
When society does not see, hear or understand 

Gender-related violence and disability



Published by the Nordic Centre for Welfare and Social Issues

www.nordicwelfare.org 

© May 2016 

Part of the project “The Disability Perspective, Gender and Diversity” 

Author: Maria Montefusco, Project Manager, Nordic Centre for 

Welfare and Social Issues

maria.montefusco@nordicwelfare.org 

Responsible publisher: Ewa Persson Göransson 

ISBN: 978-91-88213-06-8

Print run: 300 

Graphic design: Idermark och Lagerwall Reklam AB 

Printing: Navii 

This report can be downloaded from:

www.nordicwelfare.org/publikationer



contents 

IntroductIon .......................................................................................... 5

Gender-related vIolence and dIsabIlIty

- what do we know? ........................................................................... 13

leGIslatIon, ImplementatIon and access 

to protectIon and the leGal system .......................................... 24

natIonal level In nordIc countrIes and 

Independent areas....... ...................................................................... 30

lIterature and other sources ..................................................... 56

 





the united nations, the counciL oF 

euroPe and the eu have, in conventions, 
action plans and various activities, drawn atten-
tion to the existence of multiple discrimination. 
That is to say that people are made vulnerable 
to violence and abuse by many aspects, such as 
gender and disability. Violence is an extreme 
form of the exercise of power. The situation for 
girls and women with various forms of disabil-
ity is alarming (United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights, OHCHR, 2012).

When it comes to protecting people with disa-
bilities from violence and abuse, there are major 
issues with regard to access to justice. Far too 
low levels of knowledge and other aspects of a 
lack of accessibility among key actors such as 
the police and judicial system are hindering pro-
cesses that should lead to the administration of 
justice (Gundersen 2014).

Both knowledge and measures will be needed 
to bring about change. The Nordic countries, as 
well as the Faroe Islands, Greenland and Åland, 
wish to cooperate so as to, as powerfully as pos-
sible, prevent gender-related violence and dis-
crimination against girls, boys, women and men 
with disabilities.   

The Nordic Council of Ministers has ordered a 
report with proposals for areas of Nordic coop-
eration with regard to gender-related violence 

and disability. This work is financed with fund-
ing from the Council of Ministers’ strategy for 
sustainable development.

This report describes the topic of gender-related 
violence and disability from a Nordic perspec-
tive, based on research, official reports and 
contributions from a Nordic expert group. The 
group’s members come from all over the Nordic 
region. They complement each other in terms 
of expertise and personal experience in related 
areas. The group also includes representatives of 
organisations for the disabled and persons with 
experience of various types of disability and 
special accessibility needs. During the project 
period, the group members have contributed to 
the gathering of information and participated in 
study visits and two meetings.

The report is aimed primarily at decision makers 
at Nordic level, but may also be of interest to 
people who work at national, regional and local 
level on equal opportunity, disability and vio-
lence in close relationships.

The purpose is to provide an analytical insight 
into a topic in which the level of knowledge is 
still relatively low. The project will also high-
light good examples of solutions and proposed 
improvements, based on the recommendations 
of the expert group. The purpose is also to 
describe the added value to be obtained from 
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continued Nordic cooperation in issues of gen-
der-related violence and disability.  

The report describes the differences in the cir-
cumstances for participation and protection 
from violence that exist between women, men, 
girls and boys, as well as their different func-
tional abilities. During the course of the project, 
the questions of ethnicity, language, culture, age, 
gender identity, sexual orientation and faith 
have also been raised, but are not covered to any 
great extent in the report. This prioritising has 
been made with regard to available resources.

The project and the work of the expert group 
have been coordinated by the secretariat of the 
Council for Nordic Cooperation on Disability at 
the Nordic Centre for Welfare and Social Issues.

terMinoLoGy

According to Article 1 of the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities, a disability is permanent and may be 
physical, mental, intellectual or sensory (UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities, 2006). Various obstacles in the immedi-
ate environment may prevent people with dis-
abilities from participating on the same terms as 
others. Terms such as disability and functional 
impairment are in a state of development. This 
report uses terminology as understood by the 
National Board of Health and Welfare in Swe-
den. This is described below on the basis of the 
descriptions of the Swedish authorities, which 
are similar to those of other Nordic countries.

A disability is a reduction in physical, mental or 
intellectual functional ability. It may arise as the 
result of illness or another condition or it may 
be the result of congenital or acquired injury. 

Such illnesses, conditions or injuries may be of 
a permanent or temporary nature. Examples of 
disability include limitation of movement, im-
paired sight or hearing, deafness and blindness, 
reduced cognitive abilities, asthma and allergies 
and physical functional impairment.

Disabilities are defined on the basis of the limita-
tions they cause individuals in relation to their 
surroundings. Lack of accessibility in the imme-
diate environment makes it difficult to cope with 
daily life. The lack of accessibility weakens the 
opportunities for participation in employment, 
education, social relations, leisure and cultural 
activities and democratic processes.

Violence in close relationships is often a pat-
tern of actions that can be anything from hardly 
noticeable to serious crimes. In more concrete 
terms, it covers everything from being ridiculed 
to rape and serious threats. There are also of-
ten combinations of physical, sexual and men-
tal violence. In close relationships, violence may 
also be ridiculing or physical, direct or indirect 
threats. Even violence or threatened violence 
against domestic animals can be counted into a 
person’s psychological vulnerability.

Physical violence may take the form of being 
shoved, grasped, pulled by the hair, struck or 
kicked. Sexual violence may be rape or other 
forced sexual acts. When a vulnerable person 
does not dare to say no to a sexual act, then this 
is counted as sexual assault. Disability may also 
lead to social vulnerability in the form of restric-
tion of freedom. People become isolated by be-
ing prevented from meeting family and friends 
or participating in social activities.
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Material or financial vulnerability may mean 
that personal belongings are broken up or 
greatly damaged or that people with disabilities 
are prevailed upon to sign documents that have 
negative consequences.

In close relationships, those who depend on 
other people for day-to-day care may also be 
vulnerable to abuse or negligence. Two exam-
ples of this are withholding medicine and not 
receiving a sufficiently nutritious diet.
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suMMary and the exPert GrouP’s 

recoMMendations to PoLicy Makers 

at the nordic LeveL

The expert group emphasizes the importance 
of people who themselves have a disability 
or, through representative organizations, are 
involved in a meaningful way in the activities of 
the proposals presented below.

Break the taboo!

Persons with disabilities are victims of violence 
and abuse to a greater extent than others. Vio-
lence against vulnerable groups is a taboo sub-
ject, difficult to talk about and has long been an 
invisible problem.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Break the taboo and show that the Nordic 
countries dare to talk about it! Develop a 
Nordic campaign with general information 
on the topic of violence and abuse against 
persons with disabilities. People with dis-
abilities should be those mainly heard and 
seen in the campaign. The material should 
be both physical and digital.

Policy

Current Nordic policies on violence and abuse 
do not notice people with disabilities as a par-
ticularly vulnerable group. Neither have vio-
lence and abuse received attention in Nordic 
policy on persons with disabilities. It has been 
shown at national level that this risks obscur-
ing vulnerable groups even in the practical work 
against violence and abuse.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Integrate the disability perspective in all pol-
icies and preventive measures at the Nordic 
level in cases of violence and abuse. Con-
sider children and women with disabilities 
in particular.

•	 Make the understanding of violence and 
abuse visible in the strategies and activities 
that relate to women, men, girls and boys 
with disabilities.

research

There is a lack of research on violence and abuse 
against women, men, girls and boys with disabil-
ities. This is because the group is small and het-
erogeneous, and Nordic countries are too small 
to study the sufficient critical mass.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Establish a broad comparative mapping 
study on violence/abuse against persons 
with disabilities through a number of re-
search environments in the Nordic coun-
tries’ universities. The study should include 
scope, kinds of violence/abuse, continuance, 
vulnerability, consequences and access to 
justice systems.

•	 Treat violence and disability as a theme of a 
wider research program through Nordforsk.

8
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training

Key actors for preventing and detecting violence 
and to meet victims are not accessible to people 
with disabilities. Knowledge about this topic is 
scarce among these professionals. On the other 
hand, there are good national examples of ma-
terials that can be spread in the Nordic region.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Develop a joint Nordic training package 
targeted at key actors. The training package 
should include, among other things, opera-
tional methods of documentation and inves-
tigation. There should be a special focus on 
how people with different communication 
disabilities can be understood and believed 
when they communicate abuse.

•	 Make this type of training mandatory for 
police, health personnel, social services, 
schools and childcare. Employers could also 
be a target group, given their responsibility 
to prevent and combat discrimination and 
degrading treatment.

access to justice

There are strong weaknesses in various legal 
processes when it comes to rights of persons 
with disabilities. This applies throughout the 
Nordic region, both for accessibility, informa-
tion, knowledge and attitudes.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Identify and develop methods and proce-
dures to examine the legal issues and pro-
cesses based on the theme of accessibility, 
functionality and justice.

•	 Highlight good examples of how to ensure 
quality and documenting of court cases 
where people with disabilities are victims 
of violence or accused of committing acts of 
violence.

accessible information about rights to 

assistance and protection

Victims of violence should have access to infor-
mation about what violence is and where to turn 
for help. The current situation lacks many im-
portant activities where information is available 
for recipients with disabilities.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Develop principles for accessible informa-
tion on violence and abuse and how the ma-
terial can be brought to people with various 
types of disabilities.

accessibility to crisis centres and shelters

The availability of crisis centers and other pro-
tective activities is currently insufficient, keeping 
children and adults with disabilities in hazard-
ous environments and destructive relationships.

THE EXPERT GROUP RECOMMENDS:

•	 Make a list of minimum requirements for 
what crisis centers must offer, based on the 
accumulated knowledge about the needs at 
such centers. This can be done by the exist-
ing expert group along with representatives 
of crisis centers.

•	 Create a material to support the work on 
accessibility at crisis centers and make sure 
it is spread throughout the Nordic region. 

9
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added vaLue FroM continued nordic 

cooPeration in the FieLd oF Gender-

reLated vioLence and disaBiLity

The expert group sees a number of compelling 
reasons to cooperate in this area at Nordic level. 

The topic of gender-related violence and dis-
ability is studied in many international con-
texts. Thanks to historical, cultural and welfare 
policy similarities, the exchange of experience 
and knowledge in the Nordic region is strong 
in comparison with other international contexts. 
Sharing good examples and learning from bad 
ones is easy, as is learning from something in 
another country and converting it to your own 
context. While the differences that do exist pro-
vide new ideas and contribute to innovations 
and new ways of thinking and acting.

The Nordic countries have a common set of val-
ues with regard to perceptions of the equal value 
of all people, the right to protection and condi-
tions for self-realisation. The Nordic region has 
a strong tradition of supporting especially vul-
nerable groups that need extra help in being able 
to participate in the community. In this respect, 
the Nordic region differs from many other parts 
of the world. There is also a strong culture and 
tradition of involving target groups and commu-
nities in developing policies and services. 

The Nordic countries have a common percep-
tion of a number of key concepts. There is a 
common image of the understanding of violence, 
where the Nordic region has a wider interpre-
tation than many other countries. The Nordic 
countries also have a common definition of dis-
ability. There is a viewpoint of a social defini-
tion, in which primarily the immediate environ-
ment prevents the individual from participating. 
This differs from the individualistic perspective, 

in which the person’s disability is considered to 
be the primary problem. 

Research into complex subjects with a heteroge-
neous target group can be expensive. Coopera-
tion can provide better use of resources. Coop-
eration in the area of disability and violence has 
great potential.     

Persons within minority groups who are vulner-
able to violence represent heterogeneous groups 
in themselves. The limited populations of the 
Nordic countries makes it difficult for research 
to make stable, large-scale studies of them. Co-
operation enables putting questions to a larger 
population, and thus also comparative studies of 
vulnerable groups.

