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The Conceptual Genesis of Social Role Valorization

Social Role Valorization, commonly abbreviated as SRV, represents a highly developed and

influential principle within the fields of human service provision, particularly for individuals who

have historically experienced social marginalization or disability. Its foundation lies in the earlier

concept of Normalization, a principle popularized in the 1960s and 1970s that stressed the

importance of making available to people with disabilities patterns of life and conditions of living

which are as close as possible to the regular circumstances and customs of society. While

Normalization provided a crucial ethical and practical framework for deinstitutionalization and

community integration, its limitations became apparent, prompting its primary proponent, Dr. Wolf

Wolfensberger, to refine and rename the concept in the 1980s, leading directly to the

establishment of SRV. This evolution was necessary because simply providing 'normal'

environments was insufficient; true integration required changing societal perceptions and ensuring

the individual held roles that society itself deemed valuable and productive, thereby addressing the

profound effects of social devaluation that impede genuine inclusion and acceptance.

The transition from the Normalization Principle to Social Role Valorization marked a significant

theoretical shift, moving the focus from merely external similarity (like living in a typical house or

attending a regular school) toward the internal dynamic of social perception and the subsequent

quality of life. Wolfensberger recognized that external integration did not guarantee internal

acceptance; an individual could be placed in a community setting yet still be perceived as an

outsider, a recipient of charity, or eternally dependent. SRV sought to resolve this pervasive issue

by explicitly focusing on the creation, defense, and maintenance of valued social roles for people

who are at risk of being devalued by society. This principled approach fundamentally

acknowledges that the perceived roles an individual occupies dictate the resources, respect, and

positive opportunities they receive, making the valorization of these roles the central ethical

imperative for effective human services.

This conceptual genesis highlights that SRV is not merely a set of programmatic rules but a

comprehensive ethical and practical theory of social intervention. It requires human service

professionals to understand the mechanisms of social devaluation--how society systematically

assigns negative characteristics to certain groups--and to actively counteract these mechanisms

through two primary avenues: enhancing the individual's social image and enhancing their

personal competence. The ultimate goal is to ensure that the individual is seen and treated as a

contributing, respected member of the community, thereby granting them access to a better quality

of life and genuine social acceptance. This emphasis on perceived value is what distinguishes

SRV as a powerful successor framework, directly addressing the psychosocial barriers to inclusion

that the original Normalization principle struggled to fully overcome.
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Defining Social Role Valorization (SRV)

At its core, Social Role Valorization is defined as the application of knowledge to enable, establish,

and maintain valued social roles for people who are socially devalued. It operates on the profound

insight that people are far more readily accepted and provided with societal goods--such as

housing, employment, friendships, and respect--if they are perceived as holding roles that society

deems worthwhile, contributing, or positive. Therefore, SRV is fundamentally concerned with

enhancing the individual's standing in the eyes of others, recognizing that societal acceptance is

the gateway to a dramatically improved quality of life. This framework demands that service

systems move beyond simply providing basic care or maintenance, pivoting instead toward actively

cultivating environments, skills, and presentations that elevate the individual's social status and

mitigate the negative stereotypes associated with their devalued condition, whether that is related

to disability, age, poverty, or other marginalizing factors.

The foundational premise of SRV asserts that the quality of a person's life is inextricably linked to

the social roles they occupy. When an individual assumes a valued role--such as 'neighbor,'

'employee,' 'student,' or 'friend'--they automatically receive the positive benefits associated with

those roles, including dignity, choice, resources, and reciprocal relationships. Conversely,

individuals trapped in devalued roles, such as 'patient,' 'client,' 'inmate,' or 'service recipient,' often

experience the opposite: isolation, lack of control, low expectations, and limited access to societal

resources. The definition of SRV, therefore, mandates a proactive and pervasive effort across all

service domains to transform these devalued roles into valued ones, or, where necessary, to

create new, positive roles entirely. This transformation is achieved through meticulous attention to

both programmatic practices and the overall social image projected by the individual and the

service system supporting them.

A crucial component of defining SRV involves understanding its focus on two interconnected

mechanisms: enhancing the competence of the person and enhancing the image of the person.

Image enhancement involves careful management of the individual's presentation, ensuring they

are associated with positive symbols (e.g., appropriate settings, valued activities, contemporary

attire, and respectful language). Competence enhancement focuses on developing real skills and

capabilities that allow the individual to function effectively within their valued roles, such as

improving communication skills, achieving educational milestones, or mastering vocational tasks.

SRV posits that both image and competence must be addressed simultaneously, as a highly

competent person who is housed in a stigmatizing facility or dressed inappropriately will still

struggle for acceptance, just as a well-presented person without functional skills cannot maintain a

valued role over time.
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The Core Goal: Valued Social Roles

The central, unwavering goal of Social Role Valorization is the achievement of valued social

roles, which serve as the ultimate protective factor against the devastating effects of social

devaluation. Valued roles are the mechanism through which individuals gain full citizenship and

access to the good things in life. These roles are essential because they carry inherent

expectations of respect, contribution, and reciprocity, fundamentally shifting the social dynamic

from one of dependency and pity to one of mutual exchange and belonging. For an individual who

has been marginalized, moving from a role defined by their impairment (e.g., 'the handicapped

person') to a role defined by their contribution (e.g., 'the volunteer coordinator' or 'the team

member') is a profound and life-altering achievement that unlocks opportunities previously

inaccessible.

