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Highlights 

 Disability is a missing socio-economic variable in political participation research. 

 Human rights indicators of structure, process and outcomes are developed. 

 Political equality and voting rights are denied to some groups of disabled people in 

national laws. 

 Barriers and social capital interact with impairment effects on political participation. 

 There is a lack of monitoring on disability equality and the accessibility of electoral 

processes. 

 

Abstract 

This paper provides the first systematic cross-national assessment of disabled people’s 

electoral and political participation, based on research in the 28 Member States of the 

European Union and in the context of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities. A mixed methods approach included policy analysis, information 

requests to national experts and secondary analysis of European survey data. The evidence 

populated indicators which suggest four lines of action: (a) lifting legal and administrative 

barriers; (b) raising awareness; (c) making political participation more accessible; (c) 

expanding participation opportunities in public life. Civil society organizations as well as 

public institutions have an important role to play as change agents in this regard. 

Keywords 

Disability; European Union; human rights; political participation; accessibility; social 

indicators 
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The political participation of disabled people 
in Europe: rights, accessibility and 
representation 
 

This paper examines the political participation of disabled people in European countries 

through the development of human rights indicators. In so doing, it addresses a gap in the 

literature with the first cross-national assessment of this topic. Political participation is 

considered here in broad definition—grounded in human rights, encompassing individual and 

collective participation in the public sphere, and located within a context of multi-scalar 

governance from the global to the local. 

Increasing concern has been expressed by the EU institutions about low participation in 

European elections (TNS Opinion & Social, 2013) and the EU’s first Citizenship Report 

sought to identify obstacles to the exercise of its citizens’ rights. In so doing, it acknowledged 

that ‘EU citizens with disabilities face additional obstacles’ (European Commission, 2010a). 

Linking disability rights with European citizenship and political participation, the EU’s 

European Disability Strategy 2010-2020 includes a specific commitment to ‘address 

accessibility to voting in order to facilitate the exercise of EU citizens' electoral rights’ 

(European Commission, 2010b). These observations hint at two dimensions to the challenge 

at hand—assuring equal political rights in principle and providing accessible participation 

processes in practice. 

From a rights-based perspective, the EU and all of its 28 Member States have signed the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and all but 

three have now ratified it. This treaty provides a global frame of reference and legally binding 
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obligations concerning civil, political, social, economic and cultural rights. In particular, 

Article 29 obliges state Parties to ensure equal rights to participate in public and political life, 

including: engagement in non-governmental organizations and associations; joining political 

parties; free and accessible voting procedures, facilities and materials; standing for election 

and holding public office at all levels. 

At the European level, Article 20 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 

(TFEU) affirms that all nationals of an EU Member State also acquire citizenship of the 

Union. This includes the right to vote or stand for election in European and municipal 

elections while living in another EU Member State, on an equal basis with nationals of that 

state. Chapter V of the accompanying Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union 

also declares that ‘everyone is equal before the law’ and that ‘any discrimination’ on grounds 

of disability is prohibited, as it is on grounds such as gender or racial discrimination too 

(Articles 20 and 21). 

In this way both the global human rights framework of the CRPD and the regional integration 

structures of the EU convey to disabled people ‘post-national’ citizenship rights that 

exemplify wider processes of multi-scalar governance. As Bhabha (1999) argues, ‘…it is the 

interface between globalization and human rights that challenges state autonomy most 

forcefully…’. Nevertheless, electoral and political process remain largely within the national 

competence of individual EU Member States so it is important to understand the realization 

of disabled people’s political rights within each country while taking a comparative view in 

the frame of European and global treaty obligations. 

1 Disabilityǣ a missing socio-economic variableǫ 

Political participation gaps for other social groups have been shown often, notably in relation 

to gender inequalities (Baum and Espírito-Santo, 2007; Jennings, 1983; Morales, 1999) or 
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ethnicity (Kasfir, 1970; Leighley and Vedlitz, 1999; Wrinkle et al., 1996) while Gallego 

(2007), for example, examined the multiplicity of gender, age, social class, education, 

income, ethnicity, and work status effects in 24 European countries. We know that political 

participation resources are ‘distributed differentially among groups defined by socioeconomic 

status’ (Brady et al., 1995) and that inequality within European countries ‘magnifies the 

relationship between income and participation’ (Lancee and Van de Werfhorst, 2012).  

Despite compelling evidence that disabled people experience systematically higher risks of 

household poverty and social exclusion in terms of employment, education, relative income 

and material deprivation (Grammenos, 2013a) such comparative studies have not included 

disability status as a variable. Hence, there is a strong case that disability equality should be 

considered along with other socio-economic variables when researching political 

participation, but there are unique dimensions to consider too. For example, we know that 

voting opportunities in general make a difference to turnout in European Parliamentary 

elections (Mattila, 2003) but in the case of disability we need to consider both ‘access to’ and 

the ‘accessibility of’ political activities for people with impairments (e.g. for wheelchair 

users, blind people, deaf people, people with cognitive impairments, etc.).  