Joint education and training of professionals 
provides greater value at Nordic level, since 
training more people is more cost-effective. Pro-
fessional groups and experts resemble each oth-
er in terms of tasks and competence level.

There are a number of good examples of how 
Nordic concepts have been spread to a larger 
international arena. The ombudsman concept is 
one example. A good example at Nordic level 
is the “Allmänna barnahuset”, where Norway’s 
strong concept of the protection of children has 
spread to other parts of the Nordic region. The 
crisis centres and sheltered accommodation in 
the countries of the Nordic region are similar 
and there is experience of integration of differ-
ent ethnic groups. This experience can be used 
in the integration of people with different needs 
based on their functional abilities.

On one hand, the Nordic welfare models resem-
ble universal schemes that have made the Nordic 
region a role model for many parts of the world. 
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On the other hand, the countries have not suffi-
ciently identified the issue of violence that affects 
particularly vulnerable groups in the welfare sys-
tem.

In the view of the expert group, this is a dilemma 
and a challenge that the Nordic countries should 
address together. Thanks to the similarities of 

systems and ambition levels, the conditions ex-
ist to plan what we in the Nordic region need to 
attend to together. This applies to both the in-
clusion of persons with disabilities and how we 
protect all our citizens from violence and abuse. 
On this basis, we in the Nordic region can plan 
how to prevent violence against particularly vul-
nerable groups. 

11
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MeMBers oF the exPert GrouP

on Gender-reLated vioLence and 

disaBiLity

denmark

Dorte From, konsulent with the Office 
for Cognitive disabilities and Brain Injury, 
National Board of Social Services

Malene Damgaard, officer at the National 
Anti-Discrimination Unit at the national 
Appeals Board and external lecturer at the 
Sociological Institute. Previously a researcher 
at SFI, the National Research Centre for 
Welfare 

FInland

Minna Piispa, expert adviser, Ministry of 
Justice
Helena Ewalds, development manager, Insti-
tute for Welfare and Health, THL
Henrik Gustafsson, legal adviser to the Disa-
bled Association

Faroe Islands

Elin Winther Poulsen, expert adviser to 
the Ministry of Social Services and project 
manager of the campaign “Speak up about 
violence in close relationships”

Greenland

Karen Joelsen Kristensen, deputy depart-
mental manager at IPIS, the Scientific and 
Advisory Centre on Disability. 

Iceland

Rannveig Traustadóttir, professor of disa-
bility studies, University of Iceland. Leader 
for Iceland as national partner in the Euro-
pean Commission’s Daphne III programme, 
specialist social support for women with disa-
bilities who are vulnerable to violence.
Rún Knútsdóttir, Ministry of Welfare, Iceland
Ellen Calmon, chair Öryrkjabandalag Íslands

norway

Joseph N. S. Vasquez, senior adviser to the 
Directorate for Children, Youth and Family 
Affairs
Terje Olsen, researcher at Nordlandsfor-
skning specialising in disability, legal rights 
and violence

sweden

Ann Jönsson, expert adviser to the National 
Board of Health and Welfare and involved 
in the European Blind Union’s work on 
recommendations for functioning methods 
of preventing violence against women with 
impaired vision.

Åland

Vivan Nikula, head of equal opportunity 
issues at the equal opportunities unit of the 
Åland Government.



WoMen, Men, GirLs and Boys with vari-
ous disabilities are vulnerable to the same types 
of violence as others. The violence described 
in research and from experience from projects 
and municipalities is physical, mental, sexual, 
financial, honour-related or culturally depend-
ent. It may also be a about coercion and human 
trafficking. The violence may be gender-related 
in the same way as for women, men, girls and 
boys without disabilities, but the question is 
more complex and the patterns are not entirely 
consistent.

There are still great barriers to preventing and 
detecting violence and abuse and to address-
ing violence when it occurs. The barriers are 
based, among other things, on stereotypical 
perceptions, about people with disabilities and 
also that people who live close to people with 
disabilities are by nature good and not violent 
(Mandle et al. 2015; National Board of Health 
and Welfare 2011). There is also a strongly-
fixed perception that people with disabilities are 
asexual and lonely and do not therefore live as 
partners in relationships where violence could 
arise (National Centre for Knowledge on Men’s 
Violence Against Women, 2007).

Disability and gender-related violence is rela-
tively young as a subject for combined research. 
It is still unusual for the two social categories of 
gender and disability to meet intersectionally in 
research into violence. Disability and violence 
are concepts that are central to this report. The 
report describes how violence can be related to 
gender and disability. 

According to Sickness, Disability and Work 
(OECD 2010), between 13% and 21% of the 
population in the 20-64 age group self-report 
that they have some form of disability. A report 
by SFI in Denmark on living conditions for 
people with disabilities (2013) shows that one 
in three people in Denmark feel that they have 
some form of disability. The difficulty with 
questionnaire surveys is that they are not avail-
able to all groups of people with disabilities. In 
the national public health survey produced by 
the Public Health Agency of Sweden, an aver-
age of 21% state that they have some form of 
disability.

Thus, depending on the definition, somewhere 
between one in five and one in three of the 
Nordic population have some form of disabil-
ity. Given a total Nordic population of 25 mil-
lion, that means 5 to 7 million people.

Gender-reLated vioLence and disaBiLity

– What do We knoW?
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In many ways, the life situation of people with 
disabilities differs from that of others. In terms 
of violence, abuse can occur in more and differ-
ent environments and there is a higher vulnera-
bility risk. The perpetrators can usually use their 
position of power over persons with disabilities 
in ways that would not otherwise be possible. 
Women and men with a disability live with a 
greater risk of violence in couple relationships 
(European Fundamental Rights Agency, FRA 
2014).

People with a disability are a heterogeneous 
group, but overall they live with more risk fac-
tors for violence than others. They are also 
vulnerable to a greater extent regardless of 
age or gender (Damgaard et al. 2013; Nilsson 
and Westlund 2007; Muff 2001; HIOA, 2014; 
Handu 2005 et al.).

International studies of extent show that both 
the type and extent of violence differ according 
to gender and also to type of disability. Women 
with a disability have also been shown to be 
victims both more often and for longer periods 
than other women (Olsvik 2011). Men with dis-
abilities find more often than women with disa-
bilities that they are victims of violence in public 
environments (Swedish Agency for Participation 
2016).

Few Nordic population surveys consider the 
aspects of gender, disability and violence at the 
same time. For various reasons, the crime statis-
tics do not show whether people who are vic-
tims of or report violence have any disability. We 
may assume that there is a great deal of under-
reporting.

The Danish population survey SHILD is a good 
example of information gathering on the subject. 
This has 19,000 respondents who self-report a 
disability and is currently the only survey that 
considers gender along with different types of 
both disability and violence. This therefore per-
mits comparison between different social groups 
that have, or do not have, some form of disabil-
ity. In 2013, data from SHILD was analysed in 
the report Everyday Life and Living Conditions 
for People with Disabilities (Damgaard et al. 
2013). Among other things, this shows that one 
women in ten with serious physical disability 
has been the victim of violence in a close rela-
tionship during the past year. The corresponding 
figure for men is half as high.  

The text below describes types of violence and 
other aspects that appear to be different among 
this target group. The text then goes on to extent 
and differences depending on whether the vic-
tims are women, men, girls or boys. 

14
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concrete examples of abuse that has occurred in social and health care esta-

blishments (category 1):

•	 Staff are rough when giving treatment
•	 Staff subject users/patients/clients to verbal persecution relating to the disability
•	 Staff neglect to give pain relief during medical treatment
•	 Staff touch the person in a sexual manner during an examination or other intimate 

care.

concrete examples of how violence and other abuse can be related to a person’s 

disability (category 2):

•	 The perpetrator leaves a person with impaired vision in unfamiliar and dangerous 
surroundings (mental violence)

•	 The perpetrator destroys a person’s essential aid (mental/physical violence)
•	 The perpetrator uses an aid as a weapon (physical violence)
•	 The perpetrator can more easily exploit, coerce or manipulate a person with redu-

ced cognitive abilities (sexual violence, enforced marriage, financial violence)

More cLose reLationshiPs and tyPes 

oF vioLence in reLation to disaBiLity  

Close relationships often refer to relationships 
with family members and the extended family 
such as relatives and close friends. In other 
words, the people most often responsible for 
security and care. In addition to these close rela-
tionships, many people with disabilities have 
other people who are to provide security and 
care. These may be health care staff, mobility 
service drivers and social services staff. Thus for 
people with disabilities, the term “close relation-
ships” covers a large group of people.

Special aspects of violence and abuse that are suf-
fered by people with disabilities can be generally 

divided into two categories (National Centre for 
Knowledge on Men’s Violence Against Women, 
2013). 

1.	 Abuse in support or care situations that are 
directly related to a person’s having a dis-
ability. 

2.	 Types of violence that everyone risks suffer-
ing, but that would not have occurred if the 
victim had not had a disability. The person’s 
vulnerability as a consequence of disability 
gives this violence a special character.

What the categories have in common is that the 
perpetrator can exploit the disabled person’s 
reduced autonomy and ability to resist. 



ParticuLar vuLneraBiLity and 

Positions oF dePendence

Structural differences in relation to the popula-
tion at large, such as poverty and lack of accessi-
bility in society’s environments, give people with 
disabilities poorer conditions for participation, 
openness and security (Traustadóttir and Gun-
narsdóttir 2014). Among people with a disabil-
ity, women are generally also in a weaker posi-
tion than men in the labour market and thus 
also have more difficulty in caring for them-
selves (Swedish Agency for Participation 2016; 
Barron et al. 2004).

A lack of accessibility in the immediate envi-
ronment isolates people from participation in 
social life. Obstacles may be physical, such as 
the design of the built or digital environment, 
or social, such as attitudes and preconceptions. 
People and families have the opportunity to help 
or ignore, enable or prevent a person with a dis-
ability from participation in a particular context. 
Thus people with a disability find themselves in 
a particular position of dependence in relation 
to accessibility. Not just because of the design of 
their surroundings but also through the unwill-
ingness or inability of other people to help.

When it comes to violence and abuse, the struc-
tural differences can make themselves felt in 
many ways. For example a person with a mental 
disability, even a mild one, can have many differ-
ent problems. These may be a lack of education, 
living in a vulnerable area, unemployment and 
financial problems. That is to say, a combina-
tion of risk factors that can put the person into 
a particularly vulnerable position. 

People with an intellectual disability have a limi-
tation in their ability to think abstractly, which 

makes them especially vulnerable to manipula-
tion and exploitation. In addition to uncondi-
tional submissiveness, the disability can lead to 
the acceptance, without critical reflection, of 
what adults or other persons in authority say 
and do. This contributes to an increased risk of 
violence and abuse (Davidian et al. 2013). It can 
be especially problematical for girls and women 
with intellectual disability. The may easily fall 
into a situation of financial dependence and are 
often easy to manipulate. Among other things, 
this has been described in studies of prostitution 
and women with intellectual disabilities (Kuos-
manen and Stark 2011 and 2013). 

Stereotypical perceptions involve further obsta-
cles to gathering information (Traustadóttir et 
al. 2014). The concept of violence is redefined 
according to the environment in which it takes 
place (National Board of Health and Welfare 
2011). One great problem is the stereotypical 
and generally held perception that those who 
live close to people with disabilities could never 
do any harm. When abuse still occurs, it is not 
always perceived as serious, or even as violent. 
The abuse can be explained away with “parents 
of children with disabilities are exhausted and 
stressed” or that some users of social services or 
health care are particularly burdensome. When 
violence is perpetrated by those who have a dis-
ability themselves, this may be due to a lack of 
understanding of the incident. The victim of the 
abuse is thus rendered invisible.

