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Introduction 

This is an Easy Read version of a report 

we wrote. Easy Read is a way that some 

groups have made their written information 

easier to understand. This can include 

shorter sentences or simpler language.

In this document, certain words and 

phrases are in bold. We explain what 

these words and phrases mean in more 

detail after they have been used.

Some words are blue and underlined. 

These are links that will go to GAO reports 

and other helpful information.
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Why is GAO creating this 
document? 

We created this Easy Read version 

to make our work more accessible to 

everyone, including certain people with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities. 

This document is one way we are working 

for full inclusion of people with disabilities. 

You can see the full report on our website 

(https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106366)

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106366
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To prepare the full report, we collected 

information several ways. We

• looked at national survey data,

• talked to groups that help people who 

have experienced domestic violence,

• talked to groups that help people with 

disabilities,

• talked to local domestic violence centers, 

• talked to federal and state officials, 

• reviewed articles about domestic violence 

and disability, and

• reviewed the work of agencies.

Agencies are federal government offices.

For more information on our approach, 
see the full report.

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106366
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GAO and Congress

What is GAO?

The Government Accountability Office, 

or GAO, is part of the legislative branch 

of the United States government. We 

are an independent agency that works 

for Congress. We help keep Congress 

informed about how agencies are working. 

If we find ways agencies can work better, 

we can make recommendations. 

Recommendations are ideas of changes 

agencies should make to improve their 

activities.



Introduction 

5Easy Read: GAO-25-107806

What was GAO asked to do 
by Congress?

Congress asked us to look at how many 

people with disabilities may experience 

domestic violence and if federal services 

for survivors of domestic violence are 

accessible to people with disabilities.

What is domestic violence?

Domestic violence is where one individual 

in a relationship uses abusive behavior to 

gain power over the other. This abusive 

behavior can be sexual, physical, or 

emotional.

We call individuals who have been in 

abusive relationships survivors of 

domestic violence.
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What is the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services?

The U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services (HHS) is an agency that 

works to support the health and well-being 

of Americans. 

What is the family violence 
prevention program? 

The family violence prevention program 

funds safe housing and support for 

survivors of domestic violence and and 

those who depend on them. The family 

violence prevention program is run by 

HHS. HHS gives states, state coalitions, 

and national resource centers family 

violence prevention program money 

to help respond to, prevent, and raise 

awareness about domestic violence. 
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What are local domestic violence 
centers?

Local domestic violence centers help 

survivors and their children by providing 

safe housing and support like food and 

clothing. We refer to these centers as 

local centers in this report. These local 

centers receive money from the family 

violence prevention program and other 

sources to help with costs.

What are national resource 
centers?

National resource centers give local 

centers and other organizations training 

and support to help prevent and respond 

to domestic violence. National resource 

centers receive money from HHS through 

the family violence prevention program.
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What are state coalitions?

State coalitions help state agencies and 

local domestic violence centers within the 

state. State coalitions receive money from 

the family violence prevention program 

and work to establish state policies for 

helping survivors of domestic violence. 

They also give training and support to 

local centers and programs that support 

survivors.

What is section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973?

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973 prevents any program that receives 

federal money from excluding people with 

disabilities. This includes federally funded 

domestic violence local centers and 

services.
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This report looks at three things:

1. How common is reported domestic 

violence among people with disabilities?

2. What steps have local domestic violence 

centers taken to help survivors with 

disabilities access their services and what 

challenges do they have doing so? 

3. How does HHS help ensure people 

with disabilities have access to domestic 

violence services?

What is in This Report



10Easy Read: GAO-25-107806

Domestic Violence Among 
People with Disabilities

In this section, we will answer the question 

“How common is reported domestic 

violence among people with disabilities?”

How did GAO calculate how many

people with disabilities reported

experiencing domestic violence?

We used two national surveys:

1)  The Department of Justice (DOJ) 

Bureau of Justice Statistics National Crime 

Victimization Survey

2) Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention’s (CDC) National Intimate 

Partner and Sexual Violence Survey

• See data in full report. 

These surveys are based on a national 

sample and ask participants if they have a 

disability and have experienced domestic 

violence. Because of the survey sampling, 

our reported numbers are estimates.

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-106366
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Domestic Violence Among People with Disabilities

Do people with disabilities 
experience a higher rate of 
domestic violence than people 
without disabilities?

People with disabilities reported 

experiencing domestic violence about 

five times the rate of people without 

disabilities.

Do people with some types of 
disabilities experience a higher 
rate of domestic violence than 
others? 

