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6.1 Introduction

Disability Hate Crimes (DHCs) is an under-reported phenomenon concerning 
any criminal offence considered to be motivated by hostility/prejudice against a 
person’s actual or perceived disability. In this chapter, we identify any potential 
relationship that may exist between DHCs and public places in the extant liter-
ature in order to shed light on the role of such places in facilitating or hindering 
the occurrence of DHCs. “Public places” here is considered to be a large array 
of environments, such as urban areas, towns, buildings, but also social networks, 
where interactions between two or more ordinary people take place. In addi-
tion, wherever appropriate, the type of crimes reported and/or the preventive 
strategies characterizing these spaces are also discussed. To achieve this, Scopus, 
PubMed and Scholar databases were used to perform a scoping literature review 
by searching for keywords related to “disability hate crime”. Why is this an 
important subject? (1) Fear, harassment and violence permeate the everyday 
lives of many disabled people in private as well as in public spaces; (2) most 
studies often neglect the role of environments in facilitating or hindering 
DHCs, situating these violent acts against disabled individuals in anonymous 
physical settings; and (3) it is necessary to locate disability as a cultural and 
political phenomenon contextualized within society, yet the literature on this 
field is lacking.

The structure of this chapter is as follows. The chapter starts with theoretical 
background, which is an overview of definitions: HC and DHC and theoretical 
frameworks dealing with disability. This is followed by the methods section, a 
description of the literature review, and data collection. Results are followed by 
conclusions and recommendations.

6.2 Theoretical background

An overview of definitions: HC and DHC

The term ‘hate crime’ (HC) is generally used to define an act of violence, verbal 
or physical, in which the offenders target victims for their actual or perceived 
ethnicity, color, religion, disability, sexual orientation, gender, or national 
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origin (Brereton, 2013; Macdonald, 2015; Sun, 2006). This broad definition 
finds its own genealogy within several US legislations of the twentieth century, 
such as the Hate Crime Statistics Act of 1990 and the Violent Crime Control and 
Law Enforcement Act of 1994 (Sun, 2006). Owing to these and other legal defi-
nitions, most previous researchers of HC tended to frame this phenomenon as

a manifestation of intergroup conflict or violence (e.g., Levin & McDevitt, 
2002; Levin & Rabrenovic, 2001) and as motivated by the distinctiveness 
of the victim(s), because the offender only targets victims with different 
group memberships. This type of conceptualization of HC has influenced 
both clinical interventions with victims of hate crime and the research focus 
on the causality of hate crime. (Sun, 2006, p. 598)

As regard HCs provoked by the disability of the victim, there is evidence to 
support the claim that disabled people are at a higher risk of targeted violence, 
harassment and abuse (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2011; Sin et al., 2010). The 
studies concerned with HCs focus on “minority-victimology”, especially, with the 
construct of a disability hate crime (DHC) and its relative legislative declinations. 
In 2007, the UK public agency the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) defined a 
DHC as ‘any incident which is perceived to be based upon prejudice towards or 
hatred of the victim because of their disability or so perceived by the victim or any 
other person’ (CPS, 2007, p. 7, cit. in Roulstone, Thomas, & Balderston, 2011, 
p.  355). Moreover, in 2016, the Association of Chief Police Officers defined a 
DHC as a criminal offence perceived by the victim, or others, to be motivated by 
hostility or prejudice underpinned by a person’s disability or perceived disability 
(Hall, 2018; Ralph, Capewell, & Bonnet, 2016). Furthermore, the following 
year, the aforementioned CPS framed DHC as a crime carried out by a perpetra-
tor’s hostility towards the victim’s disability, and their actual or perceived impair-
ments (CPS, 2017). Furthermore, the definitions of DHCs converge into the 
semantic areas of discriminatory, unfair, abusive and violent behaviors aimed at 
people with disabilities, arising from beliefs characterizing people with impair-
ments as a minority (Ralph, Capewell, & Bonnet, 2016).

Consequently, there are two major interrelated issues concerning the crim-
inal justice system and the criminological literature about DHC: (a) the absence 
of strong criteria with the capability to certify—through the police and the 
criminal justice system—whether or not a reported crime is motivated by preju-
dice or hostility towards the victim’s disability, and (b) the seemingly peripheral 
nature of DHCs as an area of research in criminological inquiry (Roulstone & 
Mason-Bish, 2013) because of it being anchored to the idea of “victimology”, 
which dominates the discourse on HC (Gerstenfield, 2013).