There have been some pioneering national electoral studies that do consider disability in this 

way, notably in the USA (Shields et al., 1998a, b). Such researchers found voter turnout to be 

lower amongst disabled people than non-disabled people, and more so amongst those who 

were older, poorer or with significant mobility impairments (Schur et al., 2002). Despite 

prominent non-discrimination legislation these gaps have remained large, ‘possibly due to the 

combined and interactive effects of polling place inaccessibility, social isolation, fewer 

economic resources, and perceptions that the political system is unresponsive’ (Schur and 

Adya, 2013).  
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Such findings led also to the conclusion that ‘the political involvement of people with 

disabilities may greatly depend on the extent to which political elites attempt to address their 

political concerns’ (Shields et al., 1998b) and ‘indicating that outreach policies of disability 

organizations can play a large role in creating conditions that encourage political 

participation’ (Schur, 1998). Subsequent research in the UK drew attention to the specific 

barriers facing people with intellectual impairments and the importance of social capital and 

networks of support as enablers of political participation  (Bell et al., 2001; Keeley et al., 

2008; Redley, 2008). These findings suggest that establishing political rights and providing 

accessibility may not be sufficient to achieve full participation without also engaging 

proactively with disabled people in civil society and with their political claims. 

Relevant to this, Reudin’s (2007) elaboration of Milbrath’s (1965, 1981) seminal hierarchy of 

political participation showed empirically how ‘both political institutions and social capital 

are significant contributors’. Indeed, social capital, community ‘roots’ and connectedness can 

all boost engagement in political activity (Anderson, 2010; Bandura, 1997, 2000; Caprara et 

al., 2009; Yeich and Levine, 1994) and, as Iris Marion Young has argued: 

We deepen democracy when we encourage the flourishing of associations that people 

form according to whatever interests, opinions, and perspectives they find important. 

Strong, autonomous, and plural activities of civic associations offer individuals and 

social groups maximum opportunity in their own diversity to be represented in public 

life. (Young, 2002, p. 153) 

Civil society organizations foster new forms of political participation (Dalton et al., 2004; 

Zakaria, 2007) and the rise of the disabled people’s movement is no exception. Its 

mobilization and activism has placed disability rights on the political agenda and secured 

significant legislative gains—not least through the UN CRPD. It has evolved alternatives to 
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traditional political engagement, created new forms of social capital, and developed new 

opportunity structures to influence publics, politicians and governments (Driedger, 1989; 

Fleischer and Zames, 2001; McNeese, 2013; Oliver and Barnes, 2012; Pfeiffer, 1993; Scotch, 

1988; Shakespeare, 1993).  

The European voices of this global movement are evident in relation to the concerns of this 

paper. For example, the European Disability Forum (EDF), which represents the collective 

voice of 80 million disabled people to the EU institutions, organized a ‘Disability Votes 

Count’ campaign in 2009 and, in the run-up to the 2014 European Parliament elections, 

disability platforms or manifestos were published by pan-European civil society 

organizations of disabled people including EDF, the European Union of the Deaf (EUD), and 

the European Blind Union (EBU). 

As shown so far, there is a firm basis on which to seek full and equal political participation in 

Europe. Disabled people should be regarded as a significant socio-economic group whose 

political participation outcomes may be contingent on the transnational governance of basic 

citizenship rights, on the accessibility of mainstream political activities and on political 

engagement with their collective concerns in civil society.  

Previous socio-economic variable studies have also demonstrated the potential to conduct 

political participation research comparatively in the EU context. As a starting point, in 2010, 

the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) published a preliminary legal 

study on The right to political participation of persons with mental health problems and 

persons with intellectual disabilities followed by a report on legal capacity issues (European 

Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2010, 2013). These two reports suggested that, while 

some progress had been made in some EU Member States, much remained to be done even 

on basic rights. The 2014 European Parliamentary elections offered an opportunity to 
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examine these issues. The present research was launched in this context to indicate the bigger 

picture of electoral and political participation rights for all disabled people in Europe. 

2 Methods 

The objective of the research was to develop a new set of comparative indicators on disabled 

people’s participation in public and political life across the EU Member States. This initial 

work was carried out in 2013–4. The approach was based on the United Nations’ typology of 

human rights indicators, which is based on ‘structure’, ‘process’ and ‘outcome’ (Office of the 

High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2006, 2008, 2012). These dimensons broadly 

correspond to Landman’s (2004) distinction between thinking about human rights in 

‘principle’, ‘policy’ and ‘practice’. Within the UN framework, ‘structural’ indicators refer to 

‘the ratification and adoption of legal instruments and existence of basic institutional 

mechanisms’. ‘Process’ indicators evidence the efforts that states are making to implement 

these commitments (e.g. the kinds of strategies, programmes and investments they have put 

in place). ‘Outcome’ indicators then seek to ‘capture attainments…that reflect the status of 

realization’—primarily the outcomes for those whose rights should be protected (Office of 

the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2012).  

In the disability field, a rather similar model had been proposed, using a typology of ‘rights, 

access and participation’ (Lawson and Priestley, 2009, 2013). In this version, the specific 

legal obligations enshrined in the text of the CRPD would be translated into indicators of 

rights in law, of the accessibility of public environments, goods and services, and of 

participation outcomes for disabled people. A range of disability equality indicators were 

developed to pilot these proposals under the auspices of the Academic Network of European 

Disability experts (ANED) from 2009. In this paper we combine the OHCHR and ANED 

typologies to interpret ‘structure’ as disability equality in law, ‘process’ as investments in 
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better access for disabled people, and ‘outcomes’ as measurements of participation and 

accessibility. 

