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ABSTRACT

This study explores the situation of women with functional difficulties in Nepal and identifies 
key determinants contributing to their challenges. Utilizing data from the 2019 Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Survey, the research examines the association of various factors with 
functional difficulties among a sample of 13,255 married women aged 18 to 49. The results 
reveal significant associations between province, age, education, and media exposure with 
functional difficulties. Wealthier women and those with higher education exhibit lower odds of 
experiencing functional difficulties, while women aged 35 and above and those with medium 
or high media exposure demonstrate higher odds. The study highlights the limited access to 
healthcare and rehabilitation services, social stigma and discrimination, and high levels of 
poverty and unemployment faced by women with functional difficulties in Nepal. By shedding 
light on these issues, this research aims to provide valuable insights for policymakers, 
healthcare providers, and disability rights advocates, fostering improvements in the lives of 
women with functional difficulties in Nepal.
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INTRODUCTION

 The World Health Organization (WHO) and World Bank (WB) report on disability 
estimates that 15% of the global population or about 1.2 billion people, live with some form 
disability (WHO & WB, 2011). Most of these individuals, 80% reside in the global south and 
live in rural areas where poverty is prevalent. However, many disability-related international 
organizations are located in the global north (Grech, 2016). 
 People with disabilities often face barriers to accessing essential services and 
opportunities, such as health care, education, and employment. They may also experience 
discrimination and exclusion from everyday life activities. Functional difficulty, also known 
as disability, refers to any restriction or lack (resulting from an impairment) of ability to 
perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered normal for a human being 
(WHO & WB, 2011). The World Health Organization’s (WHO) International Classification 
of Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF) forms the foundation for the idea of functional 
problems. These obstacles include hurdles that people experience in their daily lives. They 
include trouble seeing, even with glasses; difficulty hearing, even with a hearing aid; difficulty 
walking or ascending stairs; difficulty remembering or concentrating; difficulty self-caring 
(bathing or dressing); and difficulty communicating. The ICF framework is used to characterize 
these functional challenges, which take into account an individual’s abilities, limitations, and 
health-related issues that affect their functioning. Understanding and resolving these issues 
can lead to improved quality of life and appropriate support for those who are experiencing 
them (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2020).  People with disabilities face numerous challenges 
including violation, abuse, prejudice, disrespect, barriers, stigmatization and discrimination 
when accessing services and care (WHO, 2021). Women, the elderly, and those living in rural 
areas are more likely to experience functional difficulties and face major inequalities in areas 
such as education, health, work, and living conditions. People with functional difficulties are 
particularly vulnerable in terms of educational achievement, literacy, food insecurity, exposure 
to shocks, asset ownership, healthcare costs, and multidimensional poverty (Burchardt, 2003; 
Mitra & Yap, 2021). 
 The 2011 census in Nepal indicated that individuals with disabilities make up 
approximately 1.9% of the overall population, around 3% of them being women with disabilities 
(Central Bureau of Statistics [CBS], 2014). Nevertheless, disability-focused organizations 
believe that this statistic underestimates the true number of people with disabilities in the 
country (Niraula, 2022).  Women face a higher risk of experiencing compromised physical 
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health due to limitations in engaging in social and physical activities. However, existing 
research often fails to incorporate the intersection of gender and disability, as gender is rarely 
discussed within the context of disability. This lack of emphasis on the gender aspect is 
particularly evident in studies conducted in developing countries (Tareque et al, 2017). 
 Women with functional difficulties in Nepal face numerous challenges in their daily 
lives, including limited access to healthcare and rehabilitation services, social stigma and 
discrimination, and high levels of poverty and unemployment. According to  a study conducted 
by the WHO found that women with disabilities in Nepal are more likely to experience poverty 
and unemployment compared to their male counterparts, as well as limited educational and 
economic opportunities (WHO & WB, 2011). In this article, we aim to address this gap by 
exploring the current situation of women with functional difficulties in Nepal and identifying 
the key determinants that contribute to their difficulties. Our goal is to provide valuable insights 
for policymakers, healthcare providers, and disability rights advocates, in order to improve the 
lives of women with functional difficulties in Nepal. 