In many cases a disability means a particular 
dependence on the surroundings. This may be 
due to a need for help in moving around, read-
ing, seeking in formation, doing the housework 
and other aspects of everyday accessibility. A 
dependent relationship on family, health care 
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staff and staff in other support activities can be 
unhealthy (National Centre for Knowledge on 
Men’s Violence Against Women, 2013; Social 
Development Centre SUS 2007). Vulnerability 
to violence and abuse is partly connected with 
a dependence on assistance. A need for health 
and social care as a result of disability involves 
an increased risk of violence and abuse, includ-
ing in segregated residential forms. People with 
a disability often lack the large, secure social 
network that may be need to break out of a 
destructive relationship (Traustadóttir and Gun-
narsdóttir 2014).

It must be possible to detect violence and abuse 
in key environments. The conditions for being 
able to contact others and make yourself under-
stood in such environments are vital for people’s 
perception of security.

There is also generally a complexity in the desire 
for normality. One example is young women 
with cognitive disability who want to “do what 
is normal”. These women often have low self-
esteem, which means that they may find it diffi-
cult to set limits and decide when they are being 
subjected to abuse. They therefore run a greater 
risk of being victims of sexual offences. 

If society cannot identify dangerous environ-
ments, give the right kind of protection and 
prevent abuse, then the security of people with 
disabilities will be reduced, regardless of their 
gender and age.

More danGerous environMents

Violence in conjunction with disability occurs 
most often in the home environment and in 
society’s own health care and support environ-
ments (Mandl et al. 2014). This means day-to-

day activities, transport services, hospital envi-
ronments, institutions and other environments 
on which people are emotionally and financially 
dependent. For example when an apartment is 
adapted to a person’s individual needs. If threats 
or violence occur in the home there occurs – in 
addition to the crisis that always arises in con-
nection with violence in close relationships – the 
difficulty in finding an alternative home envi-
ronment to seek protection in (Unicef’s report 
Children with Disabilities 2013; Gundersen and 
Winsvold 2014). 

There is sometimes a lack of routines and guide-
lines both for the prevention of violence and for 
how incidents of violence and abuse must be 
reported and handled. Such defects lead to obvi-
ous risk factors, in particular in the accommo-
dation and other institution-like environments. 
The lack of routines and guidelines means that 
the users, the people in the accommodation, 
become dependent on encountering the “right” 
service staff (Gundersen and Winsvold 2014). A 
study of minority women commissioned by the 
European Parliament shows that up to 80% of 
women with disabilities who live in institutions 
have been exposed to violence (European Parlia-
ment 2003, page 13).

vioLence aGainst GirLs and Boys With 

disaBiLities

International studies show that children with 
disabilities run a 3 to 7 times greater risk of 
being subjected to some type of violence than 
other children. The most vulnerable are children 
with intellectual or psychosocial disabilities 
(Fundamental Rights Agency, FRA 2015).

Intellectual and psychosocial disabilities may 
mean a dependence on care and other risk fac-
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tors for the children. There also arises a particu-
larly strong dependence on the adults around 
them. In cases of abuse at home, invisibility is 
also particularly evident (Social Development 
Centre SUS 2007). Vulnerability and positions 
of dependence make it particularly difficult to 
prevent the sexual abuse of children and young 
people with intellectual disabilities. Sexual 
exploitation is particularly concealed and under 
reported (Social Development Centre SUS 2007). 

The UN Children’s Committee describes the 
causes of these children’s vulnerability primarily 
in terms of their inability to see, hear, move and 
care for themselves. They live isolated from fam-
ilies;1 they may be ignored and disbelieved or 
misunderstood if they report abuse. Parents can 
be vulnerable and the children may be seen as 
non-sexual and indifferent within their bodies. 
They are therefore particularly vulnerable to 
people who are disposed towards abuse, espe-
cially sexual abuse (FRA 2015). One explanation 
of why the children are subjected to violation is 
that they do not behave in the same way as other 
children but appear different and are considered 
to be demanding (FRA 2015). Another factor is 
that the parents of children with disabilities may 
have a lower degree of connection with the child 
(Nilsson and Westlund 2007). 

Studies of abused children generally show that 
children with disabilities are over represented. 
Girls and boys with disabilities are more likely to 
suffer from bullying and a lack of care. NOVA’s 
report 17/11 featured interviews with young 
adults with disabilities who had previously been 
in the care of the social services (child welfare) 
because of failure of care. All of them found that 
the failure of care to which they had been sub-

jected was connected with their disability (Gun-
dersen et al. 2014).

Children with disabilities may also be the vic-
tims of sexual abuse and physical violence. Girls 
are considered to be more at risk of sexual abuse 
than boys. Studies also show that the more 
extensive the disability is, the greater the risk of 
abuse (Social Development Centre SUS 2007). 

When women in FRA’s study of violence against 
women interviewed women with disabilities, 
46% stated that they had been subjected to 
physical, sexual or psychological abuse before 
the age of 15. The corresponding figure for 
women without disability was 15% (FRA 2014 
p. 187).

The research does not clearly show whether 
children with disabilities are more at risk of 
sexual abuse than children without disabilities. 
The hidden statistics are probably high (Public 
Health Institute 2012 pp. 39 and 50; Social 
Development Centre SUS 2007).

With regard to bullying, this is primarily done 
by pupils of the same age group in school, often 
other children and young people with disabilities 
(NOVA 2011). Lack of care and sexual abuse 
most often occur in, or in connection with, the 
home (Social Development Centre SUS 2007).

With regard to sexual abuse, the location and 
perpetrator are considered to vary according to 
the age of the victim. The older the child, the 
more likely it is for the abuse to be committed 
by people outside the home. Men commit most 
abuse of both girls and boys (National Centre 
for Knowledge on Men’s Violence Against 

1  In many parts of the world, many children with disabilities live in institutions.
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Women 2013; Mandl et al. 2014; Social Devel-
opment Centre SUS 2007).

There is a great lack of knowledge about intel-
lectual disability among professional who pro-
vide support to vulnerable children. The same 
applies to knowledge about sexual abuse among 
professionals with knowledge of children’s 
special needs. For this reason, the abuse is not 
detected by the professionals who encounter 
them (Social Development Centre SUS 2007). 

A further risk factor is that those in authority 
on whom the child is dependent can more easily 
guide the child’s perception of what is normal in 
relationships.

The young people’s lack of education about sex 
and relationships is a big problem. So is the lack 
of available information about how children 
and young people with intellectual disabilities 
can protect themselves from abuse. 

societal 
attitudes based 

on prejudice 
and fear of 
‘otherness’

lack of 
knowledge 

about 
disabilities

Isolation and 
segregation from 

the community

risk factors 
relating to 

perpetrators 
seeing children 

with disabilities as 
‘easy targets’

causes of 
violence 

identified by 
respondents

overburdening 
of parents and 
lack of support

overextended 
and untrained 
care personnel

Source: Fundamental 
Rights Agency, FRA 2015
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vioLence aGainst WoMen With 

disaBiLities

International and national research from the 
Nordic region shows that women with disabili-
ties have an above average risk of violence. The 
most common occurrence is for the violence to 
be in a close relationship and recurrent. The per-
petrator is most often a family member and in 
most cases one or more men. Thus the pattern 
of violence is the same as for other women who 
are at risk of violence (Viemerö 2005; Olsvik, 
2011; Traustadóttir and Snaefridar-Gunnars-
dóttir 2014; Sumo Report 2014; Grøvdal 2013; 
National Centre for Knowledge on Men’s Vio-
lence Against Women 2013). The difference for 
women with disabilities is the dependent rela-
tionship with the those around them as a result 
of disability and age. See the previous section 
under “More dangerous environments”.

In FRA’s study of violence against women, 
34% of women with disabilities stated that 
they had been subjected to physical, sexual or 
mental abuse after the age of 15. The corre-
sponding figure for women without disability 
was 19 % (FRA 2014 p. 187).

In terms of violence in couple relationships, 
women with disabilities suffered violence for 
longer periods than other women (Kristensen 
2011; FRA 2015). They run a greater risk than 
other women of physical violence both before 
and during pregnancy and are at considerably 
greater risk of abuse by care personnel and other 
carers (Olsvik 2011). Women with disabilities 
also have a greater risk of serious physical vio-
lence and are more frequently forced into sexual 
activity than other women (National Centre for 
Knowledge on Men’s Violence Against Women 
2012 et al.). Honour-related violence, arranged 

marriage and enforced marriage are more fre-
quent among young women with intellectual 
disabilities than among boys (Davidian et al. 
2013). Several projects have drawn attention to 
the problems and demonstrated financial exploi-
tation, violation of personal integrity and sexual 
abuse against women with intellectual disabili-
ties.

In an interview study in the EU project Access to 
Specialised Victim Support Service for Women 
with Disabilities who have Experienced Vio-
lence (2011-2013), all the women interviewed 
stated that at some time in their lives they had 
been subjected to some form of violence (Mandl 
et al. 2014).

Women with mental and intellectual disabili-
ties run a greater risk of violence, especially in 
the form of sexual abuse, than other women 
with disabilities (Damgaard et al. 2013). Older 
women with mental disabilities are more at risk 
than others (Bengtsson Tops 2004).

In addition to vulnerability to sexualised and 
sexual violence, studies indicate cases where 
women with various forms of disability are pre-
vented from having sexual relations (Davidian 
et al. 2013) and forced to undergo abortions 
and sterilisations without having been properly 
informed of the consequences of these proce-
dures (Kristin Björnsdottir 2011).

There is as yet no research into human traffick-
ing in women, men, girls and boys with disabili-
ties. The expert group is enquiring into research 
in this area.
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vioLence aGainst Men With 

disaBiLities

Almost all studies of violence in close relation-
ships are about women. For men the research is 
very sparse and it is not possible to give a picture 
of the violence or trends with any certainty.  

Even though it is mainly women who are vul-
nerable, the studies that do exist show that men 
with disabilities also represent a vulnerable 
group. More research is needed, but the infor-
mation that exists shows that violence against 
men with disabilities is most frequently commit-
ted in public areas and by unknown men. Men 
with mental disabilities or serious impairment of 
the ability to move are more frequently at risk 
indoors and from known perpetrators, either at 
home or in special accommodation or institu-
tions (Damgaard et al. 2013; Crime Prevention 
Council 2007). 

Because of their care needs, men with disabilities 
are at more risk in home and care environments 
than other men (Damgaard et al. 2013). It would 
therefore be a reasonable assumption that the 
vulnerability among men with disabilities is that 
which deviates most from corresponding groups 
in the total population (Nilsson and Westlund 
2007). 

The prevailing norms for masculinity and tradi-
tional gender roles mean that vulnerable men, 
more often than women, choose to obscure 
the injuries by not reporting abuse and vio-
lence in close relationships. Men less frequently 
seek health care for injuries they have received 
through violence in the home environment 
(Björnsdóttir, Gundersen and Winsvold 2014).

One reason why men do not go to crisis centres 
and similar establishments is that they do not 

know that their protection also includes men. 
According to Norwegian crisis centre legislation, 
Norway’s local authorities are under an obliga-
tion to also offer protection to men. Unfortu-
nately this does not work in practice. A study 
by the Oslo and Akershus University College of 
Applied Sciences (HiOA) with centre employees 
shows that what is offered for men is not at all 
as well developed as that for women. The same 
study also showed that sheltered accommoda-
tion for men is very rarely available for people 
with disabilities who have limited movement, 
for example (Gundersen and Winsvold 2014). 

Stereotypical presumptions prevent society from 
discovering men’s vulnerability. One perception 
is that men with disabilities are asexual and do 
not live in relationships (Barron et al. 2004). 
Another is that they are protected from violence 
by those around them. Because the masculinity 
norms mean that men are not expected to be 
vulnerable to violence or to need help, there is a 
double vulnerability for men with disabilities. If, 
in spite of the norms, they seek help, it is often 
not available (Gundersen and Winsvold 2014).

the hidden statistics

The incidence of violence in close relations is 
characterised by hidden statistics and generally 
limited access to data. The hidden figures are 
even greater in respect of disability. Many stud-
ies from sheltered accommodation show that 
only a few represented women with disabilities. 
Both women and men with disabilities are vic-
tims of violence, however, but obstacles mean 
that they cannot use or even seek the help that 
society offers (Cresso 2015; National Board of 
Health and Welfare2012).  

