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Introduction
This publication on Disability, Livelihood and Poverty in Asia and the Pacific is an 
executive summary that draws from a wider body of primary and secondary research 
undertaken by the ESCAP research team. It considers both the quantitative and qualitative 
dimensions which shape the livelihood experiences of persons with disabilities. The primary 
research is derived from collaboration between ESCAP and its national research partners: disabled 
people’s organizations (DPOs) and organizations for the empowerment of persons with disabilities. 

Research informing this publication involved addressing a number of significant challenges that 
apply to all research on persons with disabilities. The major challenge is that, despite progress in 
parts of the Asian and Pacific region, in general, persons with disabilities tend to be unseen, unheard 
and uncounted. This is due to the tenacity of barriers to their participation in mainstream society 
and development programmes. The barriers manifest as negative stereotyping and discriminatory 
attitudes and behaviour, as well as the general inaccessibility of the physical, information and 
communication environment, as experienced by persons with disabilites. At the same time, some 
families feel a need to protect persons with disabilities from the curiosity of strangers, especially 
when disability affects the physical appearance and/or behaviour of a family member. Mitra (2005) 
has noted that the stigma associated with disability within communities can create barriers to even 
identifying persons with disabilities, especially those with psychosocial disabilities. There is thus an 
imbalance of research, with some forms of disability being more extensively covered than others. 
Furthermore, research teams may not have the skills and experience for transcending difficulties 
in interacting with specific groups, such as persons with hearing and speech impairments, persons 
with intellectual disabilities, and deafblind persons. These are important contributory factors that 
result in a scarcity of evidence. The lack of evidence, especially evidence that is derived from the 
voices of persons with disabilities themselves, in turn limits policy options.

Yet there are many opportunities for inclusive and empowering research, particularly when 
it encourages the voices of persons with disabilities to be heard, or when it engages DPOs and 
persons with disabilities themselves as active partners in the research process and not merely as 
objects of study. An emerging trend in disability research recognizes that the research process 
itself can give voice to persons with disabilities, build community understanding of the issues 
faced by persons with disabilities and their families, and feed information “upwards” to influence 
policymaking. 

Several studies clearly demonstrate the strengths of research in which persons with disabilities 
are at the centre (for example, Fisher, 2008; Graham et al 2006; and Yeo and Bolton, 2008). Such 
research actively seeks to empower persons with disabilities by involving them as fully as possible 
in research design, implementation and interpretation. It also seeks to change community 
attitudes and practices in favour of the inclusion of persons with disabilities. The present study 
contributes to such knowledge generation and sharing, and provides the basis for action which 
empowers persons with disabilities and their organizations, and supports their inclusion in 
development processes. 
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The study
Action research, as part of the work of ESCAP on disability, livelihood and 
poverty, was conducted over the period from January to August 2012. This 
included a survey carried out in eight countries of the Asian and Pacific region, namely: 
Fiji; India; Japan; Kazakhstan; Pakistan; Philippines; Republic of Korea; Thailand. 
In all, there were 1,768 respondents to the survey, 58 per cent of whom were men and 
42 per cent of whom were women (Table 1 ). There was a balance of respondents from 
both urban and rural areas. All the respondents were persons with disabilities.

The research was inclusive of all forms of disability that varied across the 
participating countries (Figure 1). The research methodology emphasized the 
participation of persons with disabilities and encouraged the articulation of their 
voices. In great part, access to persons with disabilities was facilitated by the fact that 
DPOs, including persons with disabilities themselves, conducted the research. 

DISABILITY AND POVERTY

The relationship between disability and poverty has often been referred to as a vicious 
cycle.

Poor people with disabilities are caught in a vicious cycle of 
poverty and disability, each being both a cause and a consequence 
of the other.
DFID, 2000, p.1

Of course, not all persons with disabilities are poor or even significantly 
disadvantaged, but research has shown that a person with a disability is more likely to 
be poorer than a non-disabled person (Mitra, 2005). 

The World Bank has estimated that persons with disabilities may have accounted 
for as many as one in five of the world’s poorest (Elwan, 1999). Disability may also 
result from poverty: the causes of disability reported in the ESCAP survey included 
preventable diseases and conditions, such as poliomyelitis, leprosy, malnutrition, 
bacterial infections, poisoning, as well as medical malpractice and birth- and 
delivery-related trauma. The Department for International Development (DFID), of 
the United  Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, has quantified the link 
between disability and poverty by estimating that up to 50 per  cent of disabilities 
are preventable and directly linked to poverty (DFID, 2000, p. 3). Disability is 
a  development issue, because of this bidirectional link to poverty: disability may 
increase the risk of poverty, and poverty may increase the risk of disability (Sen, 2009). 

S
E

C
T

IO
N 1



3

TABLE 1. NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

RESPONDENTS 

(NUMBER)

MEN 

(NUMBER)

WOMEN 

(NUMBER)

MEN 

(PERCENTAGE)

WOMEN 

(PERCENTAGE)

Fiji 183 114 69 62 38

India 230 128 102 56 44

Japan 128 92 36 72 28

Kazakhstan 240 122 118 51 49

Republic of Korea 154 92 62 60 40

Pakistan 200 105 95 52 48

Philippines 273 161 112 59 41

Thailand 360 211 149 59 41

TOTAL 1 768 1 025 743 58 42

FIGURE 1. TYPES OF DISABILITY OF RESPONDENTS

Physical 
48%

Visual 
18%

Hearing 
12%

Speech 
4%

Intellectual 
6%

Psychosocial 
3%

Multiple 
4%

Other 
6%

3
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However, the relationship between disability and poverty should not be viewed 
as inevitable. The 2011 World Report on Disability has presented a nuanced reality 
suggesting that, “Empirical evidence on the relation between disability and poverty in 
its various dimensions (income and non-income) differs greatly between developed 
and developing countries with most of the evidence from developed countries.” 
(p. 39). The Report has further noted that, while persons with disabilities experience 
lower employment rates and lower educational attainment rates than persons without 
disabilities, developing country data on the probability of being poor as a result of 
having a disability are mixed (p. 40). The ESCAP survey-based action research also 
shows mixed evidence on relating income alone to poverty and the inability to make 
a livelihood (Table 2 ).

TABLE 2. RESPONDENTS’ ABILITY TO MEET LIVELIHOOD NEEDS (PERCENTAGE)

CAN MEET  

LIVELIHOOD 

NEEDS

CAN MEET 

LIVELIHOOD 

NEEDS, BUT WITH 

DIFFICULTY

UNABLE TO MEET  

LIVELIHOOD NEEDS

Fiji 6 50 44

India 8 78 14

Japan 35 54 10

Kazakhstan 15 80 5

Republic of Korea 6 47 47

Pakistan 13 84 3

Philippines 25 47 27

Thailand 41 39 20

AVERAGE 19 60 21

In spite of the above findings, research in developing countries has shown that 
disability is significantly associated with multidimensional forms of poverty, which 
persons with disabilities experience at higher rates and severity than persons without 
disabilities (Mitra et al, 2012). Disability can further contribute to poverty by hampering 
the full participation of persons with disabilities in the economic and social life of their 
communities, essentially limiting the range of support structures on which they may fall 
back on. Disability may also affect access to services and income support programmes 
that do not reach persons with disabilities, either as individuals or through household 
and family access to social protection schemes.
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Women, children, adolescents and older persons with disabilities, persons with 
extensive psychosocial disabilities and persons with multiple disabilities are often 
identified as the most vulnerable in this regard (Lwanga-Ntale, 2003; Stubbs and 
Taiwake, 2009; and Shang et al, 2011). However, these associations are far from clear-
cut across time and space. The diverse and situation-specific nature of disability, the 
multidimensional nature of poverty and the complex relationship between poverty and 
disability necessitates, in turn, more research. This is especially the case for a better 
understanding of relationships between disability, livelihood and poverty beyond 
income or any other single variable as the causal factor. Research examining the 
relationship between disability and poverty must not only describe, but also explain 
the experience of poverty in order to account for relationships where disability is both a 
cause and a consequence of poverty. Moreover, it must account for what this experience 
means for individuals, families, communities and nations. 

