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women in terms of motherhood: an 
exploratory-descriptive study
Camila Fernandes da Silva Carvalho¹, Rosineide Santana de Brito¹

1 Federal University of Rio Grande do Norte

ABSTRACT
Problem: Women’s daily experiences in terms of their disability and their influence on their lives, on their 
families and in the social environment, interfere with important decisions such as motherhood. Aim: To 
understand the conceptions of physically disabled women in terms of their ability to gestate, give birth or 
raise a child. Method: This is an exploratory and descriptive study in which a qualitative approach was used, 
carried out with twelve (12) physically disabled women registered in three non-governmental organizations 
in Natal, Rio Grande do Norte (RN), Brazil. Data collection occurred during the period from April to June 2014, 
by means of semi-structured interviews. A script consisting of socio-demographic questions and guiding 
question was used. The information obtained follows the precepts of Bardin’s content analysis, and makes 
use of the thematic analysis technique. The principles of Symbolic Interactionism proposed by Blumer and 
correlated scientific literature was adopted as a theoretical and methodological framework.

Descriptors: Nursing; Reproductive Health; Maternal Health Services; Disabled Persons.
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PROBLEM SITUATION AND ITS 
SIGNIFICANCE 

Physical disability is a limitation that af-
fects individuals of different social classes, 
regardless of gender. Disabled people con-
stitute 23.9% of the population and 56.6% of 
these people are female(1). In this world, such 
women face discrimination, not only for their 
limitations, but also for their gender. In the 
eyes of society, the roles of wife, mother and 
caregiver are not achieved by disabled women 
because they are seen as being unable to relate 
sexually, and therefore produce children(2). This 
fact is widely perceived in society given such 
women’s physical and motor limitations, since 
this is a deficiency that most arouses the idea 
of incapacity in the population.

In contrast, when motherhood is desired, 
disabled women may find in this event a chance 
to prove that they are able to fulfil the social role 
played by non-disabled women, and confirm 
their feminine identity. For this, they need to 
make the effort, demonstrating that they are 
able to assume the role and overcome a stigma 
that is still present in current society, and that 
may influence their decision(2).

Considering this situation, nursing is a 
profession that aims to promote health and 
plays a fundamental role in ensuring the rights 
of persons with disabilities as well as their need 
for assistance, in order to preserve their au-
tonomy(3). In this context, we include the sexual 
and reproductive health of physically disabled 
women. Thus, it becomes important to under-
stand the conception that these women have 
in terms of motherhood, in the light of societal 
expectations and the social barriers faced.

With this understanding, we expect to 
effectively contribute to assisting disabled 
women who wish to become mothers.

RESEARCH QUESTION

What is the conception of physically dis-
abled women in terms of their ability to gestate, 
give birth and raise a child?

AIM

To understand the conception of physi-
cally disabled women in terms of their ability to 
gestate, give birth and raise a child.

METHOD

This is an exploratory and descriptive study 
in which a qualitative approach was used, per-
formed in three non-governmental organiza-
tions in Natal (RN), Brazil. The twelve physically 
disabled women who were interviewed met the 
following inclusion criteria: to be female with a 
physical disability, to be aged between 18 and 
49 years, and to affirm the existence of limiting 
characteristics from early childhood (from birth 
to three years). Women who had difficulty in 
communicating, had multiple disabilities and 
were infertile were excluded. It is noteworthy 
that this sample met the principle of data satu-
ration, that is, the number of participants was 
considered adequate when the interviews did 
not provide new information.

Data collection occurred during the pe-
riod April to June 2014, through unstructured 
interviews that included socio-demographic 
questions and a guiding question.

The treatment of the information obtained 
will follow the precepts of Bardin’ content analy-
sis, and will follow the thematic analysis tech-
nique. The data will be analyzed in the light of 
the principles of Blumer’s interactionist theory, 
and will be discussed according to literature 
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findings on health care aimed at supporting 
disabled women in the context of reproduction.

The project was approved by the Research 
Ethics Committee, Federal University of Rio 
Grande do Norte in accordance with the CAAE 
Number 27442814.7.0000.5537.
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