At the same time, the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) was 

developing indicator methodologies within its areas of remit, including children’s rights 

(European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2011; Stalford et al., 2009). Following the 

EU’s accession to the CRPD at the end of 2010 a formal monitoring framework for disability 

rights was established under Article 33(2) of that Convention, including the FRA, the 

European Commission, the European Ombudsman, the European Parliament and the 

European Disability Forum (representing the voice of disabled people in civil society). Both 

ANED and FRA proposed new research on political participation in their annual work 

programmes to coincide with the 2014 European Parliamentary elections and the Disability 

Unit of the European Commission’s invited a collaborative venture between them. 

An initial table of 47 possible indicators was drawn up by adapting items from the ANED 

proposals into the UN typology and adding new items from a scoping of European data 

sources. It included, for example, indicators of legal rights to vote or stand for office 

(structure), awareness raising programmes for election officials or guidelines on accessible 

polling stations (process), and the participation rates of disabled people in various types of 

political activity (outcomes). This outline was presented to the EU’s Disability High Level 

Group of states’ representatives in 2013, refined in discussion with the European 

Commission’s Disability Unit and populated with both quantitative and qualitative forms of 

evidence. 

To gather qualitative data, structured reporting requests were made to national experts from 

the standing networks of the two main research partners—FRANET (FRA’s multidisciplinary 

research network), which focuses on all fundamental rights, and ANED, which focuses on 
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disability issues. In this way, we were able to co-ordinate the collective effort of more than 50 

researchers in 28 countries to produce country reports relating to a wide range of topics 

To populate the quantitative indicators we examined microdata from five European surveys, 

summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Sources of survey microdata 

Survey Dataset Notes and acknowledgements 

The European Union Statistics 

on Income and Living Condition 

(EU-SILC) 

A 2006 ad-hoc module covered 

͚SŽĐŝĂů ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ĚĂƚĂ 
from 366,258 people aged 16 

or older in private households. 

SILC is the EU͛Ɛ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ 
source for comparative 

statistics on income distribution 

and social exclusion (Eurostat, 

2010). 

EƵƌŽƐƚĂƚ͛Ɛ FůĂƐŚ EƵƌŽďĂƌŽŵĞƚĞƌ 
ϯϰϱ ŽŶ ͚AĐĐĞƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ͛  

Data from telephone 

interviews with 25,516 people 

aged 15 and over in 27 EU 

Member States. 

A targeted survey on the issue 

of accessibility (European 

Commission, 2013). 

The European Social Survey 

(ESS) 

The January 2012 microdata 

edition included 46,257 people 

in 24 countries (18 EU Member 

States, data for Hungary was 

provisional). 

Measures public attitudes, 

beliefs and behaviour patterns 

European Social Survey (2014); 

European Social Survey Round 6 

Data (2012).  

The European Quality of Life 

Survey (EQLS)  

The third wave in 2011-12 

surveyed 43,636 people in 34 

countries, including 27 EU 

Member States 

Covers a range of issues, such as 

employment, income, 

education, housing, family, 

health and work-life balance, as 

well as subjective measures of 

happiness, life satisfaction and 

societal quality (GfK EU3C, 

2014). 

The Survey of Health, Ageing 

and Retirement in Europe 

(SHARE) 

Covers 19 European countries 

and the 2011 dataset (Release 

1.1.1 of Wave 4) contained 

58,489 observations 

A ƐƵƌǀĞǇ ŽĨ ŽůĚĞƌ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ 
conditions, views and 

experiences (Börsch-Supan et 

al., 2013a; Börsch-Supan et al., 

2013b; Malter and Börsch-

Supan, 2013) 

 

Each survey offered a ‘disability’ proxy variable, typically asking whether a person has a 

long-lasting impairment or health condition and asking if they experience any limitations in 

everyday activities (for example, Q43 in EU-SILC asks, ‘Do you have any chronic (long-
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standing) physical or mental health problem, illness or disability?’ and Q44 asks, ‘Are you 

limited in your daily activities by this physical or mental health problem, illness or 

disability?’). Whilst there are disagreements about the phrasing of such questions in social 

surveys, and the cross-cultural reliability of self-reported prevalence, this remains the 

established approach for comparative disability estimations (Abberley, 1992; Altman and 

Barnartt, 2006; Grönvik, 2009; Madans et al., 2011; Zola, 1993) and it is consistent with 

Eurostat’s statistical disaggregation of EU disability data. These type of functional 

limitation/impairment variables were used as a proxy to cross-tabulate ‘disability’ status with 

a range of political participation items in each survey, in a similar way to participation studies 

on other socio-economic variables (e.g. those on gender, ethnicity or age noted earlier in the 

paper). Comparative weighted output tables were produced by country and for the EU as a 

whole. 

