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Abstract

Persons with disabilities are a marginalized group in most nations. They are
often subjected to both subtle prejudice and explicit discrimination. The
purpose of the present study was to examine the attitudes of university students
toward persons with disabilities. A total of 124 participants were recruited
from a public university in Macerata, Italy. The Attitudes to Disability Scale
(Power et al., 2010) was used to measure attitudes. The results showed that
although many of the participants did not see having a disabled family member
as a burden to family, they saw it as a burden to society. Age, major (course),
prior contact, and gender were not significant variables in the acceptance of
disability. Future directions for research were discussed.
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1. Introduction

The current epistemological perspective that guides the observation and
detection of disability conditions (WHO, 2001; 2007) drives us to focus on
the contextual factors that can act as facilitators or barriers to the full and
active participation in society of people with disabilities. In this direction,
within the same paradigm proposed by the International Classification of
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Functioning Disability and Health, individual and collective attitudes that are
able to motivate positive or negative practices (e.g., stigmatization) toward
disability are an important focus of observation.

The international literature presents numerous studies referring to the
attitudes that people without disabilities assume toward people with
disabilities, highlighting how some factors (e.g., gender, age, type of
disability, culture) may or may not influence the representations of people
with disabilities (Freer, 2021). For example, some international research (de
Laat et al., 2013; Freer, 2021; Olaleye et al., 2012; Schwab, 2017) on gender
highlights how females tend to express more positive attitudes towards the
care and inclusion of people with disabilities than males. Studies (Blackman,
2016; de Boer, 2014; Freer, 2021) that analyzed age factors, instead, have
found that children, in contrast to adults, usually express preferences and
positive social attitudes toward their peers. The type of disability also plays a
significant role in perceptions (Tamm & Prellwitz, 2001); for example,
attitudes toward severe disabilities are less favorable than toward physical
disabilities (Tang et al., 2000). Furthermore, in other research (de Laat et al.,
2013; Hellmich & Loper, 2018; Shokoohi-Yekta & Hendrickson, 2010), it
emerges that establishing friendly bonds with people with disabilities is a
complex process that cannot be generalized among the population nor
between different cultures. Starting from these considerations, we will
investigate in this article the perceptions of people with disabilities in a
specific educational context: the university.

2. Overview

In this section, our focus will be aimed at detecting the main attitudes
toward people with disabilities within educational contexts. There are, in fact,
numerous studies (Avramidis, 2013; Darrow & Johnson, 1994; De Caroli &
Sagone, 2006; Fortini, 1987; Freer, 2021; Gash & Coffey, 1995; Goodman,
Gottlieb, & Harrison, 1972; Hutzler, Meier, Reuker, & Zitomer, 2019; Tait &
Purdie, 2000; Petry, 2018) that have taken place since the 1970s on the
representation of disabilities in this specific area. The literature highlights
how attitudes towards disability constitute a relevant issue in educational
contexts, influencing behaviors, social interactions, fairness, acceptance, and
inclusion of people with disabilities (Falanga et al., 2020; Hutzler et al.,
2019). In this sense, scholars have reported that negative attitudes and
representations can create substantial barriers for these people (Antonak &
Livneh, 2000), threatening the very nature of inclusive education. As
highlighted by the literature (Abbott & McConkey, 2006; Cook, Cameron, &
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Tankersley, 2007; Jahoda & Markova, 2004; Falanga et al., 2020), negative
attitudes toward people with disabilities can contribute to promoting in them
negative feelings and negative self-evaluations, feelings of powerlessness and
frustration, and the reduction of learning opportunities. On the other hand,
positive attitudes can facilitate the inclusion of people in educational settings,
reverberating in general in wider social contexts (Budisch, 2004; Findler,
Vilchinsky, & Werner, 2007). In this direction, studies (e.g., Budisch, 2004;
Frier, 2021) show how the true understanding of the concept of disability (the
degree/level of knowledge and intimacy and familiarity with the person with
the disability) is linked to major instances of inclusion. The higher the
understanding (such as knowledge of the habits and daily life of people with
disabilities) the greater the contacts and relationships students establish with
their peers with disabilities.

