




1

13

37

49



- 1 -



Closing Health Gaps for 
Persons with Disabilities: 

Lessons from WHO/Europe on 
Building Inclusive Health 

Systems

Shirin Kiani
WHO/Europe

The WHO European Region:
• 1 of 6 WHO regions
• 53 Member States with a population of 

900 million people
• Base in Copenhagen and offices in 33 

countries – with national teams in 7 on 
disability/rehabilitation

Technical areas of work :
• Collaborations with WHO Headquarters 

in Geneva for normative work 
• Partnerships with Ministries of health 

and other key stakeholders (e.g. 
Professional organization, academic 
collaborating centres)

The WHO Regional Office for Europe

- 3 -



3

Why do we need our health systems 
to be more disability inclusive?

WHO’s work on disability equity in health systems
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Untangling rehabilitation & disability
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Rehabilitation agenda Disability agenda

What is it?
A health service for people with various 
health conditions

Focus
• Specific interventions that optimize 

functioning

Target
• For everyone experiencing functioning 

limitations from any cause (injury, 
disease, birth defect, aging)

What is it?
Ensuring a particular population (people 
with disabilities) have equity in access to 
health.

Focus
• Inclusion & accessibility
• Removing barriers to all health services

Target
• Specifically for people with disabilities

A child with birth defects or with sequelae of polio may benefit from both rehabilitation services AND inclusive healthcare

WHO Video on advancing health for persons with disabilities
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7guC1D11q2g&t=1s
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Transforming health systems to 
become more disability inclusive
Tra
bec

Creating a disability inclusive health sector

10 strategic entry points of the health 
system

1. Political commitment, leadership and governance

2. Health financing

3. Engagement of communities and other stakeholders

4. Models of care

5. Health and care workforce

6. Physical infrastructure

7. Digital technologies for health

8. Systems for improving the quality of care

9. Monitoring and evaluation

10. Health policy and systems research

Disability Inclusion Guide for Action
Practical guide to support Ministries of Health to 

advance health equity for persons with disabilities
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Implementation of the Guide for Action

3. Global competency standards on disability inclusion for 
health workers (in development)

2. WHO considerations for 
accessibility of diagnostic tests, 
medicines, and medical 
products

1. WHO-ITU Global standard for 
accessible telehealth services + 
implementation toolkit

Other WHO initiatives
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WHO resources Disability Inclusion 
Goal: Ensuring people with disabilities are healthy.

Objective 1: All persons with disabilities receive 
quality health services on an equal basis with others 

Objective 2: Promote the health and well-being of 
persons with disabilities

Objective 3: All health policies and programming, as 
well as resilience building and recovery plans during 
public health emergencies, are disability-inclusive

Objective 4: Build an evidence base on disability and 
health

1. Accessible health services: 
Azerbaijan’s Sign Language 
Interpretation Service was 
developed by the State Medical 
Social Expertise and 
Rehabilitation Agency to 
support independent access to 
health services. It provides real-
time, remote sign language 
interpretation through digital 
platforms, ensuring individuals 
can communicate directly 
service providers without 
relying on family.

Case studies from guide
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2. Health promotion: Ireland’s Breast Health and 
Education Awareness Programme delivers club-based 
workshops with easy-read materials, tactile breast 
models and an app to support regular breast self-checks 
among Special Olympics athletes with intellectual 
disabilities.

3. Emergencies: Spain’s Plan of Measures against Social 
and Personal Vulnerability includes specialized civil 
protection training so emergency responders can apply 
disability-inclusive procedures and accessible 
communication in crisis situations.
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4. Data: The United Kingdom’s KIND Research Group 
employs researchers with intellectual disabilities to 
co-produce studies and tools such as the Victoria and 
Stuart end-of-life toolkit, generating evidence to improve 
inclusive palliative care practice.

16

1. Disability inclusive physical activity guidelines
2. Access audit of health centre in Ukraine
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WHO Global Network on disability health equity

Objectives

1
Convene stakeholders 
under a common 
understanding and 
narrative

2 Conduct evidence-based 
advocacy

3
Enhance dialogue, 
knowledge sharing, and 
connections

18
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Key questions to reflect for Korea?

1. Does your country have the necessary data to track 
health gaps for persons with disabilities?

2. What key health programmes in  your country 
need to be more disability inclusive?

3. Which of the tools from today grabbed your attention?
4. How could your OPD work with the Ministry of health 

to put focus on needs of persons with disabilities? 

Thank you!
   

!

Shirin Kiani
kianis@who.int
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< > Ratzka, A. D. (1992). Independent Living: A definition. In Tools for Power. Stockholm: Independent Living 
Institute.
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