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of people with disabilities who live in their own homes in the community, rather than 
in group or nursing homes, rely mostly on informal PAS providers, including relatives, 
friends, and neighbors, or a combination of formal and informal providers.

The nature of the disabled individual’s relationship with her or his PAS provider is 
usually quite intimate, given that the PAS provider typically spends at least several 
hours a day with the disabled individual or may live in the disabled individual’s home, 
and is responsible for such tasks as feeding, toileting, and bathing. Although the major-
ity of PAS providers may provide compassionate care, people, especially women, with 
disabilities report a high lifetime incidence of physical and sexual abuse by PAS pro-
viders (Powers, Curry, Oschwald, & Maley, 2002; Saxton et al., 2001). For instance, in 
one study of women with physical disabilities or with cognitive and physical disabili-
ties, Saxton and her colleagues (2001) found that the abusive behavior these women 
experienced often involved personal boundary violations, such as unwanted or ambig-
uous sexual contact. These interactions were often subtle, making it difficult for the 
women to identify them as abusive, even though they typically made the women feel 
uncomfortable and vulnerable. Most common, however, was emotional abuse, includ-
ing yelling and screaming, threats of abandonment or physical harm, and being 
ignored or neglected.

Researchers also report that perpetrators of intimate abuse against people with dis-
abilities may deliberately seek out a disabled partner for an intimate relationship because 
they believe people with disabilities are easy to dominate, control, and manipulate 
(Martin et al., 2006; Shah et al., 2016). Brownridge (2006), in his study of risk factors 
for IPV among a large, nationally representative sample of women in Canada, found 

Risk Factors Associated With the Victim Risk Factors Associated With the Perpetrator

Greater likelihood of being unemployed and living 
in poverty 

Desire for a partner who is easily dominated, 
controlled, and manipulated 

Young age Behaves in a patriarchal, dominating manner

Exposure to multiple potential perpetrators due to 
assistance needs

Engages in sexually proprietary behaviors

Social isolation Stress from responsibilities associated with caring 
for a disabled person (but this factor has not 
received strong empirical support)

Dependency (physical, financial, emotional) 

Table 10.2 � Risk Factors Associated With Intimate Abuse of People With Disabilities
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