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Many disabled people have experienced exclusion from the mainstream, particularly in developing countries, which has left them
with limited opportunities to participate in society. The World Health Organization has promoted community-based rehabilitation
(CBR) since the end of the 1970s to address these global disability issues. Sri Lanka commenced the pilot CBR project in the
dawning age of CBR, upgrading it to a national programme in the early 1990s. Frontline workers such as social services officers
in the public sector and employees in NGOs are in charge of CBR to promote the empowerment and participation of disabled
people at the grassroots level. However, the literature is limited in terms of the status of socioeconomic participation by disabled
people and the practical skills and approaches of these workers—many of who are para-professional or non-professional—to
promote the participation. This study aimed to examine the socioeconomic participation of disabled people in rural Sri Lanka to
explore practical strategies for promoting their participation from the perspective of developmental social work.

The concepts of socioeconomic participation as a theoretical framework and developmental social work as a practical
framework were discussed using the capability approach. It distinguishes between achieved participation and potential
opportunities for participation, whilst emphasising the importance of local resources, environmental factors, and the choices of
disabled people. In terms of a practical framework, I argue that the developmental social work perspective is practically useful for
frontline workers to promote the socioeconomic participation of disabled people. Theoretically, their practices include social
investment strategies, developing resources, changing environmental factors, and promoting the self-determination of disabled
people to expand opportunities for socioeconomic participation. I also highlighted the necessity of a context-specific perspective
such as collecting information on the values expressed by disabled people through dialogue.

Based on these theoretical and practical frameworks, together with policy analysis of Sri Lankan CBR, the field research
was undertaken between 2013 and 2018 collaboratively with local stakeholders including disabled people and social services
officers in charge of CBR in three districts of Sri Lanka. The project used a mixed methods approach to investigate practices in
rural community settings. First, the three placement areas were compared through a situation analysis of the socioeconomic
participation of disabled people. Although limited opportunities for socioeconomic participation of disabled people and poverty
were likely to emerge as a common theme in these districts, each placement area had different issues such as the influences of
conflict and different progress in terms of CBR. The findings indicated that those who utilise local resources including CBR
activities improved their life conditions, and many disabled people had poor access to resources to facilitate their socioeconomic
participation. Second, regarding the factors associated with socioeconomic participation, this research found that disabled people
living in disadvantaged conditions had a lower level of socioeconomic participation than those living without these disadvantages.
In particular, previous educational experiences, household economic conditions, perceived resource information, and access to
CBR and key stakeholders were common themes. The resulting dynamics of these factors including marginalisation of disabled
people in the household were also observed. Third, developmental social work practices to promote socioeconomic participation
were then examined in the CBR model area in the Anuradhapura district. An indigenous approach, social investment, a
comprehensive and multi-sectoral approach, development of existing local resources, and capacity building were emphasised to
realise human rights and promote the socioeconomic equality of disabled people. This study also confirmed the implementation
dynamics influenced by stakeholders and gaps between CBR policy and developmental social work practice in Sri Lanka.

This series of studies are, perhaps, the first to cover the comprehensive features of disability issues in rural Sri Lanka from
the viewpoint of developmental social work, ranging from situation analysis evaluation of practices. These findings suggest that
developmental social work practices, including an indigenous approach, social investment, and a multi-sectoral approach, could

expand the opportunities for socioeconomic participation of disabled people and to promote disability-inclusive development.
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