The research outcomes linking income poverty and disability varied across the action 
research undertaken (Table 3 ). Nevertheless, it is notable that despite the inclusion 
of both developing countries and those that are members of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), a significant majority of 
respondents indicated that their income was not enough to support themselves. Only 
in Japan did a majority of respondents indicate otherwise. Across the survey overall, 
only 471 of 1,280 respondents (36 per cent) indicated that they had a level of income 
which could meet their needs. This is despite the existence of social security and 
income-support schemes in several countries covered by the survey. 

TABLE 3. RESPONDENTS’ INCOME SUFFICIENCY FOR SELF-SUPPORT (PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 27 73

India 43 57

Japan 66 34

Kazakhstan 22 78

Republic of Korea 19 81

Pakistan 30 70

Philippines 36 64

Thailand 44 56

AVERAGE 36 64
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Households, 
disability 
and poverty
Having a person with a disability in a household increases the incidence of 
household and individual income poverty. Likewise, household poverty is more 
likely to limit the access that persons with disabilities have to basic services, education 
and financial support. Family members in poorer households are also less likely to be 
aware of specific forms of support, programmes and even their entitlements and rights.

The gap between having an income and being able to meet livelihood needs is 
magnified in the case of persons with disabilities who have to support dependants. 

In the research, it was evident that a considerable number, almost 
half, of persons with disabilities were supporting dependants 
(Table 4 ). 

In some cases, this included a large number of family members: on average, 
3.6 persons in Fiji and 3.1 persons in the Philippines. This is a significant research 
outcome, one that raises important issues for further research, and for policy 
making.

Research findings indicate that, in those cases where persons with disabilities 
support dependants, there is an enormous gap between income poverty and an 
income that suffices for fulfilling support responsibilities (Table 5 ). This was evident 
across all countries to a great degree of uniformity and despite varying levels of 
national socioeconomic development. 

This too is an important research outcome. It not only indicates income poverty 
and the related stress that it imposes on persons with disabilities, but also broader 
household and intergenerational dynamics. Access to services and income is 
therefore critical for family, rather than just individual, well-being. By not addressing 
the needs of persons with disabilities in households where there are dependants, 
intergenerational poverty may result, affecting also persons without disabilities. 
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TABLE 4. RESPONDENTS WITH DEPENDANTS TO SUPPORT

YES (PERCENTAGE) NO (PERCENTAGE)
AVERAGE NUMBER 
OF DEPENDANTS

Fiji 74 26 3.6

India 53 47 2.5

Japan 24 76 1.6

Kazakhstan 44 56 1.8

Republic of Korea 60 40 2.1

Pakistan 19 81 2.4

Philippines 56 44 3.1

Thailand 31 69 —

AVERAGE 44 56 2.4

TABLE 5. RESPONDENTS WITH SUFFICIENT INCOME TO SUPPORT DEPENDANTS 
(PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 20 80

India 20 80

Japan 29 71

Kazakhstan 8 92

Republic of Korea 8 92

Pakistan 25 75

Philippines 20 80

Thailand 27 73

AVERAGE 20 80
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Livelihood, disability 
and poverty
It is often claimed that there are strong and direct relationships between 
disability, poverty and the livelihood-related challenges that persons 
with disabilities face. Much of the recent research linking poverty and disability 
has shown that persons with disabilities are among the most marginalized in society 
(for example, Elwan, 1999; Yeo, 2001; Braithwaite and Mont, 2008; Palmer, 2011; and 
World Health Organization, 2011). The most common reasons are limited educational 
attainment and employment opportunities. The combination of these two key 
indicators of livelihood results in a much greater likelihood of economic and social 
exclusion. It is the disabling impact of inaccessible and unsupportive environments 
on the potential and functioning of persons with disabilities, which is argued to be 
the principal determinant.

The complex nature of such links is not well understood. It most certainly varies 
by context, as well as type and extent of disability and degree of access to services 
needed. Social norms can greatly restrict the livelihood options open to persons with 
disabilities — particularly when the restrictions result from prejudice, discrimination 
and exclusion. This impacts not only persons with disabilities, but also their families. 
Addressing sociocultural barriers involves strengthening the understanding of 
disability among the general public and policymakers. 

The interplay of complex and multidimensional relationships between poverty and 
disability result in social and economic marginalization, and limit the livelihood 
opportunities of persons with disabilities. Yeo and Moore (2003) have attempted to 
represent these relationships diagrammatically, as seen in Figure 2.

There is a need for research that provides deeper and more reliable insights into ways 
of meeting the livelihood needs and aspirations of persons with disabilities. This 
includes generating a better understanding of how persons with disabilities are able 
to manage and even overcome the multifarious physical, social and cultural barriers 
that prevent them from accessing essential services, securing decent employment 
and realizing adequate livelihoods. There is a need for wider use of research 
methodologies that value the voices of persons with diverse disabilities in articulating 
their own experiences, as part of an inclusive research agenda.

DEFINING AND CONDUCTING RESEARCH ON DISABILITY AND LIVELIHOOD

What does this mean for research on disability, especially in relation to poverty and 
livelihood? This requires shifting away from a singular focus on disability to seeking 
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to understand the relationship between persons with diverse disabilities and the 
sociocultural, economic, physical and information and communication context 
which shapes their experiences. Through this shift, research can move away from 
approaching persons with disabilities as a homogenous group of passive objects 
of study to engaging them as active research partners in understanding and acting 
on their own needs. Ultimately, outcomes from such research can only deepen 
understanding and broaden the policy options for more effective reduction of the 
many barriers that persons with disabilities struggle with. The box item that follows is 
illustrative of some of the barriers that persons with disabilities face in a developing 
country context.

THE LIVELIHOODS OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

Over the past decade, the concept of “livelihood” has been used to describe an 
important dimension of the relationship between disability and poverty. In their 
international study of poverty, Narayan et al (2000a and 2000b) defined livelihood in 
terms of the well-being derived from the adequacy and security of income and food. 

Adequate and secure livelihoods emerge as a central concern to 
poor people’s well-being … poor people often struggle to diversify 
their sources of income and food….
Narayan et al, 2000b, p. 45

Livelihood, however, goes beyond these basic necessities to encompass the dignity 
of people’s lives. Therefore, livelihood promotion is not only to be based on the 
material needs of people, but also on factors such as equity and rights. This more 
holistic view is captured in the concept of sustainable livelihood, which goes beyond 
conventional income- and food-based approaches: “It  recognizes the importance 
of the ability to access resources and entitlements, [and it also] emphasizes that the 
poor do have assets, options and strategies, and that they are decision-takers” (Seely, 
2001, p. 2). 