The concept of a valued role is not abstract; it is tied directly to observable societal expectations

and resource allocation. People in valued roles are afforded better living conditions, better

educational opportunities, better healthcare, and are treated with greater patience and respect by

those around them. Conversely, devalued roles attract negative assumptions, often leading to

neglect, abuse, and segregation. SRV insists that service providers must constantly analyze their

interventions through the lens of role valorization: Does this program, setting, or interaction

enhance the individual's perception as a valued member of society, or does it reinforce their status

as a perpetual client or recipient of charity? This relentless focus ensures that all efforts are

directed toward creating and sustaining social roles that lead to tangible, positive societal

outcomes and improved self-perception for the individual.

Furthermore, the pursuit of valued roles necessitates a careful consideration of the cultural and

chronological context. What constitutes a valued role changes across different cultures and

throughout a person's lifespan. SRV emphasizes age-appropriateness and cultural congruence;

the valued role must be fitting for the person's age cohort and relevant to their specific community.

For instance, while being a 'helper' might be a valued role for a young child, it becomes a

potentially devaluing role for an adult if it implies menial, supervised tasks rather than professional

contribution. Therefore, the implementation of SRV requires continuous environmental and social

analysis to ensure that the roles being pursued are genuinely valued within that specific societal

context, maximizing the individual's chances for true inclusion and successful participation.

The Valorization Process: Means and Ends

The practical application of SRV involves a sophisticated process focused on manipulating the

social environment to maximize positive perception. This process is structured around the two core

mechanisms--image enhancement and competence enhancement--which function synergistically.

The means employed are highly detailed and prescriptive, covering everything from the physical
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location of services to the minutiae of personal presentation. For instance, image enhancement

dictates that individuals should not be congregated in settings exclusively dedicated to people with

disabilities, as this reinforces segregation and stigma. Instead, they should be supported in typical

community settings that are associated with valued roles, such as integrated employment sites,

standard educational institutions, and typical residential areas. The language used by staff and the

public must also be valorizing, avoiding jargon, diminutives, or terms that highlight deficit rather

than potential.

The emphasis on competence enhancement ensures that the valorization is not merely superficial.

True acceptance stems from the individual possessing the functional, social, and communicative

skills necessary to navigate and contribute within their valued roles. This requires high

expectations, intensive training, and access to necessary resources, including sophisticated

adaptive technology and skilled instruction. SRV challenges the common practice of lowering

expectations for devalued individuals, arguing that low expectations are themselves a primary

mechanism of devaluation. By setting challenging, age-appropriate goals and providing the

necessary supports to achieve them, service providers facilitate the acquisition of genuine

competence, which is essential for maintaining the integrity and sustainability of the valued role

over the long term.

The operationalization of SRV principles involves addressing numerous factors, often categorized

into key themes or tenets that guide programmatic design and evaluation. These themes illustrate

the depth of analysis required for effective valorization:

Physical and Social Setting: Ensuring that the environments where individuals live, work, and

socialize are typical, attractive, and associated with valued citizens, actively avoiding institutional or

stigmatizing locations.

Program Activities and Structure: Designing activities that are culturally valued, age-appropriate,

and developmental, focusing on growth, contribution, and skill acquisition rather than mere

occupation or 'babysitting.'

Personal Appearance and Presentation: Attending to clothing, grooming, and personal

possessions to ensure they align with contemporary standards for valued members of that age and

cultural group.

Social Relationships and Associations: Actively fostering relationships between the devalued

person and valued, non-disabled members of the community, recognizing that association with

valued people enhances one's own image.

Staff Competence and Roles: Ensuring staff are highly trained, possess positive attitudes, and

model valued roles and interactions, thereby serving as positive representatives and protectors of

the individual's image.
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Addressing Social Devaluation and Stigma

The theoretical underpinnings of SRV rest firmly on the concept of social devaluation, which is

the process by which a society assigns a negative status and identity to specific groups of people,

often based on perceived differences such as disability, race, economic status, or illness. This

devaluation is not random; it is systematic and results in the denial of resources, opportunities, and

respect. Wolfensberger argued that socially devalued people are subject to powerful negative

biases, including being perceived as burdens, threats, objects of pity, or eternal children. These

negative perceptions lead directly to harmful societal responses, such as segregation, low

expectations, and institutionalization, which further entrench the individual in a cycle of

marginalization.

SRV functions as a systematic antidote to this corrosive process by rigorously managing social

perception and competence. The framework recognizes that stigma often operates through

symbols--the uniforms, the settings, the labels, and the language associated with devalued groups.