A lack of a clear and common definition of DHCs and a parallel inconsistent 
response from the police and criminal justice system (Sin, 2016) leads such 
crimes to be under-reported in the official crime statistics when compared with 
the crimes related to ethnicity, color, religion, sexual orientation, gender, or 
national origin (Emerson & Roulstone, 2014; Shakespeare, 2012; Sin et al., 
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2010, 2012; Sin, 2016; Ralph et al., 2016; Richardson, et al., 2016). As Hall 
(2018) reported, the large-scale Crime Survey for England and Wales estimated 
that 62,000 DHC incidents occurred between 2012 and 2013, while, in the 
same period, the police recorded 1,841 such cases. Furthermore, Brereton 
(2013) highlights the misunderstandings among the agencies concerning what 
constitutes a DHC. Moreover, policy definitions lead to confusion and a lack of 
confidence in crime reporting (Brereton, 2013), and some authors highlight 
that there is a dearth of an effective multi-agency response (Richardson et al., 
2016; Sin et al., 2010; Sin, 2016). Finally, Shakespeare (2012) suggests the 
scarcity of awareness about disability among the officers and the fact that people 
with disabilities are not considered credible witnesses, along with the inaccess-
ibility of facilities, are the critical factors responsible for the lack of an adequate 
response from the authorities.

With respect to the dominance of “victimology” in HC discourses (Gerstenfield, 
2013), several authors have problematized how most of the studies in this area 
focus more on victimization—i.e., an ingrained and inherent “vulnerability”—as 
an element of violence perpetrated against disabled people and less on those 
who commits these crimes and the locations and time in which they occur 
 (Gerstenfield, 2013; Hall, 2018; Jenness, 1999, 2001; Macdonald, 2015; 
 Roulstone et al., 2011). For instance, Macdonald (2015) notices how the 
notion of vulnerability may become a barrier within the legal system’s preven-
tive strategies that are meant to recognize DHCs. Macdonald’s study discloses 
the risk of neglecting the fact that the hostility is aimed at disabled people, 
which stops disabled people from gaining full legal protection. Even though 
approaching the victims with a critical gaze is of primary importance during 
legal and/or criminal investigation, failing to critically look at that those who 
offend, i.e., the ‘anonymous hateful’, may lead to the consolidation of the 
prominent image of the offenders. Moreover, this approach may disregard the 
relationship between the victims and offenders, as well as the socio-spatial 
context in which DHCs occur, along with the entrenched social factors under-
pinning this phenomenon (Garland, 2012; Gerstenfield, 2013, Hall, 2018, 
Macdonald, 2015; Sin et al., 2010).

From Waxman’s (1991) study on violence towards disabled people to the 
2016 report from the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), 
DHCs and violence have been treated as ongoing social phenomena and parts 
of a much broader set of exclusionary practices that a disablist society suffers 
from (EHRC, 2016; Hollomotz, 2013; Roulstone & Mason-Bish, 2013). This 
points to the fact that considering impairments per se as elements that trigger 
violence, harassment, abuse, etc. signifies a neglect towards the nuanced under-
standing of situational risks as well as the social background in which these 
events occur (Sin et al., 2010). As a social fact, the crime must be placed within 
space–time coordinates, a geographical space constituted by encounters 
between people’s shared meanings, complex interactions between impairments, 
the wider social attitudes and behaviors of the actors, as well as the environmental 
and structural conditions (Hall, 2018; Sin, 2016).
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Even while acknowledging the relevance of studies that focus on disabled 
people by presuming them as vulnerable persons (Iudici, Bertoli, & Faccio, 2017; 
Roulstone et al., 2011), this review chose to focus on the “dark side” or the 
“overshadowed background” of the literature on disability and crime. In fact, 
despite the fear, harassment, and violence permeating the everyday lives of many 
disabled people in private as well as public places (EHRC, 2016), most studies 
often neglect the role of environments in facilitating or hindering DHCs, situ-
ating these violent acts against disabled individuals in anonymous physical settings 
(Hall, 2018; Sin et al., 2010). Although it has been seen as a necessity to locate 
disability as a cultural and political phenomenon contextualized within society, 
there are practically no studies about the socio-spatial dynamics of DHCs 
 (Alhaboby, al-Khateeb, Barnes, & Short, 2016; Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 
2011; Hall, 2018; Ralph et al., 2016; Roulstone & Mason-Bish, 2013). There-
fore, this aspect of the social context remains under-represented in the studies on 
DHCs. This discloses the necessity of exploring this overshadowed area in order 
to assess its theoretical and practical implication in appropriately addressing 
DHCs. Thus, in this research we ascertain whether and how public places have 
been taken into account in DHC studies, with a focus on the kind of impact these 
places may have in hindering or facilitating these phenomena. The extant liter-
ature is reviewed to identify any potential relationship between DHCs and the 
public environments and, wherever appropriate, we reported the type of crimes or 
the preventive strategies characterizing these spaces.