The livelihood approach recognizes that persons with disabilities have capabilities, 
including for reducing risk and vulnerability, and exercising their voice. Furthermore, 
within the context of their lives and communities, there are resources and 
opportunities. It is this lived experience within a community context that plays an 
important role in determining the quality of life of persons with disabilities:

Poverty and disability need to be understood within the context 
of a multidimensional or livelihoods approach … which recognizes 
that factors related to poverty constrain the ability of individuals 
living with a disability … and that disability constrains the ability of 
a person to more effectively deal with situations of poverty.
Graham et al, 2006 
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Exclusion from 
formal and informal 
education and 
employment

Fewer skills

Low 
self‑esteem

Limited social contacts

Low expectations 
from community 
and of self

Exclusion from 
political processes

Lack of ability 
to assert rights

Exclusion from 
basic health care

Poor health 
and physical  
weakness

INCOME 
OPPORTUNITIES 

FURTHER 
REDUCED

HIGH RISK 
OF ILLNESS, 

ACCIDENT AND 
IMPAIRMENT

INCOME 
POVERTY

CHRONIC 
POVERTY

Lowest priority for 
any limited resource, 
e.g., food, clean water, 
inheritance, land

Lack of support for 
high costs directly 
associated with 
impairment

DISCRIMINATION 
AND DISABILITY

IMPAIRMENT

FIGURE 2. DISABILITY, LIVELIHOOD AND POVERTY 

THE DISABILITY AND POVERTY CYCLE

Adapted from Yeo and Moore, 2003, p. 572–573.

FURTHER 
EXCLUSION
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Limited access 
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working 
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overcrowded 
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Limited access to land 
and shelter
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Lack of ability 
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Exclusion from political 
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EXCLUSION
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POVERTY

FIGURE 2. DISABILITY, LIVELIHOOD AND POVERTY 

THE POVERTY AND DISABILITY CYCLE

FURTHER 
EXCLUSION

INCOME 
POVERTY
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Much of the sustainable livelihood framework borrows from and develops the 
capabilities approach to development, which Sen (1999) designed. Rather than 
focusing on the social, physical and environmental factors that might constrain an 
individual, the emphasis shifts from inabilities and deficits to assets and capabilities. 
Research needs to then focus on the physical and non-physical (social, relational) 
assets that are available to households and how these are, or may be, leveraged to 
ensure the survival of households in difficult circumstances — in essence, how 
livelihood strategies can be used to produce livelihood outcomes (Graham, 2000, 
p. 23). This view of livelihood encompasses aspects of life that would otherwise be 
discounted in assessments of poverty and disability, such as social isolation.  

“A FROG IN A WELL”: THE EXCLUSION OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES FROM 
WORK IN CAMBODIA

A Cambodian study by Gartrell (2010) involved the 
researcher living in a Cambodian village over a 
nine-month period to gain first-hand insights into 
the barriers faced by persons with disabilities at 
the community level. The research focused on the 
kinds of work that were available to persons with 
disabilities and how they accessed that work, the 
“cultural construction of disability” (p. 294) and the 
spatial limitations imposed by the physical location 
of the village and the house” (p. 298). 

The study focused on the lives of villagers (15 women 
and 16 men) with a range of mobility and visual 
disabilities. Multiple interviews were conducted 
with these individuals over the research period. The 
study also included a village-wide survey as well as 
semi-structured, in-depth key informant interviews. 
A  further 58 one-off interviews were conducted 
with persons with disabilities living around the study 

village and in Phnom Penh and 30 interviews with 
Governmental and non-governmental organizations 
working in the disability sector were completed. 

The research found that persons with disabilities 
had few economic and physical resources to access 
employment opportunities outside the village and 
were trapped by their impairments, dominant social 
and cultural attitudes and by the physical space 
itself; confinement to home and a place of low 
status set in train a vicious cycle of impoverishment 
(p. 298). 

Gartrell concluded that, “Economic, social and 
symbolic resources are not equally available to all; 
disabled people are systematically excluded from, 
and must often fight to attain, the fundamental 
elements of citizenship: education, employment, 
equal social membership and well-being” (p. 300).

12
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Employment, 
disability and 
livelihood
Employment is central to the well-being of persons with disabilities and 
therefore was an important part of the action research. The importance of 
right-to-work opportunities for persons with disabilities was recognized as far back as 
1944 in an International Labour Organization (ILO) Employment Recommendation,1 
which stated that persons with disabilities:

“…whatever the origin of disabilities, should be provided with full 
opportunities for rehabilitation, specialized vocational guidance, 
training and retraining, and employment on useful work”.

That Recommendation was elevated to a human right in Article 23 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights2 and reinforced through the adoption of the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.3 Article 27 of the Convention reaffirms the 
right of persons with disabilities to work on an equal basis with others. 

However, persons with disabilities face greater obstacles in finding and holding jobs. 
Some of the main obstacles faced relate to negative attitudes, which appear in the 
form of discrimination, and the lack of a supportive legal and policy environment. 
In  addition to these broader obstacles, there are others that have a direct impact 
on persons with disabilities getting to work and performing at the workplace. 
These include inaccessible public transportation and buildings, a lack of accessible 
information and a lack of assistive devices and support services (Heron and Murray, 
2003). They point to the need for modifications in the workplace (“reasonable 
accommodation”). As may be required, there could also be a need for making available 
information in formats and language that can be understood, personal assistance, 
and appropriate assistive devices. Disability-inclusive business enterprises in the 
region exemplify efforts that are being made to overcome the obstacles, some with 
promising outcomes. ESCAP survey results, as well as recent literature, support these 
observations, although variations exist from country to country. 

1	 ILO, Employment (Transition from War to Peace) Recommendation, 1944, Nº 71.
2	 General Assembly resolution 217 A (III).
3	 General Assembly resolution 61/106, annex I.
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DISABILITY AND DECENT WORK 

Only a quarter of the persons participating in the action research indicated that 
they were not able, or willing, to work. Around 50 per cent were already — formally 
or informally — employed, whereas another quarter was looking for work. Of all 
the countries surveyed, Fiji and the Republic of Korea stood out as countries where 
three-quarters or more of the respondents were not holding jobs. This response was 
also supported by the outcomes of face-to-face interviews in the countries, which 
revealed that persons with disabilities received little family and community support 
to work. Instead, they and their families depended on support from the State and on 
private assistance. 

The terms and conditions of work varied greatly among the eight countries surveyed. 
For example, in Japan almost 60 per  cent were salaried employees, 10  per  cent 
were self-employed and another 10 per  cent were unemployed. In contrast, about 
60 per cent of the Indian respondents were self-employed, 10 per cent were employees 
and almost 30 per cent were unemployed (Table 6 ). 

TABLE 6. RESPONDENTS’ EMPLOYMENT STATUS (PERCENTAGE)

EMPLOYEE

SELF-

EMPLOYED UNEMPLOYED 

NOT LOOKING 

FOR A JOB

Fiji 4 12 27 56

India 9 61 29 1

Japan 60 10 10 21

Kazakhstan 40 4 33 22

Republic of Korea 7 20 3 70

Pakistan 29 13 32 26

Philippines 25 27 31 17

Thailand 25 49 18 8

AVERAGE 25 24 23 28

The relatively high share of self-employed persons with disabilities in India, and —  to 
a lesser extent — the Philippines and Thailand, does not so much indicate choice, as 
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necessity. This in turn reflects national employment conditions and opportunities. 
As is described later, persons with disabilities tend to face a multitude of barriers 
when seeking employment in the open labour market: poorer skill sets and other 
consequences of fewer years of formal education and training, and stigmatization. 

Finding work is different from finding decent work. ILO has defined the elements of 
decent work as “fair wages”, “equal remuneration for work of equal value, without 
distinction of any kind”, “decent living for [everyone] and their families”, “safe and 
healthy work conditions”, “equal opportunity for everyone to be promoted in his 
employment to an appropriate higher level”, and “technical and vocational guidance 
and training programmes”. 4 

Evidence from the action research reveals the severe difficulty that persons with 
disabilities face in earning a decent income.

With the exception of Japan, more than half of the persons surveyed 
earned an income that was inadequate for meeting their needs. 

In the Philippines, almost half of the households surveyed indicated high levels of 
income poverty, with an income of 2,500 Philippine pesos (or about 60 United States 
dollars) per week. 

