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been forced onto the defensive and charities have sought to increase 
the power of their argument by working together to voice their 
interests, for example through the ‘Disability Benefits Consortium’ 
(http://www.disabilityalliance.org/dbc.htm). 
 

 
Figure 13: ‘War against the disabled’ in Glasgow Herald (Alan, 15th May 

2011). 
 

Disability charities and Justice Select Committee MP’s have further 
argued that Coalition plans to cut civil legal aid – for welfare benefits, 
unemployment tribunals and debt advice – will make it hard for disabled 
people to appeal a decision about their benefits (See Inclusion London, 
19 January 2011 & Commons Select Committee, 30 March 2011). The 
Guardian was more likely to mention social and legal reforms, such as 
these cutbacks in legal aid, affecting disabled people during March‐April 
2011 (dominant theme in 6.1% of articles). But in October‐January 2010‐
11, The Mirror mentioned such developments more than other papers 
(dominant in 4.4% of its articles). By comparison, across both periods in 
2010‐11, The Sun mentioned ‘social and legal reforms’ prominently in 
just one article.  
 
Interestingly, the data revealed variation between the tabloid articles 
according to disability, with some disabled claimants more likely to be 
portrayed as ‘deserving’ than others within the coverage; predominantly 
those with ‘physical and sensory’ impairments. Mental health was 
mentioned in only eight of the 25 ‘deserving’ articles which mentioned a 
disability in October‐January 2004‐5, a figure that dropped to 2/30 in 
October‐January 2010‐11. Mental illnesses and conditions which are 
otherwise ‘hidden’ (such as chronic pain), or socially ‘unsympathetic’ 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(such as HIV/AIDS, addiction or obesity), are of particular interest 
regarding their representation by tabloid newspaper articles in which 
attacks on the ‘undeserving’ are prominent. References to STD’s were 
less common in 2004‐5 and it is important to note that rights under the 
Disability Discrimination Act were only extended to include HIV from 
point of diagnosis in 2005 and there may have been some lack of 
awareness/acceptance during this period of HIV as a ‘disability’ 
(Disability Rights Commission, December 2005). Despite this legislation, 
articles from 2010‐11 were more likely to cite obesity, addiction and 
STD’s in narratives about ‘undeserving’ claimants. One article in The 
Express argues that “£300,000 was paid to 90 people who claimed that 
coughs stopped them taking a job” (Shipman, 28 December 2010).  
 
Visual Nature of the Disability 
 
According to DWP data from May 2007 on the medical diagnoses of 
incapacity claimants, 40% of men and 43% of women had ‘mental’ or 
‘behavioural’ conditions (including stress, depression and addiction 
problems) (quoted in Beatty & Fothergill, 2010: 9). Physical injuries, 
particularly those inflicted through events such as war, or accidents (See 
Figure 14, below‐right), while more frequently associated with the 
‘undeserving’ theme, continued to be mentioned in the small number of 
articles mentioning the ‘deserving’ claimant across 2004‐5 and 2010‐11 
(occurring in 17/25 deserving articles that mentioned a disability in 
2004‐5 and 28/30 such articles in the comparable three months in 2010‐
11). In one case, when the means testing of war pensions meant some 
were denied pensions credit, the case of these disabled ‘war heroes’ was 
taken up by The Express, as a ‘deserving’ case, in their strong attack of 
New Labour (Walker & Dixon, 23 November 2004). References to 
learning disabilities were notable in their absence from this debate. Yet 
it was found that ‘depression’ and ‘stress’ ‐ where the severity of the 
condition cannot be visually demonstrated ‐ were often portrayed as 
unworthy of benefit or not mentioned at all. By March and April 2011 
the intensity of the debate over specific conditions appeared to be 
heightened, the number of times conditions were mentioned in relation 
to ‘undeserving’ arguments increased dramatically from 39 in 2004‐5 
and 58 in 2010‐11 to 83 times in a two month period, largely due to a 
substantial increase in references to ‘mental health’ as ‘undeserving’ 
(40). This was mainly in The Express and The Sun; The Sun article by 
Kavanagh, mentioned above for instance singled out “the ones who use 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fake backaches, drug dependency and fantasy depression as excuses to 
sit around with their hands out” (4 April 2011). Specific disabilities were 
mentioned in relation to ‘deserving’ arguments 40 times in March‐April 
2011, compared to 28 times in 2004‐5 and 30 in October‐January 2010‐
11. People with a mental health problem were defended 12 times. 
 
Labour Force Survey Data 
from 2001 contrasts with 
this image; it found that 
while the ‘want work’ rates 
for all disabled people were 
strong (52%), this same 
figure was far higher with 
just people with mental 
health problems (78% of 
those with “depression” or 
“bad nerves”, and 86% of 
those with “mental illness, 
phobia, panics”) (DWP, 
Spring 2001: 5). The data 
revealed that a larger 
proportion of people with a 
mental health problem had 
a desire to work than 
among disabled people in 
general, figures the TUC 
argues may underestimate 
the problem (October 2004: 
10). 

 

 
 

Figure 14: ‘Bombed Hero Gets Parking 
Fine Snub’ in The Sun (Pyatt, 8th 
March 2010). 
 