The evidence collected by the ANED network was reviewed by senior team members who 

drafted summary thematic reports (e.g. Grammenos, 2013b; Lawson, 2014; Waddington, 

2014). These, and the evidence collected by the FRANET were reviewed by FRA staff, who 

then developed a combined compendium report. This was discussed with a peer review group 

of independent experts and an initial report was published to coincide with the 2014 

European Parliamentary elections.  

A summary was translated into the 22 official languages of the EU Member States and a 

structured presentation of 27 indicators was developed on the FRA website with 

supplementary infographics and a series of briefing papers communicating key messages to 

stakeholders (for more details see, European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014). 

We present first a summary of the findings, contextualised in relation to the indicator 

typology, before discussing them under four themes that emerged from the compendium 
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analysis. This analytical framework is represented in the matrix of themes and indicator types 

shown in Table 2. 

 Table 2: analytical themes and indicators of disability rights 

Indicator type ͚SƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͛ 

Establishing legal 

commitments 

͚PƌŽĐĞƐƐ͛ 

Investing in 

access(ibility) 

͚OƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ͛ 

Reducing inequalities; 

increasing participation 
Analytical theme  

Removing legal and 

administrative barriers 

   

Raising rights awareness    

Making political 

participation more 

accessible 

   

Expanding opportunities for 

political participation 

   

3 Findings 

3.1 Structure: establishing an equal right to participate 

Our typology presents ‘structural’ indicators as evidence of established legal rights but the 

transnational context outlined earlier includes legal instruments at different levels of a multi-

scalar governance framework—global (UN), European (EU) and national. The interactions 

between these add complexity but, to begin at the global level, we can first ask about 

commitments to the CRPD and its most relevant Articles. Following the concepts advanced 

from the literature, the provisions of Article 29 CRPD on ‘Participation in political and public 

life’ are clearly relevant but also Article 12 on ‘Equal recognition before the law’ (including 

legal capacity) and Article 9 on ‘Accessibility’ (including public buildings and 

communication technologies). 

At the time of the research, all of the EU Member States except Finland, Ireland and the 

Netherlands had ratified the CRPD and only Malta had entered any reservation to Article 
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29—simply that it reserved ‘the right to continue to apply its current electoral legislation in 

so far as voting procedures, facilities and materials are concerned’ and ‘to apply its current 

electoral legislation in so far as assistance in voting procedures is concerned’ (United Nations 

Treaty Collection 2014). As a basic type of ‘structural’ indicator, concerning rights in law, 

ratification of the UN Convention raised few immediate issues. Formal progress has been 

made by almost all EU Member States, demonstrating their broad commitment in principle. 

Nevertheless, the devil is in the detail and concerns were soon raised on the questions of legal 

capacity and accessibility suggested by earlier national studies. 

The denial of disabled people’s voting rights has drawn past attention, notably in the denial of 

rights to people with intellectual or psychosocial impairments perceived to affect their mental 

capacity. In the USA, Schriner et al. (1997) encapsulated this challenge as ‘the last suffrage 

movement’ (see also, Karlawish et al., 2004; Schriner and Batavia, 2001; Waterstone, 2003). 

With regard to legal capacity, only three countries (Estonia, France and Poland) had entered 

any legal declaration against Article 12 CRPD but many still deprived people of their legal 

capacity to vote or to stand for election in national legislation. Indeed, only seven out of the 

28 EU Member States (Austria, Croatia, Italy, Latvia, the Netherlands, Sweden and the 

United Kingdom) explicitly guaranteed equal voting rights for all, including those without 

legal capacity. In the remainder, certain categories of disabled people were denied rights 

either constitutionally, in electoral legislation or via the discretion of a judge or medical 

practitioner. In 18 EU Member States, disabled people deprived of legal capacity also had no 

direct access to redress if their voting rights were infringed. For example, in Denmark, 

Estonia, Greece, Ireland, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia, a person would first have to 

challenge the decision on their legal capacity in order to then seek redress for deprivation of 

their right to vote. 
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Article 9 CRPD (on Accessibility) highlights states’ obligations towards the removal of 

barriers in built environments, transport and information and communications and this was a 

priority theme also at the EU level in framing the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020. 

None of the EU Member States ratifying the CRPD had entered any reservation against this 

Article, accepting their obligations in full. This has clear implications for their efforts to 

ensure political participation for disabled people, such as the accessibility of polling stations, 

voting machines, media and internet communications, campaign material, public meetings or 

the training of election officials. For example, access to mass media communications is vital 

to informed political knowledge but in only half (14) of the EU Member States were both 

public and private broadcast providers subject to statutory accessibility standards to provide 

subtitles, sign language interpretation and/or audio descriptions for all or part of their 

programming. 