Taking care of other family members, especially dependants, was even more difficult 
across all countries. 

Between 70 and 90 per cent of all persons with disabilities surveyed 
indicated that they did not earn enough income to support their 
dependants. In the Philippines, only half were contributing to the 
family income. 

The ESCAP action research indicated that the family income was less when the 
family had to provide care for a family member with a disability. In India, parents of 
children with disabilities often needed to reduce working hours, so that they could 
attend to the needs of their children with disabilities. A Fijian 44-year-old mother 
of six children, who herself had a physical disability, shared that her husband had 
not been employed for four years since he was taking care of her. Family, however, 
can also be an empowering force: not having adequate food for her family motivated 
that Fijian mother to set up her own small informal sewing business. 

Persons with disabilities perceived discrimination, but often lacked the skills and 
confidence to assert their rights in the workplace. In the face of discrimination, 
they responded by leaving work, or tolerating employment under less favourable 
conditions. In Fiji, a mother of two stated: “I have been looking for work, but I feel 

4	 See General Assembly resolution 2200 A (XXI), annex.
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that companies do not want to employ me because I am deaf”. Statements of this 
nature reflect the reality of exclusion as experienced by persons with disabilities 
themselves. 

Workplace harassment of workers with disabilities is common and occurs in many 
forms. It ranges from violence and abuse by, to derogatory comments from, co-
workers and employers, undermining the person’s ability to perform. The survey 
conducted in India reported that violence and harassment at work, influenced 
by societal hierarchies and power relations, deterred persons with disabilities 
from engaging in regular and productive employment. In Thailand, 17  per  cent of 
respondents cited employers’ attitudes against persons with disabilities as barriers 
to employment.

When engaging in self-employed and home-based informal work, persons with 
disabilities also face particular barriers. 

Social contacts are central to the success of any form of self-employment. Yet, 
persons with disabilities tend to have fewer opportunities to socialize. The above-
mentioned barriers confine many persons with disabilities to the home. Some 
persons with disabilities engaging in home-based self-employment reported that 
they had fewer access-to-market opportunities.

Poor access to credit hampers the growth potential of small enterprises run by 
persons with disabilities. In Fiji, for example, only 19 per cent of survey respondents 
indicated that they had access to financial services. In Pakistan, only 8 per  cent 
had ever used financial services. Not surprisingly, the data from Fiji and Pakistan 
reflect a low share of self-employed persons with disabilities (12 and 13  per  cent, 
respectively). Among respondents in India, the share of self-employed persons with 
disabilities was highest (61  per cent). Since access to microcredit and bank loans 
with subsidized interest is very uneven, it could reflect the degree of organization 
and empowerment of persons with disabilities surveyed.

Despite the hardships faced, many persons with disabilities can and do contribute 
to their families’ incomes. In India, the daily wage received through national 
schemes made a difference for 75 per cent of the households interviewed. Pro-poor 
and disability-inclusive government policies and a range of financing options are 
even more essential in low-resource settings where stable, wage-paying jobs are the 
exception, rather than the rule.

ACCESSIBILITY AND EMPLOYMENT

In the eight countries covered by the survey, respondents’ views on accessibility 
(including of public transportation, roads and buildings) varied considerably from 
country to country, with implications for employment (Table 7 ). In Japan and the 
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Republic of Korea, the percentages of responses that referred to “not accessible” 
were relatively low (1  per  cent and 5 per  cent, respectively). In Thailand, the figure 
was also relatively low at 5  per  cent, the same as that for the Republic of Korea. 
Some other developing countries had higher percentages of responses that referred 
to “not accessible” of around 15 to 20 per  cent, whereas in India and Pakistan, the 
percentages were 47 per cent and 39 per cent, respectively.

TABLE 7. ACCESSIBILITY OF PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION, ROADS AND BUILDINGS, 
ACCORDING TO RESPONDENTS (PERCENTAGE)

ACCESSIBLE

ACCESSIBLE WITH 

ASSISTANCE NOT ACCESSIBLE

Fiji 35 45 20

India 25 28 47

Japan 59 40 1

Kazakhstan 53 30 17

Republic of Korea 66 29 5

Pakistan 25 37 39

Philippines 63 25 12

Thailand 58 37 5

AVERAGE 48 34 18

The above-mentioned results need to be qualified by the fact that there were higher 
percentages of responses for “accessible, with assistance” than just “accessible” in 
some countries (Fiji and Japan). This could indicate that, in these countries, many 
persons with disabilities do face obstacles regarding accessibility and overcome these 
with assistance, including in the form of assistive devices. Culturally appropriate and 
affordable assistive devices, supported by easy-to-access training and maintenance 
and repair services, can have an empowering and liberating impact on the lives of 
persons with disabilities, enabling them to engage in mainstream economic and 
social activity on an equal basis. 

Among respondents in India and Pakistan, as in the Philippines and Thailand, the 
percentage of those not using assistive devices was significantly higher than those 
who reported using them. In these countries, as also in Kazakhstan, the vast majority 
of persons with disabilities depended on family members for assistance. In  Japan, 
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however, the number of persons with disabilities receiving assistance from non-
family members was three times that of those receiving it from family members. 

Concerning the specific barriers to working, in Fiji “physical status” was cited as the 
main factor (more than twice as likely to be a barrier). Moreover, persons with physical 
disabilities cited the substantial costs of travelling to work as an issue. The discrepancy 
between a possible income and work-related expenses was a contributory factor in 
their reluctance to work. The lack of quantitative data makes it difficult to ascertain 
conclusions regarding workplace accessibility. Nevertheless, qualitative data from 
the survey provide a sense of accessibility issues and employment as experienced by 
persons with disabilities.

For those with the opportunity to work in the more formal sector, vulnerabilities 
may be compounded by a lack of accessible facilities and services in the workplace. 
In Thailand, persons with hearing disabilities expressed concern about the lack 
of communication devices and sign language interpreters for deaf persons in the 
workplace. This does not mean that improvements in accessibility should only focus 
on the workplace. There is a need for seamless connectivity of accessibility from home 
to all public spaces and to places for learning, training, work, recreation, engagement 
in community life, and back to the home. 

Many attitudinal issues remain. In India, respondents cited the issue of perception 
of persons with intellectual disabilities as being unable to work outside the home 
and to recognize related risks and threats. Furthermore, persons with intellectual 
disabilities were vulnerable to acts of violence by others. In the case of girls and 
women with disabilities, they were at particular risk of sexual abuse and violence. 
The Indian survey results suggested that, to address general challenges concerning 
the employment of persons with disabilities, self-employment might be supported 
through strengthened skills development. 

The research outcomes strongly underscore the need for greater attention to 
addressing stigma and discrimination, as outlined in the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities.

Access to financial services and support is an important means of securing a stable 
livelihood. However, in the Philippines, as in other countries, the majority of persons 
with disabilities have limited access to such services and support. Another issue is 
access to information and the scope of dissemination of information on government 
programmes that reaches persons with disabilities in languages and formats that 
they can understand. The majority of survey respondents did not receive government 
financial support and many were not aware of their eligibility for such support. This 
issue is further addressed below with regard to securing decent employment for 
persons with disabilities.
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GENDER AND EMPLOYMENT

Women with disabilities are least likely to be in remunerative employment. 
Instead, they often provide unpaid labour. When employed, they frequently work 
under the worst conditions and for less pay. Women with disabilities face multiple 
forms of discrimination due to their being female, disabled and poor. Sometimes, 
the problem is compounded by factors such as age or geographic location and 
additional vulnerabilities associated with ethnicity or other minority status. When 
discrimination based on one factor or personal attribute is combined with another, 
they usually reinforce each other and exacerbate the overall impact on the person. 
Most women with disabilities are likely to have little or no schooling and limited 
vocational skills, be unemployed and be extremely poor. Exceptions of extreme 
poverty may be found among women who completed formal education and skills 
training and established some form of economic security for themselves before 
acquiring disabilities.

