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| Summary |
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The relationship between disability and poverty has been 
recognised in the literature since the 1990s. Empirical 
evidence supporting the existence of this relationship has 
increased in the last decade; however, there is still a lack of 
knowledge of how these two conditions interact and what 
the causal mechanisms that participate in the creation of 
this relationship are. This article aims to explore how the 
concepts of disability and poverty are related and it analyses 
the bidirectional relationship between these two conditions, 
how it is mediated by social exclusion and what empirical 
evidence supports this relationship around the world and in 
Latin America (LA).

Keywords: People with disabilities; Poverty; Latin America 
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Resumen

La relación entre discapacidad y pobreza ha sido reconocida en 
la literatura desde los años noventa. La evidencia empírica que 
soporta la existencia de esta relación ha crecido en la última 
década, sin embargo, todavía no se ha determinado cuáles son 
los mecanismos que facilitan y participan en la creación de la 
correspondencia entre discapacidad y pobreza. 
El propósito de este artículo es explorar cómo los conceptos 
de discapacidad y pobreza se relacionan; igualmente analizar 
la bidireccionalidad de la relación entre estas dos condiciones, 
cómo esta mediada por la existencia de procesos de exclusión 

social y qué evidencia empírica existe en países en vía de 
desarrollo en Latinoamérica. 

Palabras clave: Personas con discapacidad; Pobreza; América 
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Introduction

The aim of this article is to explore how the concepts 
of disability and poverty are related. Both concepts have 
evolved in the last decades, presenting multiple definitions 
and, depending on the perspective, different dimensions that 
play a role in the social construction of these two concepts. 
This article analyses the bidirectional relationship between 
disability and poverty, how it is mediated by social exclusion 
and what empirical evidence supports this relationship around 
the world and in Latin America (LA). 

Three main models to define disability can be found 
in the literature. The first is the individual model, which 
defines disability as an individual problem, the result of an 
impairment that limits an individual’s ability to participate 
in the labour market. Under this model, a person with 
disability does not fulfil the social standards, therefore he 
or she cannot work or be an active member of the society 
(1-3). The individual model is based on a needs-based 
approach which establishes that welfare providers (States, 
Church, charities) should provide social services to specific 
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groups, those who are seen as not able to participate as active 
members of the society. 

The second model developed to support an understanding 
of disability is the social one. This model assumes disability 
is socially constructed; it gives an active role to society in the 
creation of disability. Under this model, social changes should 
occur in order to guarantee the full participation of people with 
disabilities. Indeed, legislation and social policies on disability 
aim to guarantee equal access to basic opportunities and services 
and to reduce discrimination (4). The social model is based on a 
rights-based approach that considers that social policies should 
guarantee human rights to all members of a society (5).

The third model was proposed by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) in the International Classification 
of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) (6). The 
biopsychosocial model or ICF model understands disability 
as the result of an interaction between a health condition 
and social barriers. This model has been highly influential at 
international and national levels. Indeed, the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) is based on 
the ICF model; this convention is the first official document 
that forces signatory states to fulfil a number of objectives 
in order to include people with disabilities in their societies. 
Additionally, the ICF model has also influenced the way 
disability is measured. In this context, the Washington Group 
on Disability Statistics (WG) has developed a short set of 
questions based on the ICF. This set was designed to be 
included in censuses or large national surveys. 

Countries in LA have responded to the requests made by 
the UN and the WHO. Indeed, two of the most influential 
documents in the region were the Standard Rules on the 
Equalization of Opportunities for People with Disabilities 
and the CRPD. Most LA countries reacted positively to the 
promulgation of these two documents. The legislation on 
this topic started to include a perspective of equalization of 
opportunities after 1993 and a human rights perspective after 
2008 (7). 

The definition of disability plays an important role in 
understanding how this condition interacts with poverty. 
Indeed, the currently widely accepted definition of disability 
recognises that social factors play a determinant role in the 
construction of disability. Different models to define disability 
exist in the literature, and since the ICF was published in 2001, 
most LA countries included this definition in their national 
legislation on disability. Currently disability is understood 
as the result of the interaction between a health condition 
and different social factors that act as a barrier in the social 
inclusion process of people with disabilities (6). 

The relationship between disability and poverty became 
more apparent after the acceptance of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) in 2001. Identification of who 
the poor are and where they live became a priority for most 
developing countries. It has been recognised that the lack of 
explicit inclusion of these group in the MDGs and development 
strategies, including programmes to reduce poverty, is one 
important limitation in the fulfilment of objectives related to 
eradicate extreme poverty (8,9).

Disability is not only related to poverty, but also to chronic 
poverty. The negative economic consequences of disability 
affect individuals and their families. Several factors interact in 
the intergenerational transmission of poverty. Some examples 
of those are ownership of land or housing, low levels of 
education and poorly paid work opportunities (10,11). In 
households with disabled members, other factors also play 
a significant role; for example, indirect cost and changes in 
family roles. This last factor is associated with family members 
being caregivers and the type of strategies households 
implement in order to overcome potential reductions in 
income. Usually, when an adult becomes disabled, children 
may take the role of caregivers or may leave school in order 
to work; in both cases, there is a reduction in human capital 
of household members and it directly reduces the strategies 
and options households have to escape poverty. 