Access to voting for people living in long-term institutions is regulated by specific laws in at 

least 18 EU Member States but takes various forms. For example, polling stations may be set 

up at some residential institutions in Austria, Bulgaria, Finland, France, Germany, Italy and 

Poland. In Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovenia and Slovakia, individual advance application 

is required from a voter for such a polling station. In Romania a mobile ballot box may be 

provided for national elections on request to the president of the district election bureau with 

medical proof that a person cannot be transported to a polling station. Mobile polling stations 

are not provided in this way in Denmark, Spain, the Netherlands, Romania, Sweden or the 

United Kingdom, where provisions for institutional residents tend to be covered by generic 

measures on alternative voting (such as postal or proxy voting). In most cases a voter would 

need to request such adjustment well in advance of polling day. No legislation specifying 

adjustments for people living in long-term institutions were identified in Belgium, Cyprus, 

Greece or Luxembourg, although rates of institutionalisation are relatively high in some of 
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those countries (see also, O'sullivan, 2001 on policies and practices affecting voting for 

people living in American nursing homes). 

The preceding examples show how ‘structural’ human rights indicators can reveal legal and 

administrative barriers to political participation (the top left cell in our matrix). Other 

structural items indicated a need to raise awareness, to make political participation more 

accessible and to expand opportunities for disabled people. To underline the key finding then, 

the EU and its Member States have aligned strongly with the global governance framework 

of the CRPD and with a European framework of fundamental rights. They have undertaken to 

ensure that disabled people ‘can effectively and fully participate in political and public life on 

an equal basis with others’ (Article 29), but in many EU Member States that equality is 

denied to some groups of disabled people in the structure of national laws.  

In this way, populating even the most basic of structural indicators revealed new and 

important comparative knowledge about disabled people’s political rights in Europe—and in 

a way that could be easily conveyed to policy makers. Whilst there will always be difficulties 

of comparability between different national legal instruments, these kinds of structural 

indicators proved relatively easy to populate by drawing on networks of national policy 

experts and formed the largest group in the indicator matrix. 

3.2 Process: efforts to secure political participation rights in practice 

The second type of indicator relied on evidence of ‘process’, in the efforts by EU Member 

States to facilitate the political participation of disabled people beyond formal rights on 

paper. For example, what programmes and investments have been initiated? A total of 12 

indicators were grouped under this heading (the middle column in the matrix). The 

problematic of multi-scalar governance is evident here too with global, European, national 

and sub-national dimensions to consider. The following examples illustrate this.  
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One symbolic approach to indicators of investment in access, applied in other studies, is to 

sample key government websites for their accessibility to disabled people (Goodwin et al., 

2011). This can be applied similarly to public websites of relevance to political participation. 

For example, in at least six EU Member States (the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Malta, 

Poland, Spain and Sweden) the website providing information on how to complain about 

infringement of voting rights met internationally accepted web accessibility standards (the 

WCAG 2.0 AA standards). In Finland, the Parliamentary Ombudsman’s website provided 

information on redress in Sign Language, as did the Chancellor of Justice’s website. In most 

countries important web-based information was only partially accessible. For instructions on 

voting and information on candidates, in only 10 countries was it possible to confirm that the 

main website of the ministry responsible for organizing elections met the standard, although 

in a further 12 countries some accessibility measures had been implemented (in the 

compendium report the latter finding was reported as an ‘outcome’ but here we present it as a 

‘process’ investment). 

With a view to the 2014 European and municipal elections the indicators prioritised efforts to 

make voting more accessible. With the exception of Croatia, no specific legal requirement 

could be identified for training election authorities or officials in disability rights, 

accessibility and reasonable adjustment. Nevertheless, examples of such training were 

identified in at least nine EU Member States (Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, France, Italy, 

Lithuania, Poland, Spain and the United Kingdom).  

Evidence of efforts to make regular polling stations more accessible to disabled voters was 

also sought and national guidance was identified in over half (17) of EU Member States.  

Sometimes this was issued directly by government (as in Belgium, Denmark or the 

Netherlands). In Denmark, for example, guidance to municipal election authorities included a 

requirement that within each polling station there should be at least one voting booth with 
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room for three people (where election officials or personal assistants might help someone to 

vote).  

In other countries, guidance was issued by election authorities or by national human rights 

bodies but NGOs also played a role in promoting accessibility. For example, the Portuguese 

National Electoral Commission issued guidance to municipal election authorities on the 

accessibility of polling stations only after a complaint by a national disability organization. In 

Latvia, collaboration between the Central Elections Commission and two NGOs resulted in 

the publication of booklet guides to accessibility and non-discrimination. This kind of 

engagement from civil society organizations is a theme to which we return later. 

Formal complaints concerning the right to political participation of disabled people were rare, 

with few cases considered by the courts or other bodies. In the period 2000 to 2013 only one 

such case was heard by the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR), in Alajos Kiss v. 

Hungary. A total of 12 national court cases were identified in eight Member States. Five 

concerned people deprived of their legal capacity and seven concerned aspects of access to 

voting. In the same period, a further 13 non-judicial redress cases were identified in 10 EU 

Member States, five cases related to the accessibility of polling stations and four to the 

participation rights of people with visual and hearing impairments. There was evidence that 

human rights bodies in five countries had issued recommendations on the political 

participation of disabled people. In the majority, however, no relevant cases had been 

reported by either judicial or non-judicial mechanisms. 

