certain structural barriers. 
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Reeve (2004) also suggests that this can make individuals with disabilities feel alienated as “second class 
citizens”. Beudaert (2020) notes that such a scenario will bolster class divisions between the disabled 
and non-disabled individuals, which increases the disabled individuals’ emotions of “inadequacy” and 
the adverse psychological effects on their wellbeing.

Social Interactions

The aspect of social interaction explains that people with disabilities are frequently subjected to various 
negative experiences such as social gazes, verbal abuses and other ill-treatment during their interac-
tions with society (Reeve, 2002). Reeve (2004) buttresses this that the nature of social interaction in 
many environments can discourage people with disability, making them feel inferior, especially in an 
able-bodied dominated society, resulting in feelings of shame, vulnerability, and invalidation (Reeve, 
2018; Echeverri and Salomonson, 2019). Higgins’s (2020) studies affirm this and suggest such psycho-
emotional disability, highlighting the negative implications for disabled consumers’ sense of self-worth, 
integrity, and capabilities as they interact with the marketplace.

Internalised Oppressions

The last aspect of Reeve’s (2002) psycho-emotional disability model is internalised oppression. Ac-
cording to Reeve (2002), Internalised oppression stems from the internalisation of the “prejudices and 
stereotypes held by the non-disabled majority”. Reeve (2004) sees internalised oppression as the most 
alarming indication of psycho-emotional disability due to its “unconscious and insidious” impacts on 
the psychological wellbeing of people with disabilities, most especially as it directly constrains their 
sense of self. Pavia and Mason’s (2012) findings suggest that families and even parents of people with 
disabilities always try to dodge the public views in the marketplace to avoid stigmatisation. The reason 
is that they do not want to be seen as sources of disturbances within marketplace settings. Furthermore, 
some family members do not wish to be associated with people in their families with disabilities, thereby 
finding it difficult to negotiate and adapt to the market. These are all clear evidence of marketplace-
induced internalised oppression. Meanwhile, Higgins (2020) argues that a psycho-emotional interpreta-
tion is evident in the ways people with disability are surviving and adapting to the daily challenges they 
face. These have unconsciously yet oppressively internalised consumers living with disabilities, family 
members, and other associates. Therefore, the psycho-emotional model of disability provides a lens of 
analysis to extend consumer research knowledge on disability by revealing that marketplace practices, 
interactions and services internally oppress and psycho-emotionally disabled consumers with disabilities 
in every society.

SOCIETAL ATTITUDE TOWARDS PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

Every society has people with different forms of disabilities, so the societal attitude towards individuals 
with disabilities and how they engage with them and incorporate them into the various social activities 
play a more significant role in their wellbeing. Thus, attitude is envisioned as an underlying psycho-
logical process hidden within the ‘self’ and induced by particular referents (Rao, 2004). Katz’s (1960) 
functional theory assumes that attitude performs four psychological functions: utilitarian, ego-defensive, 
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value expressive, and knowledge. It permits an unrestrictive and multidimensional understanding of the 
functions of attitude (Adam, 2019). The theory states that specific attitudinal values should be upheld 
primarily to protect people with disabilities. For example, Adam (2019) says that frontline employees 
must not discriminate against people with disabilities. Instead, special attention with maximum support 
should be given to them during market interactions. Thus, the utilitarian function maximises rewards and 
minimises punishment by conforming or completing endorsed tasks (Katz, 1960). Adam (2019) argues 
that attitude is mostly a product of the socialisation process, and it tends to define a person’s relation-
ship with other objects, symbols, or even world views. Findler et al. (2007) demonstrate that the concept 
is tripartite, comprising the cognitive, affective, and behavioural components. The cognitive element 
has to do with the individual’s beliefs about a referent. The affective factor evaluates an individual’s 
emotional reaction or feeling towards a referent, and while the behavioural dimension is the individual’s 
exhibition of overt conduct towards a referent. Katz (1960) posits that these three elements are correlated 
such that the cognitive influences the affective, which ultimately affects behaviour. Thus, attitude can 
be regarded as a complex psychological concept and must be evaluated and propelled to support people 
with disabilities (PwDs) in society.