Poverty can be characterized by the lack of resources. This does not mean just money, 
but also skills, knowledge and social connections. Persons with disabilities in general 
face difficulties in entering the open labour market. However, men with disabilities 
are almost twice more likely than women with disabilities to have jobs. For example, 
in the Republic of Korea, 20.2 per cent of women with disabilities and 43.5 per cent 
of men with disabilities are employed, as compared with 49.2 and 71.1 per cent for 
women and men with no disabilities, respectively (Korean Statistical Information 
Services, 2009). When women with disabilities work, they often experience unequal 
hiring and promotion standards, unequal access to training and retraining, unequal 
access to credit and other productive resources, unequal pay for equal work and 
occupational segregation, and they rarely participate in economic decision-making 
(O’Reilly, 2003).

Women with disabilities need and want to have the qualifications and skills for decent 
employment, to be independent and to experience the world outside of their homes. 

The ability to work and fulfil social roles is important for human dignity, self-respect 
and for earning respect from others. Employment for a woman with a disability, as 
for everyone else, is central to a sense of social integration and psychological well-
being rooted in five factors, it: (a) provides an income and the means to be financially 
independent; (b) improves self-esteem through the individual’s greater role in society; 
(c) accords the individual respect from society which derives from social acceptance 
of the individual’s contribution to the lives of others, as an active citizen in the 
development process, and a taxpayer, co-worker and friend; (d) provides opportunities 
for social contacts, to interact with others, and to find identity as part of a wider 
community; (e) provides opportunities for learning new skills and developing new 
competencies (based on O’Reilly, 2003). Having a job gives women with disabilities 
the opportunity to break out of poverty, dependency and social isolation.
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Women with disabilities tend to have far fewer opportunities for education, training and 
employment, as compared with women without disabilities and men with disabilities. 
Completing even basic education increases the opportunity for women with disabilities 
to access vocational training for developing skills required by the labour market and 
could increase their chances of finding jobs and, more likely, better paid jobs. 

In certain public places and under certain conditions, women in general are more 
at risk of experiencing intimidation and danger. The use of public transportation 
involves the attendant risk of sexual harassment. If they are able to access public 
transportation, women with disabilities are particularly vulnerable. Transportation 
was highlighted through the action research as a crucial factor for the employment of 
women with disabilities. Many families of women and girls with disabilities, believing 
that it is unsafe for them to go to school or to work on their own, confine them to the 
home where they feel their protection can be ensured. 

SECURING DECENT EMPLOYMENT FOR PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

The ESCAP action research revealed that persons with disabilities 
were overwhelmingly able and willing to work. 

Asserting financial independence is indispensable for dignity and self-esteem. 
To fulfil this need, persons with disabilities surveyed sought appropriate work, in 
accessible and safe environments, where their potential was nourished and where 
they were empowered. However, the physical, societal and economic obstacles that 
they faced in their environment held them back. 

In order to enhance the capacity of persons with disabilities for engaging in 
employment, attitudinal, policy and legal changes were indicated as essential. This 
would include action on the physical, socioeconomic and cultural barriers that 
persons with disabilities faced when trying to find and maintain employment. Any 
policy to address such issues would need to be based on evidence, such as that 
regarding accessibility discussed above. Such policy would also need to be informed 
by the reasons for the considerably lower employment rates among persons with 
disabilities, as compared with general employment rates. 

Reasons for low employment could be: (a) lack of access to personal assistance and/
or assistive devices; (b) inadequate public transportation; (c) physically inaccessible 
work environments; (d) negative attitudes regarding the ability of persons with 
disabilities to work; (e) policies and legislation related to disability benefits and overall 
expenses that would be incurred by working, which might discourage persons with 
disabilities from remaining in the open labour market; (f ) ways in which underlying 
health conditions, especially in a poverty context, could reduce the productivity of 
persons with disabilities for the types of jobs available in the labour market (adapted 
from Mitra, Posarac and Vick, 2011).
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In the ESCAP action research, clear differences existed between countries, especially 
with regard to the availability of financial assistance (Table 8 ). Some countries, such 
as Thailand, extended support to almost all persons surveyed (99 per  cent). In the 
case of Pakistan, however, income support only reached 3 per cent of those surveyed. 
Such limited provision, combined with poor access to financial markets and formal 
employment opportunities, increased the financial vulnerability of persons with 
disabilities.

TABLE 8. GOVERNMENT FINANCIAL SUPPORT RECEIVED BY RESPONDENTS 
(PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 32 68

India 79 21

Japan 74 26

Kazakhstan 72 28

Republic of Korea 59 41

Pakistan 3 97

Philippines 32 68

Thailand 99 1

In India, the survey showed that most women respondents with disabilities did 
not have ownership rights over land and experienced discrimination as a serious 
issue. In that situation, some successful employment initiatives indicated 
that, with the right policies and political will in place, persons with disabilities, 
including women with disabilities, could benefit. One reason for success was 
assessment of the existing gaps in the skills of persons with disabilities and 
the establishment of committees to identify suitable trades that suited their 
respective profiles and requirements, as well as those of the market. In addition 
to disability — specific training for business management, other forms of specific 
support can be provided — particularly through poverty reduction programmes. 
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For example, the  Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 
Scheme now includes specific provisions for disability inclusion.

In Thailand, significant efforts have been made to develop a legislative framework 
to benefit persons with disabilities, including with regard to the right to work. 
The 2007 Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand, the Persons with Disabilities 
Empowerment Act of 2007, and other rules and regulations formulated or revised 
at the same time, were harmonized and rendered consistent with the principles of 
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which Thailand ratified 
on 29 July 2008. The Thai Persons with Disabilities Empowerment Act stipulates 
that both public and private entities are required to employ persons with 
disabilities under a quota scheme. The employment ratio was initially set at one 
person with a disability to every 200 regular employees; however, the Thai Cabinet 
subsequently passed a resolution adopting the new employment ratio of 1:100, to 
create more gainful employment opportunities for persons with disabilities.

Governments, employers and other civil society stakeholders have an important 
role in developing appropriate training for persons with disabilities to improve 
their capacity for working effectively. In Thailand, the survey showed that persons 
with disabilities often felt that the government vocational training programmes 
did not quite address their needs and interests. However, those persons with 
disabilities recognized that the training programmes were helpful in providing 
an opportunity for developing interpersonal and social skills. This is noteworthy; 
it is not only formal education that matters, since social skills and “life education” 
help persons with disabilities gain self-esteem and build their social networks.

In many countries, especially the developing countries, self-employment, 
including in the informal sector, seems to be the common option for many 
persons with disabilities who want, or have, to work. In the short term, informal 
sector jobs may help persons with disabilities meet their immediate livelihood 
needs. However, in the long term, informal employment compounds insecurity 
and leaves persons with disabilities even more vulnerable to volatility in market 
conditions, and other risk factors, including health-related hazards under poor 
working conditions. 

The research indicated the need for the promotion of the decent work agenda for 
persons with disabilities as a matter of priority.   
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Education, 
livelihood and 
poverty
Poverty is strongly related to the level of educational attainment. Among 
the respondents, there were high rates of incompletion of formal education and 
training required for obtaining qualifications and certification. Of interest, financial 
limitations were just as likely as disability, or more likely, to be a key factor in the 
non-completion of education. The research also demonstrated the lack of support 
for education professionals and institutions, and especially training for teachers 
and trainers in fostering the learning potential of persons with diverse disabilities. 
As a result, with limited understanding and skills, teachers, trainers and institutions 
tended to exclude persons with disabilities from schools and training programmes, or 
simply ignored their needs. 

