
 

“The day I found out I was pregnant I was 
shocked because I was under the influence 
all my life that medically I couldn’t have kids 
[because of my disability]. Doctors and my 
family didn’t explain that they didn’t want 
me to have kids because they didn’t know 
what it was going to be like 40 years down 
the road. Being a mother is the most 
awesome experience of my life.  ”-Nicky 
Boyte, Austin, TX 
 

“When's the last time you had a Pap 
smear? Did YOURS involve up to four 
extra staff picking your body up to 
transfer you onto the non-accessible 
exam table, undressed except for that 
little paper gown, and then stand there 
holding your legs open in the stirrups? 
It's incredible the dignity given up just to 
avoid dying of preventable disease.”-
Olivia Richard, Boston, MA 
 

 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Myth: people with disabilities have no sexual desires or needs:1 
 

Facts 
• Results from a 2013 survey by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education found that high school students with disabilities were more likely to have had four or more 
sexual partners and were also almost twice as likely to have been pregnant than their peers.2 
• There is a lack of research on the needs of women with disabilities in terms of pre/postnatal care.3 
• People with disabilities in general are less likely to receive sexual health education.4 5 

 

Myth: Women with disabilities don’t need routine reproductive health screening.6 
 

Facts 
• Research shows that many pregnant women with physical disabilities in Massachusetts are not 
weighed since doctors do not always have the needed equipment to do so.7  
• Between 2008 and 2011 86% of women in Massachusetts without disabilities had a Pap smear, 
compared with only 77% of women with a disability.8 
• Nationally, the amount of women with any disability receiving a Pap smear decreased from 
approximately 74% in 1999 to approximately 59% in 2013.9  
• In 2010, 81% of women with disabilities in Massachusetts versus 84% of women with no disabilities 
reported having a mammogram in the past two years.10 
• Mammography rates for women with disabilities in the US between1998-2010 rose from 70-74%, in 
contrast to an increase of around 73%-78% for those with no disabilities.11 
• Women with disabilities are more likely to die from breast cancer due to late diagnosis and treatment.12 
 

The disparities in routine screening of women with disabilities can be attributed to a lack of 
gynecologist offices and medical equipment that are accessible to people with disabilities.13 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Persistent Myths Versus Facts about the reproductive health needs of women with disabilities 
 

Call to Action | December, 2016 

Ask your doctor for more information about what your reproductive rights are. If 
you don’t get the answers you want, contact the DPC at 617-542-3822.  
 



 

 
 
 

The information below explains the rights you have in terms of reproductive health. 5  
 

• Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities by 
government agencies and federal funded organizations like adoption agencies and health providers. 

• Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) prohibits discrimination based on disability in terms 
of people with disabilities’ access to state or public programs. (For example: access to emergency 
services, and state offices and programs, such Public Health Department programs. It also requires 
public buildings constructed after 3/15/12 to be fully accessible.  

• Title III of the ADA requires states to take measures to ensure that services and goods provided to the 
public are not denied to people with disabilities solely because they have a disability.  

• The UN’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) protects the rights of people 
with disabilities. For example, it prohibits the denial of reproductive healthcare services to people with 
disabilities. Although the US has signed on to the CRPD in 2009, Congress has not yet ratified it.14 

•  
 
 

 

Resources with sexual/reproductive health information for women with disabilities, include: 
• The Empowered FeFes: a group of young women with disabilities based in Chicago created a guide 

about reproductive health for women with disabilities. It can be found here: 
https://www.accessliving.org/index.php?tray=content&tid=top845&cid=180. 

• The Massachusetts Department of Public Health and Department of Developmental Services’ 
guide with suggested resources for school districts could use to educate students with disabilities about 
sexual health. It can be found here: http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/docs/dph/com-health/prevention/hrhs-
sexuality-and-disability-resource-guide.pdf. 

• Hesperian Health Guides Health Handbook for Women with Disabilities: Chapters of the 
publication can be downloaded here: http://hesperian.org/books-and-resources/. 

• Womenshealth,gov: has resources on reproductive health for women with specific disabilities: 
http://www.womenshealth.gov/illnesses-disabilities/your-health/sexuality-reproductive-health.html 

 
 
 

 
 

To assist women with disabilities in getting more access to the reproductive health services 
they need, the Disability Policy Consortium (DPC) recommends that advocates: 
• Conduct further research to develop best practices for reproductive care for women with disabilities. 
• Work with staff at obstetricians’ office to ensure their offices and medical equipment is accessible.  
• Contact senators to urge them to ratify the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.15 
• Urge physicians to ensure the unique needs of women with disabilities, especially those with 

physical disabilities are addressed so that optimal health can be maintained in pregnancy. 
• Provide more opportunities for women with disabilities to talk about reproductive health. 
• Urge school districts to ensure they provide tailored sexual education to students with disabilities. 
• Increase women with disabilities’ knowledge of the importance of pap tests and other screenings.16 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The DPC is a statewide cross-disability civil rights organization. Visit us online: www.dpcma.org. 
 

What can advocates do to help women with disabilities get reproductive healthcare services they need? 

Are you a woman with a disability? Know your rights! 

Find Out More!  

This issue brief was created with the generous support 
of the Blue Cross Blue Shield Foundation of 
Massachusetts 
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