DATA AND METHODS

Study Design and Setting
 The research utilized the data collected from the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 
(MICS), conducted in Nepal by Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) with support from 
UNICEF. The MICS is a nationwide survey that gathers information regarding various aspects 
of society such as health, education, environment, social protection, domestic violence and the 
socioeconomic, demographic and geographic characteristics of individuals and households.

Study Population and Sampling Procedure
 The study focused on a population of 13,255 married women between the ages of 
18 and 49. The sampling frame for the Nepal MICS 2019 was based on the 2011 National 
Population and Housing Census and used a multistage, stratified cluster probability sampling 
design with urban and rural arrears being the main sampling strata within each province. The 
sample of households were selected in two stages. First, a number of census enumeration areas 
were picked systematically based on their size, then 25 households were selected through 
systematic random sampling from each selected enumeration areas. In total, 512 enumeration 
areas and 12,800 households were chosen resulting in 12655 households being interviewed 
with 14,805 women (aged 15-49) and 5501 men (aged 15-49) participating (MICS, 2019). 
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Data Collection
 The sixth iteration of the MICS survey in Nepal used Computer-Assisted Personal 
Interviewing (CAPI) as its method of data collection. The CAPI system was built using version 
6.3 of the CSPro (Census and Survey Processing System) software and had a separate platform 
for managing data. The MICS program’s global standards and procedures were adapted to 
fit the MICS questionnaire used in Nepal. The CAPI system was tested in the Kavre district 
in April of 2019 and improvements were made to both the questionnaire and the application 
based on the results of the test.

Variables
 The aim was to evaluate the functional difficulties faced by women aged 18-49, which 
was the dependent variable. The independent variables were wealth index quintile, province, 
place of residence, age of women, educational status and level of media exposure. Wealth 
index was divided into five groups: poorest, second, middle, fourth and richest. The research 
encompassed all of the provinces in Nepal. Women’s age was split into three groups: 15-24, 
25-34 and 35 and above. Residence was classified as urban or rural and education divided 
into four categories: no formal education, basic education (grades 1-8), secondary education 
(grades 9-12) and higher secondary education or above (above grade 12). Media exposure 
was also divided into four categories: no exposure, low exposure, medium exposure and high 
exposure. 
Table 1
Independent and Dependent Variable
Independent Variables Dependent Variable
Socio-demographic factors
Wealth index quintile
 Province
 Place of residence
 Age of women
 Education 
 Level of media exposure

Functional Difficulty

 Examination of missing values and outliers in the dataset was done prior to analysis. 
The statistical package for the social sciences (SPSS) version 26 was used to analyse the data. 
Descriptive statistics were utilized to outline fundamental socio-demographic variables. The 
bivariate and multivariate analysis was performed to determine the relationship between the 
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independent variables and knowledge.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Socio-demographic Characteristics of Respondents
 A sample size of 13,255 women were surveyed. The wealthiest quintile of women 
made up 23.0% of the total sample, while the poorest quintile made up 16.9%. The Bagmati 
province had the highest representation (25.2%), followed by the Lumbini province (19.2%) 
and Madhesh province (17.3%). Most of the women (69.8%) lived in urban areas, with the 
remaining 30.2% residing in rural areas. The largest age group was comprised of women 
between 25 and 34 years old (34.0%), followed by women aged 35 years or older (38.1%) 
and those between 15 and 24 years old (27.8%). The majority of women had a basic level 
of education (Grades 1-8 or 9-12, accounting for 60.6% of the sample), while 29.5% had no 
education and 9.9% had higher education. When it came to media exposure, 36.9% of women 
had low exposure, 27.2% had medium exposure, and 12.5% had high exposure, with 23.4% 
having no exposure.
Table 1
Socio-demographic Characteristics of Women (aged 18-49 years)
Variables  Categories              N              %
Wealth index quintile Poorest 2238 16.9

