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Insidious Congregation Creep 
 
For the past while, I have been thinking about the increase in congregation of people with disabilities – 
often unconsciously, or deliberately disguised as a form of “inclusion” . I have called this insidious 
congregation creep (in a tongue-in-cheek ode to Wolf Wolfensberger and his precise but complicated 
way of naming thing to draw attention) and because of a spate of opportunities to speak and teach in 
BC, Australia, and Cincinnati this past year, I have taken this on in a more organized fashion. 
  
Insidious congregation creep is a term that seeks to capture the slow, silent increase move toward more 
and more congregation of people with disabilities – the increasing separation of people based first and 
foremost on their disability. This is accompanied by a series of sub-categories or different ways that we 
see this happening in our communities every day. In all instances of insidious congregation creep, the 
set of circumstances is called “inclusion” but this is deceptive and inaccurate language. It is very clear 
that every all situations of insidious congregation creep are NOT pathways that will lead to a good life in 
community.  I think it is important to learn to see these events for what they are – generally and the 
different sub-categories- and to educate and help families develop the skills to analyze and discern the 
opportunities they are faced on a daily basis. 
  
First of all, there is fishbowl integration and I often give as a real life example of this an art class in our 
local community for people with disabilities that is now offered at the local art gallery. The class takes 
place in a setting of ordinary and typical community, but although the participants are in the art gallery 
and can see the other people there, and although other art gallery patrons and workers can look in and 
see these people – the way the grouping is designed, these folks are never going to meet and get to 
know each other in ways that might bring about meaningful exchange or relationship of any kind. 
Contrast this with the typical experience of someone who attends an art painting group weekly at the 
gallery and who comes to be known by other painters, by the staff, and by the art she produces. Despite 
it being lauded as “in community” and ‘choice” and even “following the interests of the person”, it really 
is another form of segregation and congregation – and it confuses people. Milt Tyree from Kentucky told 
“this translates in my employment work to the very odd "special training rooms" being established in 
typical distributions centers like Walgreens, Best Buy, even UPS Worldport. Related to my church work, 
the fishbowl is illustrated by "special Christian education rooms" within the regular Christian education 
wing of a church.” 
  
Secondly, there is lazy integration when parents, supporters just do whatever they see someone else 
doing – enrolling, volunteering, taking on roles or activities in places where another person has already 
been invited, included, or is beginning a meaningful and thoughtful presence. So due to their own lack of 
creativity, confidence or laziness, they simple copy what others are doing. An example would be when 
they see someone with a disability enthusiastically being a part of a local choir, and they jump forward 
to grab the same opportunity for the person they support (or their family member) without checking 
whether the interest or genuine, or another choir might be a better fit, or another venue or way to 
express music. They are using the ideas, energy and opportunity already individually designed and 
created for another person, to suit their wants because it is easy and safe. They do not take the time to 
think “now that person with a disability is following their passion for singing in this choir, where and 
how do others follow this passion and which of these fits best for my daughter?” And because they are 
not working at it, they are not using the available ways of ensuring a good "context for relationship": not 
based on a genuine interest, not in a role where the person can make a unique contribution, and usually 
little attention to the relationships that could develop - because they assume it is easy and goes by 
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itself! (And then when it does not work out, they are mystified and say that integration does not 
work!)A final difficulty with lazy integration is that in no time it creates patterns of participation that 
either lead others to begin to see the group as a “disability group” or lead others to create goldfish bowl 
integration as a result. 
 

  
Thirdly, I think there is a  sub-category I would call checklist inclusion when a company or organization 
takes some action simply to meet a strategic goal, a quota, or be politically correct. So the art gallery 
with the one one-hour painting class for disabled people allows itself to believe they are now meeting 
their "inclusion requirements". Often the disability organization that is organizing or populating the class 
participates fully in this deception by using this as a selling feature to encourage the organization to 
provide space and then encouraging the hosting organization that this is so. This set of actions belongs 
to insidious congregation creep for it results in segregated events and classes in growing numbers, 
backed by smug or unaware organizations who tick “inclusion” off on their list of goals and do not even 
entertain the notion that people with disabilities who like art will naturally pursue that interest in the 
typical range of ways - some painters will be disabled, some fundraisers will have a disability, and one 
day a curator will also have a disability. 
  
The final category that can be included in this list, if you want to be thorough, is cookie cutter 
integration. This is when a newly minted community role is going well (say environmental steward of a 
park area) and then the organizers say to you..."say, this is going so well that I want to expand this! Do 
you know any other people with disabilities who would want to be environmental stewards?"  To which 
the only reply is "oh, I think you've got it wrong. She is not a great environmental steward because she 
has a disability, she is a great steward because she loves nature and the outdoors!"  Cookie cutter 
integration examples abound the moment one stops thinking of a person as an individual and begins to 
focus on the disability and where this has found a role previously. In this category, I would place the 
worrisome number of people with disabilities working at shredding jobs, working at day cares, Tim 
Hortons, Best Buy, and others. For each one of these, there are obviously a small number of people for 
whom this is a perfect fit and for who after focusing on interest, skills, opportunities and a range of 
typical options this one rises to the top. And many people for whom this is just created because of their 
disability. 
  
In the end, we want to remember that the danger of congregated types of actions, events, and options 
is that these further instill in the minds of typical folks in community the idea that “those” people are 
significantly different than you and I and belong apart from all of the rest of “us”. It places further and 
larger barriers to people being seen as having more in common than not. And because these practices 
are happening in plain sight, everyone feels that it is okay. Remember as well, that within the 
congregated grouping, people lack the role models and relationships that allow them to stretch, grow 
and learn in powerful fashion, the opportunity for the enriching and safeguarding aspects of real 
relationship are absent and impossible, and the quality will always be lower, for “good enough” will 
reign the day. Finally, congregation robs the rest of community of the gifts and worthy contributions of 
these members and we are all the less for this absence. 
  
Just because it is disguised in more “acceptable” facades and language does not change the nature of 
the underlying social dynamics. The fact is that the rest of the population seems to seek, enjoy, benefit 
from, grow, gain strength and make significant contributions when congregation is limited to areas of 
valued interest and when diversity makes us all stronger. 
 