 

The Daily Mail, in an article attacking “benefits Britain” and its 
“something for nothing culture”, presents as its evidence the “£1.8 
Billion” of the incapacity budget that went to people “with stress, 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depression and anxiety”, calling it “the biggest growth area for claims” 
(28 December 2010). It is noteworthy that The Sun reader quoted above, 
who wrote in defence of Blair’s policies in 2004, felt they were not a 
threat to “genuine claimants” as “he is targeting those with back pain 
and stress who are possibly able to work” (Douse, 22 October 2004).  
 
Yet often tabloids such as The Daily Mail, The Mirror, and The Sun 
skirted over details about a claimant’s background which might provide 
context and understanding of a particular case, in order to make 
‘scrounging’ seem ubiquitous and encompass disability cases into other 
worklessness; as in the following examples: 
 
‘Stress’ 
 
Disability claimant Mike Blake was branded “Sponger Dad” by The Sun 
(17 November 2004) and described by The Mirror as “Britain’s laziest 
Dad” (17 November 2004). These papers do not even acknowledge any 
reason he had been claiming incapacity benefit or details of his life. The 
Mirror instead points to payments he received being due to his “drink 
problem” (17 November 2004). However, buried in a longer article in the 
Daily Mail, which paints a similar ‘undeserving’ picture is the detail that 
Blake was “taken into care at nine and by the time he was 15 had lived in 
30 to 40 different foster homes”, contributing to his social/personal 
difficulties which he has managed to bring under control in order to 
dedicate proper care to his own family (Mills, 17 November 2004). He 
was claiming benefits due to ‘stress’, it states (Mills, 17 November 2004). 
 
The Mail article however, is carefully framed, its opening lines dismissing 
any notion in the reader that he might not be just like any other man of 
his age: ‘stress’ is not a serious condition, but something experienced by 
“any father of six” (Mills, 17 November 2004). Such coverage can have a 
serious impact on how its targets and other people with mental health 
issues are treated. The Mirror, in an otherwise similar article, 
characterised by attack mentions “hate mail” Blake has received. He is 
quoted as saying “I want to work” and “I received some really upsetting 
letters saying the most horrible things about me. One letter even said I 
should be castrated” (Smith, 17 November 2004). Philo, in ‘Message 
Received’ found that “media representations were […] a very powerful 
influence on beliefs about the nature of mental illness” (1999: 55). Philo 
further points out that the Press Complaints Commission code of 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conduct drawn up in 1998 specifies that “…the press must avoid 
prejudicial or pejorative reference to […] any physical or mental illness 
or disability” (quoted in Philo, 1999: 60). 
 
 
‘Pain’ 
 
In a further example, we can compare the cases of two claimants across 
the sample of tabloids on the same news day in December 2004. Both 
had been deemed ‘undeserving’ of their benefits by the DWP. In both 
cases the articles discussed incapacity benefit claimants who, despite 
continued pain, had had their payments revoked after treatments had 
enabled them to function well enough to engage in competitive sports. 
All the newspapers came out in support of the “courage” (Daily Mail; 4 
December 2004) of a “brave” disabled teenage footballer (an amputee 
with a prosthetic limb). The Express saw him as “battling” his condition 
and “inspiring” to others (Moriarty, 4 December 2004). Subsequent 
letters pages reflected this, arguing that efforts to overcome the 
condition and remain active should be commended, and benefits not 
revoked in such cases.  
 
However, a golfer with arthritis is described very differently by the Daily 
Mail; as a “fraudster” who was “cheating” the system (Finney, 4 
December 2004). The Mirror offers up a similar appraisal, calling him a 
“greedy fraudster” (Mulchrone, 4 December 2004). Yet at times the 
condition of this “benefits cheat” (Broster, 4 December 2004) had been 
so severe as to require hospitalisation and use of a wheelchair. The same 
press supported his conviction, brought on the grounds that he did not 
inform the DWP about improvement in his condition or the ‘regularity’ 
of his golf. Yet, in neither this case nor that of the footballer did the 
claimants inform the DWP about improved mobility. The Daily Mail 
(Finney, 4 December 2004) also fails to report the statement (included in 
The Express) by the Golfer’s legal council that his condition was 
“extreme”, he was “still ill” and had only been able to play with the aid 
of painkillers (Broster, 4 December 2004). The first case concerns a child, 
which makes it more immediately sympathetic, with first‐hand accounts 
drawn from the boy and his family: first‐hand accounts were lacking in 
the other case. Yet, another issue is the visibility of both the conditions 
and treatments. The boy was still using crutches to walk, but the golfer’s 
claim of chronic pain, overcome through painkillers, is less visually 



 54 

obvious. It is therefore much harder to prove in court, let alone before 
the media.  
 
Framing an ‘Undeserving’ Claimant 
 
Two tools were identified as frequently used in framing the news stories 
which defined individual cases as the ‘undeserving’ claimant and 
reinforcing statements of outright critique of the benefits system.  

