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CHAPTER 9

Disability as a ‘New’ Global Social Theme: 
The Role of International Organizations 

in an Expanding Global Policy Field

Johannes Schuster and Nina Kolleck

IntroductIon

Disability as a global social policy issue has gained increasing importance 
during recent decades. Largely responsible for this development has been 
a shift in the general conceptualization of disability—from a medical per-
spective that views disability as a person’s limitations to the perception of 
disability as limitations imposed by society. After many years of struggle 
for recognition, the adoption in 2006 of the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) by the United Nations (UN) repre-
sented a seminal step in establishing disability as a human rights issue. Due 
to this new acknowledgment of disability as a global social policy issue, a 
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global organizational field1 with a variety of different international actors 
has emerged around the topic, with strong involvement by International 
Organizations (IOs).

Today, global policy is no longer made by nation states alone but 
includes a heterogeneous set of different public and private stakeholders, 
such as IOs and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Jakobi 2009). 
The concept of global governance underlines the influence of non-state 
actors in the interplay with state actors in relation to a specific policy 
(Rosenau 1995; Zürn 2018). Moreover, the diverse actors of an organiza-
tional field are interdependent, which means that they build networks to 
form alliances and disseminate information in order to strengthen their 
positions (Adam and Kriesi 2007). IOs often have a particular mandate 
that allows them to act in a frame predefined by their member states. 
However, public administration scholars have agreed that IOs and their 
administrations exert additional political influence by shaping discourses 
and setting agendas for specific topics (Barnett and Finnemore 1999; 
Bauer et al. 2017). This means that the traditional principal-agent model—
with leading nation states as principals creating international regimes as 
their agents that work on predefined problems—is outdated in some fields 
of social policy, making it particularly interesting to investigate the 
role of IOs.

An investigation of the population of IOs in a specific social policy field 
needs to consider two approaches: the organizational environment and 
the intrinsic features (Abbott et  al. 2016). Whereas the organizational 
environment encompasses the general characteristics of a policy field (i.e., 
the beliefs and norms) as well as the involved actors and their relationships 
(i.e., the social networks), the intrinsic features relate to the inherent char-
acteristics of organizations (such as membership rules and thematic orien-
tation) and the way these define an organization’s scope of action 
(Niemann et al. in this volume). As there is still only limited knowledge 
about the population of IOs in disability policy, the aim of this chapter is 
to introduce disability as a global social policy theme and to identify 
important actors, with a particular focus on IOs.2 First, we give an  overview 

1 We refer to the concept of organizational field as ‘the aggregate of actors’ of a policy field, 
which further includes the rules and belief systems, as well as the relational networks that 
arise in the broader societal context (see Niemann et al. in this volume).

2 Most studies on the topic of global disability policy and the CRPD, which will also be 
discussed in this chapter, either focus on the historical development or describe the content 
and status quo of the CRPD (e.g., Della Fina et  al. 2017; Arnardóttir and Quinn 2009; 
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of the policy field and its development from a global perspective and 
present the main IOs in terms of their involvement in disability policy. In 
order to approach a mapping of the organizational field of global disability 
policy, we identify the most central actors and their connections based on 
Twitter data. We then present the main topics discussed in the field, fol-
lowed by a short conclusion of the chapter.

Background of (gloBal) dIsaBIlIty PolIcy dIscourse 
and Involvement of Ios

In general, disability policy is a comparably novel topic of social policy. 
Before the twentieth century, persons with disabilities were mostly hidden 
from society, and it took governments until the end of the Second World 
War to explicitly address the needs and rights of disabled persons through 
policies. According to Drake (1999, 36–41), domestic disability policies 
can be evaluated along a spectrum from policymaking that denies disabil-
ity rights, to an approach that seeks to identify individual disadvantages in 
order to provide necessary services for adjustment, to a social approach 
where disabled people are accorded the rights to participate in society as 
equal citizens. For a better understanding of disability in both national 
and global context, two main concepts can be distinguished: the medical 
model3 and the social model of disability (Kayess and French 2008; Harpur 
2012). In this section, the two models are explained and related to IOs, 
thereby partly describing the intrinsic features of these IOs. Subsequently, 
an additional model—the economic model—is presented and the role of 
regional organizations is briefly discussed.

