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  IDDC Livelihood Task Group 

IDDC is a network of 23 international NGOs supporting the inclusion of persons with 

disabilities in development efforts in over 100 countries. IDDC promotes inclusive 

development, i.e. respecting the full human rights of every person, acknowledging 

diversity, eradicating poverty and ensuring that all people are fully included and can 

actively participate in development processes. 

 

This document has been produced with the assistance of the European 

Union as part of the project ‘Making Development Inclusive’. The 

contents of this document are the sole responsibility of the 

International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC), and the 

lead applicant of the project, Leonard Cheshire Disability, and can in no 

way be taken to reflect the views of the European Union. 
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Position Paper on Microfinance 

Promoting Access to Mainstream Microfinance Services for self-

employment of People with Disabilities 

 

The main purpose for this position paper is to present IDDC’s position on access to 

financial services for self-employment of people with disabilities, to present good 

practices of IDDC members within this field and give recommendations on the role to 

play for IDDC members in these interventions.  

 

Introduction 

In the recent past, there has been vibrant discussion on access to microfinance and 

other livelihood opportunities for people with disabilities. On the basis of the Article 

27 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities dedicated to work 

and employment, self-employment and entrepreneurship have been recognized as 

an area of major relevance for poverty reduction. Nonetheless there is limited 

literature and uncoordinated debate on this issue. Only very recently, some efforts 

have been made to collate actual experiences and knowledge to provide some 

guidance for practitioners and policy makers1. But there is still a need to put together 

                                                             

 

 

 

 

1
 Two initiatives deserve to be mentioned: Nakabuye, Mukasa and Mersland paper, access to 

mainstream microfinance services for persons with disabilities, http://www.dsq-sds.org/article/view/168 
and Handicap International, Guide on Good Practices for the Economic Inclusion of People with 
Disabilities in Developing Countries - Funding Mechanisms for Self-Employment, http://www.handicap-
international.org.uk/page_244.php  
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resources and knowledge, promote support for successful methodologies and 

disseminate good practice in order to raise awareness on the topic and advance the 

debate with key stakeholders.  

It is estimated that 15% of the world population and 20% of the world poorest 

population are people with disability. Until now this market is more or less untapped – 

providing a huge potential for the providers of financial services for the poor. For the 

providers of financial services / microfinance industry, this is a huge untapped market 

potential that has not been fully utilized. 

 

General Principles 

When promoting access to mainstream microfinance services for people with 

disabilities, IDDC members should understand and adhere to the following general 

principles: 

 

Microfinance industry 

 Microfinance services include several kinds of services such as saving, 

micro-insurance, money transfers, credit. In most cases the demand for 

saving exceeds the demand for credit among poor people.  

 Accessing microfinance services requires fulfilling specific conditions set by 

financial services providers. 

 Financial services providers refer to a wide range of informal and formal 

actors (Rotating Savings and Credit Associations –ROSCAs, is the 

informal provider that most likely serve the highest number of poor people 

with disabilities today).  

 The existence of anti-discriminatory legal framework is a lever for 

promoting access to mainstream microfinance services for people with 

disabilities. 
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Principles on access 

 Accessing credit is not a panacea. Borrowing money without repayment 

capacity will end up in indebtedness for the borrower. 

 Being denied access to credit is not always based on prejudices, it may 

also be the result of a professional screening process. 

 Prejudice in the community is a common barrier in accessing financial 

services. 

 Some people with disabilities are not accessing financial services because 

of low self esteem. 

 

 

 Many people with disabilities lack information about financial services 

available and the benefit they could get from it. 