• Use of Pejorative Language 
• Character Attacks on Claimants 
 

Language 
 

The first of these, pejorative language, increased in all papers between 
October‐January 2004‐5 and the same period in 2010‐11. It increased 
from 12% of tabloid articles in October‐January 2004‐5 to 18% of tabloid 
articles from the same period in 2010‐11. In The Guardian the 
comparable figure rose from 2.6% of articles, to 3.2%. The Mirror also 
increased its use of pejorative language from 4.3% to 8.8% between 
these two periods. Given their heavy use of the ‘undeserving’ theme in 
their articles, it is perhaps unsurprising that the papers found to use 
pejorative language in the highest proportion of articles were The Sun 
and The Express and, again, this increased in 2010‐11. The Sun’s use of 
pejorative language increased from 19% in October‐January 2004‐5, to 
21.3% of its articles in October‐January 2010‐11. The comparable figures 
for The Express show a massive increase from 16% of its articles in 2004‐
5 to 25% of its articles in 2010‐11. An example from the 2010‐11 period 
Daily Express containing multiple examples of pejorative language can 
be seen in Figure 6 above referring to “benefit cheats” and “skivers” 
(Hall, 26 January 2011). The most commonly recorded pejorative words 
in October‐January 2004‐5 were as follows: 
 

• Handout – 18 occurrences 
• Scrounger – 15 occurrences 
• Sicknote Culture/Society – 13 occurrences 
• Cripple – 8 occurrences 

 
Whereas the most commonly recorded pejorative words in October‐
January 2010‐11 were: 

• Scrounger – 34 occurrences 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• Handout – 58 occurrences 
• Workshy – 25 occurrences 
• Cheats – 25 occurrences 

 
Finally the most commonly recorded pejorative words in April‐March 
2011 were: 

• Scrounger – 21 occurrences 
• Cheats – 23 occurrences 
• Dependency – 17 occurrences 
• Handout – 15 occurrences 
• Sponger – 15 occurrences 

 
It is important to remember the last period is only two months, whereas 
the previous two samples are taken from a period of three months each. 
The increased use of the word ‘cheats’ in both 2010‐11 periods is 
particularly noteworthy given the increased occurrence of ‘benefit fraud’ 
as a theme in relation to  disability in the 2010‐11 period (noted above).  
 
In addition to tabloid terms such as ‘scrounger’, language used by 
politicians was also picked up and frequently repeated in the press for 
months after during both periods. For instance in 2004 Tony Blair spoke 
of people “languishing on benefits” (Tempest, 14 October 2004), which 
was then picked up and repeated 5 times in 2004‐5. The reference to 
‘sick note culture’ by Alan Johnson (DWP, 15 March 2005) and the 
variation ‘sick note society’ were popular as noted above. The Child 
Poverty Action Group back in 2005 thus urged “the Government not to 
utilise language which appears to criticise recipients of benefits” which it 
argues are “inflaming a tabloid feeding frenzy” over incapacity benefit 
recipients (CPAG, October 2005). The data demonstrates pejorative 
language of this kind was still commonly used by the government and 
picked up by the media in 2010‐11. The Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) description of Britain as ‘Sick Man 
of Europe’ was repeated, and became “the Sick Man of the World” in 
The Sun (Newton Dunn, 1 December 2010). It was often quoted (11 
times in October‐January 2010‐11) that living on incapacity benefit had 
become a ‘Lifestyle Choice’ after George Osborne’s repetition of the 
phrase in a key interview (Wintour, 9 September 2010). More recently 
an alliance of 50 charities, the ‘Disability Benefits Consortium’ 
(http://www.disabilityalliance.org/dbc.htm) put pressure on the 
Government regarding their portrayal of disabled people, which they 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argue is “a partial picture [that] feeds the tabloid media’s negative 
narrative on ‘benefits scroungers’”. They assert that “these releases in 
turn have an impact on the public – and therefore employers’ – 
perception of disability and disabled people” (Boffey, 24th July 2011). An 
article in the Observer (The Guardian’s sister paper, not included in our 
sample)  quoted Jaspal Dhani, Chief Executive of the UK Disabled 
People’s Council who claims their language, “has led to an increase in 
hate crimes against disabled people, victimisation and reinforcement of 
very old stereotypes and prejudices” (Boffey, 24th July 2011). Dhani went 
on to say that in recent months he had found strangers “are surprised 
that as a wheelchair user I actually work”  and the Consortium argue 
that the government should be promoting  images of disabled people in 
work (quoted in Boffey, 24th July 2011). 
 