Table 9 shows significant variations in attendance regarding both regular schools 
and “schools with additional support” (for students with disabilities). This was also 
the case regarding “other” schools (that is, non-formal education). In India, almost 
all respondents stated that they attended regular schools. Concerning attendance 
at schools with additional support, Kazakhstan and Pakistan stand out, with rates 
of 40 and 51 per cent, respectively. These rates are significantly higher than those 
of other countries, while at the same time the respondents in both countries had 
the lowest rates of attendance in regular schools. Kazakhstan and Pakistan also had 
very low levels of attendance at “other” schools. In this third school category, the 
Republic of Korea and Thailand had by far the highest rates of attendance, with 
15 and 17 per cent, respectively. 

School completion among persons with disabilities is an issue of concern. In this 
regard, Table  10 shows the widest variations of all the survey results. This may 
indicate that persons with disabilities still face numerous challenges in many 
settings and often do not complete education, with potential repercussions on 
their capacity to engage in a productive livelihood. The respondents in Kazakhstan 
had the highest completion rate (85 per cent). In Japan, the Republic of Korea and 
Thailand, there were also relatively high rates in the range of 70 to 75  per  cent. 
A relatively large number of respondents from these four countries lifted the average 
rate of school completion for all respondents overall to 61 per cent. An additional 
consideration, and one which is challenging to evaluate and goes beyond the scope 
of the research, is that of the quality of schooling received. Related to this issue 
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is whether persons with and persons without disabilities were treated equally in 
the classroom, and whether persons with disabilities had sufficient resources for 
attaining a level of education and training that sufficed for a productive livelihood.

For persons with disabilities, vocational training can provide the skills to engage 
in a  productive livelihood that will enable them to break out of poverty. Table 11 
reveals less variation among countries when compared with other indicators related 
to education, livelihood and poverty. On average, slightly over 60 per cent of persons 
with disabilities had not participated in vocational training across the countries 
surveyed. In this regard, the figures were highest in Fiji, Japan, the Republic of Korea 
and Pakistan, where more than 70 per cent of respondents reported that they had 
not been involved in vocational training initiatives. Respondents in the Philippines 
were the only group with a majority reporting participation in vocational training 

TABLE 9. TYPES OF SCHOOL ATTENDED BY RESPONDENTS (PERCENTAGE)

REGULAR SCHOOL

SCHOOL WITH 

ADDITIONAL 

SUPPORT

OTHER 

(NON-FORMAL 

EDUCATION)

Fiji 87 13 1

India 98 2 0

Japan 70 21 9

Kazakhstan 58 40 2

Republic of Korea 84 1 15

Pakistan 46 51 3

Philippines 91 8 1

Thailand 70 12 17

AVERAGE 75 18 6
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(53 per cent). In Kazakhstan and Thailand, the rates were relatively closer to parity 
regarding those who had and had not participated in vocational training. 

Aside from vocational training, persons with disabilities can also derive tangible 
benefits from other forms of training. Table 12 considers these alternative forms. 
While the average figure for all countries was similar to that for vocational training, 
large variations above and below this value were noticeable. Respondents in 
Kazakhstan and the Philippines provided a higher rate of affirmative responses. 
They were the only ones whose rates exceeded 50 per cent. Apart from respondents 
in Japan and the Republic of Korea whose rates were below 20 per cent, respondents 
in the other countries had rates between 26 and 38 per cent. This points to the need 
for comprehensive livelihood approaches, as well as for further research on how the 
training-related challenges faced by persons with disabilities may be overcome. 

TABLE 10. RESPONDENTS’ SCHOOL COMPLETION STATUS (PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 24 76

India 48 52

Japan 71 29

Kazakhstan 85 15

Republic of Korea 75 25

Pakistan 63 37

Philippines 49 51

Thailand 70 30

AVERAGE 61 39
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TABLE 11. RESPONDENTS’ PARTICIPATION IN VOCATIONAL TRAINING 
(PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 22 78

India 40 60

Japan 29 71

Kazakhstan 45 55

Republic of Korea 27 73

Pakistan 22 78

Philippines 53 47

Thailand 47 53

AVERAGE 39 61

26
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TABLE 12. OTHER FORMS OF TRAINING ATTENDED BY RESPONDENTS 
(PERCENTAGE)

YES NO 

Fiji 26 74

India 27 73

Japan 18 82

Kazakhstan 55 45

Republic of Korea 12 88

Pakistan 35 65

Philippines 53 47

Thailand 38 62

AVERAGE 36 64

27
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Services, livelihood 
and poverty

BARRIERS IN ACCESS TO SERVICES

Persons with disabilities face barriers, which restrict their use of a range 
of services required for daily living. This includes health care. Despite barriers, 
with the exception of Pakistan and to a lesser extent, the Philippines, the respondents 
in the other six countries seemed to be visiting a medical professional regularly 
(Table 13 ).

TABLE 13. REGULAR VISITS BY RESPONDENTS TO MEDICAL PROFESSIONALS 
(PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 60 40

India 74 26

Japan 77 23

Kazakhstan 68 32

Republic of Korea 76 24

Pakistan 6 94

Philippines 39 61

Thailand 53 47

AVERAGE 57 43

In general, respondents gave mixed reviews of the accessibility and reliability of 
health clinics available to them. Overall, physical access to the clinics was deemed 
easier by respondents in the Republic of Korea, Japan and Thailand, and less so by 
those in Fiji and Pakistan.

Even when health-care facilities were available, the services offered were considered 
not adequately adapted to accommodate the needs of persons with disabilities. 
The ESCAP action research indicated that, in many cases, health-care providers 
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had not received training to address the needs of persons with disabilities. In some 
instances, such lack of training became a particular concern: parents of children 
with intellectual disabilities in the Indian action research reported that sometimes 
more harm than good was done in the dedicated clinics. Similar experiences were 
reported in Thailand where, in many instances, medical personnel did not appear 
to be adequately trained to treat persons with disabilities, both from a medical and 
a human perspective. 

Access to health-care facilities was reported as a challenge in many of the countries 
surveyed. Poor infrastructure and lack of support and assistive devices made 
visiting clinics and hospitals challenging. This was so even at the local level and 
particularly for women with disabilities. Additional concerns included the lack 
of labelling of medicine in accessible formats for persons with sight impairments, 
persons with intellectual disabilities and persons with little or no literacy. The non-
availability of sign language interpreters in clinics and hospitals was a serious issue 
for deaf persons. 

Public sector programmes were acknowledged as contributing to overall better health 
for persons with disabilities, despite some limitations in service provision. Some 
positive interventions related to health care emerged from the private sector in India. 
A number of companies, such as Gems Park, Hyderabad, were employing persons 
with disabilities and providing free health-care check-ups in clinics. 

Persons with disabilities reported barriers to opening bank accounts and accessing 
financial services. In the Philippines, for example, only a few respondents had access 
to banks (21 per cent), even though the majority were urban dwellers. Some persons 
surveyed reported resorting to more accessible forms of financial intermediaries in 
their communities. In Thailand, there were cases reported of persons with disabilities 
having been denied ATM cards and financial loans.

There were indications of not only institutional and attitudinal barriers, but also 
of legal barriers and frameworks (for example in land and asset ownership). This 
strongly limited capacities for acquiring and building assets, compounding issues of 
dependency. The action research indicated that, often in rural settings, conditions for 
land tenure led to the exclusion of persons with disabilities, since those required an 
assessment of whether a person could cultivate the land or not. 

