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Abstract

Background: The interplay between poverty and disability creates a cyclical relationship where disability can increase poverty, and poverty can increase the risk of disability. While extensive research has explored this nexus globally, less is known about its specific impact on the quality of life of persons with disabilities within localised contexts like the Polokwane Local Municipality in South Africa.

Objectives: The purpose of this study is to conduct a multi-faceted analysis of the relationship between disability and poverty in the Polokwane Local Municipality.

Method: This study is a narrative review that utilises a critical synthesis approach to examine the relationship between disability and poverty.

Results: This review reveals that person with disabilities in Polokwane face compounded vulnerabilities, with poverty manifesting as absolute lack of necessities, relative deprivation, situational crises and limited access in rural areas.

Conclusion: This critical review underscores the multi-faceted ways in which disability intersects with various forms of poverty within the Polokwane Local Municipality, highlighting the compounded vulnerabilities faced by persons with disabilities.

Contribution: This article offers a significant contribution to the understanding of the intricate relationship between disability and poverty, specifically within the Polokwane Local Municipality.

Keywords: poverty; disability; quality of life; social inclusion; Polokwane local municipality.

*Corresponding author: Kutu Ramolobe, kutu.ramolobe@gmail.com
How to cite this article: Ramolobe, K.S., 2026, ‘A multi-faceted analysis of disability and poverty in the Polokwane Local Municipality: A narrative review’, African Journal of Disability 15(0), a1744. https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v15i0.1744

Copyright: © 2026. The Author. Licensee: AOSIS. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


Received: 13 May 2025; Accepted: 02 October 2025; Published: 13 March 2026

Introduction

The complex interplay between poverty and disability has been extensively documented, with numerous studies highlighting the cyclical nature of their relationship. As the World Health Organization (WHO 2011) notes, disability can increase the risk of poverty, and poverty, in turn, can increase the risk of disability. This study focuses on the Polokwane Local Municipality in South Africa. Almost 6% of the municipal population in Polokwane live with a disability. According to the Community Survey 2007 (Polokwane Local Municipality 2013), there are 33 701 persons with disabilities in Polokwane Local Municipality. The most common forms of disability in Polokwane Local Municipality are physical (18%) and sight (9%).

Existing research has extensively documented how disability can increase the risk of poverty through barriers like limited access to education and employment (Bakhshi, Babulal & Trani 2020; Bredgaarda & Salado-Rasmussen 2021; Graham 2020; Hyde & Livermore 2016; Lang & Upah 2008), and conversely, how poverty can exacerbate the likelihood of disability through factors such as poor health and limited access to essential resources (Banks, Kuper & Polack 2017; Mitra, Posarac & Vick 2013; Nielsen & Midtsundstad 2020). A substantial body of literature has explored this intricate relationship (Bakhshi et al., 2020; Banks et al., 2017; Mitra et al., 2013). Banks et al. (2020) found that persons with disabilities and their families experience poverty and deprivation at higher rates than those without disabilities, a vulnerability particularly pronounced among individuals with cognitive and behavioural impairments, children and working-age adults. Pinilla-Roncancio et al. (2020) further underscored the disproportionate impact of poverty on persons with disabilities, emphasising the need for targeted interventions.

Studies focusing on specific contexts further illuminate this complex relationship. Bakhshi et al. (2020), for instance, revealed a strong correlation between poverty, disability and limited educational access in post-civil war Sierra Leone, perpetuating a cycle of poverty and unemployment. Banks et al. (2017) highlighted the intricate connection between health, disability and poverty, particularly in low- and middle-income countries, where this bidirectional relationship can create a vicious cycle, hindering social and economic advancement for persons with disabilities. Research by Trani et al. (2015) in Morocco and Tunisia demonstrated that persons with disabilities experience higher rates of multidimensional poverty, with unemployment as a significant contributing factor, a situation particularly concerning for women with disabilities who face additional barriers. Mitra et al. (2013) emphasised the diverse pathways through which poverty can increase the risk of disability, stressing the importance of a comprehensive understanding of this multi-faceted relationship.

