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Persons with disabilities
and the population and 

development agenda



• Significant progress in the way disability is addressed:
from a medical model to a social and rights-based approach. 

• Discrimination and stigma: main barriers that limit full and effective 
participation on an equal basis.

• States and society have the responsibility to eliminate barriers that limit 
inclusion and participation.

• Paradigm shift in the formulation of public policies aimed at persons 
with disabilities. 

• Disability: the product of society itself and of its power dynamics.

The social and rights-based approach to disability: 
towards effective equality



• Purpose of the Convention: to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal 
enjoyment of all human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with 
disabilities, and to promote respect for their inherent dignity.

• Commitment of States to undertake the necessary modifications and 
adjustments to the environment to make it accessible and inclusive.

• Legal obligations for States: harmonize their legislation and implement 
appropriate public policies to ensure compliance with those obligations. 

• Links with the 2030 Agenda: principle of inclusion and non-discrimination, 
which entails the full and effective participation of persons with disabilities in 
all aspects of social life (Goals 4, 8, 10, 11 and 17).

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development



Global overview: limitations remain in collection of 
information and disaggregation of data by disability

SDG targets by availability of data disaggregated by disability for measuring progress on indicators, 2024 
(Percentages of total number of targets)

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of United Nations, Disability and Development Report 2024: Accelerating the Realization of the Sustainable 
Development Goals by, for and with Persons with Disabilities. Advance unedited version. 



Available data show significant gaps in the exercise of rights 
of persons with disabilities across regions

Persons with severe disabilities receiving cash benefits, by region, 
2020 or latest year available

(Percentages)

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of United Nations, Disability and Development Report 2024: Accelerating the Realization of the 
Sustainable Development Goals by, for and with Persons with Disabilities. Advance unedited version. 

• Latin America and 
the Caribbean: in an 
intermediate position.

• Differences relate to the 
economic development 
and strength of 
countries’ social 
protection systems.



Institutional framework for the rights of persons with 
disabilities in the population and development agenda

• Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and 
Development (1994): serves to guide national and international action 
on population and development issues.

• Full equality, exercise of rights and participation in all aspects of social, 
economic and cultural life for persons with disabilities.

• Mainstreaming of disability in the Montevideo Consensus. 

• Promoting and ensuring gender mainstreaming and its intersection with 
perspectives on race, ethnicity, age, social class and disability status in all 
public policies (priority measure 50).



Outcomes of fifth session of Regional Conference 
on Population and Development
(Cartagena de Indias, July 2024)

• Reaffirmation of importance of strengthening public policy to ensure full 
exercise of the rights of persons with disabilities, stressing that these issues 
are inherent to the population and development agenda (Conference 
resolution 5(V), para. 16). 

• Establishment of open-ended group of friends of the Chair on the rights of 
persons with disabilities (the Cartagena Group), on the initiative and under 
the leadership of the Government of Colombia (Conference resolution 5(V), 
para. 17).

• First meeting of Cartagena Group, held on 30 April 2025.

• Second meeting of Cartagena Group, held on 25 June 2025: presentation of 
the ECLAC/UNFPA study “Fuentes de datos sobre las personas con 
discapacidad en América Latina desde un enfoque social y de derechos”.



Production of statistical 
information on persons with 

disabilities based on censuses 
and household surveys for 

the implementation 
of public policies



• Article 31 (statistics and data collection) of the Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities provides that States shall collect appropriate 
information, including statistical and research data, to formulate and 
implement policies. 

• There is a need to provide data sources and disaggregated information that, 
from an intersectional perspective, underpin public policy design, 
implementation and evaluation to enhance the well-being and quality of life 
of persons with disabilities.

• Disability measurement can yield statistics that are neither comparable nor easy 
to interpret, and disability data are collected for different ends (e.g. estimating 
disability prevalence in the population or providing certain services).