Theoretical frameworks dealing with disability

There are two major theoretical frameworks or models, the medical and the 
social model, which are concerned with and inform the idea of “disability”. The 
latter underlines the role of society in producing the disability in individuals that 
suffer from impairments, while the former places the cause of the deficit within 
the individual (Brittain, 2004; Forhan, 2009; Haegele & Hodge, 2016; 
 Roulstone & Mason-Bish, 2013). Regardless of their differences, both perspectives 
have been subjected to several critiques (Haegele & Hodge, 2016). The major 
criticism against both models is that they ignore the relationship between social 
experience and the fact of owning an impaired body with which other persons 
interact on interpersonal, social, cultural, economic and political levels (Marks, 
1999; Haegele & Hodge, 2016).

As regards the background of HCs, the EHRC identifies both socio-psycho-
logical and structural perspectives, i.e., the structural factors that may have an 
impact on HCs (which includes online or cyber hate crimes), along with identi-
fying “how certain social processes (e.g., societal norms and values), and 
 practices (e.g., the practices and interventions used by statutory agencies) may 
actually create a social context in which certain groups in society can become 
marginalized or stigmatized” (EHRC, 2016, p.  8). In this perspective, per-
ceived or actual threats can be linked not only to economic stability and access 
to social resources, but also to people’s sense of safety in the society and/or 
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values and social norms. Through this perspective, DHCs are shaped as an 
ongoing process that often forms a part of the everyday experiences of hostility 
and prejudice faced by people with disabilities (EHRC, 2016).

To overcome the dichotomous medical–social framework, and in accordance 
with the mutual relationship between these theoretical approaches towards dis-
ability and HC highlighted by EHRC (2016), we chose to adopt an interac-
tionist epistemological theoretical framework (Salvini & Dondoni, 2011; 
Salvini, 2004) for the research, especially in the results and conclusions sections. 
According to the interactionist assumptions, reality cannot be separate from dis-
courses (i.e., rules, roles, meanings, acts and actions of which each human being 
is simultaneously an actor and interpreter) that name and describe reality. In 
doing so, the discourse creates pragmatic effects (Salvini & Dondoni, 2011; 
Salvini, 2004). Interaction, between the parts of every kind of system, is con-
sidered the main object of this theoretical framework, and language is con-
sidered to be the principal means of representing the state of social reality. The 
reality lived by individuals, in which they relate to each other not only through 
the discourses but also through the social situation in which they meet, is 
shaped by their own scripts, structures, schemes, narrative genres, conceptual 
architectures and physical or symbolic artefacts (Faccio, Iudici, Turco, 
 Mazzucato, & Castelnuovo, 2017; Turchi & Perno, 2004; Turchi, 2009). As 
Haegele and Hodge (2016) highlight, it is the language that people use to 
describe those with disabilities that influences their expectations of and 
 interactions with disabled people.

6.3 Method

Scoping literature review

Since this study aimed to explore whether public places have been taken into 
account in studies on DHCs and in what manner, a scoping literature review was 
chosen as the most suitable research strategy to accomplish this goal (Carr et al., 
2017; Grant & Booth, 2009). This strategy entails a preliminary assessment and a 
synthesis of research findings available in literature about a specific topic.

Furthermore, the choice has been made due to the paucity of studies con-
cerning the object of this study. This method helps a researcher identify what 
has been accomplished previously, allowing for further identification of omis-
sions or gaps for other researchers to build on (Grant & Booth, 2009). To 
implement this research strategy, the recent or current literature was examined, 
identified and consolidated, with a focus on whether public places have had an 
impact on the studies on DHCs and if so, how (Grant & Booth, 2009; 
 Lipscomb, 2000). The major criterion for the selection of the studies for this 
review was that the research was peer-reviewed (Grant & Booth, 2009). The 
aim of this kind of review was to explore and systematize the available data on 
the area to discover the lines along which future research can fill the identified 
gaps and omissions in the existing literature.
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Data collection