However, while the link between poverty and disability is clear, the lived experiences and the impact of this intersection on their overall well-being and life satisfaction remain less explored in specific local contexts like the Polokwane local municipality. Understanding how the combined experience of poverty and disability diminishes opportunities for social participation, personal fulfilment and overall well-being is crucial for developing truly inclusive and supportive policies in this region. Quality of life, which has increasingly been recognised as a vital aspect of individual growth and societal aspiration (Hernandez & Bravo 2019), offers a holistic lens through which to understand these impacts. In the health and social sciences, there is a growing emphasis on interventions that enhance individuals’ quality of life (Avolio et al., 2013). Defined broadly in this study as the general circumstances of persons with disabilities, a positive quality of life encompasses a general sense of well-being, a positive sense of social participation and opportunities to achieve personal potential (Schalock et al., 2002 cited in Ramolobe 2023). Therefore, the aim of this narrative review is to conduct a multi-faceted analysis of the relationship between disability and poverty in the Polokwane Local Municipality.

Methods

In this narrative literature review, we adopted an interpretive and discursive synthesis approach, prioritising depth of understanding and a critical perspective over the narrow, technical focus of a systematic review. The methodology of this study, which aligns with best practices for narrative reviews (Byrne 2016; Greenhalgh, Thorne & Malterud 2018), was designed to confront the complex interplay of disability and poverty within the specific context of the Polokwane Local Municipality.

Search strategy

The review’s scope was defined by a central research question that guided study’s purposive and judicious selection of evidence. The search strategy for this study was cross-disciplinary, with a particular emphasis on disability studies. The study drew on prior knowledge of the field and conducted searches across multiple academic databases, including Academic Search Complete and JSTOR Arts and Sciences, as well as institutional library resources. The study also included a targeted search for grey literature on the websites of relevant think-tanks and cultural actors to identify barriers and facilitators related to our topic.

The keywords used in the search included terms related to disability, poverty and the geographical location of our study. The study focused on literature published in academic journals and unpublished Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) dissertations. While the study largely focused on sources in English, the study also cited some reports in other languages, acknowledging that language is an inherent limitation of this review. The study did not formally assess the methodological quality of the sources but did exclude blogs and other non-academic online contributions to maintain a scholarly focus.

Selection criteria

The selection of sources was not guided by a formal set of inclusion or exclusion criteria. Instead, it was an iterative process aimed at identifying relevant and informative materials. The primary consideration was the direct or indirect relevance of the source to the core themes of the review: disability, poverty and their intersection. The article particularly looked for literature that provided distinct frameworks or conceptualisations of poverty, specifically absolute, relative, situational and rural poverty and examined how these frameworks relate to the experiences of persons with disabilities. The inclusion of sources was based on their ability to contribute to a nuanced understanding of these complex dynamics.

Data analysis and synthesis

To address the observation that ‘poverty’ is often treated as a monolithic entity in the literature on disability, we developed a synthesised framework based on different categories of poverty. This framework is not a pre-existing model but was created by synthesising common themes and distinctions from existing literature on poverty studies (e.g. Kim, Lee & Kim 2023; Dillahunt & Veinot 2018; Wan, Hu & Liu 2021). The aim was to provide a more granular understanding of how different facets of poverty (absolute, relative, situational and rural) uniquely impact the quality of life of persons with disabilities in the Polokwane Local Municipality. This multi-faceted approach allows for a deeper analysis, revealing nuances often overlooked in conventional studies and paving the way for more targeted and effective interventions (See Figure 1). In the subsequent sections, we will discuss each of these facets of poverty in detail, using this framework to structure the study’s findings and analysis.
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Ethical considerations
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Review findings