Actors who should be able to recognise violence 
or abuse usually have limited experience and 
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knowledge about communication with people 
with disabilities. This applies in particular to 
people with impaired vision, hearing ad cogni-
tive abilities.

One obstacle to the collection of information is 
that violence can be redefined and renamed as 
“deficiencies” or “incidents” at special accom-
modation, for example (National Board of 
Health and Welfare 2011). Vulnerability and 
violence can also be difficult to assess. Some-
times staff must make a subjective decision as 
to whether an incident should be considered as 
violent or not. It is thus the staff who have a 
preferential right of interpretation in defining 
abuse and violence. If an incident is reported or 
not depends on the assessment of the staff. Thus 
the seriousness of the incident is assessed by the 
employees – not the victim.

The expert group considers that the preferential 
right of interpretation in cases of abuse should 
rest with the victim.

In the absence of a forum for reporting expe-
riences of violence, information may come 
forward in other contexts. One example is an 
Icelandic interview study of women with dis-
abilities on the labour market, in which partici-
pants also began to report experiences of vio-
lence and a constant presence of violence (Ref 
in Traustadóttir and Snaefridar- Gunnarsdóttir 
2014).

People who are frequently or continuously 
exposed to violence do not always perceive that 
they are at risk. The research describes a “con-
stant presence” of violence that prevents those 
at risk from reporting it. This may be because 
they have become used to the violence or have 
stopped believing and hoping that the outside 

 world can and will help and protect (Mandl et 
al. 2015).

This underlines the importance of staff, assis-
tants and others who work in support and ser-
vices being aware of the opportunities there are 
for action – or refraining from action. Their task 
is to support and help. They have at the same 
time a position of power in relation to those for 
whom they provide the services. 

When the PerPetrator has a disaBiLity

The commonest situation is that people with-
out disabilities subject people with disabilities 
to abuse, but situations also exist in which the 
perpetrator, or both parties, have a disability. 
People with intellectual disabilities who are the 
victims of sexual abuse have to a great extent 
been abused by people with similar disabilities 
(Damgaard et al. 2013; Social Development 
Centre SUS 2007).

According to the expert group, there is an ongo-
ing discussion about what role segregated forms 
of accommodation and personnel play in situa-
tions where residents abuse each other.

According to the Danish population study 
SHILD, in the past year more men than women 
with disabilities have shaken, struck or kicked 
another person. 

People with mental disabilities are more likely to 
resort to violence than people with other disabil-
ities. In most cases, those who use violence direct 
it at friends, neighbours, current partners or 
someone in the family (Damgaard et al. 2013). 
Perpetrators with disabilities are less likely than 
others to be convicted of crimes they commit. 
They also receive less support to help them out 
of their violent behaviour.
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internationaL ruLes and 

cooPeration

The rights perspective has found international 
expression in the Nordic countries and self-gov-
erning areas, including by means of undertak-
ings as partners in UN conventions and collabo-
ration in the Council of Europe and the EU. The 
United Nations, the Council of Europe and the 
EU have, in conventions, action plans and vari-
ous activities, drawn attention to the risk and 
existence of multiple discrimination. All three 
international organisations advocate initiatives 
with both a disability and a gender perspective. 
The situation for women and girls with disabili-
ties is alarming. Both knowledge and measures 
are needed if the situation is to change. 

The UN Convention on Human Rights forbids 
violence and discrimination. Target group-spe-
cific conventions clarify the organisation’s Arti-
cles on general human rights of 1948 and how 
they can be realised. The target group-specific 
conventions also indicate particularly vulner-
able groups. Of particular relevance for this  
report are the conventions on civil and poli- 
tical rights (CCPR), economic, social and cultural 

rights (CESCR), women’s rights (CEDAW), chil-
dren’s rights (CRC) and the rights of persons 
with disabilities (UNCRPD). 

The Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women is a 
well-established document. The Nordic coun-
tries send delegations to the Meetings of States 
Parties. All the Nordic equality ministers travel 
to New York each year to mark the importance 
of international support for equal opportunity.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child is 
is one of several parts in the legislations of the 
Nordic countries. Article 23 is about children 
with disabilities. The children’s committee’s 
general commentary number 9 (2006) on chil-
dren with disabilities states that in all contexts 
these children are at greater risk of all types of 
abuse.

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disability was adopted by the general assembly 
in 2006. Article 6 of the convention is about 
women and girls with disabilities and Article 7 
is about children with disabilities.

LeGisLation, iMPLeMentation and access to 

Protection and the LeGaL systeM
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All the UN conventions have committees that 
follow up with and investigate the state par-
ties. The investigation committees make an in-
dependent and objective assessment of how the 
state parties, in their national contexts, promote 
and comply with the convention’s intentions. Of 
the Nordic countries, only Denmark, the Faroe 
Islands, Greenland and Sweden have so far been 
investigated by the UN committee on disability. 
Norway has submitted its first report on how 
the convention’s intentions are implemented in 
the country’s administration.

In 2014, the committee on disability adopted a 
special general commentary. This clarified the 
content of Article 9 on accessibility and Article 
12 on equality in the law. A general comment 
was formulated on how Article 6 on women and 
girls should be interpreted.

The Council of Europe’s parliamentary gather-
ing, the Council of Ministers, expert commit-
tees on rights for persons with disabilities and 
the anti-discrimination section have drawn at-
tention to the topic in conventions and recom-
mendations. The European Council has issued 
a number of publications, especially about the 
situation for women and girls with disabilities. 
The Istanbul Convention on women’s and girls’ 
situation and right to health and safety is also 
relevant and has been adopted by all the Nordic 
countries.

The European Convention on Human Rights is 
a fundamental document for European coopera-
tion. All countries have committed themselves 
to follow its rules. The EU is the only regional 
organisation to have ratified the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities (UNCRPD). This demonstrates a high 
level of ambition and sets requirements for the 
member countries to transform and act cor-
rectly. The Directive on Employment Equality 
(2000/78) directly affects such passenger rights 
as apply for bus, sea, rail and air traffic.

The EU also has an action plan for the inclusion 
of persons with disabilities as well as specific 
cooperation initiatives, including to promote 
freedom of movement between countries (Euro-
pean Disability Strategy 2010-2020: A Renewed 
Commitment to a Barrier-Free Europe).

In 2013 the EU’s human rights institution, the 
FRA, performed a survey that focused on vio-
lence towards women. The Violence against 
women in the EU was published in 2015 with an 
appendix on violence against women with dis-
abilities (FRA 2015). The FRA has also studied 
violence against children with disabilities (FRA 
2015).

The European Commission financed the project 
Access to Specialised Victim Support Service for 
Women with Disabilities who have Experienced 
Violence, which was carried out during 2012-
2014.
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nordic cooPeration on equaLity, 

vioLence and disaBiLity

Nordic gender equality policy focuses on gath-
ering information about and balancing power 
relationships between women and men.

It is the Nordic countries that have come far-
thest in the world with equality between women 
and men. This has been made possible by prob-
lematising stereotypical gender roles, creating 
conditions for equal conditions on the labour 
market and a vision of zero gender-related vio-
lence. (Nordic Council of Ministers 2015).

Violence and other abuse are extreme forms 
of the exercise of power. Nordic cooperation 
on violence in close relationships has focused, 
among other things, on risk assessment. A Nor-
dic expert group contributed to the book Risk 
Assessment of Partner Violence: Experiences 
and challenges in the Nordic countries (Nordic 
Council of Ministers 2014). After an evaluation 
of the effect of participating countries’ systems, 
it has been shown that violence still exists to a 
great extent in close relationships. This in spite 

of many years of active work on gender equality 
and a considerable boost to the rights of women 
and children. Previous cooperation in risk as-
sessment did not include any analysis based on 
the victim or the perpetrator having any form of 
disability. 

The strategy A Good Life in a Sustainable Nor-
dic Region (Nordic Council of Ministers 2013), 
which is the Nordic cooperation ministers’ strat-
egy for sustainable development, says the fol-
lowing:

“The Nordic cooperation model is known for 
universal welfare systems. The core values are 
equal opportunity, social solidarity and security 
for all regardless of gender, ethnicity, religion, 
conviction, functional ability, age and sexual 
orientation. It is about social rights and the prin-
ciple that everyone shall have equal access to so-
cial and health services, education and culture. 
This applies also to care for the socially exposed 
and vulnerable groups in society. The welfare 
model is based on diversity where all groups are 
integrated into society.”

ratification of some international conventions that are relevant to the topic

country or  
self-governing area

un children’s  
convention,  
articles 2,  
19 and 23

un women’s 
convention

un disability  
convention,  
articles 5, 6, 7, 12, 
14 and 16

Istanbul  
convention on 
women’s and  
children’s right to 
health and safety

denmark Yes Yes Yes Yes

Finland Yes Yes Yes Yes

Faroe islands Yes Yes Yes Yes

Greenland Yes Yes Yes Yes

Iceland Yes Yes Yes Yes

norway Yes Yes Yes Yes

sweden Yes Yes Yes Yes

Åland Yes Yes Yes Yes
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Nordic policy on disability is primarily organ-
ised under the Nordic Council of Ministers for 
Social and Health Policy. The Nordic Council of 
Ministers’ action plan for work on disabilities 
covers the period 2015 to 2017 and has three 
focus areas: Human Rights, Diversity and Free-
dom of Movement (Nordic Council of Ministers 
2015). 

Each of the focus areas includes three concrete 
activities for promoting the effective inclusion 
of people with disabilities. The project, which is 
one of the activities under the Diversity focus 
area, aims to supplement the agenda of Nordic 
policy on equality with a diversity perspective 
on the basis of the varying functional abilities 
of the population (Nordic Council of Ministers 
2015).

As part of this Nordic cooperation project, 
a Nordic expert group has been set up. The 
group’s members come from all over the Nordic 
region. The expert group includes people who 
complement each other in terms of expertise and 
personal experience in related areas. The group 
includes representatives of organisations for the 
disabled, as well as people  with personal experi-
ence of disability and the need for accessibility. 
During the project period, the group members 
have contributed to the gathering of informa-
tion and participated in two meetings and in 
study visits.

The Council for Nordic Cooperation on Dis-
ability has provided input for the report during 
the project period and has backed its recommen-
dations.
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LeGaL GaPs in Protection aGainst 

vioLence aGainst WoMen, chiLdren 

and Persons With disaBiLities

The EU project Access to Specialised Victim 
Support Service for Women with Disabilities 
who have Experienced Violence (2011-2013) 
included four European countries, one of them 
Iceland. This made a thorough review of legisla-
tion in three areas:

•	 Social support and services for persons with 
disabilities.

•	 Support and services for persons at risk of 
or who have experienced violence.

•	 Legislation of relevance for special vulnera-
bility among women, girls and other groups 
at risk of violence in close relationships and 
gender-related violence. 

In spite of the genuine and extensive legislation 
in these countries, the EU project’s final report 
concluded that women with disabilities are still 
at risk because they find themselves in legal gaps. 
The Daphne project formulated recommenda-
tions aimed at decision makers at local, national 
and international level. The recommendations 
are also aimed at other recipients, including or-
ganisations for the disabled (Mandl et al. 2015). 

The FRA report on violence against children 
with disabilities went through international and 
national legislation in countries participating in 
the study, including Denmark, Finland and Swe-
den. Gaps were found in similar ways in terms 
of the legislations’ inability to cover both the 
child’s and the disability perspective at the same 
time. Sweden, Denmark and Finland are includ-
ed in the study (FRA 2015a).
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nationaL LeveL in nordic countries and 

indePendent areas

need to deveLoP LeGisLation to 

Protect More PeoPLe

The Nordic expert group sees similar tendencies 
in the form of legal gaps in the Nordic coun-
tries’ national legislation, as the results of the EU 
project show (Mandl et al. 2015). Laws aimed 
at protection against violence are difficult to ap-
ply in ways that protect everyone. For example, 
legislation on the protection of women lacks 
formulations that cover particularly vulner-
able groups. This is reflected at organisational 
level. Units that work to counter violence are 
not governed by the same regulations as those 
with responsibility for disabilities and support 
or services for persons with disabilities (Social 
Development Centre SUS 2007). 

