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The evolving vision and practice of CBR

Since the original blueprint for Community Based  

Rehabilitation - CBR - was !rst drafted by a group of  

forward-looking rehab specialists in the late 1970s, it has 

evolved through trial and error, both in theory and in 

practice. Since the turn of the Century, two fundamental  

principles have gained key importance: human rights 

and inclusiveness. The human rights approach places 

great emphasis on multisectoral collaboration and on a  

broader, more inclusive range of intended bene!ciaries.  

CBR is now programmed to bene!t not only disabled 

people and their families, but the entire community.  

To emphasize this overarching inclusiveness,  

Chapal Khasnabis, current director of CBR at World  

Health Organization, prefers the term “Community  

Based Development,” rather than “Community Based  

Rehabilitation.” 

 

This same spirit of “inclusiveness for all,” but from a more 

radical perspective, was advocated years before by a  

Zimbabwean disabled activist who declared: “It is 

society that needs to be rehabilitated!” 

 

At times the evolution of CBR has re"ected this  

broader vision. At other times old habits of thought,  

personal ambitions and political/economic realities  

have constrained it to a more conservative course. 

 

CBR in the larger context

The evolving focus of CBR from “Rehabilitation of Some”

to “Development for All” re"ects the hard truth that 

people with disabilities are not the only ones marginalized  

by the dominant model of development. In most of the 

world today, the gap between the haves and have-nots 

– the privileged and the underprivileged – continues  

to widen. Indeed, it could be argued that today  

the biggest cause of social disablement – is poverty. 

As wealth and power concentrate at the top of the social 

pyramid, those at the bottom have less and less to say in  

the major decisions that a#ect their health and their 

lives. “Democracy” – which used to mean “power by the 

people” – is now equated with the “free market”: i.e. the 

freedom of the rich to get richer despite the human and  

environmental costs. 

In response to this incapacitating state of our lopsided 

world today, CBR has – at least in theory – moved towards 

an inclusive human rights approach whereby it recognizes  

that fair treatment and inclusion of disabled people is not  

separable from rights and inclusion of everyone. If 

women, for example, are given lower social status 

than men, if children are molded into pawns by a 

repressive school system, and if working people are 

underpaid and deunionized, what are the chances 

that those who also are disabled will be given 

equal opportunities? In the face of such pervasive  

inequality, therefore, it makes sense that CBR aspires  

towards a universally inclusive and egalitarian Society for 

All. Potentially, at least, CBR is downright revolutionary! 
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Between the theory and reality falls a shadow 

CBR workers are often volunteers with short-term training  

and limited skills. In many programs their training 

lasts only a few weeks. The didactic teaching methods  

customarily used further limit the e#ectiveness of what 

training they receive. Too often trainees are taught to 

follow rules and memorize routines instead of being  

exposed to open-ended, hands-on, problem-solving 

approaches. Workers therefore end up with insu$cient  

knowledge and skills to cope with even the most  

common of disabilities, social problems, and  

environmental di$culties they encounter. Therefore  

CBR workers are generally instructed to refer people  

needing technical assistance to back-up facilities or  

rehabilitation clinics where more professional help is  

– at least in theory – available. 

In practice, however, too often these referral services 

tend not to function, for a variety of reasons: frequently 

the professional workers are overworked, they charge 

too much for their services, or they are unwilling to 

share their knowledge. Often they have no experience 

working with other people as partners in the problem-

solving process, nor are they experienced in collectively 

!guring out low cost solutions, or in building on  

people’s own traditional abilities, local resources and 

love. Without adequate professional backup local CBR 

workers tend to lose credibility in their community.  

This makes the social and preventive work they do more 

di$cult.

      

Part of the problem, ironically, has been institutional.  

Though the early concept of Community Based  

Rehabilitation championed deinstitutionalization – i.e. 

 

putting rehabilitation into “the hands of the people” –  

some aspects of the institutional pecking order was  

carried over. The professional stance, “I know 

what’s best for you,” was systemically imposed 

at the community level. For all its bold talk of 

empowerment and self-determination, the original 

prototype of CBR was conceived as a pyramid of 

authority, with a few professional managers on top,  

several levels of supervisors in the middle, and the  

multitude of malleable disabled “clients” on the  

bottom. Early critics of this top-down CBR model 

rightly protested that it was not so much designed to  

liberate disabled people from discrimination, as to 

adjust or “normalize” them to an unjust and polarized 

society.

Often pre-packaged CBR programs have been dropped  

on a community following a standard prescription.  

The community adopts the program but never  

quite owns it. In such a situation workers tend to fall into 

a dispirited ritual, prescribing the same routine exercises 

or activities for everyone similarly diagnosed, and the 

program stagnates. There is too little exploration of  

each individual’s unique needs, resources, and  

potential. And thereby dies the spirit of adventure.  

CBR ceases to be fun!

The spectrum of services 

In response to diverse felt needs at the local level, CBR  

has evolved in a variety of di#erent directions. In some 

cases, new approaches were built from the bottom  

up by those dissatis!ed with standardized training 

according to preordained rules. Disabled persons  
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and their families began to speak out, to learn 

from each other, and to !gure out their own 

approaches to problem solving. They insisted 

that “experts” relate to them not as managers or 

supervisors but as partners in the problem-solving  

 

process. Through this empowering process, in time 

some of the disabled “bene!ciaries” began to assume 

leadership in what became their own, customized 

versions of CBR. 