This article confronts the complex interplay of disability and poverty in the Polokwane Local Municipality, revealing nuances often overlooked in conventional analyses. The article confronts the complex interplay of disability and poverty by employing a synthesised framework based on different categories of poverty. This framework, drawing upon common themes and distinctions across various poverty frameworks in existing literature on poverty studies (e.g. Dillahunt & Veinot 2018; Kim, Lee & Kim 2023; Ramolobe 2023; Wan, Hu & Liu 2021; Zhang & Huai 2023), aims to address the observation that ‘poverty’ is often treated as a monolithic entity in the literature on disability and poverty, obscuring the nuanced ways in which different forms of poverty may interact with the specific challenges faced by individuals with disabilities. This framework explores how different facets of poverty, such as lack of basic necessities (absolute poverty), social exclusion (relative poverty), vulnerability to shocks (situational poverty) and geographical disadvantages (rural poverty), uniquely impact persons with disabilities’ quality of life (See Figure 1). By examining these distinct facets, this study aims to provide a more granular understanding that can inform more targeted and effective interventions. In the following sections, the study will discuss the different facets of poverty in more detail.

Disability and absolute poverty

Persons living in absolute poverty are particularly vulnerable to preventable diseases like malaria, cholera and waterborne illnesses (WHO 2020). Absolute poverty is marked by extreme lack of basic human needs, including shortage of food, clean water, health, sanitation services, housing, education and knowledge (Adeyeye et al. 2023; Khan et al. 2020). Access to these necessities is influenced not only by income but also by the availability of social services (Gordon et al. 2009). Persons with disabilities face even greater challenges within this context. The findings of this critical review underscore the deeply entrenched challenges faced by persons with disabilities living in absolute poverty within the Polokwane Local Municipality. As highlighted by the WHO (2020), individuals in this situation are highly susceptible to preventable diseases because of a lack of basic necessities (Adeyeye et al., 2023; Khan et al., 2020), a situation exacerbated for persons with disabilities who have greater needs across all basic categories (Palmer 2011). Their reliance on specialised healthcare, adapted living conditions and accessible information formats means that the scarcity of resources disproportionately impacts their well-being and opportunities. Furthermore, households with persons with disabilities are disproportionately affected by absolute poverty (Mitra et al. 2013). This is because the additional costs associated with disability, such as healthcare and assistive devices, are compounded by reduced income-earning potential (Eide & Ingstad 2011). The challenges associated with disability and absolute poverty are also evident in the Polokwane Local Municipality. The findings of a research report by the municipality in 2023 reveal that the absence of affordable and accessible transportation, specialised healthcare facilities and inclusive education and employment services perpetuates a cycle of poverty for households with disabled members (Polokwane Local Municipality 2023).

Ramolobe’s (2023) study confirms this reality, with 65% of respondents in Polokwane agreeing that a lack of access to healthcare is a major barrier to the livelihoods of persons with disabilities in rural areas. This aligns with broader national concerns about healthcare inequities despite constitutional guarantees (Coovadia et al., 2009). To address this, increased investment in mobile healthcare clinics and outreach programmes specifically targeting rural areas with high populations of persons with disabilities is crucial. Furthermore, training healthcare professionals on disability inclusion and providing accessible transportation options to existing facilities can significantly improve access (Jones, Morris & Deruyter 2018; Zhou & Parmanto 2019).

Similarly, the finding that 64% of respondents in Ramolobe’s (2023) study identified a lack of access to education as a significant challenge for the livelihoods of persons with disabilities in rural Polokwane (consistent with Ramolobe et al., 2024) demands urgent attention. To counter this, the municipality should prioritise the retrofitting of mainstream schools to be fully inclusive, providing necessary infrastructure and assistive technologies. Additionally, the establishment of accessible vocational training centres tailored to the skills and interests of persons with disabilities can enhance their employability and economic independence. Addressing these systemic barriers through targeted interventions and policy reforms is essential to fostering a more equitable and inclusive society in the Polokwane Local Municipality.

Disability and relative poverty

Relative poverty, defined as a sense of deprivation based on one’s position relative to the surrounding community, offers a valuable sociological lens (Eskelinen 2009; Zhang & Huai 2023). However, in contexts like Polokwane where significant absolute poverty exists, this concept must be applied with caution, as focusing solely on relative deprivation can obscure the dire lack of basic necessities (Decerf 2022; Wan, Hu & Liu 2021). Disability and poverty are deeply intertwined, with persons with disabilities often being among the poorest and most vulnerable groups (Groce et al., 2011). Their limited access to human and social services not only restricts their ability to earn income but also diminishes their human capital, which includes their health, education and labour participation (Palmer 2011). For many persons with disabilities in Polokwane, where nearly 40% of the population has no income, their reality extends beyond relative deprivation to a fundamental struggle for survival (Polokwane Local Municipality Research Report 2023). This is especially evident in Limpopo, which reports the lowest income for persons with disabilities in the country (Stats SA 2011).