Second 2533 19.1
Middle 2597 19.6
Fourth 2836 21.4
Richest 3051 23.0

Province Koshi province 2149 16.2
Madhesh province 2299 17.3
Bagmati province 3334 25.2
Gandaki province 1135 8.6
Lumbini province 2549 19.2
Karnali province 673 5.1
Sudurpaschim province 1116 8.4

Place of residence Urban 9256 69.8
Rural 3999 30.2

Age of women 15-24 3690 27.8
25-34 4513 34.0
35 and above 5053 38.1
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Variables  Categories              N              %
Education None 3908 29.5

Basic (Gr 1-8) 3648 27.5
Secondary (Gr 9-12) 4381 33.1
Higher 1318 9.9

Level of media exposure No exposure 3099 23.4
Low 4897 36.9
Medium 3605 27.2
High exposure 1654 12.5

Status of Functional Difficulty Among Women Aged 18-49 Years
 The table shows information on five different aspects of functional difficulty: seeing, 
hearing, walking/climbing steps, remembering/concentrating, and self-care/dressing. The 
“No Difficulty” category had the highest percentage of women in each aspect of functional 
difficulty, ranging from 87.4% to 98.6%. The “Some Difficulty” category was the next highest 
percentage, ranging from 3.3% to 11.8%. The “A Lot of Difficulty” category was the lowest 
percentage, with values ranging from 0.3% to 8.0%. The “Cannot Say at All” or “Cannot Care 
for Self” categories had very low percentages, with values ranging from 0.0% to 7.1%. The 
“No Response” category accounted for less than 1.0% of the total sample in all aspects of 
functional difficulty.
Table 2
Percentage of Women Aged 18-49 Years with Functional Difficulty
Variables  Categories N %
Difficulty seeing, even if 
wearing glasses or contact 
lenses

No Difficulty 11580 87.4
Some difficulty 1568 11.8
A lot of difficulty 103 .8
Cannot say at all 4 .0

Difficulty hearing, even if 
using a hearing aid

No Difficulty 12768 96.3
Some difficulty 443 3.3
A lot of difficulty 42 .3
Cannot say at all 1 .0
No Response 1 .0

Difficulty walking or climbing 
steps

No Difficulty 12335 93.1
Some difficulty 830 6.3
A lot of difficulty 81 .6
Cannot say at all 9 .1
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Variables  Categories N %
Difficulty remembering or 
concentrating

No Difficulty 12152 91.7
Some difficulty 1047 7.9
A lot of difficulty 55 .4
Cannot remember/concentrate 
at all 

1 .0

No Response 1 .0
Difficulty with self-care, such 
as washing all over or dressing

No Difficulty 12990 98.0
Some difficulty 227 1.7
A lot of difficulty 31 .2
Can not care for self 7 .1

Difficulty communicating No Difficulty 13063 98.6
Some difficulty 173 1.3
A lot of difficulty 18 .1
No Response 1 .0

Association of Background Characteristics of Women and Functional Difficulty
 The study analyzed the association of background characteristics of women with 
functional difficulty. Results showed that there was a significant association between the 
province, age of women, education, and level of media exposure with functional difficulty. 
The highest proportion of women facing functional difficulty was found in the Gandaki 
province (36.0%) and among women aged 35 and above (34.9%). On the other hand, the 
highest proportion of women without functional difficulty was found among women aged 
15-24 (87.6%) and those with higher education (85.8%). In terms of media exposure, women 
with high exposure had the lowest proportion of functional difficulty (19.9%). The chi-square 
test was used to determine the significance of the association and the results showed that the 
association was statistically significant (p<0.05) in all cases except for the place of residence 
and level of media exposure with lots of difficulty.
Table 3
Adult Functional Difficulty by Socio-demographic Characteristics, MICS 2019
Variables At least one functional 

difficulty
At least one functional 
difficulty (lots of difficulty)