Statistical visibility of persons with disabilities is essential 
for designing and implementing public policies that 

contribute to the exercise of their rights



Washington Group questions represent key step forward 
in disability measurement

• Responses (hierarchy): 

1. No, no difficulty

2. Yes, some difficulty

3. Yes, a lot of difficulty

4. Cannot do at all

Domain Question 

Vision [Do/Does] [you/he/she] have difficulty seeing, even if wearing glasses? 

Hearing [Do/Does] [you/he/she] have difficulty hearing, even if using a hearing aid(s)? 

Mobility [Do/Does] [you/he/she] have difficulty walking or climbing steps?

Cognition 
(remembering) 

[Do/does] [you/he/she] have difficulty remembering or concentrating? 

Self-care [Do/does] [you/he/she] have difficulty with self-care, such as washing all over or dressing?

Communication
Using [your/his/her] usual language, [do/does] [you/he/she] have difficulty 
communicating, for example understanding or being understood?

With disability

Without disability



Progress is needed on methodological harmonization and 
comparability of data on persons with disabilities

• Challenges in harmonizing methodologies and fully implementing 
international recommendations.

• Variation in questions used to measure a single concept can 
significantly hinder comparability.

• Better methodological harmonization strengthens inclusive 
policy design.

• Participation of persons with disabilities in statistical data collection 
should be fostered.



Increasingly widespread inclusion of disability questions 
with a social and rights-based approach in censuses

• 2020 census round: 10 of 16 countries 
analysed (63%) use measurements 
that reflect Washington Group 
recommendations.

• In household surveys, progress in 
integrating the social and disability-
rights-based approach is more uneven. 

• Most surveys use questions with 
graduated response options to capture 
the severity of disability, but others use 
only dichotomous “yes/no” questions.

Latin America and the Caribbean (19 countries): approaches to disability 
measurement in census questionnaires, 1990, 2000, 2010 and 2020 rounds

(Percentages)

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of the census questionnaire of each country.



Latin America (5 countries): persons with disabilities as a proportion of the population, 
by type of disability, 2020 census round

(Percentages)

Proportion of persons with disabilities as measured 
from census data varies by country

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of population and household census data with REDATAM.



Guatemala: persons with at least one disability as a 
proportion of the population, by municipality, 2018 

(Percentages)

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of population and 
household census data with REDATAM.

Identification of persons with disabilities in 
censuses allows analysis of their territorial distribution

• Censuses can be used 
to create maps of 
socioenvironmental risks, 
facilitating management 
plans that include special 
measures for persons 
with disabilities



Latin America (3 countries): persons with disabilities as a proportion of the population, 
by type of disability, around 2022

(Percentages)

Household surveys and censuses report similar 
percentages of disability

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of data from the Household Survey Data Bank (BADEHOG).



Sociodemographic 
panorama of persons with 

disabilities in Latin America 
and the Caribbean



Latin America and the Caribbean (28 countries and territories): persons with disabilities as a proportion of the 
population, 2010 and 2020 census rounds

(Percentages)

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of census microdata from the respective countries and territories processed with REDATAM, and Jones, F. and Serieux-Lubin, L. (2018). Disability, human rights
and public policy in the Caribbean: a situation análisis. Studies and Perspectives series–ECLAC Subregional Headquarters for the Caribbean (64) (LC/CAR/TS.2017/12-LC/TS.2017/151). Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.

At least 6.5% of Latin American and Caribbean population 
has some type of disability



A higher proportion of older persons have disabilities, 
with a slight predominance of women

Latin America (4 countries): breakdown of population by disability status, age and sex, 2020 census round
(Percentages)

• The population aged 80 and older presents higher levels of dependency and disability.

• Greater support, assistance and long-term care needs. 

• Women, who are overrepresented in the group aged 80 and older, are caregivers while also needing 
support or care until advanced ages.

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of population and household census data with REDATAM.



Latin America (6 countries): persons with disabilities as a proportion 
of urban and rural populations, 2020 census round

 (Percentages)

Intersectional inequality gaps:
disability and territory of residence

• Socioeconomic gaps between 
urban and rural areas have 
persisted or widened for 
persons with disabilities.