A study in Limpopo revealed the complexities of economic empowerment for persons with disabilities, highlighting a community gardening project that aimed to generate income and improve food security (Tigere & Moyo 2022). While the project successfully created jobs and enhanced the dignity of participants, it faced significant sustainability challenges because of dependence on able-bodied individuals (Tigere & Moyo 2022). Power imbalances between people with and without disabilities led to the exclusion of the former from key decision-making processes, such as wage payments and financial transparency, despite their ownership of the land. This disempowerment also prevented them from contributing innovative ideas to make the gardens more accessible and technologically advanced (Tigere & Moyo 2022). In the Polokwane Local Municipality, the national trend of urban-based persons with disabilities earning more than their rural counterparts is likely mirrored because of a lack of diverse and accessible employment opportunities in rural areas (Department of Social Development 2016; Stats SA 2011). This confinement to low-paying or informal sector jobs further contributes to income inequality and perpetuates the cycle of poverty.

Disability and situational poverty

Situational poverty, defined as a transient form of poverty linked to a specific event or crisis (Ahmad & Khan 2019; Jensen 2009), can significantly exacerbate the vulnerabilities faced by persons with disabilities. These triggering incidents, such as natural disasters, resource scarcity, divorce or major health issues, are inherently temporary but can have lasting negative consequences, particularly for individuals already living with disabilities (Jensen 2009). The lack of essential resources like food and clean water following a disaster can worsen pre-existing chronic health conditions (Ningrum, Hukom & Adiwijaya 2020).

The precarious position of persons with disabilities during crises is further underscored by Moore (2013), who argues that their voices are often marginalised because of discrimination, especially in global conflicts and disasters. This vulnerability extends to an increased risk of abuse, particularly in developing countries (UN 2006). Neille and Penn (2015) highlight that this susceptibility to abuse in rural regions stems from historical and contemporary factors, leading to direct harm and indirect social exclusion, deprivation, poverty and degradation. Furthermore, Singal et al. (2015) emphasise that factors closely linked to poverty, such as communicable diseases, childhood illnesses, food shortages and poor sanitation, are also major contributors to disability.

The intersection of situational poverty and disability is evident in various contexts. For instance, the World Bank (2005, 2007) notes a higher prevalence of disability in post-conflict countries and regions prone to natural disasters. The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic in South Africa further illustrated this interplay. Mulibana (2020) points out the initial lack of accommodation for essential health and disability services during strict lockdowns, placing disabled individuals at greater risk. McKinney, McKinney and Swartz (2020) highlight the exclusion of crucial services like sign language interpretation and assistive technology in health settings. Huisman (2020) adds that persons with disabilities often face challenges in hospitals because of the unavailability of necessary support services.

The challenges faced in South Africa during the pandemic align with global concerns raised by the WHO and World Bank (2011), which report that 15% of the world’s population lives with a disability, a number growing because of various factors, including disasters. This report also emphasises that disability disproportionately affects vulnerable populations. The Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR 2023) further highlights the vulnerabilities within the Polokwane local municipality, noting that rapid urbanisation, climate-related pressures like floods and heatwaves and unequal economic growth exacerbate health threats, particularly for vulnerable groups including the poor and the sick. Natural disasters in this context can have immediate and long-term health impacts, including mental health issues, especially when emergency services and essential infrastructure are compromised (CSIR 2023).

