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Abstract: It is well known that the existence of disability can lead a person (or his family) into poverty. 

More specifically, disability may cause a person to face inequality in education and employment, thus 

adversely affecting his income; The increase of disability related expenditure has led to the reduction of 

living standards and poverty of the disabled and their families. Taking India and China as examples, this 

paper analyzes how disability leads to inequality and poverty. This paper argues that the limitations of 

the health of the disabled, the socio-cultural prejudice against disability and the lack of government 

support policies have all contributed to the unequal treatment faced by the disabled in many aspects. 

These inequalities, in turn, directly or indirectly lead to a decrease in the income of disabled persons 

compared with non-disabled persons; On the other hand, compared with non-disabled persons, disabled 

persons face an increase in the cost of living, which together leads to relative poverty, often absolute 

poverty. 
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1. Introduction 

It is a commonly acknowledged fact that the presence of a disability can lead a person (or his or her 

family) into poverty[1][9][10] [11] [21]. More specifically, disability can lead to a person facing inequalities in 

education, employment, which adversely affects their income; and increased disability-related 

expenditure leading to a lower standard of living and poverty for people with disabilities and their 

families[26]. Using India and China as examples, this essay analyses how disability leads to inequality 

and poverty. 

It argues that the limitations of disabled people's own health, sociocultural prejudices against 

disability, and inadequate government support policies all contribute to the unequal treatment faced by 

disabled people in many ways. These inequalities in turn lead directly or indirectly to a reduction in the 

income of disabled people compared to non-disabled people; on the other hand, disabled people face 

increased living expenses, which together lead to a state of relative, and often also absolute, poverty 

compared to non-disabled people[6]. 

The essay will divide into five parts: first it introduces the key definitions: disability and poverty; 

then it gives introduction of the empirical research on the relationship between disability and inequality 

and poverty. This will be followed by the main analysis section of the essay, which will analyze the 

relationship between disability and inequality, disability and poverty respectively, using India and China 

as examples. In the analysis of disability and inequality, a “gender” dimension is added, focusing on the 

double discrimination faced by women with disabilities in India. Finally, the article will draw conclusions 

and insights.  

2. Key definitions  

To understand the relationship between disability and poverty, it is important to first define disability 
[33]. There are different definitions of disability when analysed from different perspectives, and this essay 

will adopt the social model that is widely used by international development agencies. According to this 

model, disability is defined as “the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social 

organization which takes no or little account of people who have physical impairments and thus excludes 

them from participation in the mainstream of social activities”. This concept not only focuses on the 

needs of individuals for disability prevention and rehabilitation, but also emphasizes the important role 

of policy makers and service providers in meeting the social needs of people with disabilities [2], thus 
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providing the basis for the following analysis of the social barriers faced by people with disabilities and 

the policy responses made by governments. 

Poverty, according to Amartya Sen, is defined as “the freedom to do the things one has reason to 

value” [38]. These capabilities, “vary from such elementary physical ones as being well-nourished, being 

adequately clothed and sheltered, avoiding preventable morbidity, and so forth, to more complex social 

achievements such as taking part in the life of the community, being able to appear in public without 

shame, and so on”. He argues that disabled people often face discrimination and limited opportunities 

(hence limited freedom to live the life that they would choose to live). He thinks that being disabled has 

a double effect, includes both an “Earning handicap”,which refers to the reduced income-earning ability 

faced by many disabled people ; and a “Conversion Handicap”[39],which refers to the extra cost faced by 

disabled people in converting a given level of income into well-being. 

3. Empirical research on disability, inequality and poverty 

Empirical research have shown that disable people face education inequality and employment 

inequality. Disabled people disadvantaged in terms of access to education and employment. In LICs, 90% 

of disabled children do not go to school; Those that do attend school are often far less likely to complete 

primary school than non-disabled children; Living in poverty increases the likelihood that students with 

disabilities will experience poor post-school outcomes, including unemployment, underemployment, and 

limited postsecondary education. When it comes to the relationship between disability and poverty, there 

are also many evidence. 80% of disabled people living in LICs are unemployed; “the majority of persons 

with disabilities live in conditions of poverty”; the effects of the intersection of poverty and disability 

persist into adulthood where the employment rate for adults with disabilities is only one-fourth that of 

individuals without disabilities[12].  

