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Recognizing Sexual Victimization
of People with Disabilities

Individuals with disabilities are at greater risk of being sexually assaulted or sexually abused.
Studies indicate that people with disabilities are especially vulnerable to different forms of violence
and face unique barriers to receiving needed help. It is essential that we increase our understanding
of how sexual victimization impacts individuals with disabilities, so we can work to better respond
to it and to prevent further victimization.

◊ It has been estimated that between 39% and 68% of
girls and between 16% and 30% of boys with
developmental disabilities will be sexually abused by 
age 18.1

◊ One recent study found that women with disabilities 
were four times more likely to have experienced sexual 
assault in the last year than women without a disability.2

◊ In addition to various types of abuse experienced by all 
women, women with disabilities are sometimes abused 
by withholding orthotic equipment (wheelchairs, etc.), 
medications, transportation, or essential assistance with 
personal tasks.3

◊ Findings from one study showed that 87% of a sample
of individuals with a severe mental illness had been 
sexually or physically assaulted within their lifetimes. 
Researchers also found that women with a severe 
mental illness were 16 times more likely to report being 
the victim of a violent crime in the past year than 
women from a community sample.4

◊ Dependence on others for personal care and 
basic necessities

◊ Social isolation

◊ Nature and severity of disability

◊ Fear of losing needed services

◊ History of being taught to comply with authority figures

◊ History of not being able to say “No!” (for example, to
medical procedures)

◊ Barriers to communication

◊ Fear of being disbelieved because of perceived
non-credibility

◊ Lack of basic education of anatomy, sexuality, 
and privacy

◊ Having experienced few opportunities for affection

◊ Socialization to be compliant

Perpetrators may also “Target” a
Disabled Person because the
Perpetrator:
◊ Views the person as “less than,” and thus can more 

easily objectify that person

◊ Believes the person may be physically less capable of 
resisting or escaping

◊ Believes the person’s ability to report may be limited 
due to communication difficulties

◊ Believes the person will fear punishment if threats or
demands of secrecy are made

Factors that are Linked to
Increased Risk

Facts About Individuals with
Disabilities and Sexual Assault
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Kentucky Americans with Disabilities Act
http://ada.ky.gov
Phone: 877-423-2933 or (502) 564-3850

Kentucky Protection and Advocacy
www.kypa.net
Message line and TTY: 800-372-2988 or (502) 564-2967

SafePlace: Disability Services ASAP
www.austin-safeplace.org
24 hour hotline: (512) 267-SAFE
TTY: (512) 927-9616

Wisconsin Coalition Against Sexual Assault
www.wcasa.org
Phone and TTY: (608) 257-1516

Disabilities Related Resources