Portrayals of Need & Character Attacks on Claimants 
 
Attacks on the character of the claimant during both 2004‐5 and 2010‐
11 October‐January periods sought to portray them as wasteful or 
indulgent; with ‘bad habits’ such as smoking, drinking, sleeping around 
or having a family considered ‘too large’ (all activities ordinarily 
considered a matter of private conscience). For example Mike Blake 
(mentioned above) was described as having “an overflowing ashtray at 
his side” (Mills; 17 November 2004). The Sun details this recovering 
alcoholic’s former intake as “72 bottles of beer a day”, a likely 
exaggeration, and he his vilified for having a “sixth kid” (The Sun, 17 
November 2004). In one article a physically disabled single mum is 
described as follows “With four youngsters, aged 9 months to 14 years 
from three different fathers, she admits she will be viewed as ‘Public 
Enemy Number One’ by many” [our emphasis] it goes on to demonstrate 
that, despite this, even she recognises that disabled people should not 
be living on benefits (Brooks, 21st October 2010). Vikki Ledger, who has 
depression, is similarly condemned because she has children from “four 
different fathers”, a detail irrelevant to her claim (Moore; 8 December 
2004). Her request to move to a house big enough to ease the 
overcrowding in which her children were living was described as the 
actions of one of the “feckless types” who are bringing the country “to 
its knees” (Moore; 8 December 2004). As we have noted, ‘undeserving’ 
portrayals such as this increased in articles from 2010‐11, and are likely 
also to have had greater impact in the overall picture since this was 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accompanied by a decrease in sympathetic accounts of disability and 
articles focussing on the ‘deserving’ claimant during the period.  
 
Recently, by contrast the case of Chelsea pensioner Elaine McDonald, a 
“battling ballet star” with an OBE and touch of class and celebrity was 
taken up by the Daily Mail as a highly deserving ‘prima ballerina’ denied 
adequate overnight care supportby the Royal Borough of Kensington 
and Chelsea t (Doughty &Fagge, 7 July 2011).  The article attacks 
‘cutbacks’ and she is quoted saying “I have paid my dues since I was 16 – 
I am not a scrounger. But now I need care and that is being denied me.” 
(Doughty &Fagge, 7 July 2011)8. Another interesting counterpoint here is 
the celebrity case of ‘Wagner’ from X‐Factor, who was in receipt of 
incapacity benefit for an old sports injury. Wagner became a very visible 
figure around which a media crusade against the ‘undeserving claimant’ 
could be focussed and fought. Very little voice was given to Wagner 
himself, and the ‘scrounger’ narrative of the articles were frequently 
linked to wider Coalition and media claims to generalise from his case to 
other incapacity benefit claimants (See Newton Dunn, 1 December 
2010). 

 
 

                                        
8Nevertheless Elaine McDonald lost her appeal against Kensington and Chelsea when it went before the Supreme Court in 
July:http://www.inclusionlondon.co.uk/londons‐richest‐borough‐denies‐human‐rights‐to‐disabled‐woman 
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Audience Reception Analysis 
 
This section presents the key findings from the focus groups and 
individual interviews which were carried out in June, July and August 
2011.   
 
The first section examines the respondent’s views on how the media is 
currently covering disability.  It then moves on to explore how this 
coverage is impacting on their views about disability and disabled people 
and finishes with a section looking at their views on benefits and benefit 
claimants and current government policy in the area. 
 
How is disability reported in the media? 
 
In the first section of the focus group the participants were asked to 
reflect on how they thought disability was being reported in the media.  
We also asked if the participants could tell us what they thought would 
be a typical story on disability in the newspapers at the moment.  In 
general these findings coincided with the findings of the content analysis 
and three key themes emerged in this section: benefit fraud, equality 
and services for disabled people.  In three out of the five focus groups 
the first stories that were mentioned were around disability and benefits 
and in particular on benefit fraud. Other themes mentioned, but less 
prominently, included the Paralympics, disability hate crimes and 
harassment of disabled people, articles that discuss the experiences of 
living with a disability and medical and scientific interventions.   
 
Typical comments on the three most prominent and key themes 
included, on benefit fraud: 
 

I’d say stories like ‘Fiddler on the Roof’, you know the story about 
the slater who was claiming incapacity benefit 
 
There’s a lot of negative stuff that’s in the media about benefits 
the now, that’s the first thing that comes to my mind. 
 
I think  it’s all benefits. There was one that’s just done a marathon 
and he was claiming that he could barely even walk and that’s 
dishonest. 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On equality  
 

Everyone has a fair chance, whether it’s applying for a job or 
whether it’s disabled access in a bar or restaurant 
 
There is lots on access and stuff like that, there have been a lot of 
changes on this lately. 

 
And on access to services: 
 

There’s stuff on benefits cuts, it’s the pensioners and stuff, not 
getting what they need because of cuts.   
 
Stories about dementia and care givers and not getting enough 
care and help.     

 
Of all the topics discussed benefit fraud was, however, seen as the most 
dominant topic to be found in the media and this switch was seen by 
many as a relatively recent occurrence: 
 

There is more focus on benefits than there used to be, much more 
now than in the last few years. 
 

Only one group, a group made up of professionals who read either the 
Guardian or the Independent, did not describe benefit fraud or see it as 
a major part of the media coverage on disability.  Most of the articles 
read by this group were felt to be on access to services and the impacts 
that the cuts will have on disabled people.  In the focus groups and in 
discussions with disabled people The Guardian received a certain 
amount of praise, and its coverage was felt by them to be ‘good, but not 
typical’. 
 