The general discussions in the literature have reiterated that people with disabilities (PwDs) usually 
experience negative attitudes in societies (Buhalis et al., 2012; Domínguez et al., 2013; Bowtell, 2015). 
Houtenville and Kalargyrou (2015) suggest that the negative attitude towards people with disabilities 
(PwDs) is prevalent in every society and across every sector, whether political, economic, social and 
business, including marketing. Houtenville and Kalargyrou (2012) assert that the economic life of 
people with disabilities (PwDs) is shrouded with challenges as most of them lack the necessary skills 
and ability to engage economically in society and are thus perceived as being unproductive. Evidence 
in the literature (e.g., Buhalis et al., 2012; Kim and Lehto, 2013; Adam, 2019) suggests that people 
with disabilities (PwDs) are generally marginalised and not experiencing the right attitudes or getting 
the necessary supports and inclusiveness in society. Examples of the unfavourable attitudes commonly 
experienced by people with disabilities (PwDs) include negative stereotypes, the reluctance of the society 
to relate with them, the belief and feeling of inferiority. Others are unwilling to serve them, serving them 
in belittling ways, using derogatory words on them and complete refusal to help them in some situations.

Nevertheless, recent studies (Buhalis et al., 2012; Adam, 2018a) have shown that there has been a 
gradual change of attitude towards people with disabilities (PwDs) from a judgemental and non-inclusive 
view to less judgemental, more progressive, and inclusive ideas. Meanwhile, it is important to state 
that, this observed inclusion is prevalent mainly among societies in developed countries, whereas; such 
inclusiveness of people with disabilities is still lacking in most communities of developing countries. 
Kassah et al. (2012) argue that such favourable attitudes of western societies’ inclusiveness of people 
with disabilities are not entirely inclusive. Still, they are doing better than societies in developing regions 
of Africa and Asia (Kassah et al., 2012). Adam (2018a; 2018b) demonstrates that such a favourable at-
titude in western societies is constructed mainly around the social model of disability.

On the contrary, the developing nations’ approach is predominantly centred around the moral and 
medical models of disability. According to Adam (2018b), the moral model of disability views disabil-
ity as a socio-cultural issue and categorise people with disabilities (PwDs) as individuals with moral 
decadence, which causes disaffection among people with disabilities (PwDs) in society. While Darcy 
(2010) explains that the medical model disagrees with the honest explanation of a disability, he argues 
that disability is a medical anomaly that makes a person or people with such impairment dysfunctional 
members of society. Adam (2019) asserts that the medical model’s view on people with impairment 
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necessitates a less inclusive attitude towards people with disabilities (PwDs). It is contrary to the social 
model of disability, which is based on the notion that individuals are not disabled by their impairments 
but rather; they are disabled by the negative societal perceptions of disability (Adam, 2019).

Thus, the social model renounces the medical emphasis on impairment. Instead, it emphasised 
negative social perceptions of impairment as the bane of disability, fostering a positive attitude towards 
people with disabilities (PwDs). However, the social model of disability has also been criticised for its 
passive treatment of people with disabilities (PwDs) as ‘victims’ of non-inclusiveness and social neglect 
(Zajadacz, 2015). Zajadacz (2015) affirms that the social model also ignores the notion that disability 
extends beyond social issues in that it is a rather complicated concept overlapping with various aspects 
of life. The author argues that even if all the necessary social enabling environment is provided, some 
people with disabilities (PwDs) may still be subjected to physical or mental conditions that will continue 
to exist in their lives. Thus, Zajadacz (2015) suggests that it is best to recognise disability as a complex 
bio-psycho-social issue requiring multidimensional attitude and action.

Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities

History has shown that humanity has always considered people with disabilities as weak and inferior 
compared to those without disabilities, unable to adapt to societal norms. This societal approach has 
led to discriminatory structures, especially in capitalistic and industrial societies (Abulhul, 2020). For 
example, several human physical infrastructural facilities invented after the Industrial Revolution as-
sumed that everyone in the community was similar. As such, the facilities were to be used by people 
with non-disabilities. It led to the emergence of various environmental challenges for people with dis-
abilities, establishing the current reality that individuals living with disabilities find it challenging to 
use the existing structure of the social environment.

Discrimination arises when people with disabilities experience “differential treatment” that is con-
sidered “unreasonable” (Banton, 1994). Therefore, Lim (2020) explains that discrimination against cus-
tomers with disabilities in marketing relates to the act of giving unfavourable attention that is considered 
unreasonable to consumers living with disabilities than to customers with non-disabilities. However, 
being physically disabled is not the leading cause of perceived discrimination. Still, actual discrimina-
tion exists when individuals with disabilities are barred from adequate access to social and material 
opportunities like any other normal human being (Lim, 2020). Numerous factors are responsible for the 
discrimination of people with disabilities in society, and prejudice is the most symbolic. Prejudice is 
the generalisation that all members of a particular group have similar characteristics complemented by 
certain beliefs, including negative and hostile attitudes (Lim, 2020). So, societies that consider specific 
standard images like beautiful bodies, healthy looks, productive forces, and strong power are likely to 
disregard individuals with disabilities and relegate them to the level of an onlooker. This is when the 
stigma occurs (Susman, 1994).

Similarly, a society that stresses personal accomplishment and economic achievement perceive physi-
cal disability as a hindrance, thus, creating discrimination against individuals with disabilities (Oliver, 
1996). Furthermore, a society that builds its social environment based on people without disabilities, 
who are considered the larger group in the community, are most likely to ignore the plight of people 
with disabilities, who are in the minority group (Abulhul, 2020). These minority groups (such as people 
with disabilities) are left with no other choice but to experience inconveniences because of the structural 
nature of the environments (Lim, 2020). Hence, it is concluded that such a flawed society impedes the 
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social adaptation of people with disabilities (Hahn, 1988; Barnes, 1991). From the above discussion, it 
is evident that the community is unfair to individuals with disabilities. This segment of the population 
faces daily challenges in conducting their everyday activities. Therefore, they need compassion, help 
and adequate support from people around them in society. The reason is that those with disabilities are 
often neglected by society, including their families and friends. This is because of the assumption that 
the government and society had already made provisions for them. So, they are seen as being protected 
by the community and not community members, thereby instigating another source of discrimination 
(Lim, 2020).

However, scholars in different fields of study, including pedagogy, women’s studies, and labour 
studies, are beginning to look back and reflect on this kind of history and process of discrimination 
against persons with disabilities (Lim, 2020). Moreover, it has given birth to the new campaign for the 
“inclusion” of people with disabilities in society, with a growing positive and significant impact on this 
perception (Oliver and Barnes, 2010). In conclusion, both the individuals with disabilities and those 
without disabilities insist on normalisation to recognise their differences on the principle that they can 
become part of society and have equity in rights, duties, and possibilities to others (e.g., Winance, 2007; 
Fisk et al., 2018). Therefore, organisations can improve the social welfare of consumers with disabilities 
by eliminating exclusion tendencies and enhancing inclusion that would promote their wellbeing by 
creating equal opportunities for them in the marketplace (Kuppelwieser and Klaus, 2020).

