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INTRODUCTION 
Commitments to end discrimination and eliminate 
all violence against women must have meaning to 
all those targeted by perpetrators and at risk thereof. 
Women and girls with disabilities rightly demand 
enjoyment of the full panoply of human rights to 
which all human beings are entitled. Work remains 
to be done to ensure that the links between gender 
and disability feature more routinely in efforts to end 
sexual harassment. Common approaches to disability 
rights, women’s rights and gender equality have yet 
to place centrally the lives, experiences or voices of 
women and girls with disabilities. 

Their call - “Nothing about us without us!” - must be 
heeded if our work is to make a relevant contribution to 
undoing structural discrimination and realising rights. 

Equality for all depends on it. 

This publication has been developed with the ben-
efit of consultations with women with disabilities to 
place their experiential knowledge at the core of the 
work to end sexual harassment. It builds from the 
work of two previous publications: “Towards an end to 
sexual harassment: The urgency and nature of change 
in the era of #MeToo” (2018) and “What will it take? 
Promoting cultural change to end sexual harassment” 
(2019). This paper contributes to the development of 

intersectional approaches for addressing sexual ha-
rassment as it manifests in the lives of women with 
disabilities. It also offers advice and support for policy 
makers to address the urgency of: 

(I)  strengthening efforts to end discrimination against 
women in the promotion of the rights of persons 
with disabilities; and 

(II)  centering disability rights and community knowl-
edge in work to end discrimination against women. 

This paper contributes to these objectives, acknowl-
edging the limited documentation of experiences of 
sexual harassment (or sexual violence) and disability. 

Women with disabilities comprise one fifth of the 
world female population. Disability, gender and dis-
crimination are interlinked in their shaping of women’s 
lives. Women are at increased risk of developing a 
disability for a number of reasons, including due to 
violence against women and discrimination in health 
care.1 UN Women recognizes that sexual harassment 
is a human rights violation of gender inequality that 
intersects with all structural social inequalities, includ-
ing disability. The limited available survey data shows 
that women with disabilities experience sexual harass-
ment at higher rates than women without disabilities  
(see Box 1).
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BOX 1
Sexual harassment and disability

Several studies suggest that sexual harassment is the most common form of violence against women 
and girls2 and that women with disabilities experience such abuse at higher rates than women without 
disabilities: 

 • European Union: 61% of women with disabilities experienced sexual harassment since the age of 15, as 
opposed to 54% of women without disabilities.3 (2015)

 • USA: The National Council on Disability found that 31.6% of female undergraduates with disabilities expe-
rienced some type of sexual violence on campus, compared to 18.6 % of female undergraduates without 
a disability.4 (2018)

 • Canada: Women with disabilities are twice as likely as women without disabilities to have been sexually 
assaulted.5 (2014)

 • Australia: 89% of women with disabilities and 68% of men with disabilities have experienced sexual  
harassment. Persons with disabilities are more likely than those without to have been sexually harassed 
in the workplace (44% and 32% respectively).6 (2018)

 • United Kingdom: A survey conducted in adults aged 16 to 59 years in England and Wales found that 
women with disabilities are twice as likely to have experienced sexual assault than women without  
disabilities.7 (2019)
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I. GENERAL CONCEPTS
1.1 PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

The Convention on the Rights of Person with 
Disabilities (CRPD) defines persons with disabilities 
as those “who have long-term physical, mental, intel-
lectual or sensory impairments which in interaction 
with various barriers may hinder their full and effective 
participation in society on an equal basis with others.”8 

Persons with disabilities are not a homogenous 
group. Their diversity includes all types of impair-
ments, which are further shaped and influenced by 
intersecting social inequalities including gender, race 
and ethnicity, sexual orientation and gender identity, 
migration status, age and more. Persons with disabili-
ties experience social disadvantages worldwide, such 
as discrimination in laws and practices, environmen-
tal and informational barriers, constrained access 
to education, health and employment, higher rates 
of poverty and expenditure related to the cost of 
living with a disability that do not apply to others. 
This is a feature of societies being structured on the  

 
 
assumption of ableness and disabilities not being ac-
commodated socially, economically or in other ways.9

Intersectional invisibility of women with disabilities 
is a core problematic: they are neither considered ad-
equately in work to promote the rights of persons with 
disabilities nor work to promote the rights of women, 
including on ending violence.10 Disability and gender 
inequality, effectuated by discrimination, are closely 
interlinked.11 It is estimated that approximately 15.6% 
of the world’s population live with a disability but 
disability is more prevalent among women than men, 
affecting 12% of men and 19% of women. 12 Women with 
disabilities are therefore almost one fifth of the world’s 
female population. The higher rates of disability among 
women are due to various factors, such as longer life 
expectancy, lack of access to sexual and reproductive 
health services, exposure to violence against women 
and harmful practices and the gendered impacts of 
war, humanitarian and natural disasters.13

BOX 2
Key concepts

Disability: The CRPD defines disability as “an evolving concept” and a result of “the interaction between 
persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective 
participation in society on an equal basis with others”.14

Impairment: The Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD Committee) defines impair-
ment as “physical, psychosocial, intellectual or sensory conditions that may or may not come with functional 
limitations”.15 Impairment is a medical condition that may lead to disability.

Reasonable accommodation is defined by the CRPD as the “necessary and appropriate modification and 
adjustments not imposing a disproportionate or undue burden, where needed in a particular case, to ensure 
to persons with disabilities the enjoyment or exercise on an equal basis with others of all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms”.16 In the world of work or university campuses, reasonable accommodation is made 
to ensure an equal working and educational environment for all, by adapting these spaces, and working or 
educational arrangements to maximize the participation of persons with disabilities. 

Procedural accommodations are those arrangements made to “ensure effective access to justice for persons 
with disabilities on an equal basis with others (…) [that] facilitate their effective role as direct and indirect 
participants, including as witnesses, in all legal proceedings, including at investigative and other preliminary 
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