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women with disabilities in Africa

CrossMark

Violence against women with disabilities (VAWDs) in Africa is a significant issue, with
women facing higher risks of domestic, sexual and gender-based violence. However, data on
VAWD are scarce, hindering effective policy development. Challenges include the lack of
disaggregated data by sex and disability, methodological gaps and the absence of culturally
relevant measurement tools. Common tools such as the Washington Group Short Set on
Functioning often miss important nuances. To improve data accuracy, integrating
comprehensive disability measures into national surveys and developing context-specific
tools are essential. Accurate data are crucial for creating policies to reduce violence and protect
women with disabilities in Africa.

Keywords: violence; women with disabilities; Africa; data collection; sexual health rights.

Introduction

The issue of violence against women with disabilities (VAWDs) in Africa demands urgent
attention. Globally, over 600 million people live with disabilities, with 80 million residing in
Africa (African Studies Centre Leiden 2024). Among these, women and girls with disabilities face
a significantly higher risk of violence. Studies both in Africa (Chirwa et al. 2020) and globally
(Dunkle et al. 2018) reveal that women and girls are twice as likely to experience domestic violence
and other forms of sexual and gender-based violence when you compare to those without
disabilities. Discrimination, stigma and restrictive social norms amplify the vulnerability of
women with disabilities to violence and complicate efforts to collect accurate data. A recent World
Health Organization (WHO) report (WHO 2024) stresses the importance of examining these
issues to improve the measurement and understanding of VAWD in Africa.

Data on VAWD in Africa are scarce and often lack the necessary detail to inform effective policies
and interventions compared to high-income countries, such as the United States and the United
Kingdom, which have institutionalised systems for collecting detailed, disaggregated data on
violence against women, including those with disabilities. For example, national surveys such as
the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) and the Crime Survey for England and Wales
(CSEW) routinely collect comprehensive data, providing insights into the prevalence, types and
circumstances of violence (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2020; Office for National Statistics 2021). In
contrast, many African datasets and national surveys do not disaggregate data by sex and
disability, leading to significant underestimation of the prevalence and impact of violence against
women with disabilities. To improve data availability, it is essential to integrate comprehensive
disability measures into national surveys and ensure that data collection processes are inclusive
and accessible. Similarly, several methodological issues hinder effective VAWD measurement.
An additional problem is the lack of standardised definitions and tools for measuring both
violence and disability. Many studies do not specify the forms of violence assessed, and when
they do, they often omit disability-specific types, such as denial of care or withholding assistive
devices. Tools such as the Washington Group Short Set on Functioning (WHO 2024), while widely
used, have limitations in sensitivity and scope, often missing mild to moderate disabilities and
participation domains (Bolarinwa, Odimegwu & Adebisi 2024).

Another significant challenge is the lack of measurement tools tailored to Africa’s unique cultural,
social and economic contexts. This absence results in data collection that may lack accuracy and
relevance, ultimately hindering effective interventions and policies. To obtain accurate data on
women’s experiences in Africa, it is imperative to address methodological shortcomings by
adopting good practices. Data collection instruments should be chosen based on research purpose,
feasibility and specific needs. Tools such as the WHO Disability Assessment Schedule and the
Functioning and Disability Disaggregation Tool could offer more details (WHO 2024). Developing
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context-specific measurement tools for Africa is crucial.
Surveys should address barriers women with disabilities face
in reporting violence and include diverse perspectives.
Adequate training for survey teams is essential to ensure
ethical, safe and accessible data collection. This approach
ensures women can participate without facing additional
risks (Sabariego et al. 2015).

To contextualise the application of ideas expressed in this
article, we underscore some recent examples. For instance,
integrating comprehensive disability measures into national
surveys, as demonstrated in the 2022 census conducted in
South Africa, which included expanded disability questions,
demonstrates how comprehensive disability data can inform
targeted interventions against violence (DataFirst 2022;
WHO 2024). Contextualising measurement tools to reflect
Africa’s unique socio-cultural realities is essential, and
locally adapted methodologies, such as community-based
participatory approaches, have shown promise in improving
the accuracy and relevance of data collection while
empowering marginalised groups (Chirwa et al. 2020).

The challenges of reporting violence, often compounded by
stigma and societal norms, require culturally sensitive
strategies. However, engaging trusted community leaders
and leveraging informal networks have been identified as
effective mechanisms to enhance the participation of women
with disabilities in violence surveys (Bolarinwa et al. 2025;
Dunkle et al. 2018). Furthermore, strengthening legislative
frameworks supported by comprehensive disability-
disaggregated data enhances the implementation and
enforcement of laws designed to protect these women
(WHO 2024).

Conclusion

Improving VAWD measurement in Africa requires
addressing data availability, methodological issues and
implementing best practices. Inclusive, accessible data
collection, paired with ethical considerations, is key to
obtaining accurate data. This information is crucial for
developing interventions and policies to protect women with
disabilities, significantly reducing violence and advancing
gender equality. By embedding these context-specific
practices, this opinion article offers a roadmap for reducing
violence against women with disabilities and advancing
gender equality across the continent.
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