From the reconstruction of the research carried out in Italy, most of the
studies are aimed at the detection of social attitudes toward disability in
special education teachers, in teachers who are attending courses for teaching
for students with disabilities, and in middle school and college students
(Commodari & Pirrone, 2011; Cornoldi et al., 1998; De Caroli et al., 2007,
Falanga et al., 2020). In the main research carried out in the middle school
grades (Commodari & Pirrone, 2011), positive social representations and
attitudes toward pupils with disabilities by peers who attend the same class is
noteworthy. The results obtained by Commodari and Pirrone (2011) from
interviews with 119 students between the ages of 12 and 13 years confirm that
the presence in the classroom of children with disabilities does not involve —
except in a few cases — discriminatory attitudes, which can be explained by
the persistence of prejudices and stereotypes.

With reference to university students, Falanga and colleagues (2020)
divided 83 college students into one experimental group (i.e., in contact with
persons with disability) and one control group (i.e., no contact). Results show
that after contact with disabled people, students of the experimental group
increased their perception of disabled persons as a resource burden rather than
a burden for society, while the control group showed no significant
differences. Furthermore, the results highlighted the increase of evaluation of
scholastic integration as a strategy useful to encourage positive contact with
other students. Likewise, the literature (De Caroli & Sagone, 2008; 2011;
Falanga et al., 2020; Pedrabissi & Balboni, 2000) focuses on attitudes
expressed by teachers toward students with disabilities and their inclusion has
indicated that support teachers express more positive attitudes than their
colleagues who teach curricular subjects. This is due to a longer and closer
contact with students with special needs.
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The limited amount of literature on this topic in Italy prompted us to
investigate the social representations of a group of students from the
University of Macerata, in order to reduce these gaps and to address, in the
future, relevant educational and pedagogical answers. There is a gap in the
disability literature exploring the general attitudes about individuals with
disabilities in Italy. The purpose of the study was to investigate the attitudes
toward persons with disabilities in an Italian province. Specifically, five
research questions guided the study.

RQ1: What are the general beliefs about individuals with disabilities?

RQ2: Is there a difference in the levels of attitudes toward individuals with
disabilities between men and women?

RQ3: Is there a difference in the levels of attitudes toward individuals with
disabilities between people who have or do not have a disabled family
member?

RQ4: Are there differences in the levels of attitudes toward individuals
with disabilities among majors?

RQS5: Is there a relationship between age and attitudes toward individuals
with disabilities?

3. Methodology
3.1 Participants

The sample consisted of 124 students attending a large public university
located in a northcentral province of Italy. The eligibility criteria for
participation were (a) at least 18 years of age, and (b) enrolled in academic
courses. Most participants identified themselves as female (n = 103, 83.1%)
and the average age was 38.75 years old (sd = 8.15, range = 23-58). In terms
of class standing, fourth year students made up the largest group (n = 108,
87.1%), followed by second year students (n = 10, 8.1%). Education (e.g.,
Support Teacher, Special Education) was the most popular major (course)
among the participants (n = 96, 77.4%), followed by Liberal Arts (e.g.,
Literature, Music, Foreign Languages) (n = 12, 9.7%). With respect to marital
status, the majority of participants were single (n = 65, 52.4%), followed by
married (n = 54, 43.5%). Sixty-five (52.4%) participants self-reported having
a disabled family member. Table 1 displays the full descriptive summary of
the demographic characteristics.
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Table 1 - Participant Demographic Characteristics (N = 124)

Variable N %
Age M =38.75, SD = 8.15
Sex
Male 21 16.9
Female 103 83.1
Major/Course
Education 96 774
Science 9 7.3
Liberal Arts 12 9.7
Law & Management 7 5.6
Class Standing
First Year 2 1.6
Second Year 10 8.1
Third Year 4 3.2
Fourth Year 108 871
Marital Status
Single 65 524
Married 54 43.5
Divorced 4 3.2
Widowed 1 0.8
Disabled Family Member
Yes 65 524
No 59 476

3.2 Instruments

The Attitudes to Disability Scale (ADS; Power, Green, et al., 2010). The
ADS is a 16-item self-report questionnaire designed to measure attitudes
toward persons with disabilities. For each of the 16 items, participants are
asked to use a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3
= neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree) to describe their levels of agreement.
The ADS assesses attitudes in both physically and intellectually disabled
groups. The possible total scores range from 16 to 80. Higher scores indicate
more favorable attitudes. An example statement includes “People tend to
become impatient with those with a disability.” The Cronbach’s o coefficient
for the study was computed at .692 (Mertler & Reinhart, 2017).