Disability and rural poverty

The intricate relationship between disability and poverty is amplified in rural settings, characterised by populations under 50 000, a higher prevalence of single-parent families, and restricted access to essential facilities, disability care and education (Hiratani & Hohashi 2021; Jensen 2009; Kim, Lee & Kim 2023). Livelihoods in these areas often depend on agriculture and limited local job opportunities, making the transition from welfare to employment challenging because of scarce economic prospects. Consequently, rural poverty rates are escalating, surpassing those in urban areas. Notably, the International Labour Organization (ILO 2007) indicates a higher concentration of persons with disabilities in rural regions, where high poverty, unemployment and limited access to services contribute to underdevelopment and poor living conditions, disproportionately affecting individuals with disabilities (McDaniels, Harley & Beach 2018; Ramolobe 2023).

Experiences from other countries underscore the challenges faced by persons with disabilities in rural environments. In Austria, difficulties with accessibility and access to services are significant, often because of the absence or inconsistency of public transport, necessitating reliance on private transport and assistance from others to reach essential services like healthcare (Dillahunt & Veinot 2018; Pini et al., 2011; Velho 2019). Similarly, Aboriginal Australians in remote areas like West Kimberley experience significant income disparities and severe poverty (Office of Aboriginal Health 2003). Furthermore, the lack of safe infrastructure, such as protected pavements, in Australian rural communities restricts the mobility of persons with disabilities (Pini et al. 2011, cited in Ramolobe 2023). In India, lower employment rates (38.4%) have been observed for persons with disabilities in rural areas (Mitra & Sambamoorthi 2013). Moreover, the inadequate quality of education in rural schools in countries like Malawi and Botswana has a greater impact on disabled youth, compounded by transportation barriers to access specialised schooling (Booysens, Van Pletzen & Lorenzo 2015).

In the context of South Africa, persons with disabilities in rural areas face marginalisation and exclusion from most developmental initiatives, encountering significant economic, political and social obstacles (Tigere & Moyo 2022). Specifically, within the Polokwane Local Municipality, accessing livelihoods is a major challenge for persons with disabilities because of a lack of transportation, limited job opportunities in rural areas and insufficient participation (Ramolobe 2023). The often limited or non-existent public transport in these rural areas directly hinders the ability of persons with disabilities to reach employment and other essential services (Ramolobe 2023). Furthermore, research by Ramolobe (2023) indicates a lack of support services for persons with disabilities in the rural parts of the Polokwane Local Municipality. The transportation infrastructure in the municipality further exacerbates these issues, with approximately 800 km of gravel roads compared to 567 km of paved roads, posing significant challenges for accessibility, particularly for individuals with mobility impairments. The municipality also grapples with storm water management, which can further impede movement and threaten infrastructure (Polokwane Local Municipality 2019).

Conclusion and recommendations

In conclusion, this critical review has illuminated the multi-faceted interplay between disability and poverty, moving beyond a monolithic understanding of poverty to explore its distinct dimensions (absolute, relative, situational and rural poverty) and their unique impacts on persons with disabilities. The analysis reveals that persons with disabilities in Polokwane face compounded vulnerabilities. Those in absolute poverty experience a greater lack of basic necessities, exacerbating health risks and limiting access to essential services. While relative poverty offers a sociological lens on deprivation, its significance must be weighed against the stark realities of absolute poverty prevalent in the municipality. Situational poverty, arising from crises, disproportionately affects persons with disabilities because of their marginalised status and potential lack of accessible support during emergencies. Finally, rural poverty creates a particularly challenging environment because of limited access to infrastructure, employment opportunities and support services, further isolating and impoverishing individuals with disabilities. Ultimately, this review underscores the urgent need for targeted and nuanced interventions that address the specific ways in which different forms of poverty intersect with disability in the Polokwane Local Municipality to foster a more inclusive and equitable society. This review, while providing a synthesised understanding of the interplay between disability and poverty in the Polokwane Local Municipality, is subject to certain limitations. The reliance on existing literature, including reports and studies conducted within South Africa and internationally, means that the specific nuances and localised data within Polokwane may not be exhaustively covered. The limited availability of disaggregated data on disability across different poverty categories within the municipality could also restrict the depth of the analysis. Furthermore, the review primarily focuses on the four identified categories of poverty and may not fully capture the complexity of poverty as a multidimensional phenomenon. Future research that directly engages with individuals with disabilities and collects primary data within the Polokwane context will be essential to overcome these limitations and provide a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of this critical issue.
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