People with disabilities are not a homogeneous group. 
Their needs vary according to the type and severity of their 
impairment, alongside personal and social characteristics 
which can also affect their levels of vulnerability. In fact, 
depending on the type of impairment, different barriers 
may limit access to basic opportunities and services, such 
as education, health and employment. As a result of this 
heterogeneity, policies and strategies aiming to prevent, 
mitigate or overcome poverty for people with disabilities 
cannot be the same. There is no a unique strategy that will 
reduce the risk of poverty; consequently, this group needs 
to be fully and explicitly included in all strategies aiming to 
reduce poverty in developing countries (12-14).

Mechanisms to include people with disabilities in the 
development agenda have moved from a needs-based 
approach to a human rights approach. People with disabilities 
were an invisible group, usually not included in development 
strategies. After the publication of the document on 
Disability, Poverty and Development by the Department 
for International Development (DFID) (15), the importance 
of this group increased. Additionally, states that signed the 
CRPD have the obligation to guarantee human rights, to 
reduce discrimination and to improve the life conditions of 
people with disabilities. 
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Despite the fact that the relationship between disability and 
poverty has gained recognition in the last decade (16-18), there 
is little effort to analyse the dynamics of this relationship in 
LA. The relatively small number of sources of data including 
questions on disability and poverty is one reason why research 
on this subject is limited. In the last 10 years, the number of 
national surveys and censuses that include questions on the 
topic has increased, but still there is no in-depth analysis of 
this relationship and the identification and analysis of causal 
relationships is limited by the absence of longitudinal data. 

The next section in this article describes the relationship 
between disability and poverty, followed by a discussion on 
how social exclusion acts as a mediating mechanism between 
both conditions. The existing empirical evidence is then 
presented for developing countries and for LA countries. 
In the final part of the article consideration is given as to 
how disability has been included in policy reduction and 
development strategies.

Disability and poverty: A vicious circle

The understanding of poverty and disability has changed 
in recent decades. Disability has moved from an individual to 
an ICF model, where social barriers play a fundamental role 
in the creation of disability (6). Additionally, the perspectives 
employed to understand poverty have shifted from a monetary 
or an income based approach to a multidimensional one, where 
aspects related to access to basic opportunities and services play 
a major role. Given these changes, the study of the relationship 
between disability and poverty has moved from an analysis of 
disability as a health shock that increases the risk of poverty or 
impoverishment of an individual to a more complex relationship, 
which is bidirectional and associated with social exclusion. 

In the last 15 years, the number of studies aiming to describe 
the relationship between disability and poverty in low and 
middle income countries has increased (19). Nevertheless, 
the evidence is fragile and the lack of longitudinal data does 
not allow a proper analysis of how these two conditions 
interact. The World Bank (WB) published a review of the 
literature on this topic in 1999 (16). This report argued 
that around 15% to 20% of poor populations in developing 
countries are people with disabilities and that households 
with disabled members have a higher risk of poverty (16). In 
addition to this report, after the promulgation of the MDGs 
in 2001, the analysis of who the poor are and why they are 
poor has become a priority in the development research 
agenda. It has been recognised that disability increases the 
risk of poverty and poverty increases the risk of disability, 
and people with disabilities constitute a large percentage of 
the poorest of the poor (17,20). 

Disability and poverty have a bidirectional relationship; 
meaning that disability is a cause and a consequence of 
poverty (Figure 1) (16,17,21). On the one hand, low levels 
of nutrition, limited access to preventive health care, low 
access to sanitation and clean water and violence are some 
factors that increase the risk of becoming chronically ill for 
poor populations. On the other hand, people with impairments 
face extra costs and barriers in their access to health care 
services, including rehabilitation and technical aids; they are 
socially excluded from education and employment and have to 
assume direct, indirect and opportunity costs, which negatively 
affect their income and consumption (13,16,17,19,22,23). 
This is not a universal circle that affects all poor or disabled 
individuals. However, people living in poverty and people 
with impairments face higher risks of becoming disabled and 
poor, respectively.

Figure 1. Disability and poverty vicious circle
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The interaction between disability and poverty depends on 
individual and social-demographic characteristics. Indeed, 
aspects related to age, gender, impairment (type and severity), 
country and region of residence have a direct effect on how 
the risk of poverty and disability increases (or not). The level 
of human, social and economic development of a country 
influences the type and quality of opportunities and services 
available for all members of a society, including people with 
disabilities (24). Nevertheless, physical, social and attitudinal 
barriers reduce the access to services and opportunities of this 
group. In a general context, people with disabilities face social 
exclusion and higher levels of poverty, even in developed 
countries, where social programmes have been established in 
order to allow for the extra costs of disability (25-27). 

The understanding and study of this relationship has been 
limited by the nature of available data. A large amount of anecdotal 
evidence exists on the topic; but difficulties developing a set 
of questions that enables identification of who is disabled, and 
the lack of longitudinal data in developing countries, including 
information on disability, have been two limitations on the 
analysis of the causal relationship between these two conditions. 

When poverty is understood from a multidimensional 
perspective, aspects related to access to basic opportunities 

and services are a priority. In this context, levels of health and 
education, the types of available employment, opportunities 
for social and economic participation and social and political 
empowerment are essential to define who the poor are and 
why they are poor. As a consequence of the large number of 
risks of poverty people with disabilities face and the effects of 
disability on the levels of poverty of an individual or a family, 
indirect measures of poverty do not capture the severity of this 
situation. In fact, aspects related to reduction in the levels of 
human capital, costs of care and effects of social exclusion are 
not considered in unidimensional measures of poverty (28). 