Total

Not difficulty At least one 
difficulty

Not 
difficulty

At least one 
difficulty

% N

Wealth index quintile Chi-square=9.1, p=0.059  Chi-square=8.0, p=0.091
Poorest 75.7 24.3 97.2 2.8 100 2238
Second 78.2 21.8 97.9 2.1 100 2533
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Variables At least one functional 
difficulty

At least one functional 
difficulty (lots of difficulty)

Total

Not difficulty At least one 
difficulty

Not 
difficulty

At least one 
difficulty

% N

Middle 78.6 21.4 98.2 1.8 100 2597
Fourth 76.9 23.1 98.1 1.9 100 2836
Richest 76.2 23.8 98.3 1.7 100 3051
Province Chi-square=326.7, p=0.000 Chi-square=56.8,p=0.000       
Koshi province 78.1 21.9 98.4 1.6 100 2149
Madhesh province 82.4 17.6 98.7 1.3 100 2299
Bagmati province 71.2 28.8 97.8 2.2 100 3334
Gandaki province 64.0 36.0 96.0 4.0 100 1135
Lumbini province 83.0 17.0 98.4 1.6 100 2549
Karnali province 70.8 29.2 95.5 4.5 100 673
Sudurpaschim 
province

85.9 14.1 98.8 1.2 100 1116

Place of residence Chi-square=0.9, p=0.342 Chi-square=2.3, p=0.122
Urban 77.4 22.6 98.1 1.9 100 9256
Rural 76.6 23.4 97.7 2.3 100 3999
Age of women Chi-square=704.4, p=0.000 Chi-square=66.5,p=0.000
15-24 87.6 12.4 98.9 1.1 100 3690
25-34 82.0 18.0 98.6 1.4 100 4513
35 and above 65.1 34.9 96.7 3.3 100 5053
Education Chi-square=214.2, p=0.000 Chi-square=58.1, p=0.000
None 70.3 29.7 96.6 3.4 100 3908
Basic (Gr 1-8) 75.9 24.1 98.1 1.9 100 3648
Secondary (Gr 9-12) 81.7 18.3 98.6 1.4 100 4381
Higher 85.8 14.2 99.3 .7 100 1318
Level of media 
exposure

 Chi-square=14.3, p=0.003 Chi-square=24.9, p=0.000

No exposure 76.8 23.2 97.2 2.8 100 3099
Low 77.6 22.4 97.7 2.3 100 4897
Medium 75.5 24.5 98.4 1.6 100 3605
High exposure 80.1 19.9 99.1 .9 100 1654

***=p<0.001

Multivariate Analysis on Socio-demographic Characteristics of Respondents and 
Functional Difficulties
 Multivariate analysis was conducted to examine the adjusted odds ratio (aOR) and 95% 
confidence interval (CI) for functional difficulties among adult women aged 18-49 by selected 
predictors. The outcome measures were having at least one functional difficulty (some or 
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lots) and having at least one functional difficulty (lots of difficulty). Residing in Madhesh 
(aOR=0.72, 95% CI=0.61-0.85) , Lumbini (aOR=0.74, 95% CI=0.64-0.87)  and Sudurpaschim 
(aOR=0.55, 95% CI=0.44-0.67) provinces was associated with a lower aOR for having at 
least one functional difficulty (some or lots) compared to Koshi Province (aOR=1).  On the 
other hand, residing in Bagmati (aOR=1.60, 95% CI=1.39-1.85), Gandaki(aOR=2.21, 95% 
CI=1.88-2.61), and Karnali (aOR=1.42, 95% CI=1.15-1.77) provinces was associated with 
a higher aOR for having at least one functional difficulty (some or lots).Women aged 35 and  
above had a higher OR for having at least one functional difficulty (some or lots)(aOR=3.05, 
95% CI=2.68-3.47) compared to women aged 15-24. Women with higher levels of education 
(aOR=0.44, 95% CI=0.36-0.55) had a lower aOR for having at least one functional difficulty 
(some or lots) compared to those with no education. Women with medium (aOR=1.25, 95% 
CI=1.09-1.44) exposure to media had a higher aOR for having at least one functional difficulty 
(some or lots) compared to women with high and no exposure to media.
 The Cox & Snell R Square for the model was .081 for having at least one functional 
difficulty (some or lots) and .011 for having at least one functional difficulty (lots of difficulty). 
The -2 Log likelihood was 13134.0 for having at least one functional difficulty (some or lots) 
and 2487.6 for having at least one functional difficulty (lots of difficulty).
Table 4
Adjusted Odds Ratio (aOR) and 95% Confidence Interval (CI) for Having Functional Difficulty 
Among Adult Women (aged 18-49) by Selected Predictors
Predictors Categories At least one functional 