People with cognitive disabilities 

experienced a higher rate of domestic 

violence (21.7 instances per 1,000 people) 

compared to those with other disability 

types (ranging from 5.1 to 11.1 instances 

per 1,000 people).
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Domestic Violence Among People with Disabilities

Do women with disabilities 
experience higher rates of 
domestic violence?

Women with disabilities reported 

experiencing domestic violence about 

3 times the rate of men with disabilities.

Do people with disabilities of a 
certain racial or ethnic group 
experience higher rates of 
domestic violence than other 
groups? 

People with disabilities who identified 

as having more than one race reported 

experiencing domestic violence at higher 

rates than other racial and ethnic groups.
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In this section, we will answer the question 

“What steps have local domestic violence 

centers taken to help survivors with 

disabilities use their services and what 

challenges do they have doing so?”

How did GAO find out how local 
centers are helping survivors with 
disabilities and challenges they 
have doing so?

We talked with state officials and 

organizations that help survivors of 

domestic violence. We asked them about 

challenges people with disabilities may 

have using domestic violence services. 

We also toured 12 local centers and asked 

how they help survivors with disabilities 

and what challenges they have doing so.

Local Center Accessibility 
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Local Center Accessibility

How do local centers inform 
people with disabilities about 
their services?

Some local centers said they inform 

people with disabilities about services by:

• writing informational materials in 

easy-to-understand language;

• promoting available services at health 

fairs, conferences, trainings, and other 

events; and

• using disability groups to inform people 

with disabilities about domestic violence 

and the help local centers offer.
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Local Center Accessibility

How do local centers find out if a 
survivor has a disability?

Some local centers try to find out if a 

survivor has a disability as soon as 

they sign up for services. Centers ask 

survivors several times if they have 

a disability so they can provide any 

needed support, such as a sign language 

interpreter or a wheelchair ramp.
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Local Center Accessibility

What are some local centers 
doing to make their services 
more accessible?

All local centers we spoke to made 

physical changes to help people with 

disabilities access and use their spaces. 

Examples included:

• adding ramps and widening doorways 

to make spaces accessible to people in 

wheelchairs, 

• installing alarm systems and doorbells 

with flashing lights for deaf or hard of 

hearing survivors, and

• installing braille safety signs for 

survivors with little or no vision.
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Local Center Accessibility

Some local centers also made changes to 

services to help survivors with disabilities. 

Examples included:

• using sign language for survivors who 

are deaf,

• providing screen reader software for 

blind survivors, and

• allowing service animals for blind 

survivors and pets for emotional support.
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Local Center Accessibility

Do survivors with disabilities 
participate in local center 
programs?

Local centers said that a low number of 

people with disabilities participate in their 

programs. Officials believe this may be 

because:

• People with disabilities may not be 

aware of available services. Some 

centers said working with groups that help 

people with disabilities could help raise 

awareness about available services.

• Centers may not know if a survivor 

has a disability. When seeking help at a 

local center some survivors may not be 

comfortable saying they have a disability. 

Also, some survivors may not know they 

have a disability.
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Local Center Accessibility

Are local centers always able to 
help survivors with disabilities?

In some cases, people with disabilities 

may experience abuse by a caregiver 

outside of their family or intimate 

relationship and therefore may not qualify 

for domestic violence services. These 

individuals may be referred to social 

services but may still be at risk for abuse.

What challenges do local centers 
have making their services 
accessible?

Some centers told us that they still 

needed to update spaces or hire staff to 

make services more accessible for people 

with disabilities. Examples included 

needing to add handrails in hallways or 

needing to hire staff with mental health 

training to meet the high demand for 

mental health services.
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HHS’s Role in Ensuring Accessibility

In this section, we answer the question 

“How does HHS help ensure people 

with disabilities have access to domestic 

violence services?”

How did GAO find out about 
how HHS monitors and supports 
efforts to make domestic violence 
services accessible to people 
with disabilities? 

We looked at HHS documents and spoke 

to officials about how HHS monitors and 

supports efforts to make domestic violence 

services accessible to people with 

disabilities. In addition, we surveyed 

20 national resource centers and asked 

about their training and support efforts. 

We also spoke with local centers and 

asked what they thought about available 

training and support.
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HHS’s Role in Ensuring Accessibility

How does HHS monitor the 
performance of family violence 
prevention programs?

HHS uses a few tools to monitor national 

resource centers and state programs. 

These monitoring tools include:

• performance reports,

• on-site and virtual visits, and

• progress check-ins.

These tools give HHS some idea of how 

well family violence prevention programs 

are working.
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HHS’s Role in Ensuring Accessibility

Do these monitoring tools focus 
on accessibility?

