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Discrimination and Access to Employment for Female 
Workers with Disabilities  

BACKGROUND  
In the EU 28 over 44 million people aged between 15 and 64 years have a basic activity difficulty. 54% of people 
with disabilities are women, and considering the increase in number of elderly people and longer female life 
expectancy, this number is expected to increase. 

Only since the entry into force of the 2006 UN Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD), the 
discrimination on the basis of gender and disability suffered by women has officially been recognised, triggering 
gradual changes in legislation and policymaking, mostly on European level. 

FOCUS OF THE STUDY 
The study Discrimination and Access to Employment for Female Workers with Disabilities exploits 
existing data and information on the access of women with disabilities to the labour market, in order to 
assess how multiple discrimination (i.e. gender and disability) affects the employment opportunities of these 
women. 

In addition, the study analyses whether and how the EU legislative and national policy frameworks address 
the multiple discrimination faced by women with disabilities, combining a gender mainstreaming approach 
(e.g. the internalisation of a gender perspective in all disability policies and legislation) with specific 
measures targeted to women with disabilities and clear indications on implementation and monitoring 
mechanisms. 

KEY FINDINGS 

The differing definitions of disability have an impact on data collection, requiring the adoption of 
a common definition of disability 

Data collection and comparison is hampered by the fact that the definition of disability adopted varies across 
Member States and data sources, making a comparison across them almost impossible. Even Eurostat data 
does not allow to gender disaggregate data while at the same time distinguishing by physical or mental 
disabilities, or by degree of disabilities. 

The International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health, known as ICF, could represent a starting 
point for a common definition of disability, as it combines the ‘social’ with the person’s health conditions, 
and defines disability as an umbrella term for impairments, activity limitations and participation restrictions. 

Although multiple discrimination according to gender and disability is widespread, it remains 
significantly under-researched. 
It is now acknowledged that people with disabilities are among the most marginalised groups in the world, 
and women are the most marginalised among the disabled. Multiple discrimination occurs when a person 
is subject to discrimination on more than one ground. Women with disabilities are likely to face multiple 
disadvantages and forms of exclusion and to suffer high levels of stigmatisation, often due to social norms 
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which paint women with disabilities as undervalued, undesirable, asexual and dependent, and give thus rise 
to abuse. 

However, multiple discrimination and intersectional discrimination on the grounds of gender and disability 
remain significantly under-researched. Women with disabilities have historically been neglected both in 
policymaking and in the disability and gender equality literature, as well as by the disability and women’s 
movements.  

Women with disabilities have been marginalised socio-economically 
Regarding the main indicators relating to access to education and training, the labour market and poverty 
risk, the study computed the gender gap (as the difference between women and men with disabilities) and 
the disability gap (as the difference between women with and without disabilities).  

Results are sobering, as existing data shows that women with disabilities are discriminated in the labour 
market and in access to full citizenship rights, more so than men with disabilities and considerably more than 
women without disabilities. Both gender and disability gaps are especially high when considering labour 
market participation, employment and working conditions, employment segregation and poverty risk.  

However, Eurostat data do not show a gender disadvantage in the access to education and training. Besides, 
in the majority of Member States, social transfers seem effective in reducing the disability and gender gaps in 
poverty risks suffered by women with disabilities. 

The legal and policy framework exposes a widespread policy blindness 
Gender and disability have usually been addressed separately when promoting equality and non-
discrimination policies. Despite the EU’s adoption of the UN CRPD in 2011, including the obligation to 
mainstream disability rights throughout all EU policies and legislation, so far the EU has neither 
mainstreamed a disability perspective in its gender policies and programmes, nor adopted a gender 
perspective in its disability strategies.  
Similarly, in the 2014-2010 European Structural and Investment funds, gender and disability-related 
issues when addressed are usually tackled separately or disabled women are simply mentioned as a specific 
disadvantaged group among others with no specific actions planned and carried out. 
The national legal and policy framework fares even worse, as the specific needs of women with disabilities 
remain usually out of the public and political debate, and in some countries multiple discrimination is not 
even acknowledged. Thus, the debate is still mostly driven by International and European institutions. 

Way forward: Policy Recommendations  
The main challenges in implementing the UN CRPD have been underlined by the UN Committee on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities as follows: 

• The lack of strategies with a comprehensive approach;
• The lack of social awareness on the problem of multiple discrimination;
• The lack of research and information, especially with respect to statistical data;
• The lack of political representation of people with disabilities, especially women.

Their main policy recommendation relates to the need to incorporate the perspective of women with 
disabilities into their policies and programmes on gender equality, as well as a gender mainstreaming 
approach in their strategies on disability. The European Union and Member States are also recommended to 
develop affirmative actions addressed to women with disabilities as well a policy framework for participation 
of women with disabilities in the labour market. 
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