difficulty (some or lots)
At least one functional 
difficulty (lots of difficulty)

aOR 95% CI aOR 95% CI
Lower Upper Lower Upper

Wealth index 
quintile

Poorest (ref.) 1.00 1,00
Second .886 .759 1.035 1.015 .664 1.550
Middle .874 .745 1.025 .990 .632 1.550
Fourth .984 .834 1.159 1.145 .722 1.817
Richest .895 .744 1.077 1.081 .639 1.829

Province Koshi (ref.) 1.00 1,00
Madhesh Province .723*** .617 .846 .681 .412 1.125
Bagmati province 1.601*** 1.390 1.845 1.541* 1.001 2.374
Gandaki province 2.215*** 1.876 2.614 2.775*** 1.765 4.362
Lumbini province .744*** .639 .865 .873 .550 1.385
Karnali province 1.424** 1.147 1.767 2.257** 1.315 3.874
Sudurpaschim province .545*** .444 .669 .646 .343 1.218
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Predictors Categories At least one functional 
difficulty (some or lots)

At least one functional 
difficulty (lots of difficulty)

aOR 95% CI aOR 95% CI
Lower Upper Lower Upper

Place of 
residence

Urban (ref.) 1.00 1,00
Rural 1.043 .941 1.156 1.056 .793 1.406

Age of 
women

15-24 (ref.) 1.00 1,00
25-34 1.371*** 1.205 1.560 1.011 .671 1.525
35 and above 3.046*** 2.677 3.467 1.995** 1.344 2.960

Education None (ref.) 1.00 1,00
Basic (Gr 1-8) .837** .745 .941 .620** .447 .860
Secondary (Gr 9-12) .659*** .575 .755 .572** .386 .846
Higher .444*** .359 .549 .293** .134 .643

Level of 
media 
exposure

No exposure (ref.) 1.00 1,00
Low .978 .866 1.105 .848 .616 1.167
Medium 1.254** 1.095 1.436 .682 .461 1.009
High exposure 1.103 .921 1.321 .480* .260 .887

