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History of works by Self Advocate with Intellectual Disabilities 

 
Advocacy work by people with intellectual disabilities are activities participated 
or organized by themselves to make their situation known to the public, and to 
bring about improvements on their living environment, welfare and rights etc.  

 
History of their advocacy work in Hong Kong started in 1950s and ’60s.  At that 
time, only a handful of programs were provided to people with mild grade of 
mental handicap.  Advocacy work of their rights remained the task of the social 
workers.  However, the most effective way of advocacy should be the one led by 
the service users.  People with intellectual disabilities know the “real needs” 
themselves and social workers were well aware of this rule.  In the 1980s, 
parents of people with intellectual disabilities began to realize the same situation.  
So with the encouragement and assistance from the social workers, these parents 
took up the task to strive for a reasonable living standard for their disabled 
children and, simultaneously, set up self-help parent organizations.  Mutual help 
networks have also been set up to carry out social education to the public so as to 
enhance better understanding of the situation. 

 
Influenced by the People First Movement, prevalent in the West from 1990s to 
2000, many parents of people with intellectual disabilities then realized that their 
sons or daughters are the ones who best known their real needs.  Since then, a 
number of self-help organizations like Chosen Power and Hand in Hand Project 
were established.  Gateway Movement, led by some social workers, also 
re-appeared again in Hong Kong.  A spokesperson-free era for people with 
intellectual disabilities thus emerged. 
 
Recently, many organizations have established advocacy groups led by people 
with intellectual disabilities; they are let in charge of the group, to voice their own 
opinions and to strive for their own rights.  Listed below is our experience as a 
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parent association on how to organize advocacy group led by people with 
intellectual disabilities. We would like to share with you our experience on 
various aspects of their advocacy work in Hong Kong. 
   
 
The Multi-facets of Advocacy Work 

 
The Hong Kong Joint Council of Parents of the Mentally Handicapped, 
hereinafter referred as to the “Council”, a self-help organization in Hong Kong, 
set up in 1993 the New Milestone Volunteer Group. It is a volunteer group 
comprising people with intellectual disabilities to push for their active 
participation in organizing and promotion of community education.  The group 
size is consisting 90 members.  Since 1997, the New Milestone Volunteer Group 
has begun to use the drama as a media to express their dreams and voice their 
view on social discrimination.  In recent years, the Hong Kong Rehabilitation 
Council has invited people with intellectual disabilities from different 
organizations to take part in organizing the Hong Kong Conference for People 
with Intellectual Disabilities.  That was an occasion for them to voice out their 
opinions and needs, as well as for the public to learn more about people with 
intellectual disabilities.  This was a meaningful and far-reaching advocacy work. 
 

School Seminars, Direct Contact 
 

Community education led a broader spectrum of audiences but the majority of the 
education activities are student-oriented.  The Council started its education 
campaign to schools in 1993.  The Council set up a Mobile Crew comprising of 
parents plus youth with intellectual disabilities for their first-hand sharing to the 
schools.  Seminars were organized for them to share their life experience to the 
students.  Before that, the role of spokesperson at school seminars was usually 
played by social workers.  Students and teachers could only learn about what is 
intellectual disability through the mouth of the speaker.  People with intellectual 
disabilities did not have the opportunity to share their feelings and express 
themselves.  Through those community education campaigns organized by the 
Council, people with intellectual disabilities began to shoulder the task as speakers.  
With assistance from the social workers, they meet face to face with the students 
and teachers, sharing with them their life stories.  This on one hand allows 
students and teachers to grasp a fuller picture of the lives of people with 
intellectual disabilities without bias.  On the other hand, their face-to-face contact 
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could widen their knowledge about people with intellectual disabilities.  We had 
once a mentally handicapped member who spent a whole week plus one sleepless 
night to prepare for a 20-minute speech for a seminar. Finally, the speech won him 
a big applause from the student audience.  To people with intellectual disabilities, 
this is not only a challenge, but also an encouragement. 
 