From disability to poverty

Usually, people with disabilities are socially and 
economically marginalized. In general, they and their families 
are considered the poorest of the poor and are excluded 
from basic opportunities and services related to health, 
education and employment (Figure 2). In developing and 
developed countries, this group faces higher risks of poverty 
and impoverishment; has higher rates of unemployment and 
underemployment and lower education levels. These aspects 
reduce their human capital and increase their risk of being 
chronically poor (17,18,29). 
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Figure 2. From disability to poverty. Source: Adaptation from (29).
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In general, people with disabilities around the world share 
similar characteristics. They are considered the poorest of 
the poor, have lower levels of education, higher rates of 
unemployment and underemployment, have fewer savings 
and a reduced number of assets including housing and land 
(13,16-19,21,22,24,30-36).

The negative effects of disability are assumed by 
individuals and their families. In developing countries, 
indirect, direct and opportunity costs of disability are 
usually assumed by the family. This is given by the 
limited number of social protection services designed to 
cover these costs and the important role of the family as 
a welfare institution (37). In addition, the average level 
of human capital of a household with disabled members 
is reduced because people with disabilities have lower 
levels of education and higher levels of unemployment, 
and, in most cases, a member of the family adopts the role 
of caregiver (23).

Disability affects individuals and their families, and can 
have a different impact on people. The characteristics of a 
person before becoming disabled determine to some extent 
how available social resources can be used. However, access 
to basic services and opportunities for people with disabilities 
is usually limited by attitudinal, physical and informational 
barriers. Those barriers have a direct impact on levels of 
education and health and types of job to which this group 
has access to. In most cases, schools, universities and other 
education institutions are not adapted to include people 
with diverse educational needs, this is one main reason why 
parents of children with a disability are less likely to take 
them to school (18). In addition, transportation services 
are usually not accessible for individuals with reduced 
mobility, buildings are not designed to include people with 
physical impairments, information is not available in braille 
and only a small number of people can communicate using 
sign language (18). All these barriers result in people with 
disabilities having less access to basic services and should 
be considered when the relationship between disability and 
poverty is analysed. 

People with disabilities face a “handicap conversion” (38). 
Meaning that a person with a disability would not reach the 
same levels of wellbeing that a person without a disability, 
even when they have the same amount of resources. This 
handicap conversion is one cause of how disability increases 
the probability of poverty of individuals and households. 
People with different impairments have special needs that 
should be covered and in most cases these needs reduce the 
levels of available income of individuals and their families, 
creating a poverty trap.

The needs of people with disabilities are usually invisible 
in social policies that aim to reduce poverty and to increase 
access to basic services and to the labour market. Aspects 
associated with the existence of negative stereotypes related 
to the ability of people with disabilities to work, to actively 
participate in a society and to learn new things are some 
of the causes of the invisibility of this group in the public 
agenda (39). In most cases, people with disabilities are 
considered a group that deserves help and are excluded as 
active members of a society. All of this increases the risks 
of poverty and reduces the opportunities for a person to live 
the life they want. 

In conclusion, disability increases the risk of becoming 
poor or impoverished. Exclusion from basic services such as 
education and health has a negative impact on the levels of 
individual human capital. Extra costs associated with disability 
are also a main source of risk, not only for individuals but also 
for their families. If a member of a poor household becomes 
disabled, the risk of impoverishment and chronic poverty 
increases and a family can fall into a poverty trap. All these 
elements play a fundamental role in how the existence of 
impairments increases the risk of poverty of a person and 
his/her family. 

From poverty to disability

In general, poor individuals face higher risks of becoming 
chronically ill or impaired. They have low access to health 
care, high levels of under nourishment and usually work and 
live in unsafe environments, aspects that result in higher risk of 
illness and injury (40). Added to this situation, when a person 
suffers impairment and is excluded from health care services, 
the risk that an illness becomes a disability is higher. In this 
context, being poor increases the risk of illness and when a 
person is excluded from health care services it increases the 
risk of disability. 

Poverty is defined as a deprivation of certain basic 
capabilities, which include avoiding premature mortality, 
being under nourished and being illiterate. In this context, 
a person considered poor by definition has limited access to 
food, education, health care, employment and is usually at risk 
of suffering an illness, injury or impairment (41). The sum 
of these factors can create a vicious circle where poor people 
have higher risk of illness, in the cases where they become ill, 
barriers of access to health care services increase their risk of 
chronic illness and, added to social exclusion processes, the 
risk of disability is higher. In addition to this mechanism, low 
levels of education and knowledge have negative consequences 
in the type and quality of information poor individuals have 
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access to, increasing the risk that a preventable disease 
becomes a chronic condition or impairment. Aspects related 
to working and living in dangerous places and poor hygienic 

living conditions (low access to clean sources of water and 
improved sanitations services) also contribute (Figure 3) 
(17,21,29,30,34,39). 