The Medical Model and WHO

The medical model of disability conceives of disability as “a personal 
tragedy” and focuses on the “affliction caused by the particular condition 
or impairment and the provision of cure, treatment, care and protection to 
change the person so that they may be assimilated to the social norm” 
(Kayess and French 2008, 5). Thus, in this model the limitations are 

Kayess and French 2008) and disability policy (e.g., Barnes and Mercer 2004; Oliver 1996), 
but lack more detailed information about actors and processes in global disability governance.

3 Other scholars, such as Oliver (1996) or Priestley (1998), refer to the medical model as 
the “individual model”, but describe the same concept.
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caused by the impairment itself, neglecting the role of the social environ-
ment and the barriers it builds. In social policymaking, this conception has 
led to disability policies that categorized persons with disabilities accord-
ing to their disadvantages and that urged them to adjust according to their 
unique and individual needs, for example, the Chronically Sick and 
Disabled Person’s Act (1970) and the Disability Discrimination Act 
(1995) in the UK (Priestley 2000) or the Rehabilitation Act (1973) in the 
USA (Barnes 2011). This model enhanced welfare policies to support the 
disabled individuals in their adjustment, such as accommodating them in 
separate houses or providing financial support and care (Priestley 2000). 
Inherent in such an approach is an increased expenditure on health care 
and research (Jeon and Haider-Markel 2001). These attempts created a 
whole new professional system of welfare that aimed to rehabilitate per-
sons with disabilities. This, in turn, exempted persons with disabilities 
from (labor-related) duties and established and institutionalized a climate 
of societal segregation (Drake 1999).

The one IO that is closely intertwined with the medical model is the 
World Health Organization (WHO). In order to establish universal defini-
tions for different forms of disability and impairment, WHO published the 
International Classification of Impairments, Disabilities, and Handicaps 
(ICIDH) in 1980. The document was divided into three categories, 
impairments, disabilities, and handicaps, with concise definitions for each 
(WHO 1980, 27–29). The classification system was used for the assign-
ment and provision of services and benefits. This focus of WHO on the 
medical model lasted until the beginning of the twenty-first century. The 
organization then replaced the ICIDH with its International Classification 
of Functioning Disability and Health (ICF) and thereby adopted—at least 
to some extent—the social model (Barnes 2011). Other activities of WHO 
include the community-based rehabilitation guidelines—published in 
close cooperation with other inter-governmental and non-governmental 
actors (e.g., the International Labour Organization (ILO), UNESCO, or 
the International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC))—
which mainly cover the provision of medical support (Lang et al. 2011), 
or the World Report on Disability, published together with the World 
Bank, which provides a comprehensive outline of the status quo around 
persons with disabilities and provides suggestions for all sorts of different 
stakeholders (WHO 2011).
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The Social Model and the UN

In contrast to the individual model, the social model of disability states 
that “contingent social conditions rather than inherent biological limita-
tions constrain individuals’ abilities and create a disability category” (Stein 
2007, 85). This concept—which was promoted by a growing disability 
rights movement that started to emerge in the 1960s, particularly in the 
US and the UK—shifts the focus from the impairment itself to the society 
as the cause of barriers (Kayess and French 2008). The movement was 
substantially led by the British disability rights network known as the 
Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation, which rejected more 
mainstream ideas in order to enforce the acknowledgment of the social 
model (Shakespeare 2010). This sociopolitical or rights-based approach to 
disability policymaking implied that the adjustment of the physical envi-
ronments of disabled persons to their needs was what was necessary, rather 
than a “medical repair” of the concerned persons themselves (Jeon and 
Haider-Markel 2001, 216).

