:00 [Narrator] Most conversations about violence against people with disabilities start with the individual. What happened?  Who did it?  What should be done? 

:10 [Narrator] This is the Treat People Like People Podcast, and our guest Nancy Fitzsimons, professor of Social Work at Minnesota State University, Mankato, and co-author of the book Flipping the Story on Disability and Violence thinks that's exactly the wrong place to start. Her argument: violence against people with disabilities is not an individual problem. It is a society problem. And until we flip how we understand it, we will keep failing the people most at risk. Here is Nancy:

:42 [Nancy Fitzsimons] I am a professor of social work at Minnesota State University, Mankato. I teach things that center around what we call macro social work practice, which is the policy side and community engagement side.

:54 [Narrator] Nancy works at the system level, changing the policies that shape people's lives. Her entry point into disability was academic and personal.

1:05 [Nancy Fitzsimons] I've been connected to disability services and systems and people with disabilities and later advocacy work for my whole social work career. And I was practicing for about 15 years, and I had the opportunity to take on some projects that centered around abuse and neglect at the University of Illinois at Chicago. And that was what got me connected to this topic of issues of violence against people with disabilities and I've been connected to that work ever since.

1:37 [Narrator] It started with a phone call in 2007. A mother had noticed bruises on her 18-year-old son shortly after he arrived at a state-run facility called Minnesota Extended Treatment Options, METO. The staff had routinely put him in four-point restraints, metal handcuffs and leg hobbles. And they had threatened the mother when she tried to withdraw her consent.

2:03 [Narrator] A year-long investigation by the Minnesota Office of the Ombudsman for Mental Health and Developmental Disabilities followed. Their 2008 report was titled Just Plain Wrong.

2:16 [Nancy Fitzsimons] What they found is that a significant portion of the men and women, who were required to live there, were subjected to horrific treatment in the form of restraints, used unchecked for some individuals up to well over 250 times.

2:36 [Narrator] One resident had been restrained 299 times in a single year. For behaviors like touching a staff member's shoulder. Touching a pizza box. Talking about running away.

2:52 [Nancy Fitzsimons] One of the hard parts, that when you read the report, is that you see as though it was justified at all system levels. Administrators who ran the facility, the front-line staff who implemented, they justified their actions because they saw some of these individuals as the worst of the worst. As though somehow the human beings that were experiencing this deserved it or it was their fault. 

3:18 [Nancy Fitzsimons] It’s  pretty egregious. And it really makes you wonder how many things are happening in other places that never get this kind of attention.

3:27 [Narrator] Just Plain Wrong triggered a federal class action lawsuit. The settlement legally mandated Minnesota to create the Olmstead Plan in 2013, a roadmap for ensuring people with disabilities could live full, integrated lives in their communities. But when that plan was finalized, it contained nothing about abuse and neglect.

3:52 [Narrator] Nancy was asked to co-chair a subcommittee to fix that.

3:56  [Nancy Fitzsimons] The subcommittee was made up of at least 30 people connected to this issue. Many were people with disabilities. We really thought about who the stakeholders should be to come talk about. Let's understand the problem and let's think about solutions. So we did this work for about six months together. And out of that came a document, The Comprehensive Plan to Prevent Abuse and Neglect of People with Disabilities.

4:23 [Nancy Fitzsimons] One of the things that I think is different is we really wanted to think about this problem comprehensively. And we really wanted to think about prevention using the public health model's understanding of prevention. So a lot of times we use the word prevention and like what do people really mean?

4:41 [Nancy Fitzsimons] But if you use the public health model there's prevention, primary prevention. Like you really want to stop things from ever happening. And what would that look like? And then, you want to think about ways in which we reduce risk, which isn't the same as prevention, but we certainly want to put measures in place to reduce risk. We certainly want to put measures where we have much more effective early response systems, where we can quickly detect, and then respond when abuse and neglect happens. And we also want to put measures into place to correct how things aren't working.  And to improve those systems. So that framework framed our work, in terms of thinking about what comprehensive would look like.

