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POLITICAL	DIVERSITY	

The	Dutch	Ministry	of	Home	
Affairs	wanted	to	know	how	to	
increase	poliLcal	parLcipaLon	by	
ciLzens	with	disabiliLes	in	the	
Netherlands.	

Disability	Studies	in	Nederland	
was	asked	to	find	out	about	
poliLcal	parLcipaLon	in	
neighbouring	countries,	and	to	
idenLfy	both	good	pracLces	and	
barriers.	

OUR	RESEARCH	QUESTIONS:		

		
•  15%	of	the	European	

popula1on	are	people	with	a	
disability…	But	where	are	the	
poli1cians	with	disabili1es?	

•  What	are	the	barriers	and	
facilitators	to	poli1cal	
par1cipa1on	by	people	with	
disabili1es?	



POLITICAL	DIVERSITY	
•  In	2018,	the	conference	of	states	parLes	to	the	UN	CRPD	

drew	aXenLon	to	the	need	to	ensure	poliLcal	parLcipaLon	
by	people	with	disabiliLes.	PoliLcal	parLcipaLon	includes:	
–  Learning	about	poliLcs	and	expressing	poliLcal	views	
–  VoLng		
–  Volunteering	for	a	poliLcal	party	or	campaigning	group	
–  Running	for	office	
–  Serving	your	country	as	a	poliLcal	representaLve	or	appointee	



What	we	did:	Literature	review	
•  Extensive	literature	review—which	found	that	very	

liXle	academic	research	exists	in	this	area,	with	most	
focused	on	voLng	or	self-advocacy	acLviLes	

•  We	broadened	out	to	seek	‘grey	literature’	from	
poliLcal	parLes,	non-governmental	organisaLons	and	
governments,	and	news	coverage	of	poliLcians	with	
disabiliLes	

•  From	this,	we	idenLfied	potenLal	barriers	and	
facilitators	–	quotas,	laws,	policies	and	supports	–	that	
might	be	expected	to	have	an	impact	

•  We	assembled	data	comparing	Belgium,	France,	
Denmark,	Germany	and	the	UK	



Barriers	and	facilitators	

•  Networks	
•  Recruitment	and	mentoring	
•  Resources	(money,	Lme	and	energy)	
•  The	“disability	hierarchy”		
•  Accessibility	of	poliLcal	spaces	and	acLviLes	
•  Laws	and	policies	



What	we	did:	Interviews	
•  We	idenLfied	and	contacted	over	40	poliLcians	and	
party	acLvists	with	disabiliLes	in	7	European	
countries	

•  We	interviewed	9	poliLcians	or	party	acLvists	with	
disabiliLes	from	5	countries,	including	current	and	
former	members	of	naLonal	parliaments,	two	
members	of	the	European	Parliament,	a	local	elected	
official,	the	leaders	of	a	poliLcal	party’s	disability	
caucus,	and	the	leader	of	a	local	party	branch	

•  Their	responses	helped	us	to	beXer	understand	the	
barriers	and	facilitators,	and	develop	
recommendaLons	



Comparison	of	5	countries	

		
Country	 %	poliLcians	

w/	
disabiliLes1	

Employment	
quota?2	

EqualiLes	
laws	apply	to	
elected	
officials?	

Direct	support	
for	poliLcians	
w/	
disabiliLes?	

Conflicts	
between	
poliLcal	work	
and	benefits	
system?	

Funded	
support	
available	at	
work?	

Belgium	 1.2-1.44%	 3%	 Y	 N	 N	 Y	

Germany	 1%	 5%	 Y	 N	 Y	 Y	

France	 1%	 6%	 Y	 N	 N	 Y	

Denmark	 1%	 n/a	 Y	 N	 Y	 Y	

UK	 1%	 n/a	 N	 Y	 Y	 Y	

1	Approximate,	based	on	interviews	and/or	published	sources,	as	no	official	data	is	available.	
2	Quota	regarding	a	specific	percentage	of	workers	with	disabiliLes	applies	to	(some)	employers.	
3	In	all	cases,	personal	care	and	disability-related	support	is	limited	and	condiLonal.	Denmark	makes	personal	care	
support	available	at	work	or	when	volunteering	more	easily	than	others.	