Access to housing, water supply, sanitation and electricity are fundamental to basic 
human security. In the Philippines and in Thailand, many persons surveyed owned 
their domicile and all had access to water and electricity. A lack of such services could 
contribute to bringing about disability. In India, the problem of high fluoride content 
in water was reported to be a cause of disability. In many countries, poorly planned 
and poorly maintained infrastructure (for example, exposed water pipes and open 
man-holes) further exacerbated the many difficulties that undermined freedom of 
movement by persons with disabilities. 
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For persons with disabilities, who may be working from home, basic services become 
tied to livelihood creation. Access to electricity would enable a person with a disability 
to operate machinery and equipment. It would also enable a person with a disability 
to use information and communications technology, for example, computers and 
mobile phones, to maintain a  customer base, access information and undertake 
education online.  

POVERTY OF INFORMATION

Limitations in access to services are compounded by a lack of awareness among 
persons with disabilities concerning the full range of government support 
mechanisms. At the same time, there is a need for greater awareness on the part of 
government concerning the problems faced by persons with disabilities in accessing 
support mechanisms and services. In Thailand, three areas were identified which 
also hold true across much of the researched settings (especially in Fiji, Kazakhstan 
and Pakistan) — persons with disabilities: lacked access to information about 
services (Table 14 ); faced problems of transportation to access services; and faced 
discrimination by officials and staff members at various levels. The responses 
indicated that information regarding available services was rated best in India and in 
the Philippines. 

TABLE 14. ADEQUATE INFORMATION ON GOVERNMENT SUPPORT MECHANISMS, 
ACCORDING TO RESPONDENTS (PERCENTAGE)

YES NO

Fiji 54 46

India 81 19

Japan 74 26

Kazakhstan 56 44

Republic of Korea 68 32

Pakistan 54 46

Philippines 82 18

Thailand 55 45

AVERAGE 65 35
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Conclusions:  
Building an inclusive future 
The ESCAP action research found that persons with disabilities faced a  number of 
challenges in effectively meeting their livelihood needs. Many issues need to be addressed 
through enhanced understanding, through partnerships and through bold action.

Employment issues were at the core of much of the research findings. Employment 
offers persons with disabilities a livelihood, but it also addresses stigma and self-worth. 
It brings persons with disabilities more into the mainstream, with increased opportunities 
for enhancing capabilities for decision making, including in the financial, political 
and sociocultural spheres of life. Furthermore, and especially important in developing 
countries, it can reduce poverty in the household. 

Bearing this is mind, policies need to render decent work a more viable option for persons 
with disabilities, with supportive conditions that allow for work environments that are 
accessible and free from stigma and discrimination. 

The research shows that persons with disabilities do work, and perhaps more so than 
generally expected by society at large. This implies that there is much to build on in terms 
of strengthening skills for tapping a wider range of remunerative and satisfying work 
options. There are, however, clear and specific issues on multiple levels. These need to be 
understood and addressed in terms of employment, and with regard to the need to work. 
For example, results from the survey, as well as from other sources show that women 
with disabilities face particular barriers related to discrimination and norms. Expanding 
opportunities for women with disabilities is as much to do with raising awareness of 
their rights and potential, as with improving physical and information accessibility, and 
strengthening training programmes, legislation and policies.

While employment can help persons with disabilities earn a living, support their families 
and contribute productively to their communities, educational attainment is critical 
in terms of providing them with the cognitive and behavioural tools to function in 
society. Likewise, the significance of vocational education and the opportunity for skill 
enhancement, including through job coaching, apprenticeship and on-the-job training, 
cannot be underestimated. Earmarking sufficient resources, for teachers, trainers and 
personal assistants, and appropriate infrastructure is a prerequisite for enhancing the 
knowledge and skills of persons with disabilities. When persons with disabilities fulfil their 
potential and engage in productive livelihoods, they contribute to collective benefits. 

Understanding the dynamics between disability and livelihood is highly sensitive to 
the abilities of the individual persons concerned and their disability type. The survey 
sheds light on particular disability issues, such as those related to persons with hearing 
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impairment and those with psychosocial disabilities. The action research showed that this 
latter group might be less likely to fully benefit from the kind of education that is generally 
available and obtain gainful employment, given the current state of education, the labour 
marke and prevailing societal views. Changes in these areas are essential. Persons with 
psychosocial disabilities require greater understanding from society, acceptance by their 
communities, and care from family members. In this context, further research is needed to 
provide evidence that can inform more appropriate policies and supportive interventions.

The action research highlighted the considerable barriers to services, especially financial 
services. Lack of credit, coupled with limited employment opportunities, and higher 
costs (especially for health care) were formable challenges to meeting livelihood needs. 
These challenges compounded problems faced in covering major expenditures, such as 
for education, transportation and support services. They also constrained the capacity to 
build assets and savings. As was evidenced in the action research, both physical and social 
barriers exist that require specific measures to improve the living and working conditions 
of persons with disabilities.

With regard to enhancing accessibility and participation in livelihood activities, persons 
with disabilities may require various forms of support and assistance. It  is often the case 
that persons with disabilities, and their families, are not aware of what support they are 
entitled to. This points to the need for specific efforts and attention to communication and 
dissemination of available resources and support. For benefits to accrue, support should be 
tailored to addressing individual and household needs.

To more actively engage persons with disabilities, there is a need to invest in both ‘soft’ and 
‘hard’ infrastructure, with the development of human and capital resources. In  meeting 
needs, policy action should be cognizant of the realities of the situation of persons with 
disabilities. It can only be so if this is based on evidence of the needs of persons with 
disabilities. For this, it is vital that persons with disabilities and their organizations 
are actively engaged throughout the process of policy formulation, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. Policy should not only build and expand on the resources and 
opportunities that persons with disabilities have, but also remove the barriers that they 
face, including stigma and discrimination. The results of the action research go some way 
in providing an evidence base for such action. 

Finally, while the results of the action research clearly indicate the diverse experiences 
of persons with disabilities in the Asia-Pacific region, there was consistent evidence and 
support for the association of disability with higher levels of poverty and deprivation, 
and insufficient and vulnerable livelihoods which resulted in and contributed to poverty. 
The results of the action research underscore the urgency of policy action to address the 
specific livelihood needs of persons with disabilities, especially those living in poverty. 
The Asian and Pacific Decade of Persons with Disabilities, 2013–2022, is a fresh opportunity 
for collective action to remove barriers to the participation of persons with disabilities in 
the everyday life of their communities and nations. 



33

References
Braithwaite, J. and D. Mont (2008). Disability and poverty: 

A survey of World Bank poverty assessments and 
implications. Social Protection Discussion Paper Nº 
0805, February 2008. Washington, D.C.: World Bank.

DFID (2000). Disability, poverty and development. 
Department for International Development, London 
and East Kilbride, United Kingdom. 

 Economic and Social Council (2008). Emerging issues: 
Mainstreaming disability in the development agenda. 
Note by the Secretariat (Document E/CN.5/2008/6) 
submitted to the Commission for Social Development, 
forty-sixth session, 6-15 February 2008, Follow-up 
to the World Summit for Social Development, and 
the twenty-fourth special session of the General 
Assembly.

Elwan, A. (1999). Poverty and disability: A survey of the 
literature. Social Protection, Discussion Paper Series, 
Nº 9932, Social Protection Unit, Human Development 
Network. Washington, D.C.: World Bank.

Gartrell, A. (2010). ‘A frog in a well’: the exclusion of 
disabled people from work in Cambodia. Disability and 
Society, 25:3, 289-301. Available from http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/09687591003701207. 

Graham, L., L.Selipsky, J. Moodley and Maina, J. with W. 
Rowland (2010). Understanding poverty and disability 
in Johannesburg. Centre for Social Development in 
Africa, University of Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Groce, N., M. Kett, R. Lang and J-F Trani (2011). 
Disability and poverty: The need for a more nuanced 
understanding of implications for development policy 
and practice. Third World Quarterly, Vol. 32, Nº 8, pp. 
1493-1513.