Our study also sought evidence of efforts by political parties. Parties in the EU operate 

independently of the state, neither are they subject directly to the global disability governance 

framework, but States do have obligations under Article 29 CRPD ‘to promote actively an 

environment in which persons with disabilities can effectively and fully participate in the 
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conduct of public affairs […] on an equal basis with others’. At the European level, the EU 

also has some influence and in September 2014 it adopted new rules on European political 

parties and political foundations. In order to register statutes with the European Parliament, a 

political alliance now ‘must observe, in particular in its programme and in its activities, and 

through those of its members, the values on which the European Union is founded, namely 

respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for 

human rights’ (see annex to European Parliament and European Council, 2014). By 

implication this includes the human rights of disabled people as assured in EU Treaty and by 

the EU’s conclusion of the CRPD. 

The 13 parties identified in the official European Parliament list of grants to political parties 

were contacted to ask whether their manifesto, charter, website and information on candidates 

would be provided in accessible formats; eight responded. Preparation of 2014 campaign 

material was still ongoing at the time but the analysis suggested that commitments by the 

Euro-parties to provide information in accessible formats had been rather influenced by the 

political claims of disabled people’s organizations. Notably, in June 2013, a meeting between 

the European Disability Forum and the leaders of the political groups in the European 

Parliament resulted in a declaration in which the European People’s Party, Socialists & 

Democrats, Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe, Greens/European Free Alliance 

and the Confederal Group of the European United Left/Nordic Green Left groups all pledged 

to ‘make every effort to ensure the accessibility of their documents and information, with 

particular emphasis on our websites’ (Confederal Group of the European United Left/Nordic 

Green Left, 2013). Similarly, the European Union of the Deaf organised a campaign in 

November 2013 for more accessible political party websites for deaf people and 32 MEPs 

from five Parliamentary groups signed their manifesto. 
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This, together with the theoretical observations framing this paper, underlines the importance 

of the new social capital and collective agency arising within the disability movement. It was 

therefore important to consider the extent to which disabled people’s organizations (DPOs) 

were being engaged in political process. Opportunity structures for DPO involvement in 

public policy development had been legally established in 13 of EU Member States with 

facilitated mechanisms for consultation, such as representation on a national disability 

council or policy forum (as in Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, Latvia, Luxembourg or the United Kingdom). 

The above examples illustrate a range of process indicators. Overall, these were more 

difficult to populate reliably than structural indicators. They relied heavily on the 

identification by national experts of implementation examples or on responses by key 

stakeholders to information requests. Such enquiries were very helpful in identifying case 

studies of promising practice but they were less likely to provide certainty about the absence 

of such practices in other countries. Nevertheless, where an existing programme or 

investment could not be found through the focused enquiry of national experts it is rather 

likely that its dissemination and impact on practice will be also rather weak. For indicative 

purposes at least, indicators of process proved a useful element in the comparative assessment 

of political participation. 

3.3 Outcomes: where is the evidence of achievement?  

Moving to the final type of indicator, the research sought comparative evidence of outcomes 

(the third column in the matrix). In studies of other socio-economic variables, such as gender 

studies noted earlier, European survey data has provided a good starting point for 

participation outcome indicators. This approach was tested for feasibility in the case of 

disability, using statistical and econometric tests. Information requests were also made 
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concerning the presence of disabled people as elected representatives. However, one of the 

key points raised in Lawson and Priestley’s (2009, 2013) typology for disability rights 

indicators is the need to look beyond individual outcomes and to consider change outcomes 

in the environment too (i.e. to seek measurements of accessibility as well as participation). 

The following examples illustrate the range. 

Data about elected representatives has been often used to indicate gender inequalities (albeit 

in male-female binaries). There is no public source of information on the disability status of 

Members of the European Parliament so it was necessary to rely on research enquiries. 

Members of Parliament declaring a disability status were identified in seven EU Member 

States. Amongst these, Croatia reported the greatest number (seven) followed by Poland and 

the United Kingdom (with three each). The Greek national Parliament had received two 

requests from members for accommodation due to disability since 1996, while information 

from the Portuguese parliament indicated that one member claimed a disability-related 

income tax allowance. In Cyprus and Luxembourg official data suggested that no members 

identified as disabled. In six other countries examples of parliamentarians were found from 

unofficial sources that identified a disability status (e.g. candidates’ web pages or media 

coverage) but in the remaining 13 Member States no data could be found.  

Only in Croatia, Greece and the United Kingdom was public data available concerning local 

government representatives (some unofficial data was available in Austria and Sweden). The 

most comprehensive data was from the UK, where a census of local authority councillors was 

conducted by the Local Government Association in 2010 indicating that 14% of local 

councillors reported a long-term illness, health condition or disability that limited their daily 

activities or the work they could do (an older than average age profile of local councillors 

should be noted here). Clearly there are some ethical considerations in the privacy of such 
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data but the absence of systematic equal opportunities monitoring on grounds of disability 

across European, national and municipal assemblies raises questions and is a finding in itself.  

Turning to indicative findings from the survey data, disability status and severity of 

impairment are associated with variation in typical measures of political participation (such 

as trust, political activity, etc.) but age and gender effects mask this. In addition, wide 

variation in the prevalence of self-reported impairment between European countries, 

particularly amongst older people, makes it difficult to report precise comparative 

measurements of participation (Grammenos, 2013b). Here we report aggregate measures at 

the European level to indicate the difference that disability makes to participation outcomes. 