The relationship between disability and poverty is, according to DFID, a 'vicious circle' [4]. The two 

are causal and mutually reinforcing. Disability leads to poverty because of social discrimination, 

disenfranchisement and lack of opportunities to participate in social and economic life; conversely, 

people living in poverty are often at increased risk of becoming disabled because of poorer nutrition and 

hygiene, lack of access to essential health care and hazardous living and working conditions. 

4. Disability and inequality  

This section will use India as an example to argue the relationship between disability and inequality. 

Firstly, it will give a brief overview of disability in India, and then it will analyze the aspects of inequality 

they face, with a focus on educational inequality and employment inequality. In addition, the section will 

include “rural” and 'gender' dimension, analyzing the inequalities faced by disabled people in rural India 

and disabled women in India, and the reasons behind them. 

It is not easy to present a profile of people with disabilities in India, and the basic fact of the number 

of people with disabilities in India is controversial [40]. Data on persons with disabilities are mainly 

collected through the Decennial Population Census and National Sample Survey which is conducted on 

a regular or occasional basis. However, their results are often very different partly because they adopt 

different definitions of “disability”[14]. For example, the 2001 census showed that there were 

approximately 22 million people with disabilities in India, which is 2.13 per cent of the total population. 

However, the NSSO survey for the same period stated that the number of people with disabilities was 

less than 19 million, that is, not more than 2% of the total population[34]. More controversially, many 

international organizations have estimated the number of disabled people to have reached 70 million 

during the same period [47]. Latest data on persons with disabilities in India from the 2011 census, which 

puts the number of disabled people at 26.8 million, or 2.21% of the total population. 

The perception of disability as a form of stigma is one reason for the gap between official and 

unofficial disability prevalence estimates[2]. It is an undisputed fact that people with disabilities are more 

likely to be treated unequally than people without disabilities. The discrimination and unequal treatment 

of people with disabilities is closely related to the culture of the society in which they live. Both 

anthropological and sociological studies have shown that in India, disability is understood as a form of 

karmic retribution[41]. Specifically, disability is often seen as a punishment from above, which is the result 

of the sins of the disabled person themselves or their loved ones, they are always seen as deceit, mischief, 

incapacity and evil[7]. Stigmatizing attitudes towards disability are more prevalent in rural areas than in 

urban areas[13]. For example, Mehrotra's study in rural Haryana, India, shows that disability is rarely seen 
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as a medical or social problem, but rather as a result of God's wrath and human superstition[23].  

Within this wider cultural context, the inequalities faced by people with disabilities in India are 

manifested in many ways, starting with educational inequalities. The 2001 census, for instance, finds that 

52% of disabled people are illiterate, as compared with around 35% of the general population, disabled 

children very rarely progress beyond primary school, the share of disabled children not enrolled in school 

was over five times the general rate, even in relatively well-off states. Out of the 2.21% disabled 

population in India, 1.54% is in the age group of 5-9 years and 1.82% in the age group of 10-19 years. 

Of this only 1.17%, i.e. 25.6 million children, are enrolled in classes I-XII[22].The reasons are various, 

includes includes weak institutional coordination, poor expenditure performance, and a range of issues 

in delivery of education, poor identification and access of disabled children to the education system, the 

quality of the education available for students with special needs is limited, ect[32].  

Educational inequality is highly correlated with employment and economic inequality. Children who 

do not succeed in education almost inevitably become an economic burden on society and their 

families[15].Given that the NSS does not collect information on employment and wages for different types 

of disability at the characteristic point in time, studies cannot be conducted due to lack of data[29]. 

According to the results of the 2002 National Sample Survey, the employment rate of people with 

disabilities in India was only 37.6%.This figure was only 60% of the all-India working-age population 

employment rates, and there were significant differences in employment rates by gender, urban/rural 

sector and state[28]. 