The expert group discussed cases of general 
legislation that does not point out vulnerable 
groups, even though it supposedly applies to 
everyone. It has proved to be difficult to follow 
up the situation of people with disabilities and 
special needs for accessibility. There is alack of 
focus in political orders and in laws. It there-

fore also becomes difficult in practice to see and 
prioritise special needs among people who need 
social support and services after having been ex-
posed to violence. Legal protection for people 
belonging to especially vulnerable groups needs 
to be clarified in the legislation. Violence as a 
topic also needs to be clarified in legislation on 
support and services for people with disabilities.

unreasonaBLe diFFerences in 

sentencinG dePendinG on the 

context oF the criMe

The expert group has pointed out an other de-
fect in existing legislation. This is about the dif-
ferences in the classification of crime and sen-
tencing tariffs for violent crimes in hospitals and 
other institutional environments. 

One example is the sexual crime rules in Finland. 
Sexual crimes in hospitals and other institutions 
are punished by sentences on a lower scale than 
those in other environments. The tariff for of-
fences in institutions runs from fines up to four 
years’ imprisonment. The tariff for the same of-
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fences in other environments is imprisonment 
from one to six years. The UN committee for the 
convention on women’s rights recommended in 
February 2014 that Finland should take action 
on this. There is a similar difference in Norway.

FunctionaL aBiLity as a Basis For 

the cLassiFication oF hate criMe is 

LackinG in severaL nordic  

countries.

Hate crime means offences that are committed 
on the basis of the perpetrator’s negative attitude 
to, for example, sexual orientation, skin colour 
or religious affiliation (Roulstone and Mason-
Bish 2013). Hate crime is sentenced more se-
verely than other crime. In the Nordic countries, 
only Norway has disability as a basis for hate 
crime in legislation (Penal Code chapter 20 sec-
tion 185 Hateful acts). Finland’s action plan for 
basic human rights describes how mechanisms 
are to be improved in order to identify violence 
against vulnerable groups. This includes persons 
with disabilities. The action plan also states that 
the government must strengthen work to coun-
ter hate crimes against these groups (Finnish 
Ministry of Justice 2012). Denmark’s strategy 
on disability, One Society for All, has specific 

measures for mapping hate crime against per-
sons with disabilities. 

In several Nordic countries, the fact that the vic-
tim of a crime has a disability is seen as an ag-
gravating circumstance and therefore leads to a 
more severe penalty (FRA 2015b).

unequaL LeGaL Practice in cases oF 

sPeciaL vuLneraBiLity

Disabilities and special vulnerability on the part 
of victims of crime can be regarded as an ag-
gravating circumstance and lead to a more se-
vere sentence. During the project period, the 
expert group therefore discussed whether there 
is unequal legal practice where the countries do 
things in different ways. Here too there is a lack 
of knowledge in the judicial system. The judicial 
system, the police and the courts will be gener-
ally discussed later in this report.



Positive deveLoPMents in recent 

years 

The expert group also emphasises some good ex-
amples. In general there is increased awareness 
about gender-related violence in close relation-
ships and where society encounters people with 
various types of disability. Norway introduced 
the Crisis Centre Act in 2010. Since this there 
has been a doubling of recruitment of personnel 
with expertise on women and children with dis-
abilities who are exposed to violence. This oc-
curred during the period 2009 to 2013. 

The disability perspective has been clarified in 
legislation that is intended to protect people 
from exposure to violence. Even though no leg-
islation is complete, the expert group has been 
able to point out a number of good examples 
from the Nordic region. 

The disability perspective exists to varying ex-
tents in:

•	 Constitutions  
 Denmark: The Danish constitution, which 

applies to all citizens Finland: The Finnish 
constitution, Article 2 Basic freedoms and 
rights 

•	 Legislation on discrimination
 Denmark: The constitution
 Finland: The discrimination Act 

(30.12.2014/1325); entered into force 2015  
 Sweden: The Discrimination Act (2008:567), 

DL.
•	 Legislation on hate, crime and penalties
 Denmark: The constitution and the penal 

code
•	 Legislation on support for the victims of 

crime

 Denmark: The Services Act 
 Sweden: The Social Services Act (2001:453), 

SoL, specifically points out a number of 
groups with regard to social services’ re-
sponsibility to provide support. This speci-
fies children and young people, people with 
disabilities, victims of crime and women ex-
posed to violence. There is a specific chapter 
in the Act covering these groups. The Ad-
ministration Act (1986:223), FL, has pro-
visions on the obligation of the authorities 
to engage interpreters in the case of persons 
with hearing impairment, speech impedi-
ments or who do not understand Swedish.

•	 Legislation on confidentiality
 Denmark: The Administration Act 
•	 Legislation on the obligation to report
 Denmark: Obligation to notify the munici-

pality regarding children and young people. 
This obligation applies to citizens (section 
154 of the Services Act), professionals (sec-
tion 153 of the Services Act) and an inter-
municipal obligation to advise (section 152 
of the Services Act)

•	 Legislation on crisis centres (Norway)

The expert group was also able to give examples 
of how violence and gender-related violence is 
given attention in legislation that is intended to 
give support and services to people with various 
types of disability.

Violence is covered to varying degrees in: 

•	 municipality law
•	 legislation that governs the social services
•	 legislation on support and services
•	 health care legislation
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strateGies, action PLans and other 

tooLs 

Strategies, action plans, regulations, govern-
ing documents, manuals and training materials 
are all tools for the effective implementation of 
the legislators’ intentions. In recent years, many 
countries’ strategic plans on violence in close 
relationships have pointed out women and chil-
dren with disabilities as particularly vulnerable 
groups. With few exceptions these countries 

have successfully put protective and violence-
preventing measures into practice.

Described below are some examples of how the 
disability perspective has been identified in strat-
egies, action plans, guidelines and other tools to 
counter violence in close relationships and gen-
der-related violence. 

the table below shows which of the nordic countries have strategies to counter violence 

in close relationships, how persons with disabilities are identified in these and whether 

there are other activities to identify and address the problems.

country or  
self-governing area

national strategy to 
counter violence in clo-
se relationships

persons with disabilities 
specifically mentioned

other ongoing  
campaigns and projects 
that identify persons 
with disabilities at risk 
of violence

denmark Yes Yes No

Finland Yes Yes Yes

Faroe islands Yes Yes Yes

Greenland Yes No No

Iceland Yes No Yes

norway Yes Yes Yes

sweden Yes Yes Yes

Åland Yes Yes No
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denmark

In the strategy “The 2020 Social Goals: Every-
one Included” there is a goal that women will 
receive help in getting out of violent relation-
ships. Women with disabilities are not specifi-
cally mentioned in this strategy, but it applies to 
all women. 2

”The “Abuse Package” is a combined effort in-
tended to protect children and young people 
from abuse.3

In the ”National Action Plan against violence in 
families and close relationships” the government 
intends to continue, strengthen and improve ef-
forts for a wide target group of persons at risk 
of violence.4

The website of the National Board of Social Ser-
vices has material aimed at children and adults 
with disabilities, as well as personnel and the 
general public.5

LOKK (the National Organisation of Women’s 
Crisis Centres) and Danner (crisis and knowl-
edge centre) have developed educational mate-
rial aimed at school children in years 5-6. The 
material has no special focus on people with dis-
abilities.

The Danish action plan for policy on disabil-
ity ”One Society for All”6  does not specifically 
mention violence. But within the framework for 
the strategy, the social, children’s and integration 
ministry as set up an anti-discrimination unit con-
centrating on disability. The unit will focus on dis-
crimination and offensive treatment and has been 
charged in particular with mapping hate crime 
against people with disabilities.

2  http://www.stm.dk/multimedia/alle_skal_med_m_ls_tninger_for_de_mest_udsatte_frem_mod_2020.web.pdf 

3  http://www.socialstyrelsen.dk/born-og-unge/overgreb

4  http://sm.dk/filer/nyheder/dokumenter-til-nyheder-2014/hp_vold-i-naere-relationer.pdf

5  http://www.socialstyrelsen.dk/udsatte/vold-i-familien

http://www.socialstyrelsen.dk/udsatte/vold-i-familien/hvordan-skal-du-handle/Er%20du%20ansat%20paa-bosted-for-

voksne-med-handicap

http://www.socialstyrelsen.dk/handicap/aktuelt_sik/ny-behandling-til-mennesker-med-kognitive-handicap-der-har-vae-

ret-udsat-for-seksuelt-overgreb

6 http://sim.dk/media/923612/handicappolitisk-handlingsplan-2013_acc.pdf
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FInland

The purpose of the programme to reduce vio-
lence against women (2010-2015) is to prevent 
violence by influencing attitudes and behaviour 
patterns. The programme includes a total of 60 
proposed measures. A key area of the programme 
is to develop means of identifying and counter-
ing violence against people with disabilities. 
Among other things, means are to be developed 
to identify and counter violence against people 
in vulnerable situations. Information about and 
expertise in the prevention of violence and help 
for victims are to be increased in the authorities 
and among professionals.7

To help reduce violence against women with 
disabilities, the Finnish Institute for Health 
and Welfare, THL, has produced the handbook 
“Dare to speak - dare to be”. The book includes 
information about various forms of violence, 
about where help can be obtained and about 
women’s own experiences of violence. Women 
with disabilities who have personal experience 
of violence have contributed to the content to-
gether with specialists in women’s networks. 
The handbook is a practical tool for all those 
who work in the area of disability. The book 
also includes a section on violence against chil-
dren.8

THL’s recommendation is to use the book 
“Systematic mapping of violence in close rela-
tionships in social and health care” in order to 

identify and counter violence in close relation-
ships and in the disability services. The mapping 
is suitable for both women and men as target 
groups.9

Finland’s programme for disability policy, VAM-
PO, mentions violence and abuse.10

the Faroe Islands

The “Unified plan on violence in close relation-
ships” applies to the whole population and does 
not specifically mention people with disabili-
ties.11 Work on implementing the first Faroese 
plan on violence in close relationships began on 
1 May 2012. The plan has abroad definition of 
violence as physical, mental, sexual, financial 
and material.12

The points of the plan cover training for profes-
sional groups, information events and material 
and offers of treatment for victims of violence 
and those who use it, among other things. The 
plan does not mention people with disabilities 
specifically but applies to the whole population 
and therefore also includes this group.

There is also a “Unified plan on sexual abuse”. 
One of the eight points in this is about abuse 
against people with disabilities, “The same op-
portunities to speak out and set limits - people 
with a mental handicap and mental issues ”.13

7    http://stm.fi/sv/forebyggande-av-vald-i-nara-relationer

8    http://www.thl.fi/sv/web/vammaispalvelujen-kasikirja

9    www.thl.fi/kasvunkumppanit

10  http://stm.fi/sv/handikappolitik

11  http://www.amr.fo/media/1923/heildarætlan_harðskap.pdf

12  http://www.amr.fo/media/1923/heildarætlan_harðskap.pdf

13  http://www.amr.fo/media/6234/21406_vmr_heilaraetlan_kynsliganagang.pdf
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When the action plan was being produced there 
was a discussion on whether it should have any 
specific points about disability. Several sources 
mentioned that groups in society could be stig-
matised and that these groups were already in-
cluded in the plan, as the points applied to all so-
cial groups. The result was point 7 of the action 
plan, which covers among other things training 
of staff and a large conference to be held in Tór-
shavn in 2017. 

The conference is aimed at personnel and the 
authorities, as well as to people with disabili-
ties and their families. This will be held over 
two days and the ambition is that delegates will 
come from all the Nordic countries.

Work on the two action plans is headed by the 
Social Ministry in cooperation with other au-
thorities and relevant people. 