5:27 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Looking at what we could do at all those different levels, because most of our system really is a response system. We teach people to watch for certain things to happen. And then if they happen, then they're told where to report. So that really isn't primary prevention.

5:43 [Narrator] Almost two decades after that first phone call, there was still work to be done. In their 2026 book, Flipping the Story on Disability and Violence, Nancy and her co-author, Dr. Patsy Frawlie from Australia, built their arguments around a well-established framework called the social ecological model. It was originally designed to understand how violence occurs across four levels: individual, relationship, community, and society. The traditional model places the person at the center and works outward. Nancy and Patsy reversed it.

6:21[Nancy Fitzsimons] When Patsy asked if I would collaborate with her on this book, we were mapping out the book, we kept trying to write the book with the individual chapter first. And then we realized all we needed to do was flip the order. By the time you got to the individual level, the stage was set for what you did at an individual level from a totally different understanding of the work.

6:46 [Nancy Fitzsimons] We reversed the order, placing society at the center and then moving outwards, with the understanding that people with disabilities need to be interwoven throughout each of these levels. They need to be at the forefront, leading, and informing.

7:05 [Narrator] The really important message is in the subtitle: People with Intellectual Disability and Allies Leading the Change. Not being helped. But LEADING.

7:17 [Nancy Fitzsimons] It is only people with the lived experience who can really talk to the issue and what needs to change to challenge people's stereotypes and belief systems of disability, the best people to do it are people they themselves, right, because they are living, breathing, real-world examples of the opposite of what people think about a person with a disability is and what they are capable of doing.

7:43 [Nancy Fitzsimons] We've both been connected to working with people with intellectual and developmental disabilities and the disabilities community more broadly. But it’s not our lived experience. What we needed to make sure we did is to make sure that we are centering  the people and the programs and the stories. The book is meant to open up possibilities and ideas.

8:03 [Narrator] At the heart of the flipped model is a concept Nancy keeps returning to: ableism. Many people these days have a basic idea of what ableism means. But Nancy wants us to understand the full extent of the word.

8:19 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Ableism is being left out because the world is not built for us in mind. Ableism is when disabled people are treated badly because of their disabilities, both in how one person treats another person and also how people are treated in our society as a whole. It is about being excluded. It is about not being seen. Not being valued. Not being heard. It is about not being part of your community.

8:45 [Nancy Fitzsimons] There really is a diversity of body/mind, the ways in which our bodies exist in this world. And that the idea of this is that when you start to really unpack that, more and more people can start to recognize how our society, often times, has [a] very narrow scope of what is preferred, what is valued. People with disabilities doing this work are actually doing is breaking down barriers for many people in our society.

9:14 [Nancy Fitzsimons] For disabled people, especially people with a disability that is visible, the way they are treated comes from a place of what we call presumed incompetence. People operate under their own presumptions;  untested, unchecked, unchallenged. And that ultimately results in individuals becoming invisible, being erased, being unseen, being discounted. This is not necessarily intentional, but it’s a byproduct of systemic ableism.

9:45  [Nancy Fitzsimons] This is not an uncommon experience, at all, for people across the spectrum of disability when it’s apparent, or somebody believes that somebody has a disability; is that the  non-disabled person will speak to the person without a disability, right. They’ll ask somebody else: what would they like or what do they think or how are they feeling?  Again, often times talking right in front of the person as though they are not there. I mean how dehumanizing that must be.

10:11 [Nancy Fitzsimons] A colleague of mine, Karen Harvey, she writes in her book about trauma in the lives of people with disabilities. And she says: “With the exception of those bold enough and strong enough to demand the lives they want, many wonderful human beings continue to live in the shadows of human life, a product of systemic ableism.”

10:31 [Nancy Fitzsimons] How many people are invisible and discounted? And we’re trying to change that. 

10:39 [Narrator] Invisibility is not passive. When a person is unseen, unheard, and presumed incompetent, something else moves in to fill that space. Assumptions. Excuses. Systems that look the other way. That's the ableism Nancy is calling out, and she said “It is not just a social problem. It is what makes violence possible.”