Demographic Questionnaire. We collected the information on six
demographic variables, such as age, sex, major (course), class standing,
marital status, and having a disabled family member.
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3.3. Procedure

The original questionnaire and the instrument were translated from English
to Italian by bilingual research team members. They were then translated back
to English by different researchers to ensure the clarity and accuracy of the
statements. Requests for participation in the study were announced via the
university electronic mail system. Those who agreed to take part then clicked
on a hyperlink embedded in the email message that led to an online survey
site. The study complied with the ethical research protocols set forth by the
institution. The estimated amount of time to complete the questionnaire was
10 minutes. No financial incentives were given to recruit prospective
participants.

3.4 Data Analysis

The data set was screened for entry errors and missing values. One case
was found to have a missing data point, which was replaced using the
substitution of the mean. The pattern of missing data was completely at
random (Little, 1988). We then checked the normal distribution of the
variables by inspecting their skewness and kurtosis. No univariate and
multivariate outliers were detected. For the first research question, we used
descriptive statistics to report frequency, percentage to the distribution of the
five-point Likert-type responses on each of the 16 items. For the second
research question, an independent-sampled t-test was used to compare the
group means of the dependent variable (i.e., attitudes toward disability)
between male and female participants. An a priori analysis using G Power
3.1.9.7 determined a sample of 176 participants was needed for a two-group
independent-sampled t-test with a medium effect size of Cohen’s d = 0.5,
power = 0.8, and a = 0.05 (Faul et al., 2009). For the third research question,
we repeated the same procedure as stated in the second research question. The
Bonferroni method was applied to control the possibility of inflating Type 1
error when performing a series of t-tests, p = .05/2 = .025. For the fourth
research question, we used a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to
compare differences in the group means (i.e., the dependent variable) among
majors (i.e., education, law & management, science, and liberal arts).

3.5 Results

We used descriptive statistics to answer the first research questions.
Because of page limit, we only reported the results of selected scenario items.
Specifically, we accounted the largest response group and, in some cases, the
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second largest response group when deemed necessary. See Table 2 for the
full description of the distribution of responses on each of the 16 statements.

Table 2. Patterns of General Beliefs About Disability

SD D N A SA
n % n % n % n % n %

1. People with a disability find it harder

than others to make new friends. 13 10.5 93 75.0 17 13.7 1 0.8 0 0.0
2. People with a disability have problems

getting involved in society. 1 0.8 24 19.4 17 13.7 70 56.5 12 9.7
3. People with a disability are a burden on

society. 4 32 25 20.2 15 12.1 63 50.8 17 13.7
4. People with a disability are a burden on

their family. 71 573 36 29.0 8 6.5 8 6.5 1 0.8
5. People often make fun of disabilities. 23 18.5 49 395 28 22.6 24 19.4 0 0.0
6. People with a disability are easier to take

advantage of compared with other

people. 5 4.0 21 16.9 15 12.1 73 58.9 10 8.1
7. People tend to become impatient with

those with a disability. 10 8.1 33 26.6 21 16.9 47 379 13 10.5
8. People tend to treat those with a

disability as if they have no feelings. 4 32 30 242 26 21.0 59 47.6 5 4.0
9. Having a disability can make someone a

stronger person. 9 7.3 47 37.9 23 18.5 40 323 5 4.0
10. Having a disability can make someone a

wiser person. 0 0.0 8 6.5 23 18.5 70 56.5 23 18.5
11. Some people achieve more because of

their disability. 2 1.6 12 9.7 32 25.8 61 49.2 17 13.7
12. People with a disability are more

determined than others to reach their

goals. 8 6.5 62 50.0 33 26.6 19 15.3 2 1.6
13. Sex should not be discussed with people

with disabilities. 72 58.1 47 379 4 32 1 0.8 0 0.0
14. People should not expect too much from

those with a disability. 69 55.6 53 427 1 0.8 1 0.8 0 0.0
15. People with a disability should not be

optimistic about their future. 75 60.5 41 33.1 1 0.8 6 4.8 1 0.8

Note. SD = Strongly Disagree, D = Disagree, N = Neutral, A = Agree, SA = Strongly Agree