Access to Mainstream Services in Uganda 

This initiative aims at enabling people with disabilities to have access to 

mainstream microfinance services. In the project, the DPO umbrella NUDIPU 

has joined forces with the microfinance institution (MFI) network AMFIU, 

while the Norwegian Association of Disabled (NAD) has provided technical 

assistance and financed the project. Several lessons have already been 

learned: 1) entrepreneurs with disabilities are an untapped market opportunity 

for MFIs; 2) to influence MFIs it is important to understand their business 

model and team up with key actors from the industry; 3) people with 

disabilities are often misinformed about MFIs’ terms and services and do not 

know how to tap these opportunities. Gradually a change in attitudes in MFIs 

and Disabled Peoples Organizations (DPOs) is observed. All MFIs 

participating in the project now report an increase in the number of clients 

with disabilities served. This is happening without the use of any economic 

incentives. 
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 Financial services providers generally lack information about people with 

disabilities and their potential of being an attractive market opportunity. 

 Not all people with disabilities want to be self-employed. Some are more 

interested in getting access to formal employment. 

 

Strategies for financial service provision 

 Providing microfinance services requires professional skills and must be 

left to microfinance institutions or other professional financial service 

providers. 

 Organizations with a social mandate must avoid providing financial 

services. 

 Specialized professional financial providers such as MFIs, commercial 

banks and SACCOs are key providers. 

 Non-financial services play a significant role – if they do not exist, it is 

necessary to design them.  

 Actors such as NGOs, DPOs, and other non-financial services providers 

can play a role in providing complementary non-financial services such as 

training, business counselling and follow-up. 

 People with disabilities’ family and community should be considered as 

potential target in project design. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IDDC Livelihood Task Group 

 

 

5   

 

Ivzw International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC)  rue Washington 40  B-1050  Brussels  BELGIUM 

Tel: +32 (0)2.644.43.23  Email: info@iddcconsortium.net  Website: www.iddcconsortium.net 

 

 

 

Recommendations 

In the course of operation, IDDC members or their implementing partners must bear 

in mind the following recommendations: 

 Approach microfinance services providers to advocate for implementation 

of rights-based approaches to ensure equal access to microfinance 

services. 

 Promote successful and trustworthy entrepreneurs with disabilities as role 

models and business opportunity for microfinance service providers. 

 Collaborate with microfinance institutions to support them in making the 

necessary arrangement to ensure access to microfinance services for 

people with disabilities (adaptation of branches for better accessibility, 

designing policy).  

 Special conditions for clients with disabilities in microfinance institutions 

should not be advocated for. People with disabilities are not a homogenous 

group; their businesses and their disabilities differ. Besides, the 

development and maintenance of special products will seldom turn out to 

be cost-efficient for the financial service providers. 

 Gather more documentation and focus on research as basis for 

implementation strategies and development of methodologies. People with 

disabilities should be involved in designing and implementing research. 

 Develop complementary non-financial services or promote access to 

existing services (e.g. business counselling, training and follow-up for 

people with disabilities). 

 Implement positive action mechanisms when it is necessary to compensate 

the additional difficulties due to disabilities, such as grants or in-kind 

donations. Positive actions should not be implemented by microfinance 

services providers.  
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 Promote positive image of people with disabilities as successful and 

trustworthy entrepreneurs within their communities and build potential 

entrepreneurs with disabilities’ self-esteem. 

 Recognize the existing legal framework in order to advocate for the right to 

access financial services for people with disabilities. 

 

 

 Be aware of how the financial sector is operating and mechanisms behind 

financial service provision.  

 Advocate for the access to mainstream microfinance for people with 

disabilities with relevant stakeholders (CGAP - Consultative Group to 

Assist the Poor, Chambers of Commerce, national umbrellas of MFIs, MF 

vehicles) and the donor community. 

Handicap International in India 

From  2006  to  2008,  Handicap  International developed  partnership with 

Indian  NGOs  such as  GVST,  SAATH Charitable  Trust  and VIKAS  Centre  

for Development  in  Gujarat (South India). The aim of this project was to 

support existing microfinance programmes to include people with disabilities in 

their clientele. The evaluation study of this programme points out the very 

success of the initiative.  First, people with disabilities were largely enrolled in 

credit and savings groups.  New groups were even promoted to include people 

with disabilities - in VIKAS; people with disabilities are the leaders of nine 

groups.   

