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What I will talk about 

• Institutional closure 

• The moratorium 

• NOU 2016: 17, On equal terms 

 



The institutional closure 
• The HVPU-reform, which included a full closure of all institutions for 

persons with intellectual impairments between 1991 and 1996 

• A progressive reform, guided by the principles of normalization and 
integration 

• It represented a significant improvement of living standards for those 
moving out of institutions 

• An ideological pressure throughout the 1990s kept the reform on track 

• Unfortunately, when this pressure relieved from late 1990s,  the 
progression faded and partly reversed 

• This is probably much due to the institutional identity attached to 
intellectual disability 



The moratorium 

• The Norwegian reform reflected a social perception of disability, 
different from the pathological perception of the past 

• This should (logically) be followed by a revision of service model; from 
protection and care, to participation and support 

• Instead, the traditional care model remained pretty much intact 

• State regulations worked as incentives for more rational care 

• Since the millennium, we have seen a decrease in work opportunities 
and a gradual increase in the size of housing arrangements 

• From group homes to large care and service centres 



1994 2001 2010 (all) 2010 (new 
since 2001) 

Average number of 
residents 

3.8 5.0 7.0 8.1 

Percentage living with 7 or 
more 

3 16 40 54 

Percentage in mixed group 
homes 

0 13 22 27 



NOU 2016: 17 On equal terms 

• Self determination and legal protection 

• Inclusion and equal education 

• Work for all 

• Good health and care services 

• A home of their own  

• Professional competence and knowledge 

• Coordinated services  

• Good governance 



Meanwhile, something strange is about to 
happen among younger generations 



What is happening? 
• What we see is a new generation of young people with intellectual 

impairment that take their place in mainstream society far more for 
granted, compared to previous and older generations. 

• This is a feature recognized by several researcher over the last decade 
or so ( see Molin, 2004; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2008; Seal, 2009; Olin & 
Ringsby Jansson, 2009; Ineland, Molin & Sauer, 2013)  

• For my own part, I have recognized these changes through two recent 
studies; one about representations of people with intellectual 
impairment in public media, and one about narrated experiences of 
different generations of people with intellectual impairment 

 



A small uproar, that’s what’s happening 

Young people with 
intellectual impairment 
are seen in roles that were 
almost unthinkable only a 
decade or two ago 

But the most important 
changes are happening in 
the young peoples 
everyday life 

 



What has changed? 
• Despite substantial changes in the political discourse, the traditional 

public conception of intellectual impairment is largely maintained 

• But not, so it seems, in families with intellectually impaired children 

• Families do not have so much to maintain 

• It is still a shock for a family to have a child with intellectual 
impairment  

• But the amount and type of information available, is radically changed 

• And families constantly interact through social media 



A new ideological context 
• The general message is now that persons with intellectual impairment 

are citizens, with the same rights to participation, living standards and 
self-determination as any other citizen 

• This is a radically different context for families to bring up a child with 
intellectual disability 

• Also schools have become more inclusive 

• Yong people with intellectual impairment are generally much more 
satisfied with their lives, compared to those twenty years older 

• The way they describe their activities and personal interests is much 
more similar to their none-impaired peers, than is the case for older 
generations (our young interviewees were all on facebook) 



How can this change be explained? 
• The famous American social psychologist and philosopher Gorge 

Herbert Mead has showed us how and why our consciousness is 
fundamentally social 

• Amongst Mead’s most notable achievements is his account of the 
genesis of consciousness and of the self through the gradually 
developing ability in childhood to take the role of the other  

• To explain this, Mead makes the distinction between the “I” and the 
“me”, which constitutes different operations of the human self  

• The “I” is the active subject, and the individual’s subjective response 
to the attitudes of others 

• The “me” is the way “I” see myself 



Our sense of self is fundamentally social 

• How “I” see myself is an organized sum of how I am seen by others  

• The only way we can learn about our “self”, is through the assumed 
attitudes of other – like in a mirror 

• Note that all categories by which we can think and talk about our 
“self” is learned through interaction with others 

• “Self”-conception, then, as well as self-confidence, is largely a 
product of how we are seen by others, or how the perceptions of 
others are received, made sense of and organized into our “self” 

• This is through for all and thus also for people with intellectual 
impairments  



How do this affect people with intellectual impairment? 

• Unfortunately, most people have a very essentialist and categorical 
perception of people with intellectual impairment  

• Research has paid little attention to how our perceptions, low 
expectations or ways of relating to people with intellectual 
impairment are processed and organized into their sense of “self”  

• It is reason to believe that this has profound impact on their “self”-
making, self perceptions and their ways of being in the world. 

• To what extent do we, through our perceptions and “knowledge”, 
unconsciously form people with intellectual impairment in ways that 
fit with our own perceptions? 



The silent reform 

• What I think we see, is that parents who love their children 
unconditionally, through the reforms, and the ideologies and values 
that justify them, have got the necessary support to follow their 
natural inclination to perceive and to treat their cognitive impaired 
child as they (would) treat their other children   

• That is not to say that the impairment does not matter, or that people 
with intellectual impairment have the same possibility of 
development as anyone else, if we just let them 

• The question is to what extent we hamper their participation and 
development by our perceptions and attitudes through which they, 
like in a mirror, learn who they are and what to expect 



Conclusion 

• The changes we spot to day, I believe, is a function of the official 
reform, which according to many reports did not succeed as promised  

• What we see is a silent reform, under the radar so to speak, in which 
the mirror through which children with intellectual impairment learn 
about themselves and their place in society, are substantially altered 

• The fear is that this mirror will change when the young people must 
fend for themselves 

• What we should learn from the silent reform is that families are 
powerful reformers 

• What they achieve  should not be destroyed by public policy 


