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To Our Readers:
The DisAbled Women’s Network of Canada (DAWN) is a national, feminist, cross-disability organization that
has provided opportunities for self-determination and leadership development for women with disabilities for
more than 30 years. Our mission is to end the poverty, isolation, discrimination and violence experienced by
Canadian women with disabilities and Deaf women.
Our work to examine violence against women and girls with disabilities has allowed us to identify existing
gaps in research, education, and policy. In general, we have found a lack of information and resources
focused on the experiences of girls with disabilities.
In this first snapshot we will provide an overview of what is known about the lived experiences of girls with
disabilities and violence, as well as opportunities for empowerment that have been identified.

Girls with Disabilities & Violence
In 2018, the United Nations noted that girls and young women with disabilities face unique barriers based
on both disability and gender.1 Our own research support this, as we see the extent to which an
intersectional lens is needed to understand the lived experiences of girls and young women with disabilities.

Internationally, where girls are concerned we know that about 120 million girls (1 in 10) have been forced to
have sex, and that girls account for almost ¾ of human trafficking victims. 2 When we move beyond a gender
lens and include disability we know the following:
● One Ugandan survey indicates that 24% of girls aged 11-14 have experienced sexual violence at
school (compared to 12% for girls without disabilities).3
● Girls with disabilities are exposed to and victimized by a range of individuals including intimate
partners, family members, caregivers and assistants, health professionals and service providers - all
with varying power dynamics.4
● One study found that teenage girls with physical disabilities and/or with long-term health issues were
more likely than girls without disabilities to be forced to have sex.5
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Gender, Disability, & Violence: Canadian Context
In Canada, we have no recent statistical data specific to girls with disabilities and violence, yet we know the
following in terms of the gendered nature of violence, abuse, and disability: 6
●

In 45% of all incidents of violence, including sexual assault, theft, physical violence, the victims were
women with disabilities.

●

38% of women with disabilities report physical or sexual assault before the age of 15, and 18% report
sexual abuse by an adult before the age of 15.

●

Women with a disability most often reported their perpetrator was a friend, acquaintance, or
neighbour (44%) and 30% incidents of victimization occurred in the home.

The Need for an Intersectional Lens
For women with disabilities, the risk of violence increases when they are racialized, younger, Indigenous,
LGBTQI2S, migrant workers, immigrants, non-status migrants or living in rural areas.7 While the statistics
around violence against women with disabilities speaks to the gendered nature of this issue, an
intersectional lens uncovers patterns that impact certain groups of women with disabilities in troubling
ways:8
● Women with disabilities who experience violence as children are almost two times as likely as those
who had not experienced physical abuse to be victimized in the last 12 months.
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● In general, women with disabilities who identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual experience 2.3 times
higher rates of violence than among heterosexual women with disabilities.
●

Women who experience mental health related disabilities and those with cognitive disabilities
experience disproportionately high rates of sexual assault.

Other research supports the need for an intersectional lens as it indicates:
● Aboriginal women and girls with disabilities are particularly vulnerable and thus bigger targets for
sexual predators.9
● Indigenous children with disabilities remain one of the most oppressed groups in Canada. 10
● Where refugees are concerned, women and girls remain exposed to sexual violence due to long
processing times and a lack of laws to protect them from human trafficking. 11

Given the gendered nature of violence and abuse where women with disabilities are concerned, and
international data, it is safe to assume that in Canada as well, girls with disabilities are at a particularly high
risk of violence.

Promoting Positive Spaces and Relationships for Girls with Disabilities
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While the research is grim and certainly indicates a crisis for women and girls with disabilities, there are
spaces where we see positive and empowering outcomes for girls with disabilities.
As an example, leisure and sport can serve as important spaces to empower girls and young women and
can help them build important connections and support systems among their peers. Here are some of the
benefits for girls who engage in sports and leisure:
● While girls with disabilities may experience few opportunities to acquire a positive image of their
bodies, sports and leisure may provide help to counter this.12
● Participating in leisure activities can promote higher self-esteem.13
● Teenage girls who participate in sports and leisure may develop empowerment skills. 14
● One of the key motivations for participation in sports for disabled children are social, which can not
only build peer support networks but also provide important opportunities to connect with mentors.15
● A lack of participation in leisure activities outside of school can lead to less overall enjoyment of
social activities.16
Yet, while we know these contacts and opportunities can have positive and important impacts, girls and
young women remain underrepresented in these activities.17 We need to collectively address the range of
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barriers (gender, disability etc.) that continue to prevent girls and young women with disabilities from
accessing these activities, supports, and networks.

An Example from DAWN Canada: Girls Without Barriers
DAWN Canada is currently leading a project entitled “Girls Without Barriers” that is focused on creating peer
support, empowerment and leadership opportunities for girls with disabilities between the ages of 9-13.
Girls without Barriers seeks to identify and address gaps in research regarding the needs of girls with
disabilities as well as to increase the participation of girls with disabilities and Deaf girls in girl-serving
programs. Funded by the Canadian Women's Foundation, the initiative also aims to change the culture
within girl-serving organizations by fostering careful, diligent and thorough inclusion of the needs of girls with
disabilities and Deaf girls. Girls with disabilities and Deaf girls not only benefit from improved accessibility of
programs but also get opportunities to develop their confidence and leadership as they witness their ideas
and opinions transform into concrete actions.
As part of this initiative, DAWN Canada partnered with Rock Camp for Girls and Gender Nonconforming
Youth to create a one-week musical camp for girls and gender non-confirming youth with and without
disabilities. Next steps include publishing research on girls with disabilities, workshops on ableism for girls
with disabilities and non-disabled girls alike, workshops for program organizers, and the development of
online resources.

Conclusion
DAWN Canada is committed to using our four pillars, research, education, policy and advocacy, to address
systemic violence against girls with disabilities. We are equally committed to promoting opportunities for
girls with disabilities to engage, empower and lead in ways that bring about meaningful change.
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