Moreover, business development trainings were organized by GVST and 

VIKAS for people with disabilities. VIKAS carried out several awareness-raising 

sessions in communities to encourage People with disabilities to join MF 

initiatives. As a result, NGOs staff has a better understanding of disability and 

people with disabilities feel more self-confident thanks to their recognition as 

able members of their communities.  



IDDC Livelihood Task Group 

 

 

7   

 

Ivzw International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC)  rue Washington 40  B-1050  Brussels  BELGIUM 

Tel: +32 (0)2.644.43.23  Email: info@iddcconsortium.net  Website: www.iddcconsortium.net 

 

 

References 

 Burjorjee, D. M. Deshpande, R. and Weidemann, CJ “Supporting Women’s 
Livelihoods: Microfinance that works for the majority. A guide to best practices”. 
United Nations Capital Development Fund, New York, 2002 
 

 Bwire, F.N., Mukasa G- & Mersland, R. “Access to Mainstream Microfinance 
Services for Persons with Disabilities – Lessons Learned from Uganda. Disability 
Journal Quarterly, 2008 
 

 Commission Européene, “Microfinance – orientations méthodologiques, 
Commission Européenne, 2000 
 

 Dyer, Sarah “The Inclusion of Disabled People in Mainstream Micro Finance 
Programmes”, LCI, 2003; 
http://www.chronicpoverty.org/pdfs/conferencepapers/Dyer.pdf  
 

 Elwan, A. “Poverty and Disability - a survey of the literature”, World Bank, 1999; 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Poverty/Poverty_and_Di
sability_A_Survey_of_the_Literature.pdf  
 

 Handicap International, ”Guide on Good Practices for the Economic Inclusion of 
People with Disabilities in Developing Countries - Funding Mechanisms for Self-
Employment”, 2011, 
http://www.iddcconsortium.net/joomla/images/IDDCdocuments/2011_good_practic
es_guide_en_final.pdf 
  

 Hashemi, S. & Rosemberg, R. “Graduation the poorest into microfinance: Linking 
safety nets and financial services”, Focus Note. C-GAP, 2006; 
http://www.cgap.org/docs/FocusNote_34.pdf 
 

 Hulme, David “Finance for the Poor, Poorer or Poorest? Financial innovation, 
poverty and vulnerability”, University of Manchester. Paper prepared for “Finance 
Against Poverty Conference”, University of Reading, 27-28 March 1995 
 

 ILO, UNESCO & WHO “CBR – A Strategy for Rehabilitation , Equalization of 
Opportunities, Poverty Reduction and Social Inclusion of People with Disabilities”, 
2004; http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001377/137716e.pdf 
 

 Ledgerwood, J “The Microfinance Handbook: an institutional and financial 
perspective, sustainable banking with the poor”, The World Bank, Washington DC, 
1999 
 

http://www.chronicpoverty.org/pdfs/conferencepapers/Dyer.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Poverty/Poverty_and_Disability_A_Survey_of_the_Literature.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DISABILITY/Resources/Poverty/Poverty_and_Disability_A_Survey_of_the_Literature.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001377/137716e.pdf


IDDC Livelihood Task Group 

 

8   

 

 

Ivzw International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC)  rue Washington 40  B-1050  Brussels  BELGIUM 

Tel: +32 (0)2.644.43.23  Email: info@iddcconsortium.net  Website: www.iddcconsortium.net 

 

 

 Lewis, Cindy “Microfinance from the point of view of women with disabilities: 
lessons from Zambia and Zimbabwe”, Gender and Development, Vol. 12, No. 1, 
May 2004 

 Mersland, Roy “Microcredit for self-employed disabled persons in developing 
countries”, 2005;  http://www.microfinancegateway.com/content/article/detail/28287 
 

 Mersland, Roy et als “Microfinance and disability”, 2006,  
http://microfinancegateway.org/content/article/detail/32198  
 