Networks	
•  We	found	a	link	between	inclusion	

in	educaLon	and	society,	and	
poliLcal	inclusion	

•  In	many	countries,	the	‘poliLcal	
class’	comes	mainly	from	specific	
schools	and	universiLes.	Only	when	
people	with	disabiliLes	are	included	
here	do	they	meet	the	right	
mentors,	get	the	right	chances	and	
gain	the	right	skills	

•  Example:	Damian	Abad	(Les	
Républicains,	France)	was	one	of	
the	first	students	with	a	disability	
to	graduate	from	Sciences	Po,	then	
the	first	French	MEP	with	a	
disability.		



Recruitment	and	mentoring	

•  Beyond	including	people	with	disabiliLes	in	elite	educaLon,	there	
is	clear	evidence	that	real	inclusion	requires	broadening	party	
recruitment	and	providing	mentoring	and	support	to	potenLal	
candidates/appointees	in	society	or	within	parLes	

•  We	only	found	one	party	(Labour	Party,	UK)	with	an	internal	
caucus	to	support	poliLcal	acLvists	and	candidates	with	
disabiliLes	

•  We	looked	at	successful	recruitment	and	mentoring	efforts	for	
‘diversity	groups’	and	women	run	by	unions	and	poliLcal	groups	
for	ideas	



Resources	
•  In	England	and	Scotland	there	are	funds	that	local	
poliLcians	with	a	disability	can	apply	for	to	cover	
their	extra,	disability-related	costs	during		campaigns.	
This	has	had	a	measurable	impact	for	individuals,	but	
there	isn’t	data	about	the	overall	impact	

•  In	Denmark,	poliLcians	and	acLvists	have	been	able	
to	use	funded	PA	services	during	campaigns	unLl	
recently	

•  In	Belgium	there	is	a	vertrouwenspersoon	system	that	
provides	a	paid	role	for	a	party	member	who	supports	
an	elected	official	with	a	disability.	



Job-sharing	in	poliLcs	
	
	
	
	
UK	Green	Party	co-leaders	
MP	Caroline	Lucas	and	
Jonathan	Bartley:	Bartley	is	
the	parent	of	a	disabled	
child.	The	UK	Green	Party	
supports	job-sharing	as	a	
soluLon	for	candidates	with	
disabiliLes.		

	
	
	
	
In	the	Belgian	CD&V,	
gemeenteraadslid	for	
Buggenhout	Pol	Verest	
works	‘in	tandem’	with	a	
vertrouwenspersoon,	in	
this	photo	Karl	Tierens,	who	
later	sought	office	himself.	



The	‘disability	hierarchy’	

•  Our	findings	indicate	that	the	type	of	disability	
and	how	a	person	acquired	it	make	a	big	
difference	about	‘acceptability’	as	a	candidate	

•  For	example,	‘war	heroes’	and	others	with	
similar	backgrounds	have	higher	status	than	
those	with	acquired	disabiliLes.	

•  Intellectual	and	developmental	disabiliLes	are	
seen	as	especially	‘problemaLc’—although	some	
people	with	ID/DD	or	auLsm	are	acLve	on	the	
local	party	level.	



The	‘disability	hierarchy’	
Wolfgang	Schäuble,	former	Minister	
of	the	Interior	for	Germany	and	
current	President	of	the	Bundestag,	
was	parLally	paralysed	by	an	
assassinaLon	aXempt	in	1990.	He	is	
the	most	high-profile	disabled	
poliLcian	in	Germany.	

Tane	Depuydt,	a	long-term	volunteer	
for	the	Green	Party	in	Brugge,	has	
Down	syndrome.	When	he	ran	for	
local	office	in	2018,	his	ability	to	

serve	was	owen	quesLoned.	



Accessibility	of	poliLcal	spaces									
and	acLviLes	

Volunteers,	candidates,	elected	
officials	and	appointees	all	provided	
examples	of	access	issues	that	they	
were	expected	to	solve	on	their	own:	
	
"I	didn't	know	the	layouts	of	the	wards	I	was	
covering,	so	I	wouldn't	necessarily	know	if	someone	
had	steps	or	a	ramp,	or	just	how	to	find	the	front	
door.	So	I	had	a	number	of	accidents	where	I	fell	
down	the	steps	or	couldn't	get	in	the	gate.”	
—Anita	Davies,	local	councillor,	Wales	



Laws	and	policies	
We	idenLfied	several	areas	where	laws	or	policies	could	help	
or	hinder	people	with	disabiliLes	in	poliLcal	acLvity:	
•  Benefits	rules	can	help	or	block	parLcipaLon.	
•  Some	countries	have	quotas	for	employment	of	disabled	

people.	However,	these	had	been	met	in	no	country,	and	
they	appeared	to	have	no	impact	in	poliLcs.	In	France	and	
Germany,	money	raised	from	fines	is	put	into	iniLaLves	to	
increase	disabled	people’s	employment,	but	these	also	
haven’t	had	much	impact.	

