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This briefing highlights the main findings of a study examining the links between poverty,
disability, and climate change. The study is intended to inform policymakers, planners, and
non-governmental organisations working to improve the living conditions of people with
disabilities (PWDs) in the context of climate change in Ethiopia.
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Background

What's the issue?

While the Government of Ethiopia has adopted vital
frameworks such as the Ten-Year Development Plan (2021-
2030) and the National Social Protection Policy, a lack of
disability-disaggregated poverty data makes it difficult to
monitor the socioeconomic progress of the 22 million people
living with disabilities. A key planning barrier is that standard
poverty measures overlook the extra disability-related costs
needed for people with disabilities to achieve the same living
standard as others. In addition, while studies show that climate
change (i.e. occurrence of drought) has negatively affected the
welfare of people in Ethiopia, the joint impacts of being
disabled and facing climate change on poverty outcomes have
not yet been systematically investigated.

It is crucial to understand and address the challenges of
climate change for the disabled population to ensure inclusivity
in Ethiopia’s welfare programmes.

What does this briefing do?
This breifing is based on an emprical study that aim to examine
the relationship between poverty, disability and climate change

1 See: Ethiopia - Socioeconomic Survey 2018-2019 and Ethiopia - Socio-
Economic Panel Survey 2021-2022

in Rural Ethiopia. Specifically it aims to address the following
the research questions: i) To what extent does disability affect
household poverty status? ii) To what extent is the relationship
between disability and poverty affected by climate change?

For the present study, we use data from the 2018/2019 and
2021/2022 waves of Ethiopian Socioeconomic Survey (ESS)'.
Among others, the household-level survey has relevant
questions for computing disability and consumption poverty
measures at the household level. The community survey
elicited rich information on village-level aggregates, including
population, employment, agriculture, environmental shocks,
prices and markets, access to basic public infrastructure, and
social protection services.

About the Challenge Fund

The DEEP Challenge Fund supports nationally-led research
that is designed to strengthen strategies and policies to end
poverty.

By working closely with steering committees in each country,
Challenge Fund projects are chosen to reflect national
priorities, fill current evidence gaps and move countries closer
to tackling the root causes of poverty.

The Ethiopia and Tanzania Challenge Funds awarded grants
in 2024 and the Bangladesh and Madagascar Challenge
Funds in 2026.


https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/3823
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/6161
https://microdata.worldbank.org/index.php/catalog/6161

For further information, see:
https://povertyevidence.org/challenge-fund/

How to get in touch

For all questions on the research and our work in this area,
please contact: email abebed2002@yahoo.co.uk or
contact@povertyevidence.org
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Key points

1. Disability is a key driver of poverty in Ethiopia, reducing household welfare by 33% and increasing the likelihood of
poverty by 13 percentage points, making it a major economic barrier, not just a social issue.

2. Official poverty rates underestimate reality because they exclude disability-related extra costs (18-20% of
consumption), masking the true depth of poverty for millions.

3. Vulnerability is concentrated among elderly- and female-headed households, where disability prevalence is highest—
these groups should be prioritised in policy responses.

4. Drought significantly worsens rural poverty, reducing consumption by 13% and increasing poverty by 9 percentage
points, with disproportionate impacts on people with disabilities.

5. Social protection programmes are mitigating combined risks, with evidence suggesting schemes like PSNP are
effectively supporting vulnerable households, including those with disabilities during droughts.



Prevalence of
Disability

Disability is a pervasive issue in Ethiopia, affecting
approximately 17.6% of the national population (WHO and
World Bank, 2011)., or roughly 22 million people. According to
the sources, households with disabled members experience
significantly lower welfare outcomes, including higher poverty
rates and deeper poverty gaps, than households without
disabled members.

A significant number of households have one or more
disabled members

Household-Level prevalence within the study's (Beyene et al.,
2026) sampled households, nearly one-third (29.7%) reported at
least one form of disability when using a relaxed definition.
However, under a strict measure, limiting disability to those
facing "a lot of difficulty" or who "cannot perform at all"—the
prevalence rate is 10.25%.

Figure 1: Household disability prevalence by household head’s
age group.
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Disability prevalence is higher among households
with an older household head

For example, among households with heads aged 60 and
above, the disability prevalence rate, using the relaxed measure
of disability, is 56% while it is 38% for those aged 50—-59 years
and 20% for those aged 18-49.



Similarly, based on the strict measure of disability, the disability Disability is higher, especially those in the young age groups
prevalence rate is 20% for households with heads aged 60 and (18-50 and 50-59).

above, 12.43% for those aged 50-59 and 6.91% for those aged

18-49.