In my view, this rich diversity of CBR and CBR-like  

initiatives is far more of an asset than a liability. Only 

through sharing experiences and learning from a wide 

range of experiments is CBR likely to improve and  

evolve. Today there exists a colorful spectrum of 

projects and programs that either label themselves 

Community Based Rehabilitation,” or in certain 

ways resemble CBR but choose not to use that 

name. Some of these programs still re"ect the 

principles upon which CBR was founded. Others  

started in ways that were truly participatory and  

transformative – until power began to concentrate at 

the top, as it frequently tends to in human endeavors.  

And regrettably, some programs have lost their  

humanitarian vision and regressed to a self-promoting 

business resembling private rehabilitation services, 

more concerned with !nancial gain than with serving 

those in greatest need. 

Use of this book 

If we are to work for change – in a classroom, in a  

community, or in a world – if we are to help build  

 

a society where all are included and given an equal 

chance – it is essential that those of us engaged in CBR  

(or any change-promoting endeavor) make every  

e#ort to question the standard dogma and think  

outside the box. That, in my opinion, is the main  

objective of this present book. The book is a selection 

of real-life stories, accompanied by questions and 

activities designed to get people involved in exploring 

and discussing 

 

questions that often have no easy answers. As such, this is  

not a “CBR training manual” – and in some ways it is just 

the opposite. It should be used as adjunct (or perhaps 

antidote) to the standard training manuals, which too  

often lead us to follow instructions rather than 

collectively puzzle things through for ourselves. 

The authors believe that Community Based  

Rehabilitation will be much more e#ective and much 

more fun when everyone works innovatively together 

and learns from each other as equals. To this end, 

they have pulled together a grab bag of challenging,  

real-life case studies, gathered from many di#erent  

countries and circumstances. These stories have been 

selected to help CBR workers ponder some of the  

vexing social and emotional problems that weigh on 

the lives of disabled people and their families. They 

illustrate the need to adapt solutions to the local 

environment. Each narrative is followed by open-ended 

discussion points, role-plays, and suggested activities 

for the group exploration of “questions that often  

have no easy answers.” 
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For example, with its increased emphasis on the  

Universal Rights of Children, often a key goal of CBR is 

to “mainstream” disabled children into normal schools, 

whenever possible. But watch out! This “good intention” 

of inclusion needs to be carefully considered in terms  

of the local circumstances. In many areas schools tend  

to be oppressively authoritarian, in"exible, and  

punitive, especially of those who don’t or can’t  

conform. Such schools can be miserable even for  

“normal” children. Compelling such schooling on a  

child who is “di#erent” can be torture. 

Some of the case studies in this volume look at disabled  

people who are subjected to a combination of  

marginalizing factors. We see disabled people living 

in dire poverty, impaired children in unhappy homes,  

and a girl with leprosy where the whole family is 

stigmatized. We see disabled women who are sexually 

exploited and have HIV/AIDS. Clearly much of these 

people’s su#ering comes not from the disability as  

such, but from rejection and cruelty of others. 

Emphasis in this book is placed on gaining experience 

in listening, drawing out ideas, and exploring possible 

alternatives with the disabled person and the family, 

as partners and equals in the problem-solving process.  

This way, CBR workers can help people rediscover  

traditional abilities and resources, and collectively 

!gure out ways to overcome both physical and social 

barriers. Above all, workers need to be creative – and to 

help others be likewise. 

The dream 

If CBR is to be a seedbed for transformation – that is, 

for building a more just and inclusive society – it can’t 

just trudge along a beaten path. It needs to be "exible,  

adaptable, and innovative: to celebrate diversity, in  

programs as in people. It must stand up for di#erence,  

not replication, nor conformity. We agents of CBR should 

not strive to adjust disabled people to an unfair and  

discriminatory society. Rather, we should work with  

the disabled and other “mis!ts” to transform our 

community – local and global – into one that is fairer, 

kinder, and more inclusive – for all!

 

But I must watch my tongue – lest I fall into the  

rhetorical quicksand of mere theory and dreams:  

dreams of “what the world could be like … if only …”

Dreams, nonetheless, are vital – even if they kill us, as  

Martin Luther King Jr. discovered. If our aim is inclusion 

– for the disabled child and for all who are marginalized  

or not given a fair chance – we must unite behind a  

collective iconoclastic dream: The Dream of Inclusion 

for All. 

Conclusion

CBR at the village or neighborhood level tends to be a  

microcosm of human dynamics at the global level.  

For CBR to work, and for humanity to evolve a more 

inclusive approach to survival on our endangered  

planet, we need a more interactive, open-ended, and 

liberating approach to learning from one another.  

We need to question the rules and regulations  

designed to maintain the unequal and incapacitating 

status quo. To achieve “fair and lasting change” we  

need a more all-inclusive, imaginative and enabling 

approach to problem-solving in CBR and in the  

world at large.
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In sum, this stimulating collection of real-life 

stories, if used as a thinking cap rather than 

cookbook, can help those of us engaged in 

Community Based Rehabilitation to move in this 

transformative direction. In today’s troubled world 

this is no small matter. CBR, if practiced in a thought- 

provoking, democratic way, can be one more !nger  

in the dike that holds back the pending disablement  

of Homo sapiens.

 