 Mobility International USA “Loud, Proud and Prosperous! Report on the MIUSA 
International Symposium on Microcredit for Women with Disabiltiies” 29 August to 
8 September 1998, MIUSA Eugene OR, 1998 
 

 Neufeldt, Aldred and Albright, Alison “Disability and Self-directed Employment. 
Business Development Models”. IDRC, Ontario, Canada, 1988 
 

 Simanowitz, A. “Thematic Report No. 4: Microfinance for the Poorest: A review of 
issues and ideas for contribution of Imp-Act. Improving the impact of microfinance 
on poverty”, 2001; 
http://www.ids.ac.uk/impact/publications/programme_reports/GL4backgroundpaper
PoorestTG.doc   
 

 Thomas, M. “Feasibility of integrating people with disabilities in savings and credit 
programmes in Bangladesh”, Asia Pacific Disability Rehabilitation Journal, 11, 
2000; 
http://www.dinf.ne.jp/doc/english/asia/resource/apdrj/z13jo0500/z13jo0509.html  
 

 UNCDF, Building Inclusive Financial Sectors for Development, United National 
Capital Development Fund, New York, 2006; 
http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/pubs/bluebook/pub/Building_Inclusive_F
inancial_Sectors_The_Blue_Book.pdf    
 

 WHO, World Bank, World Report on Disability 
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2011/9789240685215_eng.pdf  

 

 

http://www.microfinancegateway.com/content/article/detail/28287
http://microfinancegateway.org/content/article/detail/32198
http://www.ids.ac.uk/impact/publications/programme_reports/GL4backgroundpaperPoorestTG.doc
http://www.ids.ac.uk/impact/publications/programme_reports/GL4backgroundpaperPoorestTG.doc
http://www.dinf.ne.jp/doc/english/asia/resource/apdrj/z13jo0500/z13jo0509.html
http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/pubs/bluebook/pub/Building_Inclusive_Financial_Sectors_The_Blue_Book.pdf
http://www.uncdf.org/english/microfinance/pubs/bluebook/pub/Building_Inclusive_Financial_Sectors_The_Blue_Book.pdf


IDDC Livelihood Task Group 

 

 

9   

 

Ivzw International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC)  rue Washington 40  B-1050  Brussels  BELGIUM 

Tel: +32 (0)2.644.43.23  Email: info@iddcconsortium.net  Website: www.iddcconsortium.net 

 

 

 

This position paper has been developed by the Livelihood Task group (Microfinance 

sub-group) and endorsed by IDDC and its members2.  
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 Handicap International (HI): Hervé Bernard (hbernard@handicap-

international.org) and Anne Leymat (aleymat@handicap-international.org) 

 Leonard Cheshire Disability: Imtiaz Mohammed 

(Imtiaz.Mohammed@lcdisability.org) 

 Norwegian Association of Disabled (NAD): Linda Suvatne 

(linda.suvatne@nhf.no) 

 CBM: Hubert Seifert (hseifert@africaonline.co.ke) and Mike Davies 

(miked@cbmuk.org.uk) 

                                                             

 

 

 

 

2
 Full members: ADD International, Associazione Italiana Amici di Raoul Follereau (AIFO), The Atlas 

Alliance, CBM, Dark and Light, Disabled Peoples Organisations - Denmark (DPOD), Dutch Coalition 
on Disability and Development (DCDD), EU-CORD, Finnish Disabled People’s International 
Development Association (FIDIDA), Handicap International (HI), International Federation of Anti-
Leprosy Associations (ILEP), Leonard Cheshire Disability, The Leprosy Mission International, LIGHT 
FOR THE WORLD, Liliane Fonds, Norwegian Association of Disabled (NAD), Organismo di 
Volontariato per la Cooperazione Internazionale la Nostra Famiglia (OVCI), Platform Disability and 
Development Cooperation (PHOS), Save the Children UK, Sightsavers, Swedish Organisation of 
Disabled Persons International Aid Association (Shia), World Vision UK 
Associate member: International Federation for Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus (IF) 
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