•  EqualiLes	laws	were	used	by	some	other	EU	poliLcians,	
but	in	the	UK,	the	EqualiLes	Act	does	not	apply	to	
poliLcians.	



Belgium,	member	of	regional	and	naLonal	
parliaments:	
‘At	the	Flemish	Parliament	I	was	immediately	
provided	with	sign	language	interpreters.	It	
took	a	short	1me	to	find	the	right	working	
formula,	but	ever	since	then,	the	Flemish	
Parliament	has	been	excellent	in	following	up	
and	paying	the	SL	interpreters.	They	even	paid		
for	SL	when	related	to	my	parliamentary	
mandate,	e.g.	working	visits,	mee1ngs	with	
ci1zens,	local	party	branch	mee1ngs,	na1onal	
party	mee1ngs,	etc.	When	I	became	member	
of	the	Belgian	Senate,	I	pressed	them	to	adopt	
the	same	system	as	used	by	the	Flemish	
Parliament.	A	joint	agreement	was	made	to	
avoid	overlaps	and	double	finance,	which	is	of	
course	logical.’	

UK,	member	of	naLonal	parliament:	
‘I	have	had	a	number	of	access	issues	
unresolved,	as	Parliament	has	refused	to	
make	adjustments	for	me	to	certain	prac1ces	
which	I	needed	for	my	disabili1es	in	order	to	
do	my	job	to	the	best	of	my	ability.	These	
include	access	to	remote	electronic	vo1ng/
proxy	vo1ng	as	and	when	needed	on	the	
occasions	my	disabili1es	mean	I	am	unable	to	
aTend	Parliament,	for	other	MPs	not	to	shout	
and	heckle	whilst	in	the	chamber	whilst	
somebody	is	speaking	(an	archaic	and	childish	
prac1ce	they	are	par1cularly	keen	to	
preserve),	guarantee	of	a	seat	in	the	chamber	
at	busy	1mes	as	I	cannot	stand	for	very	long	
and	there	are	not	enough	seats	for	every	MP,	
and	disability	awareness	and	equality	
training…	for	every	elected	official	and	their	
staff.’	



Laws	and	policies	
•  In	Denmark,	the	provision	of	non-means-tested	PA	

services	has	been	a	facilitator:	
‘The	most	important	factor/policy	when	it	comes	to	my	
par1cipa1on	not	just	in	poli1cal	life,	but	in	society	as	a	
whole	is	the	fact	that	I	am	en1tled	to	a	personal	care	
assistant	24	hours	a	day.	This	is	the	only	reason	I	can	live	
independently	and	work	in	spite	of	a	very	severe	disability	(I	
cannot	walk	or	even	breathe	on	my	own).	Without	our	PCA	
policies	I	would	be	stuck	at	an	ins1tu1on	or	dead.’	
	
•  However,	changes	to	the	benefits	system	are	now	

blocking	parLcipaLon:	
‘In	recent	years	we	have	seen	examples	of	people	receiving	
disability	pension	who	have	been	bullied	by	authori1es	into	
giving	up	running	for	local	offices	or	even	par1cipa1ng	in	
public	poli1cal	debates.	They	have	been	told	that	they	
might	lose	their	pension	if	they	remain	poli1cally	ac1ve,	
because	it	will	be	seen	as	a	sign	that	they	are	able	to	work	
and	do	without	a	pension.’	

Sarah	Glerup,	former	
subsLtute	MP	and	party	
acLvist,	Red-Green	Party	



Key	takeaway	messages	
•  Full	inclusion	and	greater	visibility	of	people	with	disabiliLes	

posiLvely	impacts	poliLcal	parLcipaLon	
•  Talent	is	out	there—but	society,	governments	and	especially	

poliLcal	parLes	need	to	look	for	people	(including	outside	of	elite	
universiLes,	etc.)	and	support	them	

•  DPOs	and	youth	organisaLons	can	also	play	a	role	by	developing	
and	documenLng	leadership	skills,	and	providing	opportuniLes	
for	mentoring	and	networking	

•  Direct	support	is	owen	needed	(PA	support,	funding,	coverage	by	
equaliLes	legislaLon)	

•  ParLes	and	governments	need	to	improve	their	own	accessibility	
at	all	levels	

•  Mentoring	and	job-sharing	were	especially	interesLng	areas	for	
new	iniLaLves	
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