There have been improvements in the last two to 
three years. For example, money has been grant-
ed for a treatment offer for children of violent 
offenders, as well as more support for the crisis 
centre in Tórshavn.
There has also been extensive information work 
on violence in broad terms and about the pre-
vention of violence. The information work has 
borne fruit in society and helped make it easier 
for people to put the subject into words.
The Faroe Islands do not yet have a strategic 
plan for disability policy.

Greenland  

The then Ministry for Families and Justice (now 
the Ministry for Families, Equality and Social 
Issues) organised the conference “Violence is 
not the Solution” in 2009. A meeting in autumn 
2013 adopted a strategy and action plan called 
’Strategy against violence’.14 The intention is to 
realise this document during the period 2014 – 
2017.

“Rejseholdet” is a project in which a number of 
psychologists travel to towns and communities 
throughout Greenland and offer support and 
treatment for people who have been subjected 
to abuse in childhood.15

The ministry does not at present have evidence 
of how widespread violence against people with 
disabilities is in Greenland. Neither is their any 
current work on this, although there is interest 
for the future.

Greenland does not yet have a strategy or action 
plan for disability policy. However disability is 
specifically mentioned in the Coalition Agree-
ment 2014-2018 and all four municipalities 
have their own disability policy.16

14  www.nanoq.gl

15  http://naalakkersuisut.gl/~/media/Nanoq/Files/Attached%20Files/Familie/DK/2015/Rejseholdet/Rejseholdet_DK.pdf

16  http://naalakkersuisut.gl/~/media/Nanoq/Files/Attached%20Files/Naalakkersuisut/DK/Koalitionsaftaler/SIUMUT_DE-

MOKRAATIT_ATASSUT_Isumaqatigiissut%20atuuttoq_04122014_dk_endelig/Koalitionsaftale%202014-2018%20

Dansk.pdf
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Iceland

The present programme for equality in Iceland 
covers 2011–2014 (AP 2011–2014).17 The pro-
gramme is divided into topics such as the labour 
market, political representation, education and 
gender-related violence. The five points that 
address gender-related violence include the de-
velopment of an action plan to counter gender-
related violence and an analysis of the situation 
for women with disabilities, in particular their 
risk of being subjected to violence, abuse and 
exploitation. A new plan is being developed for 
2015-2018. The most recent plan in Iceland to 
counter sexual abuse and violence in close rela-
tionships (PADDSV) covered the period 2006-
2011. 

A new project is currently being formulated in a 
collaboration between the Ministry of Welfare, 
The Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of 
Education. The purpose is to strengthen coop-
eration between the social services, child protec-
tion, the health and education agencies and the 
police and prosecution service so as to improve 
efforts against violence in Icelandic society.  The 
project focuses on countering violence against 
children, violence in close relationships and vio-
lence against people with disabilities and other 
groups at increased risk of being subjected to 
abuse.18

In one police district there is also a pilot project 
on case handling that will also be transferred to 
other districts. This method is called the rights 
method.  

There is a manual to assist in handling cases of 
violence against children but it does not specifi-
cally cover children with disabilities. 

There is one piece of educational material on 
violence that is aimed at people with disabilities. 
Among other things, this covers what is normal 
and healthy in sexual relationships. 
The Rights Guardians consists of a number of 
lawyers and is connected to the Ministry of Wel-
fare. These assist people with disabilities whose 
legal position needs to be defended in both pri-
vate and public cases. This body’s monitoring 
function can help to prevent violence. The law-
yers also assist people with disabilities who are 
exposed to violence to report violence and offer 
necessary legal assistance. As employees of the 
Ministry of Welfare, the lawyers who are mem-
bers of the rights guardians can also increase 
awareness of these issues in government and 
contribute to the development of appropriate 
services. The rights guardians represent a rela-
tively new function with the potential for great 
benefit.19

Researcher from Iceland have been active par-
ticipants in the project Access to Specialised 
Victim Support Service for Women with Dis-
abilities who have Experienced Violence. Infor-
mation material has been produced there for 
women with disabilities who are in need of help. 
The material has been produced in various for-
mats, including for organisations that have been 
tasked with protecting vulnerable people with 
disabilities. 

17  http://jafnretti.is/D10/_Files/Gender%20Equality%20Action%20Programme%202011-14.pdf

18  http://www.velferdarraduneyti.is/frettir-vel/nr/34968

19  https://www.velferdarraduneyti.is/raduneyti/nefndir-rad-stjornir/nr/33401
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A brief report on the project’s main results has 
also been published in various formats includ-
ing easily-read text, sign language and sound 
recording.20

At present Iceland has no disability policy or ac-
tion plan.

norway

“A life without violence - action plan to counter 
violence in close relationships” (2014-2017) is 
an interdepartmental action plan with concrete 
measures in the areas of prevention, knowledge 
and competence, help and treatment offerings, 
prosecution and cooperation, as well as coordi-
nation.21 According to measure 17, the Direc-
torate for Children, Youth and Family Affairs, 
Bufdir, is to concretise and follow up any meas-
ures from the research institute NOVA’s report 
on the services offered to vulnerable people with 
disabilities. 

In accordance with measure 21 of the action plan 
to counter violence and sexual abuse against 
children and young people, in 2015 Bufdir start-
ed work on creating guidelines for discovering 
violence and sexual abuse against children and 
young people with disabilities. 

Bufdir has developed guidelines in respect of 
sexual abuse of adults with developmental is-
sues in accordance with measure 18 of the ac-
tion plan to counter rape.22 Measure 20 of the 
action plan to counter enforced marriage, genital 

mutilation and serious limitation of the freedom 
of young people23 is also relevant. ”Guidelines 
on sexual abuse of adults with disabilities” is 
aimed at personnel who work with adults with 
developmental issues or others that may come 
into contact with violence against particularly 
vulnerable groups.24

During 2016, Bufdir will launch “Children in 
child protection who have disabilities - a guide-
line”. This is aimed at those employed in child 
protection. The guideline is intended to ensure 
good treatment of children with disabilities who 
are subjected to abuse or lack of care. 

Norway does not have a national plan for dis-
ability policy. It is the task of the Directorate for 
Children, Youth and Family Affairs to monitor 
the living conditions of the group and compile 
data for the Ministry of Children and Equality, 
which has coordinating responsibility for poli-
cy.25

sweden

The action plan for countering men’s violence 
against women, violence in single-sex relation-
ships and honour-related violence and repres-
sion, skr 2007:39, mentions women with disa-
bilities as a group with a particular vulnerability 
risk. 

Several authorities have tasks that are connect-
ed with the action plan. The National Board of 
Health and Welfare will provide competence 

20  http://women-disabilities-violence.humanrights.at/countries/iceland

21  https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/et-liv-uten-vold/id733697/

22  https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/handlingsplan-mot-voldtekt-2012-2014/id691821/

23  https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/handlingsplan-mot-tvangsekteskap-2013-20/id732759/

24  www.vernmotovergrep.no

25  http://www.bufdir.no/Statistikk_og_analyse/Nedsatt_funksjonsevne/
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support to the social services and distribute de-
velopment funding to local authorities. In this 
way the local authorities will be able to increase 
their work in this area, often in cooperation 
with voluntary organisations. Five pieces of edu-
cational material have been produced, aimed at 
vulnerable groups. One of these, called “Seldom 
Seen”, is about violence against women with 
disabilities.

Various other guideline material has been pro-
duced - on sheltered accommodation, on ask-
ing questions, on violence and on support to 
victims. The recommendations in the guidelines 
are to question whether violence applies to all 
cases in child and youth psychiatry and women 
who visit psychiatrists. In the other guidelines, 
disability is presented as an important aspect to 
consider. 

In 2015, a manual was published to support 
the work of the social services and the health 
care services on violence in close relationships. 
The manual is based on the statute that entered 
into force on 1 October 2014. One section of 
the manual specifically describes vulnerabilities 
such as disability. This perspective is then to be 
constantly found in the other parts of the man-
ual. 

In Sweden’s strategy for implementation of dis-
ability policy, 22 national authorities have been 
given strategic tasks in order to improve the 
status and situation of people with disabilities. 
The Crime Victim Compensation and Support 
Authority is one of these.26

Åland

The overall goal of equality policy in Åland dur-
ing 2012-2015 is that women and men shall 
have the same freedom and power to shape soci-
ety and their own lives. Among other things this 
includes freedom from gender-related violence, 
that women and men, girls and boys have the 
same right to bodily integrity and that the pro-
tection of women is a priority area during the 
mandate period.

The framework programme for work on equal-
ity in Åland in 2012-2015 puts forward a num-
ber of specific areas. These are education, the 
labour market, protection of women, power, 
norms and identity. Among other things, it is 
aimed at improving the conditions for Åland to 
be an equal and equitable society with economic 
growth. Everyone - regardless of gender, ethnic-
ity, socio-economic background, social orienta-
tion or disability - shall have the same rights to 
good quality education throughout the educa-
tional system.

One of the government’s specific initiatives in the 
framework strategy concerns sexual education. 
This describes material called Fair Sex, which is 
to promote equality and prevent gender-related 
violence and abuse in schools. The Fair Sex ma-
terial will also be adapted for pupils in special 
education. Teachers and other staff at secondary 
and upper secondary level will also be offered 
thorough knowledge and competence develop-
ment in gender and equality issues. 

Åland’s programme for protection of women 
mentions women with disabilities among those 
that are at greater risk of violence.

26  http://www.regeringen.se/rapporter/2011/06/s2012.028/



41

The government states that society must take 
action to protect and support those at risk. In 
its preventive work, society must also identify 
values, norms and attitudes that tend to main-
tain the exercise of violence. The government 
also sees a challenge in realising and develop-
ing knowledge in targeted initiatives, so that 
support and help can reach those who need it. 
Åland’s opportunities for addressing this chal-
lenge are unique, due to the size of kits society. 
The need to realise knowledge in initiatives can 
be met but focusing on a women’s and children’s 
centre of reasonable size. This can be supple-
mented by training relevant bodies with a need 
for such a centre as a partner.

The government has recently increased the du-
ties of the protection of women committee. 
These now also include mapping the tasks and 
responsibilities of the relevant authorities and 
other bodies in respect of violence in close rela-
tionships. The need for cooperation and collab-
oration will also be mapped within each body as 
well as between the various bodies.

In Åland, the following needs analysis is used as 
a basis for targeted efforts:

•	 What do children who are growing up with 
violence need from society?

•	 What do vulnerable women need from  
society?

•	 What do the perpetrators need from society?

Åland’s programme for disability policy, An Ac-
cessible Åland27, has no points on violence or 
abuse.

Lack oF access to the LeGaL systeM

The UN convention on the rights of persons 
with disabilities emphasises the importance of 
access to legal proceedings for people with dis-
abilities. According to the convention’s Article 
12, states must take action to give people the 
support they need in order to exercise their legal 
capacity. Article 13 gives states the responsibil-
ity for educating personnel in the judicial system 
(courts, police and prison staff) so that effective 
access to legal proceedings can be assured. Ar-
ticle 15 emphasises that people with disabilities 
have the same right to the judicial system as 
other citizens, including the right to make some 
adjustments. The UN convention on discrimina-
tion against women, the European human rights 
convention and international conventions on 
citizens’ and political rights also have provisions 
to protect against discrimination.

It can be extremely difficult to detect abuse of 
people whose disability affects their ability to 
communicate and inform directly. The judicial 
system and the heart of a court case are based to 
a great extent on linguistic practice, including in 
the form of police statements, examinations in 
court and explanations of the court’s interpreta-
tion of statements (Muff 2001).

27  http://www.regeringen.ax/styrdokument-rapporter-publikationer/tillgangligt-aland
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disabilities make the circumstances  

complicated.

During the project period, the expert group has 
discussed the question of legal rights and access 
to justice as this is ever present in the context of 
violence. People who are subjected to violence 
need knowledge, confidence and access to the 
legal system in order to dare to and be able to 
report abuse. For the group that this report is 
about, all three of these areas are complicated.