While disabled people appear to be more interested in politics than non-disabled people (51% 

compared to 47% in the ESS data) this is affected by their older population age profile and 

there was no systematic association when comparing age-similar groups. People who report 

an impairment also report lower satisfaction ‘with the way democracy works’ in their country 

(5.3) compared to people who do not (5.4), on a ten-point scale. The difference is small but 

significant at the 5% level. 

Applying an econometric analysis, we divided the scores into ‘dissatisfied’ (0–4) and 

‘satisfied’ (6–10) and controlled for age, education, economic status, poverty risk, origin and 

household structure. In the sample, 61% were ‘satisfied’ but severe impairment decreased the 

probability of being so by 11.5 percentage points when compared to people reporting no 

impairment (moderate impairment decreased the probability by 4.7 points). Disabled women 

reported lower satisfaction than men and satisfaction tended to increase with age (although in 

former Eastern Bloc transition states like Estonia, Poland and the Czech Republic this was 

not the case). Scandinavian countries, often considered more egalitarian, and with well-
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developed social protection systems (Finland, Sweden and Denmark), were associated with 

higher levels of satisfaction overall. 

Data from the EQLS survey indicated a strong impact of the degree of impairment on trust in 

parliament and government. For the 28 EU Member States the average trust in parliament 

score amongst people reporting severe impairment was 3.7, compared to 4.0 for people with a 

moderate impairment and 4.1 for those reporting no impairment (the results for trust in 

government were similar at 3.7, 3.9 and 4.0). The differences for trust in local government 

authorities were insignificant, despite the fact that these authorities are mainly responsible for 

arranging services for people with severe impairments in European welfare states. Applying 

econometric analysis based on the binary variable of an ‘unfavourable’ score (1–5) or 

‘favourable’ score (6–10), the percentages of favourable scores in the sample were 29% for 

the parliament, 28% for the government and 49% for local authorities. After controlling other 

variables, severe impairment decreased the probability of a favourable trust score by 6–9 

percentage points (depending on the institution) when compared to non-disabled people, 

while moderate impairment decreased it by 4–7 points.  

Using a similar approach, the EQLS data indicated that severe impairment decreased voting 

probability by 8 percentage points in comparison to people without impairments but the 

negative association with moderate impairment was weak and not statistically robust. This, 

we suggest, may indicate the differentially negative impact of voting access barriers for 

people with more severe types of impairment, as suggested in the literature. Similarly, the 

EQLS and SILC data indicated that people with impairments were less likely to report 

participation in voluntary work, educational, social and political organizations, political 

parties and trades unions. Attendance at political meetings, trades union and party 

membership were also lower.   
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The SHARE data (sampling people aged over 50) indicated that those reporting impairments 

were more likely to be dissatisfied with their non-participation in social, political and other 

activities. This reiterated the concern that social or physical barriers as well as individual 

health limitations may be impeding full participation. This is further supported by data from 

the Flash Eurobarometer survey on ‘Accessibility’ in 2012, where one in five (21.1%) 

respondents who reported that they or a member of their household had an impairment also 

reported difficulties voting in an election. These difficulties increased with severity of 

impairment (28.4% severe; 14.2% moderate). 

These findings at the European level show that there is a significant disability effect on 

political participation and that survey data offers a useful proxy to indicate this outcome. 

There is ample aggregate evidence of unequal outcomes to position disability rights as a 

significant socio-economic variable in political process and to suggest scope for the removal 

of barriers to full participation and equality. But what indications are there of the practical 

extent of such barriers beyond the legal structure and investments discussed earlier? 

Accessibility outcome indicators were sought in relation to broadcast media and polling 

stations. Access to information is pre-requisite to political participation but accessible forms 

of communication are needed to ensure participation for disabled people (notably for people 

with sensory or cognitive impairments). Promoting this kind of accessibility is one of the 

obligations that states have under Article 9 CRPD in the global governance framework. We 

looked for indicators of the accessibility of television and internet-based information relevant 

to political participation. 

No directly comparable data was available on the provision of TV subtitles, audio description 

or sign language specific to electoral information but there was evidence that TV subtitling 

would be available in at least 13 out of 28 EU Member States for daily news programming 



 24 

from the main public TV broadcaster. A similar number of countries offered some sign 

language provision but coverage was limited. Evidence collected in 25 EU countries in 2007–

8 showed that even the best example (a Spanish public TV channel) provided sign language 

for only 15% of its national language programming and average provision by national public 

broadcasters across the EU was estimated at just 5% (Technosite et al., 2011).  

Finally, we sought indicators of the extent of polling station accessibility for disabled voters. 

Where data was available estimates of the proportion of accessible polling stations in practice 

ranged between 2% and 50% (but not higher), suggesting that at least half might well exclude 

some voters. In 12 countries some official data had been collected by public authorities but it 

was often incomplete, either because it covered only certain cities or provinces or because it 

only considered accessibility for people with certain types of impairment (such as wheelchair 

users). In 13 out of the 28 EU Member States no source of information on polling station 

accessibility could be identified. This in itself indicates a cause for concern. Overall, 

populating comparative outcome indicators proved methodologically challenging but 

revealed important insights not only of unequal participation but also about awareness of 

accessibility for disabled people in political process. It highlighted the importance of 

including disability as a socio-economic variable in political participation research. 