Almost all the disabled people we spoke to felt that there was a great 
deal of negative and unbalanced coverage of disability both in the 
printed media and elsewhere. These participants reported that they felt 
there had been a change in the way that disability was covered from one 
where patronising ‘triumph over tragedy’ descriptions predominated to 
a focus on disabled people as scroungers’.  One described how for her 
the shift had simply amplified 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‘all the same themes of old – disabled people as dole bludgers and 
disabled people as victims’. 

 
One respondent described an ‘open season’ on disabled people on 
benefits and other respondents linked this to other issues such as a 
description of older people ‘being a drain on resources’. 
 
One of the disabled respondents commented: 
 

The media portrays disabled people as benefit cheats time and 
time again. The stories that seek to create scapegoats for society’s 
ills are what sells newspapers. 

 
All of the media commentators we spoke to were clear that there had 
been a change in the way that disability was being reported.  One 
described what he called ‘a change in the rhythm and the tone’ while 
another talked about  ‘the demonizing of disabled people’.  One of the 
disabled participants commented on how ‘certain sections of the media 
have taken great delight in finding one case – the one legged roofer 
syndrome – and because they find one person who is a cheat, then all 
people are cheats’.  This she felt was what was driving the agenda.   
 
The idea that the media ‘like’ to report benefit fraud for commercial 
reasons was also mentioned in some of the other focus groups: 
 

A woman in the media last week, she’d done the government out 
of thousands of pounds and she’s been caught skydiving. And the 
media like they love those sort of stories, they love writing about 
that sort of thing, they are in the paper all the time. 

 
The tabloids love to run these stories that play against the equality 
thing. 
 

And 
 
It’s only news when someone does defraud it, deserving claimants 
don’t get into the paper I suppose. 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It was felt, particularly by disabled people themselves but also by others, 
that such portrayals were related to the current political agenda: 
 

There was quite a lot because of what is happening in 
Westminster, the cuts in education, in health and in welfare.     

 
By demonising disabled people it was argued, particularly by disabled 
people themselves, it has become possible to legitimise future benefit 
cuts, and such tactics were described as a means of ‘softening up’ the 
public.   
 
Other reasons for the change included the fact that, as one participant 
said, disability equality and disability rights are no longer news and the 
agenda has moved on. Equality is old news. 
 
Views on Disabled People 
 
In the light of our findings in relation to the changes in the way disability 
is being presented and reported in the media we were interested in 
trying to find out if or how this change had impacted on and effected 
people’s views of disability and benefits.  This topic was a major element 
of the focus groups and one of the questions we asked the groups to 
consider was what they thought the percentage of people who were 
fraudulently claiming disability benefits was.  The responses varied from 
‘about 10%’ right up to 70%.  The following is a typical example of the 
responses we received to this question:  
 
 

Informant 1: I’d say half 
 

Informant 2: Yeah, pretty high 
 

Informant 3: Nearer70% 
 

Informant 4: Yeah I think it’s more than half 
 
 
When asked to justify where they got their figures from respondents 
talked about both newspaper articles (for example the informant above 
who estimated fraud to be at 70% cited the article in the Daily Express 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discussed earlier in the report) but also referred to their own 
experiences, with almost all claiming that they knew people who were 
fraudulently claiming one form of disability benefit or another: 
 

You know people who do it, we’ve got a neighbour who does it. 
 
People talked about those they knew who they believed were 
fraudulently claiming benefits and many felt that it was very easy to get 
benefits on the grounds of disability and felt that this was part of the 
problem.  The following exchange is typical: 
 

Participant A: It’s really easy to fake symptoms. Or even bad backs 
 
Participant B: That’s the biggest one isn’t it, bad back 
 
Participant C: And if you want to defraud then ... people know 
don’t they, they know what to say and how to get round the 
system, so there’s a big increase in people knowing how to 
defraud the system 

 
However, it was not as simple as this: people did not just accept media 
messages, they also challenged them and often held two competing 
ideas in their head at the same time. Almost all those we spoke to had 
direct experience of disability either through a close family member or 
close friends, many of whom had tried to get benefits and had failed.  
One participant for example talked about how hard it had been for her 
mother to get any benefits and another described the difficulties her 
partner had faced in trying to get access to the services he required,   
 
This was a view shared, not surprisingly, by all the disabled participants 
and they all talked about how difficult it was to get benefits.  One of the 
participants described the benefits system as, ‘going through a 
minefield, to get a pittance that sustains you just above the poverty 
line’. Applying for DLA was they felt ‘incredibly detailed and incredibly 
intrusive’.  Some of the assumptions being made are ‘quite worrying’ 
and some of the questions on the form ‘horrific, really’. 
 
Disabled people also expressed significant anger at some of the press 
reporting and at the accusations linking disabled people with benefits, 
scrounging and fraudulent claims..  A number of disabled people 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suggested that there was a major issue of disabled people not receiving 
what they do need.  Not only, they argued, was there ‘huge unmet 
need’, a great deal of people who were entitled to benefits were not 
receiving the level of support they required and this was a bigger scandal 
than fraud.   Some of the nondisabled people also made this point, 
particularly those with personal experience of disability. Disabled people 
also emphasised that fluctuating conditions can make the process of 
applying for benefits significantly more difficult, and accusations of 
fraudulence more likely.  It is not uncommon for example for people to 
be able to walk one day and the next be unable to leave the house. 
 