In order to investigate whether public places have been taken into account in 
the literature on DHCs we utilized the Scopus and PubMed databases to 
identify the role of public places in facilitating the occurrence of DHCs. We 
relied on these two databases to ensure the quality of the literature selected for 
the review and, as the other browsers opened to more complex and specific 
aspects, to not hinder the generalizability of this exploratory study. Due to the 
paucity of studies concerning precisely the object of this study, which is 
intended to be the first exploratory overview of this phenomenon, the authors 
of the current study first defined their main object of inquiry, namely public 
place. In order to do so, they drew on the definition provided by the 
 Cambridge Dictionary (Cambridge University Press, 2019) as well as on their 
theoretical framework (Salvini, 2004) to define public place as every space (area, 
town, building, etc.). That is, physically or virtually, space meant and provided 
by the government to be available to everyone and which enables symbolic 
interactions between two or more ordinary people by rules, roles, meanings, 
acts, and actions characterizing a specific space. Second, all the studies that 
regarded the role of public places in DHCs or even mentioned them in passing 
were considered. Additionally, any kind of discrimination over type of disability, 
gender, nature, crimes, etc. was strictly avoided.

The articles were identified by searching for the main keyword “disability 
hate crime” and limited to printed articles, reviews, notes and editorials. The 
abstracts of the 95 selected documents were reviewed independently by the two 
authors. The aforementioned definition of a public place has been used by the 
authors to include those papers that reported the kind of pertinent spaces 
encompassed by our definition. In this preliminary abstract selection, given the 
exploratory value of this study and the paucity of studies concerning this topic, 
even articles that merely (or inexplicitly) mention the places of crimes were 
selected. In this step, the two authors discussed the retrieved abstract and used 
the definition of a public place to exclude 51 articles for:

(a) not being consistent with the research aim;
(b) not referring to any public place as the scene of the DHC;
(c)  not being consistent with the definition of a public place provided by the 

authors and
(d) being duplicated.

Due to the paucity of studies, all the remaining 44 articles formed the sample 
for this review. These articles were published within a span of 27 years, between 
1991 and 2019, and were independently read by the two authors to extract 
quotes that were relevant to the research objective. After a comparison between 
the two authors, the above step revealed that 19 articles did not refer to any 
public place related to DHCs. Therefore, this left the authors with only 25 
papers for their consideration. In an effort to locate relevant articles not found 
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in our search, and to give a wider introductive perspective, Scholar database was 
also searched, retrieving two relevant articles. Finally, the authors read the 
papers (N = 27) independently to identify the macro-themes representing how 
public places have been taken into account in the studies on DHCs, with a 
focus on how they are hindering or facilitating these phenomena. Finally, 
according to the criterion of greater representativeness of the collected data, the 
data were categorized into three macro categories: (a) public places as the back-
drop to DHC occurrences; (b) public places as an active factor in facilitating 
DHC occurrences; and (c) public places as an active factor in hindering DHC 
occurrences. The authors then worked independently to present the study as 
the product of cross-comparison between the findings of the authors.

6.4 Results

Of the 32 initially identified publications that concerned DHC, only 20 were 
eligible for inclusion as they concern public places. Their content was organized 
in the three aforementioned categories.

From the data in the first category (public places as the backdrop to DHC 
occurrence), the authors gathered those articles that referred to public places 
where DHCs were most likely to occur. In the second category (public places as 
an active factor in facilitating DHC occurrences), the authors counted four con-
tributions that highlight how the features of public places might have facilitated 
the perpetration of DHC. Finally, the last category (public places as an active 
factor in hindering DHC occurrences) contained those studies that considered 
which actions to take in public places, considering them as locations on which 
counter-strategies can be based to prevent DHCs.

Public places as the backdrop to DHC occurrences

In the literature, there were studies that shed light on an underground public 
dimension related to DHCs that has been overlooked in the studies about 
 vulnerability and domestic violence against disabled people. As reported by Hall 
(2018), the following public locations in Kent (southeast England) have been 
described as places “where bad things happen” to people with learning dis-
abilities: “school, college or day center (43%); in the street as they were walking 
somewhere (35%); in and around their homes (28%); in their neighborhood 
(28%); and on public transport (25%)” (Hall, 2018, p. 4). This example under-
lines the fact that acts of abjection experienced by disabled people may occur 
everywhere, not only in private locations. Waxman (1991) was perhaps the first 
to shed light on the public dimension of violence against people with disability, 
and reported two cases of routine physical abuse in public places, namely a 
school and the outside of a local library. In particular, he described the episode 
of the murder of Cary Dickenson, a person with multiple disabilities, whose 
body was found in the trash can of a local library. Another instance was that of a 
student in Northern California, who had been repeatedly thrown in a cold pool 



132  Antonio Iudici and Riccardo Girolimetto

by the teaching staff. Besides these locations, institutional care-place and work-
place have been mentioned as other backdrops that prove that disabled people 
do not face violence only in domestic or private contexts (Waxman, 1991).