11:05 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Ableism drives violence in terms of thinking about the negative stereotypes about people with disabilities and how those stereotypes as belief systems shape and influence how people are seen, how people interact with people, the policies that we create, the systems we create.

11:24 [Nancy Fitzsimons] One of the drivers is accepting or normalizing violence, disrespect and discrimination against people with disabilities. You will hear this: somebody will excuse or justify the behavior of a partner, or a caregiver, of a person with a disability, who has engaged in what we would say is harmful behavior, abusive behavior, but it’s justifiable under the circumstances, because this person has a disability. The partner or the caregiver must be this wonderful person, this angel person. “Oh you just do God's work.” Things like that.

11:58 [Nancy Fitzsimons] But when you think about that, what that does is, it sets up this dynamic in which the behavior can be excused and easily justified. That’s an ableism problem that has  ramifications for people at the individual, the relationship level.

12:12 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Another one of those is controlling people with disabilities decision-making and limiting independence. Guardianship, which is sometimes necessary, but most of the time is just a reflexive practice. Our education systems often times  reflexively and systematically tell parents of children with intellectual and developmental disabilities that they need to get guardianship as soon as their child turns 18.

12:37 [Nancy Fitzsimons] When you appoint guardianship before a person is even ready to start really beginning to assert themselves, all of those decisions that people learn to make with support are just taken away.

12:50 [Narrator] And ableism does not operate alone.

12:53 [Nancy Fitzsimons] We don’t see often people with disabilities as whole people. Vulnerability and risk for violence is compounded when a person is a member of multiple marginalized groups in our society. When we fail to look at this from an intersectional lens, we’re denying the whole humanity of that person, reducing them to their diagnostic label, their disability label, and we’re also then discounting or ignoring all these other identities and lived experiences that make up that person.

13:24 [Nancy Fitzsimons] The movement of disability justice, which comes out of Black and Brown disabled people who have been marginalized within the disability rights community, has really opened up thinking about those intersecting identities. Disability justice work is connected to racial justice work, gender justice work, LGBTQ justice work, as it’s connected to class. What it’s doing is saying is that we have to doing this work in community.

13:53 [Narrator] Which brings everything back to a single word: power.

13:59 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Everything, to be honest, goes back to thinking about that power and who has power. The people in our society who are most likely to experience violence, to not be believed, to not get justice within the systems created to seek justice, are the least powerful people in our society.

14:17 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Until people with disabilities are fully included in all aspects of public and political life, in spaces where these decisions are being made by people in positions of power, they will lack the individual and collective power to change the conditions that make them more vulnerable to violence in all of its forms. 

14:38 [Narrator] Changing systems starts with changing who has a seat at the table. But for people with disabilities, getting that seat has never been automatic. It has required training, networks, advocacy, and allies. Nancy points to programs that have been quietly building that pipeline for decades, one person at a time.

15:00 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Partners [in] Policymaking has been around a long time. I remember Colleen Wieck telling the story of what inspired her. It was a parent was going to testify at a congressional hearing and realized that nobody had prepared them for what they were going to be doing. That was the beginning of that program.

15:19 [Nancy Fitzsimons] And one of the things that I think was really unique, when the created the program, it was designed to be adults self-advocates. Adults with intellectual developmental disabilities paired with parents of children with disabilities, learning together. 

15:32 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Dr. Wieck said: “If it was just parents with children, you can't see the future. You're really only thinking about how do I advocate for my child for what they need right now.”  By having adults who identify as self-advocates people with intellectual developmental disabilities learning together, changed the conversation. Because the fact of the matter is, probably every self-advocate individual, probably had their parent told by some professional that their child was never going to achieve this, that, or the other. And so now all of those, you know, once children are now adults who have defied what those professionals, quote unquote professionals said their capacity was. That is really powerful. 

16:16 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Knowledge is power, right. It is not just what you know. It is who you know. The other part about Partners in Policymaking, and other similar kinds of programs is what it does to build social capital. To build social connections, because that is how we change things. We don’t do this individually or in isolation. We do this in community.

16:40 [Nancy Fitzsimons] If you want people to be part of community, you have to do community building work. We never did it. We never did it. We built all these little group homes and all of these little spaces in which people never became part of the community because we didn’t do that work. 