In tracing the development of the disability rights movement and thus 
the emergence and acceptance of the social model, we can see that they are 
closely interlinked with the UN (Degener and Begg 2017; Stein 2007). 
The first non-binding declarations, such as the Declaration on the Rights 
of Mentally Retarded Persons in 1971 and the Declaration on the Rights 
of Disabled Persons in 1975, still tended to emphasize individuals’ medi-
cal needs. In contrast, by declaring the year 1981 the official International 
Year of Disabled Persons—which was succeeded by the International 
Decade of Disabled Persons (from 1983 to 1992)—the UN gave particu-
lar attention to the rights and interests of persons with disabilities (Stein 
2007). A seminal step was then made with the adoption of the Standard 
Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities in 
1993, which although only “soft law and legally unenforceable” (Stein 
2007, 89) nevertheless represented an initial UN instrument that exhorted 
member states “to ensure the equalization of opportunities for disabled 
persons” (Stein 2007, 89). Until today, the Standard Rules are conceived 
as a leading watershed in the development of global disability rights. 
Finally, at the beginning of the new millennium, disability rights succes-
sively became a human rights issue worthy of their own convention, hav-
ing been promoted by individual states (such as Mexico and New Zealand) 
as well as scientific studies which looked at the neglect of disabled persons 
in the core human rights conventions beyond the medical perspective. 
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The convention itself was discussed and drafted by an Ad Hoc Committee 
which was established in December 2001 and included significant involve-
ment by civil society organizations. After a process of eight sessions, the 
final document was adopted in December 2006 and came into force in 
May 2007 (Degener and Begg 2017).

Today, the UN is the driving force in global disability policy. The imple-
mentation of the Convention is monitored by the Committee on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which is located at the Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights in Geneva. Signatories are obliged 
to submit reports on the progress of the implementation of the CRPD 
every four years. The Committee then evaluates the reports and returns 
general observations, including recommendations for further implemen-
tation. Moreover, the main tasks of the Committee comprise the prepara-
tion of General Comments on specific issues of the Convention as well as 
the examination of individual complaints (Uerpmann-Wittzack 2018). It 
should be noted that as well as the Committee’s other tasks, the develop-
ment of the reports is exercised in close consultation with different non- 
state actors, foremost disabled persons’ organizations (DPOs).

Besides the Committee and its administration, the main focal point of 
the CRPD and disability rights at the UN is the CRPD secretariat, which 
is located at the UN headquarters in New York. The secretariat falls within 
the Division for Inclusive Social Development (DISD) of the UN 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). The secretariat 
is established to promote the international normative framework on dis-
ability, to support other inter-governmental bodies concerning disability 
rights issues and to service the annual Conference of States Parties (COSP) 
(UN Enable 2020). The COSP represents—for human rights treaties in 
particular—an innovative mandate and provides a forum for constant 
exchange and discussion between member states, IOs, and civil society 
organizations (de Búrca et al. 2013).

However, the promotion of disability rights in the UN is not limited to 
the main bodies, but also brings together other UN divisions and special-
ized agencies, such as the UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and the 
World Bank. UNESCO is an official supporter of the CRPD and has 
adopted an action plan including “research and evidence-based data col-
lection, development of policies and strategies on inclusion of persons 
with disabilities, building an enabling environment and raising awareness, 
development of appropriate tools for instruction and capacity building” 
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(UNESCO 2020). In doing so, UNESCO places a strong emphasis on 
the promotion of inclusive information and communication technologies 
(ICTs), as can be seen from the publication of model policies for inclusive 
ICTs to support UNESCO member states in the implementation of spe-
cific issues concerning disability policy (Watkins 2014). Whereas the focus 
of UNESCO is linked strongly to the CRPD, UNICEF’s concern with 
disability rights has been an integral part of their work since the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (see also Holzscheiter in this volume). 
Predominantly focusing on the rights of children with disabilities as “one 
of the most marginalized and excluded groups in society” (UNICEF 
2020), UNICEF follows three disability goals. First, it commits itself to 
being “an inclusive organization for all” (UNICEF 2020), stating that the 
organizational staff includes an adequate number of persons with disabili-
ties, but also undertakes efforts to raise awareness on disability issues. 
Second, it aims to “develop leadership on the rights of children with dis-
abilities and build capacity among [its] staff and [its] partners” (UNICEF 
2020). This means engaging in collaborative relationships with other UN 
stakeholders as well as actors from civil society, academia, or the private 
sector. The third goal is to “mainstream disability across all of our policies 
and programs, both in development and humanitarian action” (UNICEF 
2020). UNICEF mostly implements programs in different countries, pre-
dominantly in the Global South, in order to support them in the imple-
mentation of the CRPD.