In accordance with the above-mentioned places, the annual Hate Crime 
Statistic reports, whose data for the five-year period between 1997 and 2001 
were collected, identified school environment (college campus) (OR 0.10435) 
as the primary location of HC incidents, along with streets (OR 0.17593), 
residences (OR 0.58750) and government buildings (OR 0.02419) (McMahon 
et al., 2004). Since this data were used by McMahon and colleagues (2004) to 
examine the prevalence of DHCs compared with other kinds of HCs, they only 
provide a statistical correlation between crimes and places and do not explain 
the kind of impact specific locations have on violence.

Besides mentioning schools, workplaces and streets as the places where 
violent acts against people with disability occur, other studies identify locations 
such as public transport, high streets, social housing/community and institu-
tions (such as those in the mental health system) (Carr et al., 2017; Clement et 
al., 2011; Hall, 2018; Mikton, Maguire & Shakespeare, 2014; Roulstone et al., 
2011; Shakespeare, 2012). As regards public transport, Clement and colleagues 
(2011) also noted the kind of violence (verbal) that is related to it by quoting 
the following lines from a victim: “I did say to, I think it was one of the inspec-
tor or whatever, well ‘this train is overcrowded and I can’t breathe’ then I heard 
a bloke saying ‘oh is the lunatic asking about the overcrowding’” (Clement  
et al., 2011, p. 220). A more stirring example of DHCs occurring in a public 
location was described by Sherry (2013), which took place in a shopping center. 
In this case, two boys met and escorted a girl with disabilities to the local river, 
where a larger group subjected her to physical abuse.

As regards DHCs occurring in communities and institutions, in their system-
atic review, Mikton, Maguire, and Shakespeare (2014) reported a strong paucity 
in current literature about these events in spite of their prevalence. In fact, since 
a UNICEF report of 2005, widespread violence against disabled children in 
institutions (Mikton et al., 2014) and communities (Carr et al., 2017; 
 Shakespeare, 2012; Garland, 2012) seems to be a proven fact; particularly as in 
these places, many disabled people live in isolation in vulnerable conditions 
(Shakespeare, 2012).

Public places as active factors in facilitating DHCs

In the previous section, the authors limited their focus on those studies which 
mentioned the most likely scenes of DHC. Now, this study will refer to those 
articles that report how a specific location may facilitate DHC occurrences. By 
dealing with public places as crucial factors in violent acts against disabled 
people, this study identified and assessed three major places considered in the 
literature in terms of the contributing factors that may lead to different kinds 
of violence: public institutions, areas of poverty and deprivation, and virtual 
spaces.
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As regards public institutions (such as residential/community setting and 
school system), when they become segregated and exclusionary they may fail to 
recognize the diversity of their residents and, consequently, fail to restrain viol-
ence against the users and build bonds and safe spaces that safeguard the specific-
ity and differences of identities (Balderston, 2014; Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 
2011). For instance, in user-led research involving disabled women who have 
experienced violence in segregated institutions (health, educational, and residen-
tial) and across impairment groups, Balderston (2014) reported how, in these 
spaces, a lack of control over the choice of personal support staff, activities, 
money, transport, etc. may increase the risk of sexual violence and, at the same 
time, decrease the possibility of safety (Balderston, 2014). Furthermore, other 
studies highlight the frequency of sexual abuse against people with disabilities in 
an institutional setting (such as day centers or residential homes) and the critical 
role of health and social care professionals in the prevention of sexual abuse 
(Balderston, 2014; Carr et al., 2017; Hall, 2018; Roulstone & Mason-Bish, 
2013; Sin et al., 2010; Sin, 2016). For instance, a care giver may display control-
ling behaviors such as controlling finances and removing the wheelchair of the 
one being cared for, that might not appear criminal (Roulstone & Mason-Bish, 
2013). When the perpetrator is a ‘care giver’, it does make one rethink how a 
dependent relationship, by its context, may give rise to an increased risk of abuse 
in a care-giving situation (Carr et al., 2017; Sin et al., 2010).

As for the school system, the current review identified the work of Goodley & 
Runswick–Cole (2011) as the only study that focused on school-related viol-
ence outside of the common ways of studying the topic of bullying against 
people with disabilities. First, they identified the promotion of cost effectiveness 
and efficiency performance required as the structural characteristics that may 
lead to greater competition, selection, and social division to facilitate the reten-
tion of the disparity between the abled and the disabled learners (Goodley & 
Runswick–Cole, 2011). Second, the nationalization of curricula across schools 
could create a logic of promoting key skills among the students to make them 
fit for advanced capitalistic societies (Goodley & Runswick–Cole, 2011).