Consumers with Disabilities

Human beings worldwide consume different products and services to meet their needs. These daily 
consumption behaviour involve various human activities as they interact with the material world around 
them (Marina and Leticia, 2019). Therefore, consumption environments are regarded as a spot for mean-
ings and connections where everyone gets material needs for their survival. However, it is observed that 
some groups of consumers have been finding it challenging to perform these primary consumptions 
right, as marketing activities have created exclusion, inequalities, and psychosocial conflicts. Those 
marginalised socially by different marketing programmes due to their disabilities are vulnerable consum-
ers (Gopaldas, 2015). Marina and Leticia (2019) infer that many marketing initiatives do not consider 
people with disabilities. The challenges concerning this consumer segment relate to consumer lack of 
access and acceptance by the market, despite the importance of consumption in society. According to 
Mason and Baker (2014), consumption vulnerability is an existential situation evidenced by inability 
and lack of self-control in the face of social, cultural and economic conditions required by the market. 
Yet, Irving et al. (2008) assert that consumers’ disabilities may be a long-term condition, with many 
consequences, such as physical fragility or burden. The result is difficulty navigating market environ-
ments, reduced access to goods and services, and the inability to properly realise fraudulent advertising 
or communication messages.

Meanwhile, people with disabilities are a segment of the market and constitute 15% of the global 
population (i.e., about 1 billion people). There are indications that when their family members and 
carers are included, the number of people directly or indirectly affected by disability could even in-
crease to 30% of the global population, estimated at 2 billion people (Beudaert, 2020). Gillovic and 
McIntosh (2020) affirm that 15 to 20% of the developed nations’ population live with disabilities, and 
it is discovered to be even more prevalent among less developed populations. Leeson (2018) estimates 
that people living with disabilities will likely rise to 1.2 billion by 2050. Fisk et al. (2018) observe that 
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such a rise in the population of disabilities could be because of the ageing population, the increase in 
chronic health challenges, including non-communicable diseases. Other attributable issues to the likely 
rise in the population of disabilities are the increasing life expectancies, decreasing rates of child mortal-
ity (Lim & Lee, 2014), and better tools for identifying and measuring disability (Ray & Ryder, 2003). 
Therefore, disabled consumers require the attention of public policymakers, researchers, and marketing 
practitioners (Beudeaert et al., 2016; Marina and Leticia, 2019). Therefore, there is a need for market-
ing scholars to explore this segment of the population further to enhance their inclusion in marketing 
activities (Martins et al., 2017).

Marina and Leticia (2019) refer to disabilities as the state of conditions that negatively impact how 
people evaluate, interpret, and react to the market, including markets’ responses to these demands. A 
disability may be temporary or permanent, especially in the case of people with physical or intellectual 
disabilities (Baker et al., 2005, 2015; Hamilton et al., 2015). Conceptual debates regarding consumers 
with disabilities are confirmed mainly by their systemic ableism in global media (Gopaldas and Siebert, 
2018). Marina and Leticia (2019) warn about the persistent association of disability with economic, 
racial and gender inequalities or those experienced in the consumption environment. Recently, market-
ing scholars (e.g., Balabanis et al., 2012; Faria et al., 2012; Marina and Leticia, 2019) are beginning to 
focus on people with disabilities and the stigma they get in the market. Although arguments are within 
the marketing literature that citizens are granted freedom of choice in a consumer society, that is not the 
case for people with disabilities as they face many challenges during purchases and consumption activi-
ties. The various restrictions make it difficult for an individual with a disability from having unlimited 
access to products and services (McClimens and Hyde, 2012). Besides stigma, people with disabilities 
can face other problems as consumers. For example, sales personnel are rarely trained to cater for a 
consumer with a disability (Marina and Leticia, 2019).

Perspectives on Disability in Consumer Research

In the last decade, consumer product advertisers have incorporated portrayals of people with disabilities 
in their product advertising (Wong, 2020). As a result, there have been growing debates in the literature 
on consumer research on people with disabilities (Baker, 2006). Baker’s (2006) studies demonstrate how 
consumers with disabilities struggle to participate in shopping activities in the marketplace to achieve 
consumer normalcy. According to Baker (2006), consumer normalcy “reflects how identity is constructed 
and maintained in part through shopping and is defined as a desire to live like other consumers, be ac-
cepted as other consumers are, and be acceptable to oneself in consumption contexts.” Goffman (1963) 
observes that the yearning to be recognised as equal in the marketplace is a fundamental dimension of 
consumer normalcy, consistent with an essential need for individuals to feel a sense of belonging in 
society. Similarly, the studies of Baker et al. (2007) offer additional insights and cues on how consumers 
with disabilities used to make judgements as to whether they are accepted and feel welcome when shop-
ping. The findings indicate that consumers with disabilities prefer to be treated as regular consumers and 
would be happy to be treated with respect just like any other non-disabled consumers. It thus suggests 
that service personnel need to consider them as regular consumers where the interaction of servicescape 
elements, with particular attention, to avoid biases that generate discrimination.