The reasons why people with disabilities face inequality in employment can be explained in part 

through the conceptual framework of the 'wall of barriers' proposed by Harris and Enfield [9]. They divide 

the barriers to economic empowerment of people with disabilities into three categories: physical, 

institutional and attitudinal. Rungta further identifies the lack of medical facilities and adaptations faced 

by people with disabilities in the workplace equipment, and institutional barriers such as inflexible 

working hours[35]. Cobley summarized the socio-attitudinal barriers faced by people with disabilities in 

India based on semi-structured interviews with the Indian disability community and found that although 

society's attitudes towards people with disabilities as a whole are gradually changing, negative societal 

attitudes towards people with disabilities are still not eradicated, with people with disabilities' perceptions 

of themselves being seen as a barrier to their economic empowerment[2]. 

When paired with those resulting from other axes of social difference, such as gender, the inequalities 

faced by disabled persons are further exacerbated[2]. Female with disabilities in India suffer from “double 

discrimination”[46]due to sociocultural and traditional gender role expectations of women, and inequality 

permeates every stage of their lives. As Indian society generally prioritizes the education of boys, women 

with disabilities are at a distinct disadvantage in terms of access to education[5] [43][16]; furthermore, Indian 

society views women with disabilities as 'incomplete human beings' who are not only unable to fulfil 

their role as wives and mothers, but also as objects of care and burdens to the family, so that they often 

marry 'unsuitable' or already married people [23]. Isolation and physical vulnerability make them 

vulnerable to divorce, abandonment and domestic violence [36].Women with disability are usually 

confined to home, not allowed to go outside for employment even if they are capable;Disability also 

affects their social life, as they are often excluded from social events such as family gatherings and 

religious festivals[3]. 

5. Disability and poverty  

The above section focuses on the inequalities faced by people with disabilities through the examples 

of India. Next, the article will analyse the relationship between disability and poverty. It will focus on 

how disability leads to a decrease in income and an increase in disability expenditure, which ultimately 

leads to the relative poverty of people with disabilities.  

Poverty has traditionally been measured using income or consumption indicators[45]. The impact of 

disability on poverty has recently been examined by the Senate Community Affairs References 

Committee (CARC) during its Inquiry into Poverty and Financial Hardship. The report identified 

disability as a “close companion” of poverty, resulting from a combination of two factors: the increased 

cost of living and the reduced incomes of those with a disability.  

While the previous section focused on demonstrating the reasons why people with disabilities face 

inequalities in education and employment, this section focuses on how these inequalities, particularly in 

employment, lead to reduced earnings for people with disabilities. In terms of employment, both people 
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with congenital and acquired disabilities are disadvantaged in the job market, but the reasons for this 

inequality differ. Children or young people with congenital disabilities have limited employment 

opportunities because they do not have access to good schooling, which limits the accumulation of human 

resources, whereas for people with acquired disabilities, the disability mainly limits the type and number 

of jobs available to them [6][24][37], i.e. they have a smaller job market. There are many reasons for this 

small job market, including blatant social discrimination and the fear that employing people with 

disabilities will increase costs. Furthermore, even when they are able to enter the job market, people with 

disabilities tend to work in low-paying or low-skilled jobs and are unable to compete in a highly 

competitive market[34]. These explain why they earn less compared to non-disabled people. 

The relationship between reduced income and increased disability is a “vicious circle”. On the one 

hand, the employment rate and wages of people with disabilities are depressed due to unequal access to 

opportunities to develop knowledge, skills and occupations[42];Because family members of people with 

disabilities often have to spend a lot of time caring for their disabled members (for example, seeking 

medical care for them), having disabled family members has significant impacts on the employment 

behaviour of other adult members, both in terms of whether or not the men in the house work and in how 

much work all other adults are able to do[32],this leads to a reduction in the overall income of the disabled 

household[25]. In addition, low-income households are unable to support the full participation of their 

disabled members in economic and social life, leading to an even poorer situation. 