 
Views on Benefits and Benefit Claimants 
 
We specifically asked participants why they thought that the numbers 
on incapacity benefit or its equivalent had increased from roughly 
700,000 people in the 1970’s to today’s 2.6 million.  Many reasons were 
given including: the ‘job situation; shifting of people from 
unemployment benefit to incapacity benefit’; more people ‘knowing the 
system; knowing how to do it’; rises in the cost of living; the rising 
population; new conditions; better advice, increases in the number of 
people with mental health problems; and an increase in the number of 
disabled people living longer and living in the community.   One of the 
disabled respondents pointed out that Incapacity Benefit was mostly 
claimed in areas of high unemployment and deprivation, which can 
affect physical and mental well‐being.  Many of the responses from the 
focus groups show a high level of understanding about the complexity of 
disabled peoples’ lives and many were able to provide reasons for the 
growth in the numbers claiming benefit.  This level of complexity is 
surprising given that it is almost entirely absent from the mainstream 
press.   
 
There was however a great deal of anger at what was felt to be the large 
numbers of people fraudulently claiming benefit.   
 

Makes you angry for people who work full time and there are 
loads of people who are scamming it…I mean when you’ve been 
scrimping and scrapping and yer man’s not too well, you know 
what I mean? 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They get the best of everything…Because they’re getting their rent 
paid….They’ve learned the system. You know there are people 
getting Chinese deliveries every night and you can’t afford it 
 
It does get your back up, I mean if you’re working and stuff, you 
get a free car if you’ve got DVLA (sic)  
 
I have three jobs, two cleaning jobs, one in the morning and one 
at night. Why should I work and others get it for nothing? 
 

All those we spoke to claimed to have first hand knowledge of people 
who were fraudulently claiming benefit.  However the way that disability 
benefit fraud is being represented in the media is clearly having an 
impact on the way that disabled people are being received and 
represented.  So for example the following participant described her 
father’s situation: 

 
Most of the time it is this negative stuff, like my dad he’s disabled 
and like there are people who are scamming it, but he isn’t and he 
is embarrassed to tell people he’s on benefits. He doesn’t want to 
tell people that he is going on holiday or something because he 
feels people might think he is taking the piss. He’s got that place 
over there because he was in an accident and he got 
compensation. 

 
We asked the focus groups for their views on the report by Scope and 
other campaigners which suggested that Britain's tabloid newspapers 
should take some of the blame for stirring up hatred against disabled 
people because of the way they vilify people on welfare9.  The 
informants all distanced themselves from these ideas, stating that it was 
not disabled people they are angry with, it was those who are 
fraudulently claiming benefit.  As one put it: 
 

I don’t know any disabled people who are, I just know able bodied 
who are frauding.   

 
This is a similar line to that taken in the newspaper articles described 
above, where journalists would always include lines such as ‘there are 

                                        
9 http://www.disabilityhatecrime.org.uk/index.php/component/content/article/1‐latest‐news/165‐
hate‐crimes‐against‐britains‐disabled‐on‐the‐rise 
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some disabled people who need and deserve support’.  There was 
however some ambiguity here and people were reluctant to specify how 
fraudulent claimants could be separated from the genuine.  When we 
asked how you could tell there was a general lack of comment.  People 
were very aware of hidden impairments, particularly mental health 
problems,   
 

Just because you can walk it does not mean you are not disabled. 
 
Many of the groups described depression as the ‘new bad back’ but they 
were on the whole reluctant to stigmatise or single out mental health as 
an issue.  Again there was a great deal of support for those ‘who had a 
real problem’ and provided they had a genuine mental health problem 
they were not seen as ‘scoungers’ or frauds. 
 
Despite the many criticisms of the benefit systems it was clear from all 
of the groups we talked to that there is still a general belief that the 
state should support disabled people: 
 

If you’re genuinely disabled you should be entitled to it, we give 
the money to Greece, to the rest of the world we should give it to 
those who can’t work. 

 
It’s ok for us, sitting here fine and fit, but it could happen to us to 
any of us. 

 
There are the thousands, the tens of thousands who are not 
entitled to it, they’re robbing the people who are disabled.   

 
The key issue here was the separation out of those they saw as ‘genuine’ 
or ‘real’ cases, who deserved support and help from those they 
considered less deserving.  There was a strong idea of the notion of 
deserving/nondeserving categories in all of the focus groups.  Some 
people for example separated out people with addictions, people with 
mental health problems and obesity as ‘less deserving cases’:  
 

a large number of drug addicts get money under these categories 
and I don’t think they public believe them to be disabled 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Some of these ideas, when raised by members of the focus groups were 
challenged by other participants and there was also some support 
expressed for people with addictions.  One of the disabled participants 
described these issue as ‘an irrelevance’ while others pointed to the fact 
that there was a large number of disabled people who did not claim the 
benefit they were entitled to: 
 

There may be hundreds who are claiming fraudulently, but there 
are many thousands who should be claiming and are not getting 
what they need’. 