16:55  [Nancy Fitzsimons] In our book, what we say is, that it is never too late. You’ve got to be doing community building work in partnership with organizations, systems, and people who care about this issue.

17:08 [Narrator] But community building does not always look like policy work or advocacy training. Sometimes it looks like a rehearsal room. A canvas. A stage. The places where people show up not because they have to, but because something there calls to them. Nancy found that some of the most intentional, effective work of inclusion was already happening in creative spaces. 

17:31 [Nancy Fitzsimons] One of the great joys of doing this book was being able to profile people and programs and organizations that we love. Creative communities, art, music, theater, wherever they may be. This is where many people with and without disabilities find community. This is where they find a sense of pure acceptance. And where they find joy. They can just be themselves.

17:57 [Nancy Fitzsimons] These are often really safe spaces where people can talk about their experiences and tell their individual and collective stories. Where someone who has a similar experience tells them in ways they might not have heard or weren’t ready to hear, that you shouldn’t be treated like that. Where you see that you are not alone. There’s power that comes from being not alone. 

18:20 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Just like there is ableism, there is internalized ableism. How people experience it and start to see themselves.

18:26 [Nancy Fitzsimons] In relationships, that power is often used to control the other person. Many of these behaviors that are used with people with disabilities, sometimes in partner relationships, sometimes in support relationships whether they are paid or not paid, they create the conditions for violence to occur and to be tolerated in our society. Everybody at the relationship level has a responsibility to step back and to really think about the nature of relationships.

18:58 [Narrator] It is easy to get lost in the systems and frameworks and to forget that all of it, ultimately, comes down to one person. One life. One set of choices that either belong to someone or have been taken from them. Nancy's model starts at the societal level for a reason: because that is where the conditions are set. But the goal was never abstract. The goal is a person in the driver's seat of their own life. So what does it actually look like when the upstream work pays off at the individual level?

19:31 [Nancy Fitzsimons] The fact of the matter is, is you do this work upstream, there is less work to do at the individual level, because we have done the work upstream. What we invest in downstream at the individual level  is really much more about empowering people. Helping people find community and discovering who they are and what they want in life.

19:53 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Right now, we really spend so much time having to navigate or support people who have been harmed. And some people deeply harmed. We need to prevent that.

20:05 [Nancy Fitzsimons] We profile a young man and his mom. And they talk about their journey like in a car. And how his mom had to move from, you know he’s in the back seat strapped in, and mom is doing all the driving. And slowly he learns, right, he can move, and he gets into the front seat. And eventually in his life, he gets to be in the driver's seat and mom is there to support him. 

20:28 [Nancy Fitzsimons] We cannot be doing this one at a time. We need to invest further up, right, because we are just constantly pushing back and pushing against all of the things that are upstream. We’ve got to change that up at that level.

20:40 [Narrator] Nancy has spent her career in the spaces most people never see. State institutions. Group homes. Policy hearings. Subcommittees with long names and longer agendas. She has written a book that tries to make all of that visible, and to hand people the framework to actually do something about it. So the question is: who needs to read it? The answer might surprise you.

21:08 [Nancy Fitzsimons] I sure would love parents to read this book. To think differently about the vulnerability that people assign to their minor-age or adult children with intellectual or developmental disabilities.

21:19 [Nancy Fitzsimons] Certainly people who are part of all of these systems. People who do advocacy work in lots of different spaces: disability connected, violence connected, racial justice work. This book, while it is about interpersonal violence, I actually think it’s about things much more broadly about how we create community.

21:38 [Narrator] And on an individual level?

21:41 [Nancy Fitzsimons] In whatever is in the work we do, step back and say: how are people with disabilities represented? How are they included? Because it does not matter the nature of what work you do, people with disabilities should be connected to it.

21:55 [Nancy Fitzsimons] People do not need any more charity, to be perfectly honest. They just need real relationships, real friends and real experiences. Reach out to invite people in to be a part of things because they might actually be interested in  whatever it is that you do. Each time you do that, you build community.