Besides decreased income, disability also leads to additional expenditures. Numerous studies have 

shown that out-of-pocket expenditure on health is consistently higher for people with disabilities 

compared to people without disabilities[27]. The causal relationship between disability and poverty has 

most often been considered in terms of disparities in income or living conditions[44]. A small set of studies 

in developed countries have estimated these “extra costs of disability”—that is, the excess income that a 

household with a disabled person would require to have an equivalent SOL as a household without a 

disabled person[48]. Such research has been conducted in England, Australia, and Ireland. The studies 

concluded that that the extra costs of disability are substantial, at least over the short term.  

These additional expenses may include additional medical services, assistive devices, increased fuel 

costs due to longer stays at home or the need to keep warm, support costs, additional transport costs when 

travelling, etc. [30][31]. A case-control study done in the Thiruvananthapuram district, capital city of Kerala 

in South India shows that the mean expenditure of the families with a disabled child was $254 per year, 

which is significantly higher than the corresponding expenditure of $181 per year of families with normal 

child[17]. Studies also show that despite all their needs not being met, people with disabilities use hospital 

services significantly more compared to people without a disability in India[8]. 

When it comes to disability cost in different areas, there is also a gap between rural areas and urban 

areas. A survey conducted in China showed that rural households have a smaller additional cost of 

disability compared to urban households. This is because, compared to urban areas, rural households 

receive less information on how to adequately care for people with disabilities and do not place enough 

emphasis on caring for them; in addition, even when they are aware of caring for people with disabilities, 

they find it difficult to find services to help families care for their disabled members, and if they do find 

such services they cannot afford to pay for them[19]. 

Studies show that improvements in the economic situation of households with disabled members are 

not always the result of improved employment, and that government grant policies may play an important 

role in in improving the living conditions of people with disabilities[20]. A study conducted in South 

Africa showed that the South African government's policy of providing disability grants to people with 

disabilities played an important role in improving the living conditions of people with disabilities, with 

the average monthly income of households with disabled family members in the Eastern Cape Province 

of South Africa not only being no less than that of control households, but also significantly higher than 

that of control households. But the study also concludes with a reminder that a lasting solution to poverty 

among people with disabilities is to improve their access to education and employment, among other 

things[20]. 

On the contrary, the lack of implementation of government policies related to people with disabilities 

also contributes to the lack of improvement in the poverty situation of people with disabilities. For 

example, in China, research shows that although China has made significant improvements in public 

policies for people with disabilities over the past few decades, there is still a huge gap between legislation 

and policy implementation[18]. Since 2000, the Chinese government has rapidly expanded the coverage 

of social security programs through reforms, resulting in a significant increase in the level of benefits for 

families of people with disabilities in recent years, but still insufficient to meet the needs of people with 
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disabilities and their families[19].  

6. Conclusion  

Using the examples of India and China, this essay focuses on the inequalities that disabled people 

face in social and economic life compared to non-disabled people. Based on this, the paper further 

analyses how people with disabilities who face inequality become poor. The paper argues that inequalities 

in education and employment and in participation in social life are caused by the limitations of people 

with disabilities, social discrimination and inadequate government policies, and that these inequalities 

lead, to varying degrees, to a reduction in their ability to earn an income, which in turn leads to a reduction 

in income; in addition, physical disability is often associated with additional costs and is another cause 

of eventual poverty. 

This paper implies that governments and service providers need to be aware of the disadvantageous 

environment in which people with disabilities live and the reasons for their inequality and poverty, and 

improve policies and services to provide more support for their social and economic inclusion. There are 

several limitations to this paper. Firstly, due to a lack of recent research, some of the literature cited in 

this article is dated and may not be up to date with the current situation of people with disabilities; 

secondly, this article uses 'reduced income' and 'increased expenditure' as two dimensions of poverty, 

although in Secondly, the use of 'declining income' and 'increasing expenditure' as two dimensions of 

poverty, although generally logical, still lacks rigour. 
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