As one of the leading IOs in the global social policy field, the World 
Bank is also considering disability. Its goal is to “integrate disability into 
development through its analytical work, data and good-practice policies” 
and to include disability-related issues in its operations (World Bank 
2020). Besides the World Report on Disability (WHO 2011) that has been 
published together with WHO to give a comprehensive image of the 
global status quo in disability policy, the World Bank has a focus on the 
inclusion of disability and disabled persons in its own work. As mentioned 
in its Disability Inclusion and Accountability Framework, the guiding prin-
ciples in the World Bank’s disability-inclusive work are based on the CRPD 
and encompass nondiscrimination and equality, accessibility, inclusion and 
participation, as well as partnership and collaboration (McClain-Nhlapo 
et al. 2018). This suggests a rights-based perspective of the organization 
that is in slight contrast to its previous collaboration on this issue 
with WHO.
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The Economic Model

A third dimension of disability policy that can be found in the literature 
has emerged in close relation to the shift from the medical to the social 
model and, therefore, has implications for the understanding and setup of 
the global disability policy field: an economic definition. From this per-
spective, disability is understood as a “health-related inability or a person’s 
functional limitations on the amount or kind of work that disabled people 
can perform”, with associated calls for policy solutions to remove these 
barriers (Jeon and Haider-Markel 2001, 216). Consequently, disability 
policymaking is supposed to aim at an inclusion of persons with disability 
into the labor market in order to have them contribute to the economic 
success of a country. Moving toward the establishment of such inclusive 
environments—even if most of them have not yet been implemented suc-
cessfully—implies a shift from a welfare system for disabled people to a 
‘workfare’ system (Peck 2001). The underlying assumption of this 
approach is that citizens who benefit from the welfare system need to con-
tribute by participating in the labor market—a system of conditionality 
that is increasingly implemented by Western welfare states (Geiger 2017; 
Soldatic and Chapman 2010). The IO that exerts a particular influence on 
the development of such a model is the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD). In a collection of country 
reports from 2003, the OECD discusses opportunities to integrate dis-
abled people into society in general as well as ways to secure their income 
by building inclusive structures in the labor market (OECD 2003). 
Another series of books published between 2007 and 2010 called Sickness, 
Disability and Work: Breaking the Barriers also examined different country 
case studies according to the inclusiveness of their employment structure 
for persons with disabilities (OECD 2010). A similar agenda is set by the 
ILO, which has continuously extended its instruments in regard to the 
rights of persons with disabilities. The ILO adopted a first recommenda-
tion concerning Vocational Rehabilitation of the Disabled (R099) in 
1955 in order to “meet the employment needs of the individual disabled 
person and to use manpower resources to the best advantage” (ILO 
1955). The recommendation was then renewed in 1983 (R168) and led 
to the technical Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment (Disabled 
Persons) Convention (C159), which entered into force in 1985.
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Regional Organizations

The global disability policy field not only consists of IOs but also of 
regional organizations. As the first-ever supranational organization to sign 
an international human rights treaty, namely the CRPD, the European 
Union (EU) has a disability strategy that addresses eight priority areas: 
accessibility, participation, equality, employment, education and training, 
social protection, health, and external action (European Commission 
2010). One main objective of the EU is the collection of comprehensive 
information and data on the implementation status of the CRPD in its 
member states. For instance, it has launched the European Agency for 
Special Needs and Inclusive Education, an independent organization that 
provides information about the schooling of persons with special needs in 
the member states. Even broader thematically is the Academic Network of 
European Disability Experts, which offers a database summarizing the 
implementation status of the Convention in regard to the most important 
topics, such as accessibility, education, or employment.

