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1. Introduction

An estimated 10% of the world’s population – 650 million people – live with 
a disability. Persons with disabilities have the same sexual and reproductive 
health (SRH) needs as other people. Yet they often face barriers to information 
and services. The ignorance and attitudes of society and individuals, including 
health-care providers, raise most of these barriers – not the disabilities 
themselves. In fact, existing services usually can be adapted easily to 
accommodate persons with disabilities. Increasing awareness is the first and 
biggest step. Beyond that, much can be accomplished through resourcefulness 
and involving persons with disabilities in programme design and monitoring.

Now is the time for action concerning SRH of persons with disabilities. 
On 3 May 2008 the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities came 
into force. This is the first legally binding international treaty on disability. It 
mentions SRH specifically. Both UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya A. Obaid 
and WHO Director-General Margaret Chan have welcomed the Convention 
and have emphasized the importance of addressing the needs of persons with 
disabilities.

This guidance note addresses issues of SRH programming for persons with 
disabilities. It is intended for SRH experts and advocates within UNFPA and 
WHO as well as those in other development organizations and partners. 
Those who address issues of family planning, maternal health, HIV and AIDS, 
adolescence, and gender-based violence (GBV) may find this information 
particularly helpful. SRH, in particular, deserves attention because these needs 
have been so widely and so deeply neglected. At the same time, however, the 
approaches discussed here apply broadly to all aspects of health programming 
for persons with disabilities. This note outlines a general approach to 
programming and does not address specific protocols for the SRH care and 
treatment of persons with disabilities.

This guidance note recommends action in five areas:

 Establish partnerships with organizations of persons with disabilities. 
Policies and programmes are consistently better when organizations of 
persons with disabilities take part in their development.

 Raise awareness and increase accessibility in-house. Attention to the needs 
of persons with disabilities should be an integral part of current work. 
Separate or parallel programmes usually are not needed.

 Ensure that all SRH programmes reach and serve persons with disabilities. 
Most persons with disabilities can benefit from inclusion by SRH 
programmes designed to reach the general community.

 Address disability in national SRH policy, laws, and budgets. UNFPA, WHO 
and other reproductive health partner organizations’ staff should work with 
organizations of persons with disabilities to make sure that all legislation 
and regulations affecting SRH reflect the needs of persons with disabilities.

 Promote research on the SRH of persons with disabilities. A stronger evidence 
base will help improve SRH programmes for persons with disabilities.

Now is the time for 
action concerning 
sexual and 
reproductive health 
of persons with 
disabilities.
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