Furthermore, our focus on areas of poverty and deprivation revealed that 
 inappropriate public housing or disproportionate institutionalization of disabled 
people can either lead to the production of social marginalization and isolation or 
accentuate the power imbalance between the actors who inhabit those places 
(Balderston, 2014; Hall, 2018; Macdonald, Donovan & Clayton, 2017; Sin, 
2016; Sin et al., 2010). As regards poor housing and deprived areas, the literature 
revealed a correlation between them and the occurrence of DHCs (Chakraborti & 
Garland, 2012; Emerson & Roulstone, 2014; Hall, 2018;  Macdonald et al., 
2017). For instance, a study by Macdonald et al. (2017) found a significant 
correlation between DHCs and the most deprived areas in Newcastle and Sunderland 
(i.e., 33 percent of all the incidents reported to Agencies against Racist Crime and 
Harassment, ARCH). Moreover, they reported that, among disabled people, 
there was a perceived fear of being sent to a more restrictive setting such as 
 residential care (Macdonald et al., 2017). By observing social factors that may 
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lead to different forms of violence in such spaces of segregation and deprivation, 
the difficulty in building local networks that may get people to engage in the pre-
vention of anti-social behaviors can be noticed (Sin et al., 2010). Others have also 
highlighted the risk of isolation and marginalization of the people living in inde-
pendent social housing sectors, often characterized by the provision of inflexible 
and inappropriate services (Macdonald et al., 2017; Sin, 2016; Sin et al., 2010), 
and the anticipation concerning the situational vulnerability risk involved in collo-
cating disabled people in such places based on choices made by professionals 
involved in the housing decision (Sin, 2016).

Moreover, regarding the occurrence of a higher incidence of DHCs in these 
areas, some authors propose (a) the changing levels of diversity among the different 
marginalized communities living in close contact, underpinned by poverty; (b) the 
withdrawal of jobs and services; and (c) the climate of suspicion and marginaliza-
tion as factors contributing to this problem (Hall, 2018; Macdonald et al., 2017). 
These conditions may underpin and lead to disabling social barriers, such as the 
dynamics of the tensions between different ethnicities as well as the risk of victimi-
zation, abuse, violence and harassment (Macdonald et al., 2017; Sin, 2016; Sin  
et al., 2010). Frequent examples of violent practices include intimidation, aggres-
sion, offensive language, as well as harassment and abuse. Sin et al. (2010) report 
the following forms of harassment in a case they studied: “house burgled, lit 
matches were thrown through their letter box, and used condoms, excrement and 
abusive letters delivered to their front door” (Sin et al., 2010, p. 21).

Advancements in digital technology, the internet and electronic communica-
tions introduced brand new virtual public spaces and commonplace means for 
interpersonal interaction. The spread of these tech-practices all over the world 
spawned new forms of violence. As the EHRC (2016) stated, cyber hate is a 
growing phenomenon which vastly outnumbers offline HCs. This study has 
drawn upon previous studies regarding digital communication channels, virtual 
environments and offender’s anonymity to examine a new kind of online loca-
tion that may give rise to vulnerable situations (Alhaboby et al., 2016, 2017a, 
2017b; Burnap & Williams, 2016). Creating fake accounts pretending to have a 
disability, targeting the victim’s significant others, threatening victims and 
spreading false information are some examples of the prevarication strategies 
that are made possible through virtual spaces of interaction. Moreover, such 
virtual prevarication strategies may lead to social isolation, cyber harassment, 
hate speech and have a wider impact on the wellbeing of the victim (Alhaboby 
et al., 2017a). This may further result in distress, anxiety, mood disturbances, 
deterioration of health, suicide attempts and a lack of awareness/education/
training in supporting others (e.g., groups, police and healthcare professionals) 
(Alhaboby et al., 2016, 2017b; Burnap & Williams, 2016).

Public places as an active factor in limiting DHCs

After describing how the characteristics of some public places may facilitate the 
perpetration of DHCs, the current study concentrates on how the structural 
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conditions of such places may limit violence, harassment, abuse and crime. The 
focus of the study is on educational and virtual environments because, on the 
databases we utilized, no study that takes deprivation and poor housing into 
account from this perspective was found.

With regard to public places, such as local libraries across the city, and com-
mercial and business premises, McClimens and Brewster (2017) proposed to 
consider these places as first accessible refuge zones, where staff in various com-
mercial and business premises along the ‘High St.’ could offered support, in 
cooperation with the local police.