Consequently, SRV mandates the elimination of these negative symbols and their replacement

with positive, identity-enhancing symbols. For example, replacing the designation 'resident' or

'client' with 'tenant,' 'neighbor,' or 'co-worker' immediately shifts the symbolic association from one

of dependency to one of autonomy and contribution. By controlling the symbolic environment, SRV

attempts to dismantle the social machinery that perpetuates devaluation and reinforces stigma.

Furthermore, SRV demands that service providers adopt a posture of profound moral

defensiveness on behalf of the devalued person. This means actively advocating against policies,

practices, or environments that perpetuate devaluation. This includes challenging inappropriate

media representation, resisting the use of dehumanizing language, and fighting against segregated

or sub-standard living conditions. The commitment to addressing devaluation requires a deep

understanding of the "wounds of rejection" experienced by marginalized groups and a persistent,

proactive effort to ensure that the individual is protected from further symbolic or physical harm

resulting from societal bias. This protective function is essential for creating the safety and stability

required for the individual to successfully assume and maintain valued roles.

Applications and Implementation of SRV

The application of Social Role Valorization spans the entire human service spectrum, influencing

decision-making from high-level policy formulation down to daily interpersonal interactions. In

practice, SRV dictates that every decision regarding an individual--from choosing where they live

and work to selecting their clothing or leisure activities--must be evaluated based on its potential

for role valorization. For instance, in educational settings, SRV guides the move toward full

inclusion, ensuring that students with disabilities participate in the same classes, extracurricular

activities, and graduation rituals as their peers, thereby obtaining the valued social role of 'student'
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or 'alumnus' without reservation or segregation. In vocational services, SRV supports competitive,

integrated employment rather than sheltered workshops, prioritizing the valued role of 'employee'

and 'contributing taxpayer.'

A key implementation mechanism developed by Dr. Wolfensberger and his colleagues is the

Program Analysis of Service Systems (PASS) and its successor, Program Analysis of Service

Systems' Implementation of Normalization Goals (PASSING). These are intensive, standardized

evaluation tools used to measure the extent to which human services adhere to SRV principles.

The PASSING instrument systematically reviews dozens of criteria related to the service

environment, personnel, activities, and consumer image, assigning scores based on the degree of

valorization achieved. Services that score highly are those that successfully align the individual's

environment and presentation with the norms and values of mainstream society, thus

demonstrating a profound commitment to enhancing the lives of those they serve through role

valorization. This objective measurement system ensures that the implementation of SRV is

rigorous, accountable, and consistent across various service settings.

Successful implementation also relies heavily on the concept of moral coherence within the

service organization. SRV principles must permeate the organizational culture, meaning that staff

training, hiring practices, administrative policies, and budgetary allocations must all reflect a unified

commitment to creating valued roles. A service that adheres to SRV will invest heavily in staff

development to ensure high competence, prioritize community integration over convenience, and

use resources to enhance the individual's image and competence rather than simply maintaining

the status quo of care. This comprehensive, systemic approach ensures that SRV is not just a

theoretical aspiration but a daily operational reality that leads to measurable positive changes in

the lives of devalued individuals, making it a critical framework for ethical and effective service

delivery in the modern era.

Criticisms and Contemporary Relevance

While Social Role Valorization remains one of the most influential and ethically rigorous

frameworks in the history of human services, it has faced several key criticisms over the decades.

One primary critique centers on the perceived rigidity and sometimes overwhelming complexity of

its implementation tools, such as PASSING, arguing that the level of detail required for evaluation

can be burdensome for smaller organizations. Furthermore, some critics have suggested that the

intense focus on conformity to societal norms--ensuring that individuals are seen as 'valued'

according to mainstream standards--might inadvertently suppress individual differences,

eccentricity, or non-traditional lifestyles. There is concern that the pressure to be perceived as

'normal' or 'contributing' could override the individual's personal preferences or cultural uniqueness,

leading to a subtle form of coercion or assimilation rather than true empowerment and self-

determination.
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However, proponents counter that SRV, when properly understood, is deeply committed to self-

determination and empowerment. The goal of valorization is not forced conformity, but providing

the individual with the social capital necessary to choose their own life path without being

immediately disadvantaged by stigma. By granting access to valued roles, SRV ensures that the

individual possesses the societal leverage and competence to make meaningful choices.

Furthermore, the enduring relevance of SRV lies precisely in its ability to provide a powerful,

ethical counter-narrative to the persistent issue of social exclusion. In an era where funding

pressures often push services toward cheaper, segregated, and less effective models, SRV

provides a clear, principled standard against which all service quality must be measured.

Today, the principles of SRV continue to inform best practices globally, acting as a crucial ethical

compass for professionals working with people with intellectual disabilities, mental health

challenges, and the elderly. Its emphasis on competence, image, and the systematic dismantling

of devaluation mechanisms is highly congruent with modern concepts of inclusive practice and

human rights. By relentlessly asking the fundamental question--"Does this action increase the

likelihood that this person will hold a valued social role?"--SRV ensures that service systems

remain focused on genuine life outcomes, community contribution, and the inherent dignity of

every human being, confirming its status as a vital theoretical and practical framework for

achieving true inclusion and a high quality of life for all.
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