Poverty
Li

m
it 

ac
ce

ss
 to

Education and 
employment

Shelter

Disability

Dangerous working conditions                          
Unhygenic living conditions                                     

Lack of voice                        
Malnutrition                                     
Poor healthSanitation

Political and legal 
systems

Health Care

Food and nutrients

Social 
exclusion

High risk of Illness, 
accident and          
impairment 

Discrimination and         
social exclusion

Figure 3. Poverty to disability cycle. Adaptation from Yeo (2001) (29).

In conclusion, individuals living in poverty face different 
risks that increase their probabilities of becoming ill, having 
an accident and impairment. Added to this, exclusion from 
access to preventive, curative and rehabilitation health care 
services are determinant factors in how impairments become 
disabilities. 

Multiple disadvantages

The likelihood of poverty increases with different personal 
and social characteristics. Certain segments of the population, 
including women, elderly, minority ethnic groups and people 
living in rural and remote areas, are more vulnerable to 
poverty. Indeed, when two or more of these characteristics 
are combined the risk of poverty and exclusion is higher (11). 

In the case of people with disabilities, it has been recognised 
that disabled women and disabled girls have lower levels of 
opportunity in education and employment. In some countries, 
they have a lower possibility of getting married and starting a 

family. In general, women with disabilities experience higher 
levels of physical and sexual violence and are most likely to 
be excluded from social participation and usually do not have 
a voice (42,43).

In conclusion, individual and social characteristics increase 
the probability of being poor. In the case of disability, it has 
been recognised that women with disabilities face higher levels 
of discrimination and oppression. They experience higher risks 
of being victims of physical and sexual violence and in some 
cases of premature death. 

Social exclusion of disabled people 

Social exclusion plays a significant and important role in 
the relationship between disability and poverty. Exclusion 
from access to education, to health care and to employment 
contributes to the creation of a vicious circle between disability 
and poverty. There is an inter-relationship between disability, 
exclusion and poverty, which becomes stronger in developing 
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countries, where social protection systems do not provide 
enough cover to this population. As discussed in previous 
sections, people with disabilities face barriers in accessing 
basic services and opportunities, in addition, poor people face 
exclusion from health care services increasing the risk that an 
impairment becomes a disability (17,29,40). 

Access to education and labour are crucial to how disability 
can be a cause of poverty. The age of individuals when they 
become disabled determines to some extent their access to 
education and labour markets (18). In cases where a person 
became disabled at birth, the probability that he or she has 
access to education is lower compared with non-disabled 
individuals. Additionally, if the person was of working age, 
access to labour markets and especially to formal jobs becomes 
a main limitation for social inclusion. Finally, if the person 
becomes disabled after working age, access to education or 
labour is not the major issue, but access to health and care 
services is.

Social exclusion is usually mentioned as one main factor 
that contributes in the vicious circle between disability and 
poverty. Nevertheless, empirical evidence analysing how 
social exclusion acts as a mechanism between disability 
and poverty is scarce (25,40,44,45). In addition, as it will 
be discussed in the next sections, social exclusion is not 
sufficiently described in the analysis of the relationship 
between disability and poverty. 

In conclusion, social exclusion helps in the understanding 
of how the relationship between disability and poverty is 
created. This phenomenon is associated with low access to 
basic opportunities and social and political participation. Two 
of the main areas where people with disabilities are excluded 
are education and labour markets. Both have a direct impact 
in the level of poverty for people with disabilities and their 
families. Social exclusion is also related to social justice and 
how minority groups do not have the same opportunities and 
are discriminated against accessing basic services, affecting 
their levels of wellbeing and quality of life. 

Empirical evidence in developing countries

In the last 15 years a large number of studies have analysed 
the relationship between disability and poverty. However, 
the evidence for developing countries continues to be scarce 
and only a few studies have included a multidimensional 
perspective of poverty in the analysis (24,35,46,47). 

Two types of analysis can be found in the literature: studies 
describing the main characteristics of people with disabilities 
and their families and, studies analysing the levels of income 

and consumption of people with disabilities. The first type 
of study suggests that people with disabilities in developing 
countries share characteristics associated with low access 
to education, health care and labour markets. In general, 
people with disabilities have lower levels of education 
(31,48); higher extra costs in health care (49,50); low access 
to rehabilitation and medical services (18,49); high rates 
of unemployment (18,21,34,51,52); low levels of political 
and social participation (18); low access to basic sanitation 
services, including a clean source of water and sewerage 
(53,54) and they usually live in marginalized areas (55). 

Studies analysing levels of income and consumption of 
people with disabilities and their families are inconclusive. 
Indeed, depending on the country and the existence or not of 
social assistance programmes for people with disabilities; the 
levels of income and consumption are higher or lower to those 
from the general population (18). Nevertheless, it has been 
recognised that indirect measures of poverty do not capture the 
real magnitude of deprivation of households and individuals 
with disability. Indeed, the extra costs associated with each 
type of impairment, the costs related to caring and the human 
capital loss in a household are not captured by these types of 
measures (28). Different studies have calculated the poverty 
gap for people with disabilities and it has been suggested that 
poverty lines for people with disabilities and their household 
should be higher in order to include the extra direct and 
indirect costs that this group faces (56-59). Studies including 
a multidimensional measure of poverty have concluded that 
people with disabilities are deprived in more dimensions that 
people without disabilities (24). 