 
Views on Government Policy 
 
The final section of this report looks at people’s views on government 
policy.  There was some sympathy expressed for the government’s 
current approach to reducing the benefit bill, which many thought was 
too high.  Nobody expressed any sympathy for fraudulent claimants and 
it was felt that any policy that aimed to reduce the number was a good 
thing.  For example some of the participants spoke approvingly of the 
new tests for ESA and the work of ATOS: 
 

It’s a fairly obvious but fair way of cutting away the chancers, you 
get a private company that are profit driven there is only one that 
it is going to go. 

 
However there was again some ambiguity as people also felt that these 
tests might be going too far and that some who deserve benefit might 
not be getting it: 
 

I read recently they were discussing individual cases, the tests that 
you run through, the new company are like really, really strict 
compared top what it was earlier, there are now many people 
who are not getting what they deserve. 

 
Concern was also expressed that those who were truly deserving may 
not be getting the support that they currently need and that many of the 
government’s cuts will unfairly attack disabled people and that many 
disabled people do not receive the benefits or support that they deserve 
or need.  This was a view very strongly expressed by many of the 
disabled participants, many of whom were very suspicious of the ATOS 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tests and other government initiatives introduced to reduce benefit 
claimants.  Many described how this was affecting them and their own 
wellbeing, so one told us: 
 

‘I seem to be accused annually of fraud, even though there has 
been no evidence (or committing) of fraud in over 20 years of 
claims. One investigation went on for nine months, with 
interviews taking place under police caution and on tape, etc. 
Charges were dropped, though I only found out because I chased 
the agency...  It turned out a member of staff had misread 
something on the file, so there had never been a case to answer.  I 
had three months in paid work a few years ago and couldn’t 
believe how much lighter I felt, that I didn’t have to look over my 
shoulder all the time. It’s not that I am fraudulent; it’s that the law 
is so complicated that I have been misadvised by benefits staff; 
the fear of being caught out (and presumed guilty) is something I 
have to live with every day.’ 

 
Concerns were also raised about cuts to legal aid and that these would 
make  it more difficult for disabled people to defend themselves when 
their benefits were under attack.  One suggestion, made by more than 
one of the disabled participants, was that many disabled people avoided 
asking to have their benefits reviewed, for fear they would have them 
removed altogether, and were receiving less than they were entitled to 
as a result. 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Conclusion 
 
This report presents a strong body of evidence to suggest that there has 
been a significant change in the way that disability is being reported in 
much of the press in the United Kingdom today.  The content analysis 
clearly demonstrates that there been a large increase in the number of 
articles in which disability is the key theme and that this has been 
accompanied by a significant shift in the emphasis and in the way that 
the articles are being reported.  These findings are also supported by the 
audience reception analysis.  This change in the frequency, content and 
tone of the articles in 2010/11 when compared to a similar period in 
2004/5 marks a new approach to disability.  There has been a shift from 
an approach with a largely patronising portrayal of disabled people – 
where disabled people were mainly presented as tragic but brave 
individuals – to one where the predominant focus has been on disabled 
people as scroungers.   
 
The detailed drivers for these changesare hard to identify and complex.  
Three of the newspapers we surveyed are strong supporters of the 
Coalition Government and these papers have all expressed support for 
the spending cuts introduced as part of the Comprehensive Spending 
Review to tackle the Budget deficit.  The fact that they are much more 
reluctant to criticise the current government’s policies on disability 
compared to similar attempts introduced by the last Labour government 
would suggest that their apparent support for disabled people was at 
that time contingent.  They were, it could be argued, more interested in 
using disabled people as a means to attack the Labour government than 
they were in actually supporting disabled people. 
 
The vitriolic approach adopted by articles in some of papers today and 
the way they have reported disability and disabled people in the period 
following the Comprehensive Spending Review adds further weight to 
these claims.  Much of the coverage in the tabloid press is at best 
questionable and some of it is deeply offensive.  The increased focus on 
benefit fraud with outlandish claims that over 70% of people on 
disability benefits are frauds is an example of this type of reporting.   
These claims are made overwhelmingly without evidence and at no 
point are the media reporting the very low levels of fraud that occurs 
overall in relation to these benefits. We would further cite the use of 
pejorative language, the failure to explore the impact of the proposed 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cuts on disabled people’s quality of life, the reluctance to criticise 
government policy on these issues and the frequent representation of 
some disabled people as undeserving of benefits as potentially 
contributing to what could become a highly inflammatory situation. 
While there is as yet no direct evidence to support the claim that these 
reports are leading to the reported increases in hate crimes, newspapers 
should take much greater care in this area. The increased pejorative 
coverage of disability may have a long term effect and further work will 
be needed to monitor this.   
 
The impacts these changes have had on the way that disability is 
perceived by the population is difficult to determine precisely.  Many of 
the participants had very complex and often conflicting views.  Many, for 
example, believed that there was a high level of fraud but all participants 
also had personal knowledge of friends or family members who were in 
receipt of a disability benefit and all talked about how hard it had been 
for them to obtain that benefit.  On the other hand they also knew, or 
claimed to know, people who were committing benefit fraud.  All of the 
research participants made a clear distinction between those who 
deserved to receive benefits and those who did not and while they were 
very quick to vilify fraudulent claimants they were also, in the main, very 
supportive of disabled people.  This could be expressed as: disabled 
people are not fraudsters and fraudsters are not disabled people.  
 