When asked their thoughts about whether it was difficult for individuals
with disabilities to make new friends (item 1), 93 (75%) respondents
disagreed that having a disability made it harder to do so. More than half of
the participants (n = 70, 56.5%) agreed that individuals with disabilities were
a burden on society (item 3). However, 71 (57.3%) participants strongly
disagreed, and 36 (29.0%) participants disagreed that individuals with
disabilities were a burden on family (item 4). About 58.9% (n = 73) of
participants agreed that it was easier for people to exploit or take advantage of
individuals with disabilities (item 6). Agree (n = 47, 37.9%) was the largest
response group, followed by Disagree (n =33, 26.6%), to indicate that people
tended to be impatient with individuals with disabilities (item 7). Agree (n =
59, 47.6%) was also the largest response group to indicate that people treated
individual with disabilities as if they had no feelings (item 8). Disagree (n =
47, 37.9%) was the largest response group, followed by Agree (n = 40,
32.3%) to think having a disability could someone a stronger person (item 9).
Similarly, 70 (56.5%) participants agreed that having a disability could make
someone a wiser person (item 10), and 61 (49.2%) participants agreed that
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some people were able to achieve more because of their disability (item 11).
When asked whether sex should not be discussed with individuals with
disabilities (item 13), Strongly Disagree (n = 72, 58.1%) was the largest
response group, followed by Disagree response group (n = 47, 37.9%). Six-
nine 69 (55.6%) participants strongly disagreed, while 53 (42.7%) participants
disagreed that people should not expect too much from individuals with
disabilities (item 14).

We used an independent-sampled t-test to answer the second research
question. The group means of male participants and that of female participants
were 42.76 (sd = 3.99) and 42.07 (sd = 6.38), respectively. The difference in
attitudes toward individuals with disabilities between the two groups was
statistically insignificant, t = .479, df = 122, p = .633,d = .129.

We used an independent-sampled t-test to answer the third research
question. The group means of participants who had a disabled family member
and that of participants who did not have a disabled family member were
41.42 (sd = 5.64) and 43.03 (sd = 6.38), respectively. compared participants
with and without a disabled family member. The difference in attitudes
toward individuals with disabilities between the two groups was statistically
insignificant, t =-1.500, df = 122, p = .136, d = .267.

We conducted a one-way between-subject ANOVA to answer the fourth
research question. The group mean of Education major was 41.73 (sd = 5.71,
95% CI = 40.57-42.89). The group mean of Science major was 46.33 (sd =
5.220, 95% CI = 42.32-50.35). The group mean of Liberal Arts major was
4233 (sd = 7.64, 95% CI = 37.48-47.19). The group mean of Law &
Management major was 42.86 (sd = 7.58, 95% CI = 35.85-49.87). The main
effect of major was not statistically significant, (3, 120) = 1.659, p = .180, 0’
=.039.

Finally, we ran a Pearson’s product-moment correlation analysis to answer
the fifth research question. The correlation between age and attitudes toward
individuals with disabilities was statistically insignificant, » = .098, p = .277.

3.6 Discussion

The purpose of the study was to examine societal attitudes toward
individuals with disabilities in Italy. The results are interesting and
informative and have implications that can further advance the inclusion of
persons with disability in a diverse society.

In contrast to the results of past studies (Kalargyrou et al., 2021; Marini et
al., 2011; Seo & Chen, 2009), women in the present study were not more
accepting of persons with disabilities than were men. This deviates from the
vision we usually have, as women in the Western nations (i.e., Europe, North
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America) tend to hold an open-minded views about disability when compared
to their counterparts in the non-Western nations (Chen et al., 2002; Hamdy et
al., 2011). One plausible explanation is that the Italian women in the sample
were highly educated, and therefore, understood that disability laws provide
legal protection that shields persons with disabilities from prejudice and
discrimination in the employment, educational, healthcare, communication,
and transportation settings. Another possible explanation is that Italian
women believe in equality and equity among persons of varying abilities.
Consequently, they treat disabled persons with the same respect and kindness
that they afford to nondisabled persons.

Our findings debunk the connotation that having a disabled family member
would make someone more accepting of a disability (Chukwu et al., 2019;
McConnell & Savage, 2015). Perhaps compassion fatigue arises from
providing constant care on a daily basis, which can take a heavy toll both on
the caregiver’s mental and physical well-being. Empathy dissipates gradually
over times and may be replaced with guilt and resentment, as family members
must make deliberate sacrifices, such as forgoing full-time work, cutting back
leisure hours, and exhausting financial resources. However, some family
members may not consider caring a loved one with a disability a burden.
Ethno-cultural practices, religious beliefs, and gender-role expectations can
alleviate the encumbrance and make caring activities more bearable (Chen et
al., 2017). This internalized sense of duty serves as a psychological buffer that
helps family members, regardless of the presence or absence of a disability.