In conclusion, people with disabilities around the world 
share similar characteristics. Those are related to low access 
to education and employment, higher health care costs, 
limited access to rehabilitation and medical services and low 
levels of social and political participation. In general, they are 
excluded from basic opportunities and services, an aspect that 
increases their levels of poverty and their risks of becoming 
chronically poor. Empirical evidence about the impact of 
disability on income and consumption levels of a household 
is inconclusive; these aspects can be related to the existence 
of extra costs, which are not captured by indirect measures 
of poverty. Studies analysing the effect of extra costs on the 
final income of individual and families have concluded that it 
is important and necessary to establish a higher poverty line 
for people with disabilities. 

Empirical evidence in Latin America

Although information on disability is scarce in LA, some 
studies have described this group and produced findings that 
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people with disabilities usually share similar characteristics 
between countries. Indeed, people with disabilities in LA are 
often poor, have low levels of education, live in marginalized 
regions, have low access to health care services and are 
unemployed or working but not earning a salary (60-62). 

Although empirical evidence in this topic has grown in 
the last decade, a detailed analysis of the levels of poverty of 
people with disabilities in the region is still to be undertaken. 
Studies using data from different LA countries have been 
conducted in the last decade, all aimed at describing the 
situation of people with disabilities and their families, and for 
the first time in 2012, the ECLAC presented an analysis of 
the situation of people with disabilities and their families in 
the region. Similar conclusions can be drawn from all these 
studies, indeed, people with disabilities in the region have low 
levels of education, high levels of unemployment and low 
access to health care, especially rehabilitation services. They 
are more likely to be victims of physical violence and women 
with disabilities face double sources of discrimination (sexism, 
disability), aspects that result in even lower levels of access 
to education, health and employment. Empirical evidence 
also supports that people with disabilities have lower levels 
of social participation and high levels of discrimination and 
stigma (37,45,63-70). 

In general, empirical evidence in LA suggests that the 
situation of people with disabilities is not different than 
in other developing regions. Indeed, levels of income and 
multidimensional poverty of this group are higher compared 
with non-disabled individuals (13,19,24). Although evidence 
relating to income and consumption poverty is inconclusive, 
further research is necessary in order to determine how the 
extra costs of disability affect the level of income of an 
individual or a household with disability. Only one study 
(24) using a multidimensional measure of poverty based 
on the Alkire-Foster methodology included data from LA, 
according to its results, people with disabilities have higher 
levels of deprivation associated with extra health care costs 
and employment.

Poverty reduction, development strategies and disability

Social protection systems have implemented poverty 
reduction strategies in order to reduce, mitigate or overcome 
poverty. In the case of disability, some developing countries 
have implemented social assistance programmes with the 
objective to provide a minimum level of income to households 
or individuals with disabilities (23,52,71,72). Although 
different poverty reduction strategies have been implemented 
in developing countries, people with disabilities are still 
not correctly included or recognised in these strategies. It 

is assumed that people with disabilities are a homogeneous 
group with the same needs and characteristics, therefore it is 
also assumed that strategies designed for vulnerable groups 
directly include people with disabilities (73). In addition, 
people with disabilities are a relatively invisible group in 
the development agenda. Usually, disability is considered a 
costly situation, in terms of human and economic resources 
and it is mostly associated only with health care, aspects that 
reduce its importance on the public agenda and is a cause of 
the invisibility of this situation (12). 

The complex relationship between disability, labour, 
poverty and social assistance, in most cases, limits access to 
employment for people with disability. It has become a reason 
as to why some individuals with disabilities self-exclude 
themselves from labour markets and have low opportunities 
to participate actively in employment (23,52,71,74,75). 

During the last five years, the recognition of the importance 
of including people with disabilities in development strategies 
has growth. Indeed, in the discussions for the post-2015 
framework, people with disabilities are identified as a 
priority. As a result, policies and programmes to address the 
relationship between disability, social exclusion and poverty 
should be included as a priority in the national and the 
international development agendas (53,54,76).

After the introduction of the CRPD, signatory states 
committed to tackle discrimination and reduce barriers in 
access to health and education services, to decent employment 
and to social and political participation. These aspects should 
contribute in the reduction of the levels of poverty of people 
with disabilities and their families. (11-14). In order to 
reduce the high levels of social exclusion faced by this group, 
development policies should also include strategies to reduce 
discrimination and to guarantee the human rights of this group. 
Moreover, there is a need to increase empirical evidence on the 
lives of people with disabilities; given the lack of rigorous and 
high quality research on this topic, the inclusion of disability 
in the development agenda has been limited (12).

In the case of LA, two types of social assistance programmes 
exist: Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) and non-contributory 
pensions. CCTs programmes do not usually explicitly consider 
people with disabilities as potential participants, becoming a 
major barrier for the participation of families with disabled 
members. Additionally, barriers faced by people with disabilities 
and their families become a factor that limits the fulfilment 
of the conditions that these programmes impose to their 
beneficiaries. Architectural and attitudinal barriers in health 
care and education services mean the cost of getting a grant 
are higher than the benefits obtained (71,77,78). 
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In conclusion, people with disabilities have often not been 
included in the development agenda. They are not usually 
explicitly mentioned in development strategies, or other 
documents aiming to reduce poverty and social exclusion. It 
has been recognised that the lack of inclusion of people with 
disabilities in development goals has negative consequences 
on the efficacy of the goals themselves. The no mention of this 
group on the MDGs has limited the effect of poverty reduction 
strategies on poor households with disabled members. Given 
the recognition of how important it is to include people with 
disabilities in poverty reduction strategies, the post-2015 
framework has explicitly mentioned disability as a priority 
group.