• Persons with disabilities living 
in rural areas have greater 
difficulty accessing services.

• This restricts their ability to 
participate fully and on 
an equal footing in society.

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of population and household census data with REDATAM.



Latin America (6 countries): distribution of population aged 30–59 years,
by education level and disability status, 2020 census round 

(Percentages)

Persons with disabilities have lower education levels

• The proportion of persons 
with disabilities with a 
low level of education 
ranges from 55% (Panama) 
to 80% (Guatemala).

• Meanwhile, that of 
persons with disabilities 
with a high level of 
education ranges from 
just 5% (Guatemala) 
to 13% (Panama).

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of population and household census data with REDATAM.
Note: Low refers to 6 years or fewer of schooling; intermediate refers to 7–12 years of schooling and high refers to more than 12 years of schooling. 



Latin America (7 countries): employment rate for the population 
aged 15–59 years, by disability status and sex, around 2022 

(Percentages)

Disability and gender gaps in the labour market intersect

• Less than 40% of persons with 
disabilities are in the labour force
• Informal and own-account work
• Less stable labour 

market participation
• Higher unemployment rates
• Lower wages 

• Women with disabilities are less likely 
to be employed than their male 
counterparts and than men and women 
without disabilities.

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of data from the Household Survey Data Bank (BADEHOG).



Latin America (7 countries): population living in 
households with at least one person with disabilities,

by income quintile, around 2022
(Percentages of the total population in each quintile)

Higher levels of poverty and inequality in households 
of persons with disabilities

• Higher percentage of households with at least 
one person with disabilities in the lowest 
income quintile.

• Higher levels of poverty and inequality:
• Higher spending on health services
• Lower and unstable incomes

• Care, support and assistance for the autonomy 
of persons with disabilities are provided 
by other members of the household, 
primarily women. 

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, on the basis of special processing of data from the Household Survey Data Bank (BADEHOG).



Conclusions and 
recommendations: 

from statistical visibility 
to the exercise of rights



From statistical invisibility to the exercise of rights

• Population and housing censuses and household surveys are the primary 
sources of data for measuring disability in Latin America and the Caribbean.

• The information they provide is an essential input for the design and 
implementation of policies and programmes that incorporate a social 
and rights-based approach. 

• Progress in the adoption of that approach to measure disability through 
censuses and surveys has been recent and nuanced in Latin America 
and the Caribbean.

• Several countries of the region continue to face challenges in harmonizing 
methodologies and fully implementing international recommendations. 

• The participation of organizations of persons with disabilities is essential 
for collecting inclusive information that aligns with their needs.



Inclusion and rights to ensure autonomy, equality 
and participation of persons with disabilities

• Persons with disabilities face discrimination, stigma and violence, as well as health, 
educational, labour, economic, physical, institutional and legal barriers, among others.

• Higher levels of dependency among this population group translate into a need for 
support, assistance and long-term care.

• The social and rights-based approach is critical in public policies, legal and regulatory 
frameworks and social protection systems in the region.

• Considering and addressing disability in national care systems, with an intersectional 
approach (taking into account women who are unpaid caregivers), is key.



United Nations (2024) recommendations 
on disability and development 

• Integration and harmonization in collection of data on disability.

• Mainstreaming of disability inclusion in poverty-reduction strategies and programmes and 
in social protection policies.

• Provision of integrated health services close to where persons with disabilities live.

• Policies that ensure access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights, and 
accessible information.

• Inclusive education at all levels; universal design principles and accessibility in schools and 
other learning environments; development of teacher capacities in inclusive education.

• Inclusion of disability in digital development investments and programmes.

• Labour market inclusion to ensure equal opportunities and rights.

• Accessible mechanisms for reporting violence and discrimination and providing training to 
combat these issues.

• Strengthening of capacity of civil society organizations; services and support for victims of 
violence; access to comprehensive care and support systems.
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