There is significant variation in the ways in which other regional IOs 
address disability rights. Two examples stand out because of their explicit 
strategies and policies. The African Union introduced two African Decades 
of Disabled Persons (2000–2009 and 2010–2019), which led to the 
recent adoption in January 2018 of an additional Protocol to the African 
Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities. The main purpose of the Protocol is “to promote, protect and 
ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human and people’s rights by all 
persons with disabilities, and to ensure respect for their inherent dignity” 
(African Union 2018, 5). Similarly, the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) adopted the Enabling Masterplan 2025 in November 
2018 to mainstream the rights of persons with disabilities. This is con-
ceived as an additional framework in support of the implementation of the 
CRPD in ASEAN member states (ASEAN 2018).

maPPIng the gloBal dIsaBIlIty PolIcy fIeld Based 
on twItter data

As we have already shown in this chapter, the population of IOs in the 
field of disability policy is diverse and contains many different organiza-
tions. Besides these international and supranational actors, the global dis-
ability policy sphere also comprises a variety of NGOs, mostly DPOs, that 
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are engaged in the advocacy of disability rights. During the disability rights 
movements in the late twentieth century, these organizations played a 
crucial role in achieving self-advocacy, using international advocacy net-
works to share ideas and information (Priestley 2007). Moreover, in the 
context of the CRPD, DPOs have had an influential role since the drafting 
process, with significant involvement in the meetings of the Ad Hoc 
Committee (Degener and Begg 2017; Stein and Lord 2009). The close 
interaction between the member states of the Convention with stakehold-
ers from civil society is also explicitly mentioned in Article 32 (United 
Nations 2006) and is further considered in the monitoring process of the 
Committee. Moreover, despite the differences in disability concepts and 
policies, the UN endeavors to establish programs that combine forces for 
the promotion of disability rights outside and inside the organization. For 
instance, the Inter-Agency Support Group for the CRPD was established 
in 2006 in order to integrate disability into the UN system, and the UN 
Partnership on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities brings together dif-
ferent stakeholders—including the ILO, UNESCO, or WHO as well as 
civil society organizations, such as the International Disability Alliance or 
the IDDC—to advance disability rights on a global scale.

Consequently, it can be assumed that IOs and DPOs use means of soft 
governance—that is, institutional and discursive resources—to diffuse and 
implement the standards set in the CRPD (see Niemann et al. in this vol-
ume). We argue that in order to do so, they build networks to collectively 
shape discourses around disability rights. This makes an analysis of such 
networks a promising approach to better understand the global disability 
policy field. However, mapping global networks that comprise a diverse 
set of global actors is challenging (Dicken et al. 2001). In order to address 
this challenge and to acknowledge the increasing relevance of new ICTs 
for the exchange of information, we draw on Twitter data.

The social media platform Twitter is used for real-time information and 
discussion and has gained increasing importance in politics over recent 
years (Weller 2014). Different political actors contribute to the platform 
to promote their ideas, for mobilization or organization (Dubois and 
Gaffney 2014; Guo and Saxton 2014; Conover et al. 2012). Users can 
participate in issue-specific discussions by adding a so-called hashtag (‘#’) 
to a word (e.g., #crpd or #disability). Moreover, users can interact with 
other users by mentioning them (i.e., placing the @-symbol in front of a 
username so that the user in question receives a notification), replying to 
them (a mention at the beginning of a tweet), or retweeting them 
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(republishing another user’s tweet). By collecting tweets on a specific 
topic and extracting the interactions made in these tweets, issue-specific 
Twitter networks can be mapped.

For the present analysis, we obtained Twitter data that were published 
during the COSPs to the CRPD in the years 2013 to 2017. To identify 
references to the CRPD and to disability policy, we filtered for specific 
hashtags such as #crpd, #cosp, or #disability. In total, we identified 44,545 
tweets, which led to an overall network consisting of 16,712 accounts (so- 
called nodes) and 38,737 interactions (edges). We used techniques of 
social network analysis (SNA) to map the network and the relations 
between the different actors and to identify central actors (Borgatti et al. 
2013). SNA is particularly suited to exploring the ‘hidden influence’ that 
actors exert in a given organizational field because it shifts the unit of 
analysis from individual attributes of actors to their embeddedness in social 
relations (Jörgens et al. 2016; Kolleck et al. 2017).