Conclusions 

In this paper it is considered that disability and poverty 
have a bidirectional relationship, meaning that both are cause 
and consequence of the other. In the case of poor individuals 
the risks of illness, injury or impairment increase as a result 
of living in unsanitary and dangerous conditions, low access 
to preventive and curative health care services and dangerous 
working conditions. The analysis presented from the literature 
shows that people with disabilities and their families face 
higher risks of poverty and impoverishment, because of their 
low access to education and employment; the extra cost of 
disability; the reduction in the levels of human capital of a 
household and the cost of care (indirect and opportunity costs). 

Despite empirical evidence on this topic increasing in the 
last 15 years, most developing countries still need to conduct a 
detailed analysis of this relationship. In LA, some studies have 
analysed the socioeconomic characteristics of this group, but 
a detailed analysis of the relationship between disability and 
poverty in the region was not found. Only one study, using 
a multidimensional measurement of poverty, has included 
some LA countries, concluding that levels of deprivation and 
multidimensional poverty of people with disabilities are higher 
compared to individuals without disabilities.

Conflict of interest

None declared by the author.

Financing

None declared by the author.

Acknowledgments

I would like to thank Professor Stephen McKay and Doctor 
Harriet Clarke for all their comments and suggestions. 

References

1.	 Barnes C, Mercer G. Disability. Cambridge: Polity; 2003.

2.	 Barnes C, Mercer G. Exploring disability: A sociological pers-
pective. Second edition ed. London: Polity 2011.

3.	 Oliver M, Barnes C. The new politics of disablement. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan; 2012.

4.	 Oliver M. Understanding disability. Second edition ed. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan; 2009.

5.	 Lang R. The United Nations Convention on the right and 
dignities for persons with disability: A panacea for ending disa-
bility discrimination? ALTER. European Journal of Disability 
Research. 2009;3(3):266-285. http://doi.org/dq9wpf.

6.	 World Health Organization. International classification of 
functioning, disability and health (ICF) Geneva: WHO; 2001.

7.	 Pinilla-Roncancio M. Disability and social protection in five 
Latin American countries. Disability and Society (forthcoming).

8.	 Thomas P. Disability, poverty and the millennium development 
goals: Relevance, challenges and opportunities for DFID. Cor-
nell: Cornell University ILR School; 2005.

9.	 United Nations. Disability and the Millennium development 
goals. A review of the MDG process and strategies for inclusion 
of disability issues in Millennium Development Goal efforts. 
New York: United Nations Publication; 2011.

10.	Chronic Poverty Research Centre. The chronic poverty report 
2004-05. Manchester: CPRC; 2005.

11.	Chronic Poverty Advisory Network. Chronic poverty report 
2014-2015: The road to zero extreme poverty. Manchester: 
Chronic Poverty Advisory Network; 2014.

12.	Kett M, Lang R, Trani J. Disability, development and the daw-
ning of a new convention: A cause of optimism? Journal of Inter-
national development. 2009;21(5):649-661. http://doi.org/bkqrp6.

13.	Groce N, Kett M, Lang R, Trani J. Disability and poverty: 
the need for a more nuanced understanding of implications 
for developing policy and practice. Third World Quarterly. 
2011;32(8):1493-1513. http://doi.org/cv6msn.

14.	Kett M. Global issues in disability and inclusivity in developing 
countries/ International health: Opportunities for challenge-led 
innovation. Horizontal 2020 Expert Paper; 2012.

15.	Department for International Development. Disability, poverty 
and development. London: DFID; 2000.

16.	Elwan A. A survey of the literature. Washignton, D.C.: SP Dis-
cussion Paper No. 9932; 1999.

17.	Yeo R, Moore K. Including disabled people in poverty reduc-
tion work: “nothing about us, without us”. World Development. 
2003;31(3):571-590. http://doi.org/fd9tfj.

18.	World Health Organization, The World Bank. World Report on 
Disability. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2011.

19.	Groce N, Kembhavi G, Wirz S, Lang R, Trani J, Kett M. 
Poverty and Disability: A critical review of the literature in low 
and middle-income countries. London: Working Paper Series 
No. 16, Leonard Cheshire Disability and Inclusive Development 
Centre; 2011.

Rev. Fac. Med. 2015 Vol. 63 Supl. 1: S113-23 121



20.	Yeo R. To what extent are disabled people included in interna-
tional development work? How can the barriers to inclusion be 
overcome? Manchester: Chronic Poverty Research Centre, About 
Add International; 2003.

21.	Braithwaite J, Mont D. Disability and poverty: A survey of 
World Bank Poverty assessments and implications. Washington, 
D.C.: SP Discussion Papers No. 805; 2008.

22.	Yeo R. Disability, poverty and the new development agenda. 
Disability Knowledge and Research Programme; 2005.

23.	Palmer M. Social Protection and Disability: A Call for Action. 
Oxford Development Studies. 2013;41(2):139-154. http://doi.
org/57z.