The possibility of describing a relationship, ex-
pressing oneself clearly and consistently and be-
ing perceived as a credible witness is often deci-
sive to the outcome of a criminal case. It is also 
typical of abuse cases that there is little objective 
evidence and it is one person’s word against an-
other. In court cases the credibility of the pros-
ecutor’s witnesses is of great significance for the 
outcome of the case. Interviews with the police 
and lawyers indicates experience of this type of 
case and the difficulties of bringing someone to 
court (Handegård and Olsen 2009). There is of-
ten a lack of good forms of dialogue between the 
police and social authorities when, for example, 
someone with communications-related disabil-
ity has been the victim of abuse (Social Develop-
ment Centre SUS 2007).

When people with disabilities are the victims 
of violence or abuse in close relationships, the 
perpetrator usually runs less risk of being dis-
covered, reported and convicted. The number 
of reported assaults is low in comparison with 
the degree of suspicion. Abuse is only rarely re-
ported and seldom has consequences for the per-
petrator. In the case of sexual abuse of children 
with disabilities, very few cases proceed from 
the suspicion stage because they are very diffi-

cult to prove (Social Development Centre SUS 
2007; Muff 2001).

access to the law for all?

In this context, access means for example the 
perceived possibility of contacting the police 
and reporting an offence. Existing research, 
public reports and the representatives of
organisations for the disabled indicate defects, 
for example, in physical and communicative 
accessibility to the various parts of the judicial 
system (Gundersen and Winsvold 2014). This 
is in spite of the fact that the law’s provisions 
on legal rights, access to legal proceedings and 
protection against abuse apply to all citizens. 
This is in important principle in the criminal 
law process.

Victims of crimes must have the possibility of 
explaining themselves and using interpreters for 
sign language and minority languages. They also 
need to have confidence in the judicial system 
and the perception that they will be taken seri-
ously. The judicial system must be able to ex-
change forms of communication and take needs 
into account through the use of compensatory 
measures for persons with cognitive disabilities.

The rule of law is considered to be an important 
part of a state governed by law. The principle of 
a state governed by law can be difficult to define 
in practice as the term is used in different ways. 
It usually refers to the individual’s protection 
against abuse and the discretion of the authori-
ties, as well as the possibility of realising one’s 
legal position and defending one’s legal interests. 
Also, so as to take equality and fairness into ac-
count, there are formal requirements for rules 
to be binding. Although the principle of the rule 
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of law is evident in legislation and international 
conventions, experience shows that implementa-
tion in practice is difficult (Gundersen and Win-
svold 2014).

universal design is part of the way  

forward

In recent years Nordic research has been rela-
tively sparse in the subject of disability, access to 
criminal law processes and similar opportunities 
for legal protection against crime and violence. 
However studies that illustrate various aspects 
of the subject have been published in the last 
five to ten years. In Norway, Lundberg and Si-
monsen (2011 and 2014) compiled Nordic and 
international research focusing on obstacles in 
legal processes. They particularly emphasise the 
importance of the position of those with im-
paired hearing in the judicial system and give a 
systematic overview of existing and relevant re-
search, both nationally and internationally. The 
work covers the legal situation for those with 
impaired hearing and others with disabilities, as 

victim, accused and witness. Language and in-
terpretation are a key aspect of the work. The 
perspective is obstacles and the authors discuss 
universal design as a strategy for further knowl-
edge development - including linguistic and cul-
tural knowledge gaps in criminal law.

The processing system of the judicial system does 
not record information about any disabilities 
that victims may have. Thus no crime statistics 
are created in which these questions can be the 
subject of systematic knowledge about the sub-
ject. Deaf persons arise as victims or suspects, 
prosecuted or sentenced in several relevant case 
studies of Norway’s criminal law system. The 
studies show that accessibility is about much 
more than sign language interpretation. Basic 
knowledge and attitudes among the profession-
als appears to be equally important for protect-
ing the individual’s legal rights as the technical 
and administrative aspects (Olsen et al. 2010; 
Olsen and Kermit 2014. Lundberg and Breivik 
2014. Haualand 2014).
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those With resPonsiBiLity For 

seeinG, hearinG and understand-

inG PeoPLe Who are the victiMs oF 

aBuse

A disability increases the risk of violence in 
close relationships, regardless of age, gender, oc-
cupation or family status. In close relationships 
where one or more parties have a physical or 
mental disability, the risk of violence is higher 
than in other relationships. Monitoring of statis-
tics also shows that few people with disabilities 
seek help or support as a victim of violence or 

abuse. Compared to people without disabilities, 
they also appear to remain longer in relation-
ships that are characterised by violence before 
seeking help. This demands stable and certain 
preventive work and cooperation between soci-
ety’s actors at different levels.

The expert group has pointed out a number of 
bodies and environments with key roles for en-
suring that everyone receives equal protection 
from gender-related violence and violence in 
close relationships.

the 
social 

and Justice 
ministry and 

its authorities 
are responsible for 

implementing laws and 
for ensuring that these are 

complied with.

regional and county authorities are 
involved through, for example, the 

organisation of health care, as well as the 
police and other parts of the judicial system.

the local authorities are involved through activities rela-
ting to protection, support and services, with regard to both 
people with disabilities in general and to crisis centre for the 

victims of violence. one exception is Finland where, with effect 
from 1 January 2015, the government is responsible for the financing 

and operation of crisis centres.
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actors that should be able to prevent violence

social  
services

helplines and 
the internet

societal 
planners and 

architects

prevent 
violence

schools

organisations 
for the  

disabled

health care 
services

maternity 
care

child care

schools
social  

services

detect  
violence

workplaces

women’s 
helplines

actors that should be able to detect  

violence



actors that should be able to give protection

crisis  
centres

sheltered 
accommo-

dation

acute  
accommo- 

dation

Give 
 protection

law  
enforcement 
including the 

police
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The role of non-governmental organisations has 
been particularly discussed during the project. 
Some countries describe these organisations’ 
public, political interest and prime mover role. 
They shall contribute to the debate on living 
conditions for women, men, girls and boys with 
disabilities.

In some cases organisations for the disabled 
and/or their women’s networks have participat-
ed in developing services, educational material 
and political programmes. However the subject 
has been taken up more frequently by organisa-
tions that work in the field of violence to women 
than by organisations for the disabled. With few 
exceptions, violence and equality have not until 
now been common topics in the disability move-
ment.



key actors in each country

There follows a list showing the distribution of 
responsibilities in the respective Nordic coun-
tries.

denmark

Ministry for Children, Equality, Integration and 
Social Conditions.

National Board of Social Services 

SISO - centre for social initiatives on violence 
and sexual abuse of children

VISO - the national knowledge and special con-
sultancy organisation in the social area and spe-
cial teaching.

Danner knowledge centre

Danish organisations for the disabled

Institute for human rights

National organisation of women’s crisis centres, 
LOKK
Social and health administration in the 98 local 
authorities including housing, targeted employ-
ment and daytime schools for persons with dis-
abilities, as well as day care, nurses and carers. 

Schools

Practising doctors

FInland

The Social and Health Ministry

The institute for health and welfare THL

The disabled organisations’ women’s network

The parliamentary ombudsman can check and 
visit homes and housing for the disabled and is 
therefore a key actor for our subject.  

The discrimination ombudsman monitors dis-
crimination legislation and the discrimination 
board can decide and give responses that affect 
disability, among other things. Reasonable ad-
aptations in paragraph 15 of the Act are very 
important since they specifically affect persons 
with disabilities.

Church administration

Valvira, permit and supervisory authority for so-
cial and health care

The regional administration authority promotes 
the realisation of basic freedoms and rights and 
legal protection, access to basic services, envi-
ronmental protection, sustainable use of the en-
vironment, indoor safety and a safe and healthy 
working and living environment in the regions- 
The authority also handles statutory controlling, 
execution and supervisory tasks in its field.

Women’s line in Finland 

Viola – Free from Violence 

The disability services of the 317 local authori-
ties

the Faroe Islands

Social Ministry/Almannamálaráðið

Almannaverkið

Sjóndeplinum
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With regard to mental and physical violence to-
wards teachers and other professional groups, 
the Faroese teachers association has continued 
to focus on the problem.  

The social administration has regularly organ-
ised courses and competence raising themed 
days for employees of the local institutions.
The 30 local authorities

Greenland

The Ministry for Families, Equality and Social 
Issues has the statutory responsibility for the 
area of disability and is responsible for inde-
pendent care institutions. The field of disability 
has been divided between the four local authori-
ties since 1 January 2011 and these thus have 
direct contact with citizens.    

The knowledge and advice centre on disability, 
IPIS

The Danish Institute for Human Rights, in part-
nership with Greenland’s Council for Human 
Rights, is charged with monitoring the imple-
mentation of the UN convention on the disabled 
in Greenland. Greenland’s Council for Human 
Rights focuses on the field of disability and there 
is  disability group with members from the dis-
ability organisations in Greenland.

Iceland

The Ministry of Welfare

Jafnréttisstofa

The rights guardians (Rättighetsvakten)

Öryrkjabandalags Ìslands

Thróskahjalp
Stígamót

The 98 local authorities

norway

Ministry of Justice and Public Security (JD)

Children and young people are coordinated by 
the Ministry of Children and Equality (BLD)

Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs

Directorate for Children, Youth and Family Af-
fairs 
(Bufdir)

The 429 local authorities

sweden

Ministry of Social Affairs

Ministry of Justice

National Board of Health and Welfare

County Administrative Boards

Health and Social Care Inspectorate

291 local authorities and 21 county authorities

Åland

The Government’s Equality Unit and Social and 
Environmental Department

The discrimination ombudsman

Åland association for the disabled

The 16 local authorities 
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GaPs in MaPPinG and inForMation 

GatherinG aMonG actors With a 

resPonsiBiLity to Prevent and 

detect vioLence

As previously mentioned there is a great lack 
of continuous population surveys that measure 
health, security, disability and gender. Without 
basic data it is difficult to develop good systems 
for mapping, and without mapping it is difficult 
to address problems effectively.

It is primarily the police and social services that 
map risks of people being subjected to violence 
or repeated violence. In many cases there is a 
lack of both available information (Gundersen 
and Winsvold 2014) and response plans for 
what to do when it is discovered that someone 
with a disability is exposed to sexual abuse (So-
cial Development Centre SUS 2007). One ex-
ample is honour-related crime such as enforced 
marriage, where schools do not have compe-
tence, working models or clear guidelines when 
they become aware of pupils that are at risk of 
being married against their will (Davidian et al. 
2013). It is important to establish clear routines 
and guidelines in all organisations that might 
discover that someone is exposed or risks being 
exposed to violence. Bufdir has formulated pro-
posals for such guidelines (Bufdir 2014).

In general there is a great lack of routines and 
guidelines for the prevention, reporting and 
handling of violence as well as incidents of 
violence and abuse. The lack of routines and 

guidelines means that the users, the people in 
the accommodation, become dependent on en-
countering the “right” service staff. There are 
therefore clear and particular risk factors in 
accommodation and other institution-like envi-
ronments (Gundersen and Winsvold 2014).

As part of the project Access to Specialised Vic-
tim Support Service for Women with Disabilities 
who have Experienced Violence, recommenda-
tions have been formulated for the development 
of units that see, understand and act on behalf 
of persons at risk of violence.

According to the expert group, more aware-
ness of disability is needed, as well as a general 
and systematic mapping and risk assessment of 
violence. All bodies with responsibility for risk 
assessment need special knowledge about ac-
cessibility and the particular vulnerability that 
a disability can lead to. 

This is about involving the target group in an 
adequate manner so as to get to grips with the 
vulnerability. More people need to be able to 
assess whether violence is taking place. The 
general instruments of assessment therefore 
need to be designed to be accessible in many 
cases. In concrete terms we are talking about 
alternative interview methods, opportunities to 
answer questions in different ways, increased 
competence among investigators etc. Children 
and young people participated in a British study 
on the exploitation of children with intellectual 

What society does not ask about, it cannot detect or do  
anything about.
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disability. The children value adults’ time and 
find that support and services personnel listen to 
them and work individually to help children to 
understand exploitation and risks (Anita Frank-
lin et al. 2015).