In order to present an overall impression of the network, Fig. 9.1 shows 
the network with labels for the 20 most central actors according to eigen-
vector centrality. This measure represents the centrality of a node in rela-
tion to the centrality of the nodes it is directly connected to. It can 
therefore be seen as an indicator of an actor’s popularity in a network 
(Borgatti et al. 2013). The size of the labels is proportional to the eigen-
vector centrality value. The figure indicates that the most central nodes 
belong to the UN, namely the official UN account, the UN entity for the 
empowerment of women, the account of the secretariat of the CRPD 
(UN Enable) and UNICEF. Other UN accounts that appear among the 
top 20 are directly linked to the division and department to which the 
CRPD is assigned (i.e., the Division for Social Policy and Development 
(DSPD)4 in the UNDESA) or represent the official Special Rapporteur on 
the rights of persons with disabilities. In addition, the International 
Disability Alliance and the Ecuadorian president, Lenín Moreno, show 
high centrality values. Other central actors are mostly NGOs and DPOs or 
their representatives, such as the IDDC, Lumos, the European Disability 
Forum (EDF), or Catherine Naughton (EDF Director). The clustering of 
these nodes in the network suggests that they are closely interconnected. 
Aside from that, the lack of other IOs in this list is quite remarkable, even 
though for the most part they are not explicitly concerned with disability 

4 Today, the DSPD is part of the DISD.
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Fig. 9.1 The overall twitter network of the COSPs 2013–2017

rights (see Section “Background of (Global) Disability Policy Discourse 
and Involvement of IOs”).

Figure 9.2 provides a reduced network containing only the interactions 
between IO-related accounts. In this network, the size of the nodes repre-
sents the eigenvector centrality. As could be observed in the overall net-
work, the most central nodes in the IO-IO interaction network belong to 
the aforementioned UN agencies. According to the graph, one particu-
larly prominent organization is the UN International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU), a specialized agency that is established to facilitate global 
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Fig. 9.2 Twitter network of the most central IOs during the COSPs 2013–2017

connectivity. This is not surprising given that the organization is con-
cerned with ICTs and the analyzed data were created using ICTs. Hence, 
it can be assumed that the ITU has a particular interest in appearing prom-
inently in online social media. Rather remarkable is the position of WHO 
and the OECD. Though among the most influential actors in global dis-
ability policy, they seem to be excluded from the Twitter network. 
However, the extent to which this is due to an actual lack of interaction 
with other relevant actors or rather a general reluctance to engage in social 
media activity cannot be ascertained from this data.

When looking at the IO-NGO interactions (see Fig. 9.3), we find simi-
lar results to the overall network. Aside from UN accounts directly related 
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to disability rights, the DPOs hold the most central positions in the net-
work (in regard to both the centrality value and the actual position). 
Overall, it can be observed from this analysis of Twitter data that both IOs 
and NGOs use Twitter to exchange information. The most central actors 
in the network are UN agencies directly related to disability policy as well 
as DPOs. This suggests that those actors with an explicit agenda for dis-
ability policy use the available channels—including online platforms—to 
promote disability rights, whereas the topic is less important to others. 
However, it must first be noted that the data was collected in the context 
of a UN event, making it more likely for UN actors to participate, and 
second, that social media platforms are still used to different extents by 
official political actors. For this reason, inferences from these results must 
be made with caution.