24.	Mitra S, Posarac A, Vick B. Disability and poverty in develo-
ping countries: a multidimensional study. World Development. 
2013;41:1-18. http://doi.org/572.

25.	Burchardt T. Being and becoming: social exclusion and the onset 
of disability. CASE Report No. 21. London: ESRC Centre for 
Analysis of Social Exclusion, London School of Economics; 2003.

26.	Purdam K, Afkhami R, Olsen W, Thornton P. Disability in the 
UK: measuring equality. Disability & Society. 2008;23(1):53-65. 
http://doi.org/djrxd2.

27.	Meyer B, Mok W. Disability, earnings, income and consumption. 
Cambridge: NBER Working Paper No. 18869; 2013.

28.	Kuklys W. Amartya Sen’s capability approach: Theoretical 
insights and empirical applications. Berlin: Springer; 2005.

29.	Yeo R. Chronic poverty and disability. Somerset: Action on 
disability and development; 2001.

30.	Lustig D, Strauser D. Causal relationships between poverty and 
disability. Rehabilitation counseling bulletin. 2007;50(4):194-
202. http://doi.org/brs2rm.

31.	Filmer D. Disability, poverty, and schooling in developing 
countries: Results from 14 Households surveys. The World Bank 
Economic Review. 2008;22(1):141-163. http://doi.org/d9d3w2.

32.	Loeb M, Eide A, Jelsma J, Toni Mk, Maart S. Poverty and 
disability in Eastern and Western Cape Provinces, South Africa. 
Disability & Society. 2008;23(4):311-321. http://doi.org/ckpp4c.

33.	Barnes C, Sheldon A. Disability, politics and poverty in a ma-
jority world context. Disability & Society. 2010;25(7):771-782. 
http://doi.org/d6k4wf.

34.	Barron T, Ncube JM. Editors. Poverty and disability. London: 
Leonard Cheshire Disability; 2010.

35.	Mont D, Cuong N. Disability and poverty in Vietnam. The World 
Bank Economic Review. 2011;25(2):323-359. http://doi.org/czz6vd.

36.	Trani J, Loeb M. Poverty and Disability: A vicious circle? 
Evidence from Afghanistan and Zambia. Journal of Internatio-
nal Development. 2012;24(S1):S19-S52. http://doi.org/ch58xc.

37.	Comisión Económica para América Latina y el Caribe. Panorama 
social de América Latina 2012. Santiago de Chile: CEPAL; 2013.

38.	Sen A. The idea of justice. London: Penguin Books; 2009.

39.	Emmett T. Disability and Poverty. In: Alannt E, Lloyd L, editors. 
Augmentative and alternative communication interventions: 
beyond poverty. London: Whurr; 2005. p. 68-94.

40.	Rust T, Metts R. Poverty and disability: Trapped in a web 
of causation. Northampton: Regional and Urban Modeling 
284100032, EcoMod; 2007.

41.	Sen A. Development as freedom. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press; 1999.

42.	Welch P. Editor. Applying the capabilities approach in examining 
disability, poverty and gender. Cambridge: Promoting women’s 
capabilities: Examining Nussbaum’s Capability approach; 2002;.

43.	Emmett T, Alant E. Women and disability: exploring the inter-
face of multiple disadvantage. Development Southern Africa. 
2006;23(4):445-460. http://doi.org/bs9t8q.

44.	Fundación Luis Vives. Discapacidad y exclusión social en la 
Unión Europea. Tiempo de cambio, herramientas para el cambio. 
España: Comité Español de Representantes de Personas con 
Discapacidad CERMI; 2003.

45.	Cruz I, Hernandez J. Exclusión social y discapacidad. Bogotá, 
D.C.: Universidad del Rosario; 2006.

46.	Mont D, Loeb M. Beyond DALYS: Developing indicators to 
assess the impact of public health interventions on the lives of 
people with disabilities. Washington, D.C.: SP Discussion Paper 
No.815; 2008.

47.	Trani J, Biggeri M, Mauro V. The Multidimensionality of Child 
Poverty: Evidence from Afghanistan. Social Indicators Research. 
2013;112(2):391-416. http://doi.org/573.

48.	Groce N, Bakshi P. Illiteracy among adults with disabilities in 
the developing world: an unexplored area de concern. London: 
Working Paper Series No. 9, Leonard Cheshire Disability and 
Inclusive development centre; 2009.

49.	Mitra S, Findley P, Sambamoorthi U. Healthcare expenditu-
res of living with a disability: total expenditures, out-of-pocket 
expenses and burder, 1996 to 2004. Arch Phys Med Rehabil. 
2009;90(9):1532-1540. http://doi.org/bfzn9b.

50.	Urquieta-Salomón J, Figueroa J, Hernández-Prado B. El 
gasto en salud relacionado con la condición de discapacidad: Un 
análisis en población pobre de México. Salud Pública de Mex. 
2008;50(2):136-146. http://doi.org/bb38bv.

51.	Mitra S. Disability cash transfers in the context of poverty 
and unemployment: the case of South Africa. World Dev. 
2010;38(12):1692-1709. http://doi.org/cc4kd4.

52.	Mont D. Social protection and disability. In: Barron T, Ncube 
JM, editors. Poverty and disability. London: Leonard Cheshire 
Disability; 2010.