Moreover, Kaufman-Scarborough (2015) argues that such biases or discriminations against people 
with disability can prevent disabled consumer participation and form a basis for marketplace exclusion. 
Such adverse experiences often exclude consumers with disabilities from the marketplaces they seek to 
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experience. This has attracted scholars (e.g., Saatcioglu and Ozanne, 2013) to study disability in consumer 
research. Accordingly, many disability studies have explored issues around commercial venues acces-
sibility, public transportation improvements, and positive public attitudes towards people with disability. 
Therefore, the study of disability in consumer research is considered vital as it is estimated that about 
13.9 million people with disabilities are currently living in the U.K., with around £249 billion worth of 
purchasing power yearly, indicating that people with disabilities now consist of 22% of the U.K. popula-
tion (Södergren and Vallström, 2020). Similar pattern exist in other countries, yet there is no extensive 
research on consumers with disabilities in the marketplace. So, more effort to address this is needed.

THE DISABILITY MARKET

It has been confirmed that disabilities are prevalent globally. People with disabilities vary from children 
and youth to adults and the elderly and are essential to the market population. Over 650 million people 
live with disabilities, equating to about 10% of humanity (Dwyer and Darcy, 2010). For example, it is 
estimated that approximately one in five people in the United States, or 64 million people, have a dis-
ability (Yin et al., 2018). It is logical to indicate that this figure has not reduced significantly in recent 
times. Hence, this is a massive market for businesses. Therefore, marketing practitioners need to take 
cognisance of this fact and pay attention to their needs in the market environment. Available research 
focuses on how the disabilities group constitutes a significant market population (González, 2021). 
Therefore, it is essential to understand how disability inclusion impacts organisations’ profitability. So, 
organisations must improve the inclusion of people with disabilities in their marketing plans to maximise 
their market value and profitability (Dorfleitner et al., 2018; Khan (2019). González (2021) opines that 
positive information about organisations’ inclusion or discriminatory practices towards people with 
disabilities has severe impacts on such organisations.

Empirical evidence has shown that people with disability constitute a large market (Harrison and 
Klein, 2007). However, there is a claim that despite this evidence of consumers with disabilities needs 
and their participation in the marketplace, it is difficult to establish a positive relationship between dis-
ability participation and profitability (Herring, 2009). This indicates that diversity’s impacts on business 
performances vary, depending on the circumstances (Garnero et al., 2014) and entails substantial time 
and dedication by an organisation to make tangible profits (Ohunakin et al., 2019). Furthermore, Lindsay 
et al. (2018) argue that the benefits of incorporating people with disabilities are dependent on the form 
of disability type, degree of disability and other situational factors in the organisation and the job itself. 
Therefore, it can be concluded that the connection between disability inclusion and organisations’ profit-
ability is much more complex than initially implied in the diversity literature. Thus, scholars and practi-
tioners should explore other approaches to determine the benefits of such inclusion in the marketplace.

An Undervalued Market: The Purchasing Power of People with Disabilities

There is no doubt that people living with disabilities vary in disability types, demographic variables, 
and even their purchasing power (Yin et al., 2018). So, people with disabilities are like adults without 
disabilities in terms of population and earnings. Thus, an individual with a disability earns disposable 
income like those without disabilities; such payments mostly come through employment, other govern-
ment benefits, or family support. It determines their purchasing power, and it is referred to as the amount 
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of money available to them for spendings and savings after tax deductions. Yin et al. (2018) note that 
when individuals with disabilities spend on necessary items like food, clothing, housing, transport, health 
and other necessities, some percentages are usually left as discretionary income after spending on those 
basic needs. Like any other individual, people with disabilities also make financial decisions, deciding 
on investments, savings and retirement accounts. They also have needs and buy products and services 
such as homes, cars, furniture, and services like access to technology, hairstylists, banking, education, 
care services and a host of others. Therefore, there are great prospects for businesses if adequate atten-
tion is focused on people with disabilities.