Fig. 9.3 Twitter network of central IOs and NGOs
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maIn toPIcs In gloBal dIsaBIlIty PolIcy

The presentation of IOs in the field has already shown that disability is 
often discussed in conjunction with other forms of discrimination and can 
hardly be discussed separately from other social and development policy 
issues. Hence, in the context of disability rights, a specific focus is placed 
on other marginalized groups who need more immediate consideration 
when they also have a form of disability. Most commonly, children (or 
youth) and women (and girls) with disabilities are discussed—often in 
combination—in the global disability discourse as groups prone to multi-
ple marginalization. First of all, women with disabilities (Article 6) and 
children with disabilities (Article 7) are addressed with specific articles in 
the Convention. Moreover, a closer look at the thematic setup of the 
COSPs to the CRPD shows that the specific consideration of children and 
youth (main theme 2012, sub-themes 2014 and 2015) as well as women 
and girls (main theme 2012, sub-themes 2015 and 2018) is important in 
discussions about the implementation of the Convention. Also, the 
General Comment No. 3 by the CPRD Committee pays particular atten-
tion to women and children, stating that they “face barriers in most areas 
of life” (United Nations 2016a, 1). According to the UN, the main dan-
gers for women and children with disabilities are poverty, lack of health 
care, the general degree of social inclusion and participation, and lack of 
employment and equal education (United Nations 2014; United Nations 
2016a). However, it must also be noted that children and women with 
disabilities in the Global North face different challenges to those in the 
Global South and that the focus of politicians and advocates can differ in 
light of this. Being at the intersection of several forms of marginalization 
and discrimination, the topic of children and women with disabilities is 
dealt with in close cooperation between the respective units of the CRPD, 
the CRC and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (Watson 2012; Kayess et al. 2014; see also 
Holzscheiter in this volume).

One of the most controversially discussed topics during the meetings of 
the Ad Hoc Committee to the CRPD was that of education (Biermann 
and Powell 2014; de Beco 2018). The main argument involved the posi-
tion on whether the Convention text should exclusively demand inclusive 
education or whether schooling in separated special schools or classes 
should still be maintained as an option. Although member states are asked 
in the final version in Article 24 to “ensure an inclusive education system 
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at all levels” (United Nations 2006, 16), the schooling of persons with 
disabilities still differs widely across the world. The CRPD Committee has 
emphasized the importance of education as a disability rights issue by pub-
lishing the General Comment No. 4 on inclusive education (United 
Nations 2016b). At the same time, WHO’s ICF is still used to justify 
special education systems. From a medicalized perspective, the classifica-
tion can be useful for the allocation of resources (Schiemer 2017). As is 
the case for children and women with disabilities, education for persons 
with disabilities on a broader, more global level also needs to address dif-
ferent issues depending on the region. In countries of the Global North 
such as Germany, the main argument is between supporters of a traditional 
segregation system with special schools and proponents of a comprehen-
sive, inclusive system. In contrast, countries in the Global South (e.g., 
Nigeria) are still struggling to provide any sort of education for disabled 
children (Biermann 2016). Hence, DPOs emphasize the importance of 
assuring general access of persons with disabilities to the education system, 
first and foremost, though they also support the inclusive approach.

In an increasingly digitalized world, another crucial topic for disability 
policy is technology. As different scholars point out, the provision of assis-
tive and accessible technology is mandatory for the inclusion of people 
with disabilities in policymaking processes. For instance, Trevisan and 
Cogburn (2019) emphasize that official UN conferences lack accessibility 
and thereby exclude disability rights advocates from participation. Only 
the COSPs to the CRPD meet the needs of disabled persons, making it 
difficult to represent persons with disabilities in events that do not explic-
itly address disability policy. Moreover, Alper and Raharinirina (2006) 
have shown through their systematic review that assistive technologies for 
individuals are also still rare. This topic is also taken into account by differ-
ent IOs in the context of disability policy. Just recently, “technology, digi-
talization and ICTs for the empowerment and inclusion of persons with 
disabilities” was announced as a sub-theme for the CRPD COSP 2019, 
making technology a sub-theme at the conference for the third time (after 
2012 and 2016). A UN specialized agency that directly addresses the 
intersection of ICTs and disability—and that appeared prominently in the 
CRPD Twitter network—is the ITU. In order to meet the needs of per-
sons with disabilities in using ICTs, as is required by Article 9 of the 
CRPD, the ITU provides policymakers with reports and guidelines as well 
as trainings and capacity-building programs. This material is published to 
enable member states of the ITU to make their ICTs accessible. Discussing 
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accessible and assistive technology in the context of global disability policy 
is particularly interesting as it represents the part of the field that is most 
profitable for private business actors. Hence, new partnerships between 
public (inter-)governmental actors, civil society and businesses are already 
forming at the global level and can influence future disability policymak-
ing (Goggin and Newell 2007; Stienstra et al. 2007).