Harknett, S. with Chum Hoeurn, Khoun Bunny, Long Pha, 
Meas Sokha, Mom Thea, Rem Khy and Thim Veasna 
(2005). Executive Summary, Developing participatory 
rural appraisal approaches with disabled people: a 
pilot project by Disability Development Services Pursat 
(DDSP) in Pursat Province, Cambodia, February-April 
2005. Disability and Knowledge Research Programme. 

Available from http://www.dfid.gov.uk/r4d/PDF/
Outputs/Disability/PolicyProject_pra_ex.pdf.

Helon, R. and B. Murray (2003). Assisting Disabled Persons 
in Finding Employment: A Practical Guide. Asian 
and Pacific edition. Geneva: International Labour 
Organization.

International Labour Organization. Vocational 
Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled Persons) 
Convention, 1983 (Nº 159) and its associated 
Recommendation (Nº 168).

Foo, G.S. (1999). Integrating Women and Girls with 
Disabilities into Mainstream Vocational Training: 
A Practical Guide. ILO East Asia Multidisciplinary 
Advisory Team. Bangkok: International Labour 
Organization Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific.

Korean Statistical Information Services (2009). Online 
Employment Survey Database, August 2008. Available 
from http://www.kosis.kr.

Lwanga-Ntale, C. (2003). Chronic poverty and disability in 
Uganda, proceedings of the International Conference, 
Staying Poor: Chronic Poverty and Development 
Policy. Institute for Development Policy and 
Management, Chronic Poverty Research Centre. 
United Kingdom: University of Manchester.

Mitra, S., A. Posarac and B. Vick (2011). Disability and 
poverty in developing countries: a snapshot from the 
World Health Survey. Social Protection Discussion 
Papers, 62564, SP Discussion Paper, Nº 1109, April 
2011. Washington, D.C.: World Bank.

 (2012). Disability and poverty in 
developing countries: A multidimensional study. 
World Development. Available from http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2012.05.024.

Mitra, S. (2005). Disability and social safety nets in 
developing countries. Social Protection Discussion 
Paper Series Nº. 0509, May 2005, Social Protection 
Unit, Human Development Network. Washington, 
D.C.: World Bank.



34

Mont, D. (2007). Measuring disability prevalence. Social 
Protection Discussion Paper Nº 0706. Washington, 
D.C.: World Bank. 

Namsiripongpun, W. and C. Tapvong (2011). A Review 
of Current Policies and Practices Related to the 
Right to Equal Employment Opportunities and 
Non-discrimination of Persons with Disabilities 
in Thailand. Action Research Oriented Paper 
for the International Labour Organization, May 
2011, Bangkok. Available from http://apskills.ilo.
org/resources/a-review-of-current-policies-
and-practices-related-to-the-right-to-equal-
employment-opportunities-and-non-discrimination-
of-persons-with-disabilities-in-thailand.

Narayan, D., R. Patel, K. Schafft, A. Rademacher and S. 
Koch-Schulte (2000a). Voices of the poor: Volume 
1: Can anyone hear us? New York: Oxford University 
Press for the World Bank. 

Narayan, D., R. Chambers, M. K. Shah and P. Petesch 
(2000b). Voices of the poor: Volume 2: Crying out for 
change. New York: Oxford University Press for the 
World Bank. 

O’Reilly, A. (2003). Employment Barriers for Women with 
Disabilities. In The Right to Decent Work of Persons 
with Disabilities. IFP/Skills Working Paper Nº 14 
Geneva: International Labour Organization.

Palmer, M. (2011). Disability and poverty: A conceptual 
review. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, March 
2011, Vol. 21 Nº 4, pp. 210-218.

Powers, T. (2008). Recognizing ability: The skills and 
productivity of persons with disabilities. Employment 
Working Paper Nº 3. Geneva: International Labour 
Organization.

Seeley, J. (2001). Recognising diversity: disability and rural 
livelihoods approaches in India. Natural Resources 
Perspectives, Nº 72, October 2001. London: Overseas 
Development Institute. 

Sen, A. (1999). Development as Freedom. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

 (2009). The idea of justice. Cambridge: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Shang, Y.C. (2005). Policies and initiatives for poverty 
alleviation for persons with disability in China. 
Country paper presented at the Workshop on 
Community-Based Rehabilitation (CBR) and Poverty 
Alleviation of Persons with Disabilities, ESCAP, 5 July 
2005, Bangkok.

Stubbs, D. and S. Taiwake (2009). Pacific Sisters with 
Disabilities: at the Intersection of Discrimination, April 
2009. Suva: UNDP Pacific Centre.

World Health Organization and World Bank (2011). 
World Report on Disability. Geneva: World Health 
Organization.

Yeo, R. (2001). Chronic poverty and disability. Background 
paper Nº 4, Chronic Poverty Research Centre (2001-
2011. Available from http://www.dfid.gov.uk/R4D/
PDF/Outputs/ChronicPoverty_RC/04Yeo.pdf.

 (2003b). To what extent are disabled people 
included in international development work? How can 
the barriers to inclusion be overcome? A conference 
paper presented at Staying Poor: Chronic Poverty and 
Development Policy. 7 – 9 April 2003, Manchester, 
United Kingdom, Chronic Poverty Research Centre 
(2001-2011). Available from http://www.dfid.gov.uk/
r4d/PDF/Outputs/ChronicPoverty_RC/Yeo.pdf.

 (2005). “Disability, poverty and the new 
development agenda”, September 2005, Disability, 
Knowldege and Research Programme, United 
Kingdom <http://www.dfid.gov.uk/R4D//PDF/
Outputs/Disability/RedPov_agenda.pdf>. 

Yeo, R. and K. Moore (2003a). Including disabled people in 
poverty reduction work: ‘Nothing about Us without 
Us. World Development, Vol. 31, Nº 3, March 2003, pp. 
571–590.

Yeo, R. and A. Bolton (2008). I don’t have a problem, 
the problem is theirs: The lives and aspirations of 
Bolivian disabled people in words and pictures. Centre 
for Disability Studies, University of Leeds, United 
Kingdom. Leeds: The Disability Press.



35

The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of 
any opinion on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, 
city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 

Mention of company names and commercial products does not imply the endorsement of the United Nations.

This publication has been issued without formal editing. It follows United Nations practice in references 
to countries.

Reproduction and dissemination of material in this publication for educational or other non‑commercial purposes 
are authorized without prior written permission from the copyright holder, provided that the source is fully 
acknowledged.

For further information on this publication, please contact:

Social Development Division 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
United Nations Building 
Rajadamnern Nok Avenue 
Bangkok 10200, Thailand

TEL:	 (66 2) 288–1513 
FAX:	 (66 2) 288–1030 
EMAIL:	 escap-sdd@un.org 
WEBSITE:	 www.unescap.org



ESCAP is the regional development arm of the United Nations and serves as the main economic and social development 
centre for the United Nations in Asia and the Pacific. Its mandate is to foster cooperation between its 53 members 
and 9 associate members. ESCAP provides the strategic link between global and country-level programmes and 
issues. It supports Governments of countries in the region in consolidating regional positions and advocates regional 
approaches to meeting the region’s unique socioeconomic challenges in a globalizing world. The ESCAP secretariat 
is located in Bangkok, Thailand. Please visit our website at www.unescap.org for further information.

The dark shaded areas of the map indicate ESCAP members and associate members.

United Nations Publication
Copyright © United Nations 2012
All rights reserved
Printed in Thailand
ST/ESCAP/2643



United Nations Publication
Printed in Thailand

October 2012