Constant .191*** .020***
-2 LL 13134.0 2487.6
Cox & Snell R Square .081 .011

***=p<0.001, **=p<0.01 and *=p<0.05, ref= reference category
 The findings from this study provide insights into the association between various 
factors and the presence of functional difficulty. The findings revealed variations in functional 
difficulties across different provinces, age groups and educational levels. The results of this 
study indicated that there was no significant difference in the prevalence of functional difficulty 
based on wealth index quintile and place of residence (Disability Data Initiative, 2021), whether 
urban or rural. These findings contrast with previous studies conducted in various developing 
countries, where wealth index quintile and place of residence were identified as strong 
predictors of functional difficulty. In those studies, individuals from lower wealth quintiles 
and those residing in rural areas exhibited higher rates of functional difficulty. The variation 
in findings could be attributed to the specific socioeconomic and environmental contexts of 
the study populations. Factors such as access to healthcare services, living conditions, and 
socioeconomic disparities may contribute to the disparities in functional difficulty observed in 
different populations (Bora & Saikia, 2015; Ćwirlej-Sozańska et al, 2019; Dunlop et al, 2002; 
Malik, 2022).
 The association between province and functional difficulty was significant, with Gandaki 
and Karnali provinces having the highest prevalence of functional difficulty. The higher odds 
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of functional difficulty in these provinces suggest the need for targeted interventions to address 
the specific challenges faced by individuals in these regions.
 This study revealed a significant association between the age of women and 
functional difficulty, particularly among those aged 35 and above, with a prevalence rate 
of 34.9%. This finding aligns with previous research conducted in India and England, 
which also reported a higher prevalence of functional difficulty among women in  
older age groups. These findings suggest that advancing age may contribute to an 
increased likelihood of experiencing functional difficulties. Factors such as declining 
physical health, age-related chronic conditions and reduced mobility and flexibility 
could potentially explain the higher prevalence of functional difficulty in older women 
(Dunlop et al., 2002; Malik, 2022). 
 Education level showed a significant association with functional difficulty, with higher 
education being associated with lower odds (14.2%). These results are consistent with previous 
studies highlighting the role of education as a protective factor against functional limitations 
(Rillotta & Nettelbeck, 2007; Zajacova & Montez, 2017). Access to educational opportunities 
and resources may contribute to improved health literacy, better self-care practices, and overall 
well-being, reducing the likelihood of functional difficulty (Gupta et al, 2014; Lamichhane, 
2013; Leicester & Lovell, 1997; Rillotta & Nettelbeck, 2007).
 The level of media exposure showed a significant association with functional difficulty 
in this study. However, it is important to note that the relationship between media exposure and 
functional difficulty may be complex and influenced by various factors, including the type of 
media content, individual health knowledge, and socioeconomic disparities.

Strength and Limitations of the Study
 This study has several strengths that contribute to its reliability and usefulness. Firstly, 
the study is based on a large sample size, which ensures that the findings are representative of 
the population being studied and increases the confidence in the conclusions drawn. Secondly, 
the study follows international standards for data collection, making the results comparable 
with other similar studies and allowing for tracking of progress over time. Moreover, the study 
applies statistical methods, such as chi-square test and multivariate analysis, to examine the 
relationship between various factors and functional difficulties among women. The study is 
also designed to be user-friendly, making the data accessible and understandable to relevant 
stakeholders, including policy-makers, practitioners, and researchers.
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 However, there are also limitations to the study. Firstly, the data collected is only accurate 
as of the time of the survey and may not reflect any changes that have taken place since then. 
Secondly, the study relies on self-reported data, which may be subject to recall and social 
desirability bias. Thirdly, the quality of the data depends on the willingness of respondents 
to provide accurate information, which may introduce bias into the results. Finally, the study 
only focuses on adult women aged 18-49, so the results may not be generalizable to other 
populations. In summary, despite its limitations, the study offers valuable insights into the 
situation and difficulties faced by women with functional difficulties in Nepal. The strengths of 
the study, such as the large sample size and statistical analysis, make it a valuable contribution 
to the understanding of this issue.

CONCLUSIONS

 The study analyzed the association of five different aspects of functional difficulty 
among a sample of 13,255 women in Nepal. Results showed that  province, age, education, 
and media exposure were significantly associated with functional difficulty, with some notable 
differences in adjusted odds ratios. Wealthier women and those with higher levels of education 
had a lower odds ratio for having functional difficulties, while women aged 35 and above and 
those with medium or high exposure to media had a higher odds ratio. Policy makers can use 
research findings to inform their decision-making and develop policies and interventions that 
promote the inclusion of people with disabilities.
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