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How many disabled?

 - EU funded project attempts to overcome problems in inconsistent data collection
Experts in the health and disability sector from 16 organisations throughout Europe began a three day meeting in Dublin today. The meeting is hosted by the National Disability Authority and is part of continued work on the MHADIE project, which examines different ways to describe and collate information and statistics regarding disability.  

Disability is measured in different ways across Europe and this creates problems of compatibility and the findings collated, is subject to different methods across Europe. Measuring Health and Disability in Europe (MHADIE) is a project funded by the EU, which seeks to use the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) to help to address this issue and standardise data collection in the twenty-five member states.

Differences in the number of people who are recorded as having a disability become apparent when various surveys are examined. For instance, the Irish census in 2002 found that 8.3% of the population has a disability but the National Disability Pilot Survey, which was commissioned by the NDA, estimated it was 13%, albeit with a small sample.  Statistics such as this demonstrate the irregularities that naturally arise from variation in how disability is defined and differences in data collection techniques.

The National Disability Authority is the only Irish partner involved in the MHADIE project and the organisation hopes that the end result will be the production of recommendations and guidelines on how to best integrate existing data sources into the ICF and making recommendations to policy makers regarding changes to data collection methods.

MHADIE aims to bring cohesion and regularity to statistics that relate to disability on a European basis. Issues such as education, health care and other social services are all impacted negatively by inaccurate statistics and consequential difficulties in influencing legislation arise.

The National Disability Authority hope that the ICF model will be adopted so that current inconsistent statistics that are present in existing population and education surveys are updated and a more realistic assessment of the disability sector is undertaken. 

The Disability Agenda edition of MHADIE will play a key role in the dissemination strategy of the project in Ireland as it provides an overview of the project aims, outcomes, participants and the role of the NDA.  This edition of the Disability Agenda will be launched during the meeting.  

Speaking at the meeting today Ms Angela Kerins, Chairperson of the NDA said: “Streamlining the methods and processes undertaken across Europe to collect data on the disability sector is an extremely important exercise if we are serious about getting an accurate picture of the numbers of people affected by a disability.”

 She continued: “Services are appropriated based on surveys that we now see are inconsistent. We must endeavour to restructure the systems on a pan-European basis and I am delighted that MHADIE has already made such progress in this area. I look forward to seeing the results in December 2007.”

It is hoped that EU Governments will take on board recommendations contained in the final report, which will be presented at an intergovernmental Conference towards the end of 2007.
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