4 Conclusions 

The dynamics of political participation have received extensive research attention for more 

than half a century, with an early focus on electoral studies (e.g. Burdick and Brodbeck, 

1959). This has revealed a range of factors influencing outcomes, such as political interest, 

group consciousness, voter resources and political recruitment via formal and informal 

networks (Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993; Verba et al., 1995). The concept of political 

participation has expanded (Huntington and Nelson, 1976) to include, for example, attending 
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meetings, signing petitions or activism in political protests and new social movements (e.g. Li 

and Marsh, 2008; Parry and Moyser; Sabucedo and Arce, 1991; Stolle and Hooghe, 2011). 

The relationship between governments and citizens has also evolved through increased 

citizen engagement in public administration (Dyck and Lascher Jr, 2009; Osborne and 

Gaebler, 1992), online political engagement (Gibson and Cantijoch, 2013; Hargittai and 

Shaw, 2013; Tang and Lee, 2013), and the politicization of consumer choices (Forno and 

Ceccarini, 2006; Micheletti, 2003; Stolle et al., 2005). 

Well-known factors such as voter resources, voting accessibility and engagement can be 

usefully applied to interrogate the political participation of disabled people but disability 

equality raises unique factors too—notably in the legal denial of voting rights on grounds of 

mental capacity, the accessibility of political processes, and the political activism of the 

disabled people’s movement. Yet, with the exception of some national election studies in the 

USA and some studies concerning specific sub-groups of disabled people, there is a notable 

absence of disability as a socio-economic variable in political participation research. Up to 

one quarter of the European electorate identify themselves as having some kind of 

impairment or long-term health condition that affects their daily activities (some 80 million 

people). Disabled people are a very significant constituency in European countries, growing 

with demographic ageing, of whose concerns any political party or candidate seeking election 

should be mindful. 

This paper offers a first step in addressing this topic internationally, using examples of rights-

based indicators developed in the EU and its 28 Member States. The rights in question have 

been established through transnational governance at global and European levels but they are 

implemented at national and local levels. Consequently, it is necessary to place national 

rights transgressions within an international context, in which both the European courts and 

the relevant UN Treaty Body now have a stake (i.e. the UN Committee on the Rights of 
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Persons with Disabilities). By adapting a typology of structure, process and outcome 

indicators offered by the UN OHCHR the findings reveal deficiencies in fulfilling these 

rights as well as gaps in current knowledge that raise further questions for research. 

There is a need to ensure freedom and privacy in voting and standing for public office. This is 

underlined in CRPD rights to equal recognition before the law and to the exercise of legal 

capacity (Article 12), to freedom of expression and opinion and access to information (Article 

21), or respect for privacy (Article 22). While the Convention has been ratified by almost all 

EU Member States greater efforts are needed to ensure basic political rights for all. Diligence 

is needed to ensure voter registration for those most excluded, including people living in 

institutions, and national legislation depriving people of the right to vote on grounds of 

disability must be amended where it still exists.  

To ensure that rights become a reality states need to raise the awareness of all stakeholders in 

the political process. Raising disability awareness in general is a CRPD obligation (Article 8) 

as is ensuring participation in cultural life, including the mass media (Article 30). More 

specifically, electoral authorities need to be better informed on disability equality, to monitor 

outcomes and to ensure that officials are briefed on reasonable adjustments and accessibility 

for disabled voters.    

The exercise of political rights is contingent upon equal access to political information and 

political activities. The EU has been active in regulating to improve accessibility in public 

transport and telecommunications equipment, and the availability of television subtitling has 

grown, but the provision of sign language and audio description is sparse and should be 

mandatory for TV election broadcasts and key debates. National political parties do not carry 

the same accessibility obligations as states but where they receive state funding their 
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commitments to disability equality should be pre-requisite, as they are now for EU-funded 

parties.  

There is a need to expand opportunities for disabled people to participate in public and 

political life more widely. Many disabled people have been marginalised from public life in 

ways that require politicians and campaigners to reach out to them. Creating meaningful 

engagement with disabled people in policy process is also a CRPD obligation, yet this has not 

been formalised in the political institutions of most EU Member States. 

Some 25 years ago Oliver, in his seminal work on the Politics of Disablement (revised by 

Oliver and Barnes, 2012), concluded that: 

…disabled people cannot look to either the welfare state or traditional political 

activities to effect considerable material and social improvements in the quality of 

their lives. The only hope, therefore, is that the disability movement will continue to 

grow in strength and consequently have a substantial impact on the politics of welfare 

provision (Oliver, 1990: 112) 

Past research suggests that politically marginalised groups may be better engaged by 

speaking publicly to their concerns and by engaging with civil society organizations that 

represent their voices. A growing political awareness of disability rights is evident in the 

commitments made by the EU and its Member States to the global framework of the CRPD 

but focused action is still needed to put in place the pre-requisites for disabled people’s 

political participation—rights, accessibility and representation. 
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