53.	Lamichhane K. Disability, poverty and inequality: Lessons 
for post 2015 development agenda toward achieving greater 
inclusiveness. New York: Addressing inequalities: The hearth 
of the post-2015 development agenda and the future we want 
for all; 2012.

54.	Wapling L. Disability in the post-2015 framework. New York: 
Addressing inequalities: The hearth of the post-2015 develop-
ment agenda and the future we want for all; 2012.

55.	Mont D, Nguyen C. Spatial variation in the disability-poverty 
correlation: Evidence from Vietnam. London: Working Paper 
Series No. 20 Leonard Cheshire Disability and Inclusive Deve-
lopment Centre; 2013.

Disability and poverty. A literature review: S113-23122	



56.	Jones A, O’Donnell O. Equivalence scales and the costs of disa-
bility. J Public Econ. 1995;56(2):273-289. http://doi.org/c6r2sn.

57.	Zaidi A, Burchardt T. Comparing incomes when needs differ: 
equivalising for the extra costs of disability in the UK. Rev. In-
come Wealth. 2005;51(1):89-114. http://doi.org/b5cffx.

58.	Tibble M. Review of existing research on the extra costs of 
disability. London: Working Paper No. 21. Department for Work 
and Pensions; 2005.

59.	Wilkinson-Meyers L, Brown P, McNeill R, Patston P, Dylan 
S, Baker R. Estimating the additional cost of disability: Beyond 
budget standards. Soc Sci Med. 2010;71(10):1882-1889. http://
doi.org/fjkdpp.

60.	Buvinic M, Mazza J, Deustch R, editors. Social inclusion and 
economic development in Latin America. Washington, D.C.: 
Inter-American Development Bank; 2004.

61.	Samaniego P. Aproximación a la realidad de las personas con 
discapacidad en Latinoamerica. Madrid: Comité español de 
representantes de personas con discapacidad CERMI; 2006.

62.	Mitra S, Posarac A, Vick B. Disability and Poverty in deve-
loping countries: A snapshot from the World Health Survey. 
Washington, D.C.: SP Discussion Paper No. 1109. 2011.

63.	Vargas-Calvo O. Discapacidad y pobreza. Economía y sociedad. 
2001;6(17):43-51.

64.	Hernández-Jaramillo J, Hernández-Umaña I. Una aproxi-
mación a los costos indirectos de la discapacidad en Colombia. 
Rev salud pública. 2005;7(2):130-144. http://doi.org/fnq753.

65.	Contreras D, Ruiz-Tagle J, Garce P, Azocar I. Socio-economic 
impact of disability in Latin America: Chile and Uruguay. San-
tiago de Chile: Universidad de Chile; 2006.

66.	Cruz-Velandia I, Hernández-Jaramillo J. Magnitud de la dis-
capacidad en Colombia: una aproximación a sus determinantes. 
Rev Cienc Salud. 2008;6(3):23-35.

67.	del Poso-González B, Makowski S, Saldaña-Rosas A, Manzini 
F. Discapacidad y pobreza en Nuevo León. Monterrey: Consejo 
de desarrollo social de Nuevo León; 2008.

68.	Bellina-Yrigoyen J. Discapacidad, mercado de trabajo y pobreza 
en Argentina. Invenio. 2013;16(30):75-90.

69.	Herazo-Beltrán Y, Domínguez-Anaya R. Correlación entre po-
breza extrema y discapacidad en los departamentos de Colombia. 
Ciencia e innovación en salud. 2013;1(1):11-7.

70.	Chouinard V. Precarious lives in the Global South: On being disa-
bled in Guyana. Antipode. 2013;46(2):340-358. http://doi.org/575.

71.	Mont D. Disability in conditional cash transfer programs: 
Drawing on experience in LAC. Istanbul: Third International 
Conference on Conditional Cash Transfers; 2006.

72.	Gooding K, Marriot A. Including persons with disabilities in social 
cash transfer programmes in developing countries. Journal of Inter-
national development. 2009;21(5):685-98. http://doi.org/cnkvz2.

73.	International Labour Organization. Disability and poverty re-
duction strategies: How to ensure that access of persons with 
disabilities to decent and productive work is part of the PRSP 
process. Geneva: ILO; 2002.

74.	Medeiros M, Diniz D, Squinca F. Cash benefits to disabled per-
sons in Brazil. Brasilia: UNDP, International Poverty Centre; 2006.

75.	Stapleton D, O’Day B, Livermore G, Imparato AJ. Dismant-
ling the poverty trap: disability policy for the twenty-first century. 
Milbank Q. 2006;84(4):701-732. http://doi.org/bwwp2z.

76.	Martínez-Rios B. Pobreza, discapacidad y derechos humanos. 
Madrid: Grupo Editorial Cinca, S. A; 2011.

77.	Mitra S. Disability and social safety nets in developing countries. 
Washington, D.C.: Social Protection Discussion Paper Series. 
The World Bank; 2005.

78.	Marriot A, Gooding K. Social assistance and disability in deve-
loping countries. UK: Sightsavers International; 2007.

Rev. Fac. Med. 2015 Vol. 63 Supl. 1: S113-23 123



salto de actitud

autores: raúl ávila

                alejandro ibáñez

fotografías proyecto disparando capacidades. 
secretaría distrital de salud de bogotá y maloka 2007.