HHS monitoring tools partially check for 

accessibility. Without thoroughly asking 

questions about accessibility, HHS may 

not know if survivors with disabilities have 

problems when accessing services.

Without identifying accessibility problem 

areas, HHS may not be able to provide 

appropriate support for survivors with 

disabilities or the centers and programs 

that help them. HHS told us that it plans 

to rewrite some of its tools to include more 

information about helping people with 

disabilities.
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HHS’s Role in Ensuring Accessibility

What kinds of training and support 
does HHS give to states and local 
domestic violence centers?
HHS uses national resource centers to 
help states and local centers in their efforts 
to help survivors and prevent domestic 
violence. Most national resource centers 
provide support and training on how to 
make services accessible to people with 
disabilities. For example, national resource 
centers may help local centers serve 
survivors with disabilities by:

• making tip sheets about how to work 

with survivors with different disabilities 

such as how to help people who are 

deaf and hard of hearing,

• helping survivors with getting or keeping 

public benefits, and

• sharing helpful strategies such as buying 

wheelchair accessible beds for centers. 
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HHS’s Role in Ensuring Accessibility

What challenges do local 
centers have getting the training 
and support they need to help 
survivors with disabilities?

Local centers may not be getting the 

training and support they need to help 

survivors with various disabilities.

Officials at local centers said they 

would like more training and support on 

accessibility issues, such as how to work 

with survivors with various disabilities, 

how to identify and treat mental health 

illnesses, and how to work with disability 

groups. While national resource centers 

are providing some support and training, it 

is not clear if local centers know about it or 

if it is meeting their needs.
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GAO’s Recommendation

We are making the following 

recommendation to HHS: The Secretary 

of HHS should make sure that the agency 

regularly reviews the training it supports to 

see if it is helping local domestic violence 

centers as they seek to make their 

services more accessible to people with 

disabilities.

We provided a draft of this report to HHS 

and DOJ for review and comment.

HHS agreed with our recommendation 

and noted steps it plans to take to address 

the recommendation.
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GAO’s Commitment to People 
with Disabilities

In line with GAO’s core values, we work 

for full inclusion of people with disabilities. 

We show our commitment to the disability 

community through accessibility efforts for 

our employees and the public who read 

our reports.

Additionally, GAO has provided Congress 

with analysis of accessibility and disability 

issues in several areas, including 

veterans with disabilities, health care 

access, voting, disability benefits, equal 

employment opportunity, and more.
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Appendix 

Sources for Images 
This appendix contains source information for images in this product.

Front cover: GAO and Stafeeva/stock.adobe.com.
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GAO’s Mission
The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and investigative arm of Congress, 
exists to support Congress in meeting its constitutional responsibilities and to help improve 
the performance and accountability of the federal government for the American people. GAO 
examines the use of public funds; evaluates federal programs and policies; and provides 
analyses, recommendations, and other assistance to help Congress make informed oversight, 
policy, and funding decisions. GAO’s commitment to good government is reflected in its core 
values of accountability, integrity, and reliability. 

Obtaining Copies of GAO Reports and Testimonies 
The fastest and easiest way to obtain copies of GAO documents at no cost is through our 
website. Each weekday afternoon, GAO posts on its website newly released reports, testimony, 
and correspondence. You can also subscribe to GAO’s email updates to receive notification of 
newly posted products. 

Order by Phone 
The price of each GAO publication reflects GAO’s actual cost of production and distribution and 
depends on the number of pages in the publication and whether the publication is printed in color 
or black and white. Pricing and ordering information is posted on GAO’s website, 
https://www.gao.gov/ordering.htm. 

Place orders by calling (202) 512-6000, toll free (866) 801-7077, or TDD (202) 512-2537. 

Orders may be paid for using American Express, Discover Card, MasterCard, Visa, check, or 
money order. Call for additional information. 

Connect with GAO 
Connect with GAO on Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and YouTube. Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or 
Email Updates. Listen to our Podcasts. Visit GAO on the web at https://www.gao.gov. 

To Report Fraud, Waste, and Abuse in Federal Programs 
Contact FraudNet: 

Website: https://www.gao.gov/about/what-gao-does/fraudnet 

Automated answering system: (800) 424-5454 or (202) 512-7700 

Congressional Relations 
A. Nicole Clowers, Managing Director, ClowersA@gao.gov, (202) 512-4400, 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7125, Washington, DC 20548 

Public Affairs 
Sarah Kaczmarek, Managing Director, KaczmarekS@gao.gov, (202) 512-4800, 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7149 Washington, DC 20548 

Strategic Planning and External Liaison 
Stephen J. Sanford, Managing Director, spel@gao.gov, (202) 512-4707 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7814, Washington, DC 20548
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