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Women with disabilities in California 
are more likely than women without 
disabilities to experience intimate 

partner violence.  This finding is derived from 
self-reported data from the California Women’s 
Health Survey (CWHS), in an analysis per-
formed by the Office on Disability and Health of 
the California Department of Health Services.  

In 2003 and 2004, approximately 8,000 Califor-
nia women, 18 years of age or older, responded 
fully to a series of questions on their prior-year 
experiences of intimate partner violence.1 About 
one-fifth of survey respondents were identified 
as having disabilities, having answered af-
firmatively to a single question asking whether 
they were limited “in any way in any activities 
because of a physical, mental, or emotional 
problem.”

Intimate partner violence refers to physical 
or emotional abuse perpetrated by a spouse 
or other partner, and includes not only actual 
physical violence but also threatened violence, 
sexual abuse, and attempts to exert control 
over the victim’s activities.  Questions on physi-
cal violence asked whether the partner had 
thrown something at the respondent; pushed, 
grabbed, shoved, or slapped her; kicked, bit, 
or hit her with a fist; beat her up or choked 
her; or used a knife or fired a gun at her.  A 
question on threatened violence asked whether 
the respondent had feared for her safety, or 
that of her family or friends, because of anger 
or threats.  A question on sexual abuse asked 
whether the partner had forced the respondent 
to have sex against her will.  And questions 
on physical or emotional control asked about 
the partner following the respondent, spying 
on her, or trying to control most of her daily 
activities.

Comparison of reported levels of intimate 
partner violence between women with and 
without disabilities yields the following results:2

5.2 percent of women with disabilities 
reported physical violence in the prior year, 
compared with 3.8 percent of non-disabled 
women.

5.9 percent of women with disabilities 
reported threatened violence, nearly twice 
the proportion (3.1 percent) of women 
without disabilities. 

Among women under 65, those with disabili-
ties were more than twice as likely to have 
experienced sexual abuse over a 12-month 
period as their non-disabled counterparts 
(1.8 percent versus 0.7 percent).3

7.4 percent of women with disabilities re-
ported that their partners exerted emotional 
or physical control over them during the 
prior year, much higher than among women 
without disabilities (5.0 percent).

Overall, 11.9 percent of California women 
with disabilities experienced one or more 
forms of intimate partner violence in the 
year prior to the interview, compared with 
7.8 percent of women without disabilities.

The observed association between disability 
and intimate partner violence may imply that 
having a disability puts women at substantially 
greater risk of such violence.  However, other 
explanations are also possible.  For example, 
intimate partner violence could be the cause of 
some respondents’ disabilities, or some other 
factor may put women at risk for both violence 
and disability.  Further research is needed to 
establish a causal relationship between disability 
and intimate partner violence.
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Public health message:
Women with disabilities 
experience a high level of 
intimate partner violence, 
more than 50 percent 
greater than that of women 
without disabilities.  These 
findings highlight the 
importance of prevention 
efforts—both those focusing 
on intimate partner violence 
and those focusing on 
health and wellness for 
people with disabilities—and 
of improving access to 
intimate partner violence 
programs and services for 
women with disabilities.
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1 Respondents answering some but not all of the questions on intimate partner violence have been excluded 
from the analysis, as were those who skipped the section entirely.

2 All statistically significant at the 95.0 percent confidence level or better.  Violence categories are not mutu-
ally exclusive.

3 Only one survey respondent over 64 years of age reported an instance of sexual abuse.
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For additional copies of CWHS 2003-2004 Data Points please contact the Office of Women’s 
Health:

Download copies at the Office of Women’s Health website  
www.dhs.ca.gov/director/owh  
or contact OWH staff at P.O. Box 997413, MS 0027, Sacramento, CA 95899-7413 or call  
(916) 440-7626.
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