Community Exhibition, Public Education 

 
In the past, community education activities were usually handled by social 
workers with display panels setting up at shopping malls or at around street 
corners and leaflets delivered to passersby.  Therefore, the public’s image about 
the situation of people with intellectual disabilities was only literal.  This method 
is not completely ineffective.  Yet knowledge acquired through words or images 
only lead to a general understanding.  To enhance the participation of people 
with intellectual disabilities in advocacy work, the Council organized them into 
small groups to promote community education by themselves.  The group 
members alone would design and determine the content, format and venue of the 
exhibition.  Then they would explain to the public about the content of the panels 
personally; and they would integrate with the public through games playing so as 
to enhance the public’s knowledge about themselves.  People with intellectual 
disabilities would also interact with the public through answered mailbox.  They 
reply incoming letters personally and give out their original designed bookmarks 
so that they can speak out their inner feelings.  A lot of people in the society 
thought that people with intellectual disabilities are incommunicable and are 
incapable of handling many things.  However, through direct contact with 
explanations given by themselves on the exhibition panels, visitors would often 
find out that people with intellectual disabilities do have their own thoughts and 
feelings.  They also understand that their living standard could have upgraded.  
It certainly helps to eliminate the public’s misunderstanding towards people with 
intellectual disabilities. 
 
Hong Kong Conference for People with Intellectual Disabilities 
 
People with intellectual disabilities in Hong Kong are also involved in advocacy 
work overseas.  They have participated in Independence ’92 and the 3rd People 
First International Conference.  In January 2003, Hong Kong held its first Hong 
Kong Conference for People with Intellectual Disabilities with the theme “Our 
Voice”.  The conference was organized and executed through active participation 
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of people with intellectual disabilities with assistance from the social workers.  
The conference was a big success.  To people with intellectual disabilities, the 
conference brought to them a new and encouraging experience.  Both the 
organizing committee and participants of the conference gave positive feedback 
and people with intellectual disabilities gained self-confidence by participating in 
it.  The Council was also a committee member of the first conference.  The 
conference will be held again in July 2005 and our Council members are happy to 
participate in it again.  The theme for the upcoming conference is “Welfare and 
Rights”.  Currently, a lot of people with intellectual disabilities are busy 
preparing for this conference.  We hope that more people with intellectual 
disabilities will be able to voice out their opinions in the conference. 
 
Publication of  “Wish of No Barrier” 
 
In Hong Kong, not many people with intellectual disabilities are engaged in 
writing articles.  Publications of some rehabilitation organizations might cover 
some articles written by them but the quantity is quite small.  “The Road to 
Advocacy, Self-Help and Mutual-Assistance – Small Stories of Hong Kong” is a 
publication with comparatively greater coverage of articles contributed by people 
with intellectual disabilities.  In 2004 the Council put together a team of people 
with intellectual disabilities for a publication and we applied government funding 
as subsidies for this job.  We hope to publish a book in 2005 about the views of 
people with intellectual disabilities on the “Barrier-free Movement”.  Yet in the 
process, we encountered quite some difficulties. Many people with intellectual 
disabilities are still governed by their parents, so all articles have to be approved 
by the parents before publishing.  We have one member in the group who talked 
about the unpleasant experience of his family in his article.  His mother felt so 
unhappy that she ordered the total withdrawal of his son from this project. As 
social workers we certainly regret the situation and we believe that every 
individual should have his right to choose.  Nevertheless, we had to respect the 
decision of the family and it shows family influence is still a dominant hurdle that 
we need to overcome on our way to advocacy 
 
A Long Way to Advocacy Work 

 
In the past we heard a lot of advocacy work carried out by parents but less so by 
their intellectually disabled sons and daughters themselves.  This is mainly 
because many of us are still doubtful about their abilities.  People are worried 
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that they are unable to complete tasks on time.  Fortunately, through the different 
activities accomplished over the past few decades in Hong Kong, people with 
intellectual disabilities have demonstrated the result of self-advocacy works.  
Their active participation in advocacy work not only improves the public’s 
assessment on their abilities but also uplifts their self-confidence.   
 
Advocacy work is a long-term mission.  Not only people with intellectual 
disabilities need self improvement and learn more about self-advocate, social 
workers and parents as well have to learn to step down from their leading role and 
put aside their professionalism. Although analysis skill, decision-making and 
guidance are still required in the process, balance has to be stricken in order to 
achieve the goal of self-advocacy.  Some people said Hong Kong is 30-year 
behind Europe and US in advocacy work by people with intellectual disabilities.  
We do understand that there is still a long road to go and there is still a lot to 
explore before we can work hand in hand with people with intellectual disabilities 
on their own road to advocacy. 
 

~~ End ~~ 
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