Disabled people themselves are feeling the effects of this coverage and 
it is impacting on their own feelings of security and safety.  There was a 
great deal of concern among the disabled participants about the effects 
that upcoming benefit changes will have on their quality of life, on their 
ability to participate and also on their acceptance by non‐disabled 
people.   
 
The last 20 years have seen major changes in the way that society treats 
disabled people.   Not only is disability now recognized as an equality 
issue but it is part of the new Single Equality Act (2010) and as such has 
equal footing with other groups facing discrimination on grounds such as 
gender, ethnicity and sexual orientation.  Recent changes, representing 
many years of campaigning by disabled people, have culminated in 
arguably some of the most advanced equality legislation in the world 
and key elements such as the Equality Duty place very high expectations 
on public sector bodies.   The UN Convention on the Rights of People 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with Disabilities has been signed and ratified.    No longer are disabled 
people expected to live their lives in institutions as a matter of course. 
There is (for the moment) a presumption that disabled children will be 
educated in a mainstream school, while direct payments and other 
forms of self‐directed support are now a well established part of 
community care packages.  Put simply, disabled people can expect to be 
included in the mainstream in most aspects of their lives to a hitherto 
unknown degree.   
 
This progress is not set in stone, however. In particular, it must be 
stressed that progress on legislation and rights stands in contrast to a 
relative failure to transform institutions and institutional practices. On 
the one hand, equality for disabled people, an idea that was once so 
contentious and so dubious, is now part of the equality mainstream; on 
the other hand, the demands for equality have yet to be realised in 
practice. Thus, critiques of, for example, segregated education, exclusion 
from work, housing, denial of family life, of the right to sexual 
expression, to form relationships and to be parents, which appeared so 
incendiary not so long ago, are now widely endorsed.  However this 
change in attitudes has by no means done away with these practices; 
whilst there has been a change in the way that we talk about disability, 
disabled people themselves still face widespread discrimination in their 
day to day lives.  In their recently published triennial review, How Fair is 
Britain?, the Equality and Human Rights Commission provide a 
substantial body of evidence to support this claim and show how, 
despite over 15 years of anti‐discrimination legislation disabled people 
are still considerably disadvantaged when compared to their 
nondisabled peers.   
 
The tenuous and contingent nature of the progress experienced by 
disabled people suggests that these gains can be easily lost or 
withdrawn.  There is a danger that much of the reporting that we discuss 
in this report could lay the groundwork for the removal of some of the 
support structures and processes that are currently in place.  This fear 
was expressed openly in one of the focus groups of disabled people and 
is one that the press should take seriously.  By simply replicating the 
government's position on disability and disability benefit without 
checking either their statistics or the basis on which the claim is made 
the partisan approach they adopt has the danger of further adding to 
the oppression disabled people are experiencing. 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‐ 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– 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– 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– 2010‐2011 article defending 1997–2010 New Labour 

Policy/Ministers. 
 
6) Defence of Past Conservative Government – 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– 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‐ 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– 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of Benefit system & its function/Explaining Changes (Whether 

associated with ‘opinion’ or not) 
 
17) Attack of the existing benefit system or changes to it (Implicit or Explicit; General or 

Individual) 
 
18) Defence of the existing benefit system or changes to it (Implicit or Explicit; General or 

Individual) 
 
19) Discrimination/Marginalised (General or Individual; Implicit or Explicit; Not Benefits) 
 
20) Tragic Outcome as a Result of Provision Failure (General or Individual; Must Be Severe, eg. 

death) 
 
21) Triumph Over Adversity by Disabled (Implicit or Explicit; General or Individual) 
 
22) Euthanasia/Right to Die Debate (Must be specific to disability) 
 
23) Descriptive Information of Specific Disability Conditions (Not Including Cures/Treatments or 

Charities) 
 
24) Real Life Experience of Carers/Family/Individuals (from the perspective(s) of the individual 

concerned and/or any other commentators). 
 
25) Disability as an outcome of Tragic Event (ie. medical issues/accident/war/neglect) 
 
26) Discussion or Description of Cures/Therapies/Treatment 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27) Discussion of Facilities and/or Resources (inc. financial) at Individual/Community/National 
level – as not needed or already provided 

 
28) Discussion of Facilities and/or Resources (inc. Financial) at Individual/Community/National 

level – as needed or wanted 
 
29) Media representation of disability – discussed as acceptable 
 
30) Media representation of disability – discussed as unacceptable  
 
31) Charity/Volunteering – Discussion of activities (Must be more than bare mention of a charity 

organisation) 
 
32) Report of anti‐social behaviour by disabled person 
 
33) Benefit Fraud (general and/or specific cases) 
 
34) Social/Legal reforms concerning contemporary disabled/disability issues (not benefits‐related) 

and initiated by govt/other organisations 
 
35) Reference of disability without relevance to article/explanation (eg. To engender sympathy) 

 
 


