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This study traces the development of social policy in New Zealand for people 

with learning disabilities. The study examines the social influences and the 

outcomes of past social policies which have shaped the development of an 

increasingly explicit social policy for disabled people. Integral to this 

analysis is a consideration of the impact of these policies upon the family. 

This study suggests that social policy, in establishing services which have 

moved people with learning disabilities progressively towards independence. 

has required a concomitant role of the family that has increasingly involved 

them in the lives of their dependants. 

Social policy for people whose learning capacity is impaired reflects 

society's movement towards an understanding of the condition as a 

"learning disability" 1. The study examines the changes in societal 

perceptions of learning disabled people which been fundamental in the 

~onstruction of social policy, partnering changes in philosophies of care that 

in tum have shaped the nature of service delivery. Notions of deviancy, 

sickness. difference and partnership underpinned the development of social 

1 The terms that recognise an impairment in intellectual functioning are subject to ongoing 
debate amongst the disabled community. Since this thesis was commenced. the term 
·intellectual disability" has returned to use alongside "learning disability". The term "intellectual 
disability" reflects disabled people's intent to have their disability recognised as a valid part of 
self. The term "learning disability" arises out of the notion of difference, which includes such 
"pthemess' as impaired intellectual functioning. within its continuum. The term "learning 
~ifficulty" extends this continuum further. The forms which recognise an impairment in 
tntellectual functioning have moved to increasingly positive modes. removing the stigma 
associated with other labels such as "mentally retarded". 
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policy, as it related to people with learning disabilities, from the 1840s. 

Services to people with learning disabilities have been delivered by 

both the State and the voluntary sector. The study contrasts the role of the 

State as a major service provider through the health, education and welfare 

sectors with the role established by voluntary agencies. A discussion of the 

development of service provision to people with learning disabilities provides 

an understanding of the changing relationship between the State and 

voluntary sectors. 

Ideologies of 'welfare' underpinned the provision of services through 

the period of this study and were themselves influenced by the wider 

political and economic environment. Laissez-faire ideologies in the 

settlement period of the nineteenth century, fabian socialism in the 1930s 

and libertarian ideologies in the 1980s are discussed as they relate to the 

formation of social policy for people with learning disabilities. The State's 

changing role in providing for the welfare needs of its citizens, including 

those with learning disabilities, is discussed against this background. 

The outcomes of past policies have been a major influence in the 

development of current social policy. Current policies are likely in their own 

turn to influence the nature of future social policy and services to those 

with learning disabilities. Some consideration is given to the implications 

they might hold for families who have dependants with learning disabilities, 

and for people with learning disabilities themselves. 



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEIWENTS 

In the preparation of this thesis, there are a number of people who deserve 

special thanks for their support and encouragement. 

I have to acknowledge the support of my work colleagues, who saw little 

evidence of the research while it was in the preparatory stages but 

nevertheless maintained an interest in its progress. 

IHC National Office made the library facilities available during weekends 

and holidays in order that I might have access to archival material. a 

convenience that was appreciated. Thanks are due especially to Liz 

McGibbon for her prompt responses to my sometimes harassed requests for 

information and interloans. 

Ruth Anderson and Martin Sullivan, who as my tutors helped guide the 

focus of the research and offered constructive comments through the draft 

stages, are also due my thanks. 

Finally, to friends and family who have in various ways encouraged me 

through this experience, my gratitude for your understanding, patience and 

support. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract 

Aclmowledgements 

Chapter 1 

Chapter 2 

Chapter 3 

Chapter 4 

Chapter 5 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 8 

Chapter 9 

Chapter 10 

Appendix I 

Appendix II 

Introduction 

Perspectives of Learning Disability 

Family Care of People with Learning Disabilities: 
1840-1853 

Institutionalisation: 
The Growth of Segregated Care 

Service Development: 
State Initiatives and State Control 

Towards Advocacy: Parents on Behalf of People 
with Learning Disabilities 

Deinstitutionalisation: The Development 
of Services in the Community 

Self-Advocacy: People with Learning 
Disabilities Speaking for Themselves 

Service Development: State Oversight 
and Private Providers 

Conclusion 

Time Line of Events Influencing the Formation 
of Policy for People with Leaming Disabilities 

Abbreviations 

iv 

iii 

1 

8 

42 

54 

89 

105 

138 

171 

177 

200 

208 

210 



References 1. Primary Sources 
1.1 Manuscripts 
1.2 Official Papers 

1.2. l Appendices of the House of 
Representatives 

1.2.2 New Zealand Parliamentary 
Debates 

1.2.3 Reports 
1.2.4 Statutes and Regulations 
1.2.5 Official Publications 

2. Secondary Sources 

v 

211 