Based on the best practices addressing stigmatizing and discriminatory atti-
tudes towards disabled people, certain formative and informative interventions 
(Richardson et al., 2016), in partnership with the police and experts, can make 
an educational environment a safe space by promoting a shift among the stu-
dents about the idea of disability from an individual to a socio-relational and 
contextualized perspective. Maguire, Wilson, and Jahoda (2018) recommend 
the use of school-based lessons or an informed program of lessons as a strategy 
to address the stigma and discriminatory attitudes related to disability and also 
as a means to influence the views of the wider community of which the schools 
are a part (Maguire et al., 2018). The crucial issues that these interventions may 
focus on include (a) tackling the linguistic barrier that may produce stigmatiz-
ing labels that give rise to social exclusion/bullying/hate crime, (b) building 
partnerships for pooling resource (e.g., public agencies), and (c) paying atten-
tion to the structural factors that may lead young people towards marginaliza-
tion (Maguire et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2016). To support people with 
disabilities, and for citizens to feel more confident about recognizing and 
reporting DHCs, Maguire and colleagues (2018) analyzed other existing prac-
tices such as school assemblies as occasions to raise awareness about bullying 
and DHCs in synergy with statutory agencies (e.g., the police) and theatre 
workshops. Moreover, they illustrated a school intervention program that was 
developed in collaboration with teachers and educators, which included reflec-
tion sessions to understand the attitudes and behaviors of the students, and 
lessons dealing with the appreciation of difference and disability and the 
meaning of having a disability, with the aim of increasing the contact between 
the able-bodied and disabled persons (Maguire et al., 2018).

Furthermore, other suggestions came from Clement et al. (2011), who 
reported the use of HC posters in schools, which aimed not only to encourage 
the reporting of targeted harassment suffered by disabled people but also to send 
out messages to potential perpetrators. When the researchers asked the particip-
ants with intellectual disabilities to think about what would stop or prevent their 
harassment, they suggested school and community education, along with a 
change in public attitudes and more effective policing as the possible solutions 
(Clement et al., 2011). Similarly, Sin et al. (2010) pointed out the crucial role of 
the educational environment in challenging and preventing harassment and 
violent acts against people with disabilities, through effective policies offering 
support to those who report bullying or hate-related incidents (Sin et al., 2010).
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As for virtual public spaces such as social media, blogs, email channels and 
other instant messaging services, few studies have reported how the new virtual 
form of communication (e.g., social networking sites such as Twitter, Facebook, 
etc.) may be used as a medium to implement diagnostic prevention systems to 
promptly identify hate speech, threats, harassment, etc. (Alhaboby et al., 2016, 
2017a; Burnap and Williams, 2016). For example, social media and victim 
support websites may become an effective way to explore the experiences of the 
disabled victims of cyber harassment to analyze the impact of cyber harassment 
on their lives with the help of a self-administered online survey (Alhaboby et al., 
2016).

Furthermore, Burnap and Williams (2016) developed a supervised machine 
classification model for multiple protected characteristics (i.e., gender, ethni-
city, disability, sexual orientation) to automatically identify instances of cyber 
hate posted to online social networks such as Twitter. Additionally, they 
suggest the development of a blended model that includes the knowledge of 
how the aforementioned protected characteristics may intersect with each 
other in cyber hate speech (Burnap & Williams, 2016). From this perspective, 
Twitter is framed as a digital agora that promotes real-time interactions 
between larger groups of people and, therefore, is a suitable source of data 
(Burnap & Williams, 2016).

6.5 Conclusions and recommendations

It is evident from the results that the lack of understanding of the context in 
which DHCs occur must be considered in future studies that aim to face viol-
ence against people with disabilities. In fact, given the dearth of knowledge on 
the role played by public places in DHCs, there is a need to reframe the nature 
of this phenomenon as a contextualized event that is shaped by social relations 
between the abled/disabled in a specific space and time. Future research should 
therefore take into account socio-spatial dynamics of DHCs, as well as the 
inherent social architecture and policies that seem closer to a disablist society 
than an inclusive one.

In short, concerning public places as an active factor in facilitating DHC 
occurrences, we noted:

1. A neglect of the situational vulnerability risk involved disabled people living 
in independent social housing sectors;

2. A critical impact of the care-giving situations (such as day centers or resi-
dential homes) where the increased dependency and the a lack of control 
over users’ personal choices, may give rise to risk of abuse, decreasing the 
feelings of safety;

3. The role of the school system in promoting cost effectiveness and efficiency 
performance required within standardized criteria;

4. The impact of social networks in creating a situation of cyber harassment, 
cyber-hate speech and social isolation of the victims.
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With regard to public places as an active factor in hindering DHC occur-
rence, the following observations were made.