Disability is higher for female-headed households

Figure 2: Household disability status by gender and age of head of the household
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Prevalence of disability vary by type and severity of difficulty

With at least one household member facing ‘some difficulty’, ‘lots of difficulty’, or ‘cannot perform at all’, sight difficulty is the most prevalent
(9.95%), followed by difficulty with walking (8.39%), hearing (6.22%), and memory (5.15%).

Based on the strict measure — only those facing ‘lots of difficulty’ or ‘cannot perform at all' — again, sight difficulty is found to be most prevalent
(2.09%), followed by difficulty with walking (1.95%), hearing (1.19%), and communication (0.87%), with higher prevalence rates observed in the
2021 survey.

The figure below shows the disability prevalence by survey years (based on strict definition of disability)

Figure 3: Household disability prevalence by type of disability
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The Extra Cost of Living with a Disability

Evidence indicates that households including persons with disabilities face substantially higher costs to maintain a basic standard of living. Using
a strict measurement approach, these additional costs amount to approximately 18.5% of real per adult-equivalent household consumption. At the
same time, the presence of a household member with a disability is associated with a reduction in real per adult-equivalent consumption of about
33%. This is accompanied by an increase in poverty incidence of nearly 13 percentage points, as well as rises in the poverty gap and severity by
around 4% and 3%, respectively.

When these additional costs are taken into account, the poverty status of affected households is significantly more severe. The burden is
particularly pronounced in households with multiple members with disabilities. Costs also vary depending on factors such as age and geographic
location, with differences observed between rural and urban settings (Palmer et al., 2019).

Findings from ‘Disability, climate change, and extreme poverty: panel data evidence from Ethiopia’ (Beyene et al., 2026) highlight the need for
targeted policy responses. Social protection programmes in Ethiopia should explicitly account for disability-related costs and prioritise support for
households with persons with disabilities to mitigate adverse impacts on wellbeing and reduce poverty.



Figure 4: Household poverty rates by severity of disability (pooled sample)
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Climate Change
and Disability

Climate-related shocks, particularly drought, have significant adverse
effects on the welfare of rural households in Ethiopia. Evidence
shows that exposure to drought reduces real per adult-equivalent
household consumption by approximately 10% and increases the
likelihood of falling into poverty by about 9 percentage points. In
addition, drought exposure leads to increases in both the poverty gap
(by nearly 7%) and poverty severity (by around 5%) (Beyene et al.,
2026).

While both disability and drought independently contribute to
worsening poverty outcomes, their combined effect is not found to be
statistically significant across poverty measures, although the
direction of impact remains negative. This suggests that existing
social protection interventions, implemented by government and non-

2 This is based the Climate Hazards Group InfraRed Precipitation with
Station (CHIRPS) dataset

governmental actors, may be playing a mitigating role in cushioning
the most vulnerable households, including those with persons with
disabilities, from the compounded effects of climate shocks.

These findings underscore the importance of sustaining and

strengthening adaptive social protection systems in Ethiopia, with a
continued focus on climate resilience and the inclusion of vulnerable
groups.

Figure 5: Trends in long term average annual rain fall in mm
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Policy Recommendations

Adjust Official Poverty Measures to
Account for the Extra Costs of Disability

Poverty lines should be revised upwards (by 18.5%—20.36%) for
households with PWDs to reflect additional costs such as healthcare,
assistive devices and transport, ensuring accurate targeting.

Strengthen and Expand Disability-Inclusive
Social Protection Programmes

Programmes like the PSNP should prioritise households with PWDs,
with expanded income support to reduce poverty depth and prevent
further welfare losses.

Develop Climate Adaptation Strategies
Specifically for PWDs

Climate and disaster responses must be disability-inclusive, as
droughts raise poverty by 9 percentage points. Emergency systems
and recovery support should be accessible to PWDs.

Invest in Long-Term, Disability-
Disaggregated Data Collection

Routine inclusion of disability data in national surveys is needed to
monitor SDG progress and strengthen evidence-based policymaking.
Implement Targeted Interventions for Age-
Related Disabilities

With prevalence reaching 56% among those aged 60+, integrated
social protection and healthcare responses are needed for older and
more vulnerable groups.

Address Root Socioeconomic Barriers to
Reduce Long-Term Poverty

Long-term solutions should focus on inclusive education and
employment to reduce persistent barriers faced by PWDs and break
the cycle of poverty.
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