Furthermore, research has been conducted to ascertain the disposable and discretionary incomes 
of people with disabilities compared to people without disabilities. It is considered imperative to have 
profound information and understanding of the spending abilities of individuals with disabilities. The 
essence is to identify the potential market for businesses and industries. Yin et al.’s (2018), in their stud-
ies, analyse that the total disposable income for people with disabilities who are within the working age 
is about $490 billion. It shows that the disposable income of people with disabilities is only 7.2% of the 
total disposable income of people without disabilities, but it continues to be a substantial sum. Accord-
ing to Yin et al.’s (2018), this represents almost the total disposable income of some segments of the 
American market, such as African Americans ($501 billion) and Hispanics ($582 billion).

Figure 1. Example of average disposable and discretionary incomes of a person with a disability in the 
USA
Source: Yin et al. (2018: p.22)
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The authors demonstrate that the average disposable income (income after taxes) of an individual 
with a disability is $23,300 and 35% less than a person without a disability. Similarly, the discretionary 
income of individuals with disabilities is $21 billion, which is higher than the combined discretionary 
income of African-American ($3 billion) and Hispanic populations ($16 billion) (Yin et al., 2018). This 
is quite telling.

Nevertheless, Yin et al.’s (2018) conclude that disposable income varies according to disability type, as 
shown in Figure 2. For example, the authors assert that people with disabilities in the United States mostly 
earn an estimated sum of $25 billion more than the second level of income (persons with ambulatory 
difficulties), which is the highest income level. It is also estimated that people with self-care difficulty 
earn approximately $4 billion in disposable income, regarded as the lowest purchasing power. Similarly, 
the discretionary income differs according to the type of disability, as shown in Figure 3. Thus, people 
with challenges of hearing represent a segment of disabilities with the highest discretionary income, 
with 1.59% having discretionary income close to $25,737 per person and equalling nearly $9 billion. It 
is approximately $6 billion more than the aggregate of people with vision and ambulatory challenges. 
Although persons with living with difficulties were found to have a higher disposable income, their 
discretionary income is lower. In the same way, the purchasing power of people with self-care difficulty 
is less than $1 billion in discretionary income, which is the lowest.

Figure 2. Aggregated disposable income by disability type
Source: Yin et al. (2018: p.8)
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CONCLUSION

Inequity in marketing comes in a variety of ways. One of those that seem to have been overlooked over 
the years is that related to people with disability in the society. Perhaps, one of the key issues associated 
with this is lack of understanding of diversity that charaterise disabilities. For instance, the understand-
ing of the differences between individualistic and social dimensions of disabilities is not widespread. 
The collective impacts of these two dimensions of disabilities permeate various aspect of life of people 
with disability. One of the key defining impact of this exclusion from marketplace opportuniites such 
as making no provision for easy access to commercial centres or alternative arrangements for people 
with various impairments. Historically, people with disabilities are considered to be inferior and weak 
because they are not able to follow societal norms. This gives room for discrimation in various ways. 
Ironically, increasing evidence shows a considerable level of purchasing power of individuals with 
disability in various societies which have not been adequately explored. Clearly, there is a compelling 
need for a paradigm shift on the status quo concerning people’s perception of the contribution of the 
people with disability to the marketing system. This applies not only to marketers and societal members 
but also to goverments and other stakeholders to ensure that adequate provisions are made to remediate 
these taken-for granted oversights on full integration of people with disabilities into the mainstream 
marketing agenda and activities.
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