conclusIon

The main objective of this chapter was to examine disability as a ‘new’ 
global social policy theme. Both the development of global disability pol-
icy and the involvement of different IOs in that organizational field were 
examined. In order to approach a mapping of the global disability policy 
network and to identify particularly central actors as well as their interac-
tions, social network analysis was used to map the Twitter network sur-
rounding the UN CRPD. Finally, the main discourses of the field were 
identified.

The development of disability policy, both at national and global levels, 
was mainly influenced by a shift from the general conceptualization of dis-
ability as a negative condition of individuals that needed to be reacted to 
with care and welfare in order to assimilate them to the social norm (the 
medical model), toward a perception of disability as barriers and limita-
tions imposed by society that disabled persons have to face (the social 
model). The two main IOs in the field—the UN agencies assigned to the 
CRPD on the one hand and WHO on the other—stand divided by this 
discourse. While the UN tends to promote the right of persons with dis-
abilities to a society and environment without barriers, WHO tends to 
maintain the medicalization of disability. However, since the adoption of 
the CRPD, the UN has undoubtedly been the dominant actor, driven by 
its monitoring system that obliges its member states to regularly disclose 
their disability policy. As Búrca, Keohane, and Sabel (2013) note, this 
rather new mode of governance can best be described as ‘experimentalist 
governance’ (see also Sabel and Zeitlin 2010). Experimentalist gover-
nance is characterized by “a set of practices involving open participation 
by a variety of entities (public or private), lack of formal hierarchy within 
governance arrangements, and extensive deliberation throughout the pro-
cess of decision making and implementation” (de Búrca et al. 2013, 16). 
In an iterative process, it is left to the member states of an international 
treaty to establish ways of incorporating the goals of the treaty into their 
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domestic policy framework and, in return, their performance is regularly 
assessed by IO bodies. This iterative process can create a dynamic of peer 
pressure that often leads to a continuous strengthening of policy targets 
accompanied by a gradually evolving institutionalization and formaliza-
tion of the procedural rules.

This structure offers diverse opportunities for IOs to engage in global 
disability policy. However, as the Convention is still rather new, there is 
currently not much research on the involvement and especially the inter-
play of different actors, such as the UN and WHO. To date, only the 
important role played by civil society organizations and their robust rela-
tionship with the UN bodies have been emphasized by different authors 
(Lord and Stein 2008; Degener and Begg 2017; de Búrca et al. 2013). 
Our empirical mapping of the CRPD Twitter network also suggests that 
the CRPD-related accounts are well connected to other UN agencies and 
to crucial civil society actors, while WHO is rather excluded from these 
discursive networking activities (see also Schuster et al. 2019). It will be 
interesting to see how the organizational field around global disability 
policy will develop in the future and what role WHO will play. Moreover, 
the increasing focus on persons with disabilities as ‘human capital’—with 
the OECD as a driving force behind an economic model—has the poten-
tial to steer global disability policies toward the creation of workfare states. 
In theory, this is in line with the social model and the focus on the right to 
inclusion. Consequently, critics of the social model state that a mere focus 
on the social barriers neglects the bodily impairments, and that this in turn 
can deny the necessity of medicalization (Thomas 2004). Hence, scholars 
have recently made attempts to synthesize the medical and the social 
model in order to take into account “the complete background of an indi-
vidual’s life and living”, including environmental and personal factors 
(Barnes 2011, 66). Adding the economic model, future disability policy—
both at global and national levels—will have to be made within this area of 
tension between the different conceptualizations, thereby leaving space 
for IOs to exert their influence.
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