1. The crucial role of the educational environment in challenging and preventing 
harassment and violent acts against people with disabilities, in synergy with 
statutory agencies and an active role of students (e.g., theatre workshops).

2. The value of the cooperation between local police and local stores along 
main streets in the implementation of first accessible refuge zones, as sug-
gested by McClimens and Brewster (2017) in the previous section. Public 
place as an active factor in limiting DHCs.

3. The possibility to use the internet and social networks as suitable sources of 
data for case-analysis and for monitoring DHC policies, as well as mediums 
to accommodate disabled people’s needs by online research methods and 
interviews.

The reported observations shed light on the evident impact of public spaces in 
setting up the conditions for a vulnerability situation involving people with dis-
abilities, along with the importance of taking into account the structural ele-
ments of those spaces in which DHCs occur.

Before considering new preventive practices, we should consider that, in order 
to safeguard specific special rights, society is involved in a creating and using 
process of differences and subdivisions based on the abled/disabled dichotomy as 
human characteristics, ignoring the contextual conditions that can produce dis-
ability. For instance, wheelchair spaces on public transport and other so-called 
“designated” disability spaces, poor housing in deprivation areas and schools that 
promote cost-effectiveness and efficient performance give rise to competition and 
social division between the able-bodied and the disabled. These are not spaces of 
inclusion but places where implicit traces mark the differences, and this may lead 
to exclusionary behaviors. It is the interaction of those using these places that 
make them what they are in a socio-symbolic negotiation of meanings.

Consistent with other researchers, we consider DHC as a social fact; hence, it 
is a product of the interactions between the victim and the perpetrator(s) in spe-
cific spaces and times that portrays disabled people as welfare recipients and indi-
viduals favored in the access to resources (e.g., Haegele & Hodge, 2016; Hall, 
2018; Jenness, 2001; Ralph et al., 2016; Salvini & Dondoni, 2011). This is the 
reason why the authors of the current study propose a shift from inherent vulner-
ability to situational vulnerability (Hall, 2018; Sin et al., 2010; Sin, 2016). This 
perspective shift means not taking for granted where and when crimes and hate-
related practices occur, as well as how places impact on them, by wondering 
whether attribution errors, false beliefs and stereotypes related to “vulnerability” 
and “disability” may constitute implicit assumptions in those policies that concern 
people with disabilities (e.g., school programs, social housing collocation process, 
care-giving situations) (Chakraborti & Garland, 2012; Garland, 2012; Iudici & 
Renzi, 2015; Iudici, Favaretto, & Turchi, 2018; Ralph et al., 2016; Iudici, 
Antonello, & Turchi, 2019). In addition, public places could represent a strategy 
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for tackling DHCs, for example by the implementation of accessible refuge zones 
into urban areas. This implies a multi-agency working (Richardson et al., 2016; 
Sin et al., 2010; Sin, 2016) in order to involve all the social actors (i.e., social ser-
vices, police, counsellors, therapists, disability experts, families, people with dis-
ability and the perpetrators of DHC) that inhabit specific places and constitute 
them as well as their dynamics. Therefore, the main aim of this study is to 
promote a new inclusive way to address DHC.

With regard to limitations, we consider our definition of public places as a 
restriction since it has been assembled by a specific theoretical framework, which 
has an inevitable impact on the generalizability of this study. Furthermore, we 
must consider the fact that collecting data from only few databases (Scopus, 
PubMed and Scholar) limits the possibility to draw upon different points of 
view concerning the area of research. Finally, concerning our research strategy 
(Grant & Booth, 2009), conclusions may be impacted by content bias to the 
extent that significant sections of the literature may have been omitted by 
previous underlying authors’ assumptions, or the validity of the statements 
made might not have been questioned.

Due to the paucity of studies taking into account public places as the main 
object of inquiry in DHC literature, the authors are of the view that future 
research can extend this inquiry to other sources of information, as well as 
engage this brand new line of research, maybe involving directly those social 
actors who live in places (both physical and virtual) where DHCs occur.

Given the crucial role of the social contexts in facilitating and hindering 
DHCs, we hope this explorative study may be useful for practitioners, and those 
who are involved in policies of intervention, in so far as we have tried to adopt 
and share a new perspective on this phenomena. The suggestions we make 
concern a shift from policies focusing on single actors (perpetrators or victims of 
DHCs) to policies regarding the whole social scenario, from the engagement of 
single experts for each disability to the involvement of all the actors in the con-
texts (virtual and physical), leaving labels behind, and starting a relationship 
between all territorial services to promote new inclusive ways to address DHCs.
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