According to the expert group, reliable routines 
and action plans are the most important. For ex-
ample in the Nordic countries women in other 
risk groups are screened for the risk of being ex-
posed to violence. This occurs to varying degrees 
on different occasions and with varying abilities 
to discover whether the woman also has a dis-
ability. 

The need and prerequisites for preventive work 
may appear different in different contexts. One 
example at local authority level is that large lo-
cal authorities need a system to ensure that the 
same methods and legal judgements are made by 
all service providers. In small local authorities 
there is a need for systems to handle sensitive is-
sues professionally and objectively even though 
there may be personal connections between vic-
tim and service provider.  

What we do to get more to report

The lack of reporting and monitoring proce-
dures in care systems affects a victim’s judge-
ment as to whether to warn or give attention 
to violence. Such gaps lead to a fear of being 
disbelieved or treated as being difficult, and that 
an overhaul could have negative consequences 
for care. A good example is Denmark’s new law 
on the obligation to report. 

In order to be able to formulate preventive ini-
tiatives and functional protective mechanisms, 
there is a need for more systematic information 
gathering about different risk groups. There is a 
need for better statistics and also for more infor-
mation directed at target groups, so that more 
people report and gain access to support and 
protection. 

Good exaMPLes oF PreventinG and 

detectinG vioLence aGainst Persons 

With disaBiLities

If a vulnerable person with a disability is to be 
able to report abuse, every agency that this per-
son comes into contact with must be prepared 
for varying levels of functional ability among 
those who report. The professionals affected 
need to have competence and knowledge about 
what it means to have a disability. They also 
need to know what it can lead to in the form 
of increased risk of being exposed to violence 
and other types of abuse. People who work in 
these positions must also what to do when they 
become aware that someone could be the victim 
of violence. 

The expert group has selected a number of piec-
es of material that could be useful in preventive 
work.

The National Board of Social Services in Den-
mark has gathered in formation about cases 
where persons with disabilities who live in spe-
cial accommodation have been the victims of 
violence.28 The resource centre SUS has various 
material for preventing, encountering and deal-
ing with sexual abuse of people with mental 

28  http://socialstyrelsen.dk/voksne/vold-i-naere-relationer/hvordan-skal-du-handle/er-du-ansat-pa-bosted-for-voksne-med-     

      handicap/personer-med-handicap-der-lever-med-vold
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disabilities.29 This include ”Good advice when 
the damage is done”30 and about seeing and pre-
venting abuse31 and the material ”Abuse – no 
thanks”32

LOKK (the national association of women’s cri-
sis centres) focused in 2005–2009 on women 
and children with disabilities in the project Dis-
ability, Developments at Crisis Centres (HUK). 
Eight crisis centres participated in the project. 
The staff received training on the subject and 
became better prepared to receive women and 
children with disabilities. Crisis centres were 
made more accessible and the leaflet ”Women 
and children with disabilities at crisis centres”33  

was distributed.

In Finland, THL (the institute for welfare and 
health) recommended systematic mapping of 
violence in close relationships and the use of 
screening and mapping forms in all social and 
health care services as part of mapping the cli-
ent’s initial situation.

In Finland, training has also been organised for 
the police, prosecutors and judges. The women’s 
line’s website34 has information about violence 
against women in sign language and as a sound 
recording and a dedicated telephone line was 
opened for ten hours a week in spring 2015.

Iceland has Stígamót, which is a resource and 
knowledge centre for women who suffer sexual 
violence and abuse. In recent years the centre 
has developed its ability to receive women with 
various kinds of disability, Including by moving 
to more accessible premises and employing staff 
with specialist competence.35

In Sweden the National Board of Health and 
Welfare and the County Administrative Board 
have been jointly tasked by the government to 
work at raising the competence of the social 
services in violence in close relationships. This 
is done for example through educational initia-
tives and material such as “Looking the other 
way” which is also available in English.36 In 
autumn 2014 there was a series of conferences 
in seven locations aimed at the new regulations 
and general advice (2014:4). The conferences 
were aimed at both health care and social ser-
vices. In total around 1,700 people participated 
and specific questions were raised about people 
at risk of violence who have disabilities. There 
are many good examples of how Swedish local 
authorities have worked on information that is 
adapted to various groups with disabilities.

The development centre Dubbelt utsatt by 
Bräcke Diakoni was active for some years in 
Sweden in the field of violence against women 

29  http://www.sus.dk/udgivelser/seksuelle-overgreb-mod-mennesker-med-psykisk-funktionsnedsaettelse-forebyggelse- 

      og-handtering/

30  http://www.sus.dk/udgivelser/seksuelle-overgreb-mod-mennesker-med-handicap-gode-rad-nar-skaden-er-sket/

31  http://www.sus.dk/udgivelser/seksuelle-overgreb-mod-mennesker-med-handicap-gode-rad-om-at-se-og-forebygge-

      overgreb/

32  http://www.sus.dk/udgivelser/seksuelle-overgreb-nej-tak/

33  www.lokk.dk

34  www.naistenlinja.fi  

35  http://www.stigamot.is/

36  http://www.socialstyrelsen.se/publikationer2011/2011-9-6
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with disabilities. The centre gave education and 
produced films and information material. It also 
assisted in producing pictogram material on vio-
lence. Pictograms are a visual language that help 
people with limited speech abilities to read and 
write. With the aid of pictograms, people ex-
posed to violence can more easily outline what 
has happened.37

Good exaMPLes For increased 

indePendence, Better seLF-

conFidence and knoWLedGe 

aBout PersonaL riGhts

A positive self-image, self-esteem and awareness 
of the law are protective factors for people with 
disabilities. According to the expert group, this 
is true regardless of gender or age. If the risk 
of exposure to violence is to be lessened, peo-
ple with disabilities need to have a much higher 
status in society. Creating the right conditions 
is society’s responsibility but changes must also 
come from these people themselves. 

Good sex education prevents abuse and sexual 
violence. Everyone, including the disabled, needs 
to have a balanced view on what sexual relation-
ships can be. Then it is easier for them to judge 
when someone is going too far and becoming 
offensive or abusive. 

The project Access to Specialised Victim Support 
Service for Women with Disabilities who have 
Experienced Violence maintains that only a few 
of the hundreds of women with disabilities who 
were interviewed had a good awareness of their 
rights (Mandl et al. 2014).

The expert group highlights a number of bodies 
and activities that work well.

The Senso project in Finland developed material 
for sex education and guidance for people with 
developmental issues.

There is a national campaign in the Faroe Is-
lands with seminars on violence against women 
in which the disability perspective is included. 
In the seminars and discussion groups, women 
can put words to their own experiences and hear 
what others have to report. They also receive in-
formation about their rights and where help can 
be found.38

Tabú in Iceland has a website put together by 
two young women with disabilities. They seek 
to influence through the website and other chan-
nels. The website draws attention to the subject 
of violence on many occasions.39

In Sweden presentations are organised on self-
confidence, the right to one’s own body and 
integrity for pupils in special school gymnasia. 
Nå vidare is a project including and for young 
people with intellectual disabilities who are sub-
ject to or risk being subject to honour-related 
violence and repression. The organisation TRIS 
(girls’ rights in society) develops methods with-
in the project and spreads knowledge about 
honour-related repression and violence among 
young people with intellectual disabilities. The 
project is mainly aimed at professionals who en-
counter the target group.40

37  http://t.brackediakoni.se/vara-projekt/arkiv/dubbelt-utsatt-vara-publikationer/

38  http://www.amr.fo/arbeidsoki/hardskapur-i-parlagi/

39  https://tabu2014.wordpress.com/english   

40  http://www.tris.se/na-vidare-1/
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Respect 4 me is a project in Sweden aimed at 
women aged 16-21 with mild developmental 
issues. The project’s educational material devel-
ops the ability to understand what exploitation 
is and to look out for warning signals. Aware-
ness of various kinds of risk behaviour is also 
increased.41

accessiBiLity oF crisis centres and 

sheLtered accoMModation

When there is a risk of violence or if the damage 
has already been done, vulnerable persons must 
be able to seek shelter and protection. There is 
a good deal of knowledge about the extent to 
which services for those at risk of violence are 
accessible to people with various types of dis-
ability, primarily in terms of the accessibility of 
crisis centres and sheltered accommodation. 

The project Access to Specialised Victim Support 
Service for Women with Disabilities who have 
Experienced Violence has shown that practically 
no sheltered accommodation is fully accessible 
for all types of disability. That is to say visual, 
hearing, movement and cognitive impairment. 
A few shelters were accessible by people with 
movement impairment. The most uncommon 
were shelters accessible by people with sight and 
hearing impairment. Finland’s crisis centres are 
open to all, regardless of gender, but only four 
are equipped to receive people with impaired 
movement. As part of the project, principles for 
good practice were produced, (Snæfríðar-Gun-
narsdóttir and Traustadóttir 2015).

In Denmark, crisis centres must be accessible 
for people with various types of disability. Cur-
rently eleven sheltered accommodation centres 

are accessible for people with physical disabili-
ties. Ringsted sheltered accommodation receives 
women and children with mental disabilities. 
Crisis centres that have not been specially de-
signed can also be used by people with disabili-
ties where possible, if they sleep on the ground 
floor for example. The same applies to women 
and children with mental disabilities.42

Even if it is possible to come into sheltered ac-
commodation in purely practical terms, other 
conditions may be lacking. It may be that resi-
dents are expected to look after themselves in-
dependently, by buying and cooking food for 
example. The extent to which accommodation 
is able to offer people special support and help 
depends on the local authority’s resources. If 
people are not judged to benefit from the pro-
tection or if it is not consistent with others in the 
residential group, a person can be referred to an 
alternative solution.

In Finland there are new rules for crisis centres. 
In a new law that came into effect on 1 January 
2015, The Sheltered Housing and Compensa-
tion Act (RP 186/2014 rd), all sheltered accom-
modation services are governed and paid for 
with central funding. The institute for health 
and welfare (THL) has introduced a project to 
develop sheltered accommodation. This is partly 
concerned with being better able to receive peo-
ple with disabilities. 

In Norway the Municipal Crisis Centre Services 
Act has been in force since 2010. This regulates 
crisis centres for persons who are exposed to or 
risk being exposed to violence. The purpose of 
the act is to ensure total protection for women, 

41  http://www.tris.se/na-vidare-1/

42  http://www.lokk.dk
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men and children who are exposed to violence or 
the threat of violence in close relationships. The 
act requires local authorities to meet their obli-
gation to ensure that protection is offered. The 
local authority must ensure that support is of-
fered as far as possible so as to meet the needs of 
individual users. According to the requirements 
for universal design, what every crisis centre of-
fers must be accessible for all users, regardless of 
disability. Recent studies show however that this 
is not yet the case (Olsvik 2011; Gundersen and 
Winsvold 2014).

In Norway, previous governments have ear-
marked specific funding to make more crisis 
centres accessible. Following an information 
campaign directed at persons with physical dis-
abilities, among others, it could be seen that 
more and more women with disabilities were 
seeking protection in crisis centres. However the 

most recent evaluation shows that services that 
are offered to people with disabilities who are 
subject to violence and abuse have major gaps, 
even though a number have improved over the 
last ten years (Gundersen and Winsvold 2014). 
During the course of two years the project “A 
place for everyone” has carried out themed sem-
inars and investigated accessibility at 58 acute 
accommodation centres in Sweden, Finland and 
Norway. The results show that 15 of these can 
accept women or children in wheelchairs, 88% 
have experience of receiving women  with men-
tal disabilities and 70% give women the oppor-
tunity to bring a personal assistant into the ac-
commodation with them.

The expert group considers that controlling the 
accessibility of crisis centres and sheltered ac-
commodation needs to be improved. 
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