The college major of the study participants was not a significant variable
in differentiating their levels of acceptance of persons with disabilities.
Consistent with the findings of previous studies (e.g., Au & Man, 2006;
McConkey & Truesdale, 2000), it was found that it is counterintuitive to
assume that students enrolled in the human and health services majors, such
as social work and special education, would presumably be more empathetic
toward the marginalized individuals of the society. Tervo, Palmer, and
Redinius (2004) posited that knowledge about disability is essential to
ameliorate fear and discomfort toward a group of people with whom one is
unfamiliar with. There are myriad variables beyond the scope of the present
study that can shape how an individual views people with disabilities.

There is no consensus on how prior contact can influence the acceptance
of disability. Our findings are incongruent with those of previous studies (e.g.,
Huskin, 2018; Parashar, Chan., & Leierer, 2008), which espouse that the
social distance between disabled and nondisabled persons decreases and the
level of willingness to engage in a romantic relationship heightens when the
two groups are in frequent contact. It is possible that this study’s participants
did not feel connected to persons with disabilities despite having prior contact
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with them. Ayelet and Roni (2020) found that health professionals held
moderately negative feelings about disability even though their work revolved
around the rehabilitation of patients with disabilities. Hence, in terms of the
acceptance of persons with disabilities, the context of interaction matters more
than the frequency of contact (Smart, 2016).

Parallel to the findings of past studies (e.g., Au & Man, 2006; Ayelet &
Roni, 2020), our findings indicated that the correlation between age and
attitudes toward persons with disabilities could be either positive or negative.
People belonging to a specific age cohort within of a nation’s population tend
to share and undergo common, collective experiences, whether traumatic or
jubilant, that are unique to their generation. For example, Americans who
were schoolchildren in the 1960s were the first ones to study alongside
classmates of different racial and ethnic backgrounds after the U.S. Supreme
Court ruled segregated educational settings unconstitutional. In another
example, the older generation of Australians who grew up in a more
conservative time still largely disapprove of same-sex marriage (Perales &
Campbell, 2018). The age of the participants in our study varied markedly,
and this may have contributed to the inconclusiveness of this variable’s
correlation with attitudes toward persons with disabilities.

3.7 Limitations

The study has a few limitations. As with any survey study, participants’
self-report responses may be influenced by the pressure to provide socially
desirable answers. The use of online data collection method may exclude
individuals who do not have access to the internet. The generalizability of the
findings is curtailed by the location of the participants. It is possible that
people living in other Italian provinces may hold different views toward
individuals with disabilities. Furthermore, an overwhelmingly imbalance ratio
in the sex composition of participants could skew the results.

3.8 Future Research

The findings of our study show the complexity of understanding the
acceptance of persons with disabilities. A holistic approach is recommended
to examine the impacts of cognitive, emotional, environmental, psychological,
religious, socioeconomic, political, spiritual, and affective variables on a
person’s schema of reasoning. Investigating a hierarchy of preference for
types of disabilities also allows researchers to more accurately identify the
most and least stigmatized disabilities (Huskin, 2018; Miller ef al., 2009).
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In the future, an extension of the reference sample would be desirable as it
is not representative of the entire student population in the Macerata context.
The survey could also be conducted in non-educational contexts (such as
social or rehabilitative ones) to verify whether the education level variable is
significant in determining specific attitudes towards disability. This would
make it possible to expand our understanding of the representations of
disabled people in different settings, facilitating a subsequent investigation
linked to the comparison of several contexts. As part of a broader research
project, it would be interesting to compare the data obtained with those
collected in contexts in other nations. This would allow us to reflect on the
inclusive culture conveyed in Italy among students with the highest levels of
education and explore other student realities.

4. Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to explore social attitudes of university
students toward disability and the representation of disabled persons. The data
that emerged from our study, while differing from the results obtained by
researchers in other countries, push us to reflect on the reasons behind the
general positive attitude observed towards people with disabilities. The
collection of data on attitudes remains an important tool for directing both
social policies and the training of counselors, operators, and teachers to
address the challenges associated with the adjustment to a disability,
highlighting the need to design training practices to enhance Quality of Life of
people with disabilities (Giaconi, 2015; Schalock, Verdugo, & Braddock,
2002).
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