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EUROPEAN COMPARATIVE DATA ON THE SITUATION OF
DISABLED PERSONS An annotated review

1. INTRODUCTION
With a view on monitoring the implementation in EU countries of the UN Convention on the Rights of
People with Disabilities and the EU Action Plan to Promote the rights and full participation of people
with disabilities in society: Improving the quality of life of people with disabilities in Europe 2006-2015
there is a need for EU comparative data on the situation of disabled people.
Following this need ANED, The Academic Network of European Disability Experts, commissioned
EDACwowe, The European Data Center for Work and Welfare, to carry out the ANED TASK 4, which
is …
…to identify the opportunities for national comparisons between European countries regarding
quantitative data on the situation of disabled people, through an annotated review of existing relevant
data sources.
The specific objectives of the task are:
• To provide systematic information on the availability of EU-comparative quantitative data on the
situation of disabled people in European countries
• To signal important gaps in EU-comparative data, and to provide, if available, national examples
of data regarding a specific gap
• To provide evaluative conclusions on EU-comparative data sources
• To suggest indicative recommendations for future EU-comparative data initiatives in the field
In this report we describe the way in which we carried out the task objectives: we discuss our data
search strategy, we will present and discuss our findings, and we will present conclusions and
recommendations. The report focuses on the main findings, while listings and details of the data
sources we have reviewed are presented in a series of appendices.
Throughout the report we will use the UN Convention definition of disabled persons as a frame of
reference:
“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or
sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and
effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.”
We are aware that other definitions are possible, as well as that in the practice of gathering and
computing relevant data large differences can exist in disability interpretations used by individuals
(e.g. respondents in surveys), administrations, and governments.
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2. SEARCH STRATEGY
Here we explain our strategy for searching relevant data. We discuss the type of data we have been
looking for, the type of sources in which they might be found, the language and key words we used for
the search, and the method we applied to select relevant data sources for inclusion in the report.

2.1 Type of data
One should realise that there is an enormous supply of data, which might be more or less relevant for
the task, directly or indirectly. The vast majority of data sources made it necessary to delineate the
data inventory task to optimise its efficiency and effectiveness. Here we specify and explain the
choices we made to get an adequate focus for the search.
The situation of disabled people
The situation that disabled people are or may be in is the central subject of (future) EU comparison.
This situation, as that of any person, has many different aspects. It would be impossible to search for
data on any imaginable one. We have to select certain key aspects, and then choose which of these
will be within our main focus.
We base our selection of key aspects on those that are mentioned in:
•
•
•

The UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities,
The EU Action Plan to Promote the rights and full participation of people with disabilities in
society; improving the quality of life of people with disabilities in Europe 2006-2015, and
The WHO International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health.

The schema 1 provides a schematized overview of these aspects, which are named ‘fields’ in the UN
Convention and ‘action lines’ in the EU Action Plan. We will here us the term ‘fields’.
Schema 1
Aspects of the situation of disabled persons as mentioned by three relevant international
organisations
UN Convention
Accessibility: transportation,
information/communication
Right to life and effective enjoyment of
it
Situations of risk and humanitarian
emergencies
Equal recognition before the law
Access to (legal) justice

EU ACtion Plan

WHO-ICF

Information and communication /
Transport

Communication/Mobility/Transport
Human rights/Civil protection

Legal protection

Civil protection

Legal protection

Legal services, systems

Liberty and security of person

Civil protection

Freedom from torture etc
Freedom from exploitation, violence,
abuse
Protecting the integrity of the person

Civil protection
Protection against violence and abuse

Civil protection
Civil protection

Liberty of movement and nationality
Living independently
Personal mobility

Community living

Community, social and civic
life/Housing services,systems

Freedom of expression and opinion,
access to information
Respect for privacy
Respect for home and family

3

UN Convention
Education
Health
Habilitation and rehabilitation
Work and employment
Adequate standard of living and social
protection
Participation in political and public life
Participation in cultural life, recreation,
leisure and sport

EU ACtion Plan

WHO-ICF

Education

Education/Learning and applying
knowledge

Health care

Health services, systems

Employment, vocational guidance and
training
Rehabilitation
Employment, vocational guidance and
training

Work and employment

Social protection

Economic life/Social security services,
systems

Participation in political and public life

Political life and citizenship

Participation in cultural life

Recreation and leisure/Religion and
spirituality

The built environment

Architecture and construction
Attitudes in environment: of family,
friends, colleagues, employers, carers,
professionals,

The schema1 shows that there is considerable overlap between the fields from the three sources, but
still there are some 25 different fields distinguished. Given the time and budget available, this number
is too high for full inclusion in our task. In agreement with ANED we decided to make a selection of
those fields that are called ‘major life areas’ in the WHO classification (education, work and
employment, economic life), and add other fields that most directly relate to actual participation:
personal mobility/transport, information/communication, social protection, political participation,
participation in cultural life/leisure/sport. There is some overlap between some of these fields, which
made us opt to include the following key list of fields in our search:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

Education
Work and employment
Income and social protection
Mobility
Information and communication
Political participation
Cultural participation
Discrimination

Our selection excludes those fields in the schema that regard fundamental rights of disabled persons,
instead of actual fields of participation. Excluded fields are, for instance: right to life and effective
enjoyment of it; equal recognition before the law; access to legal justice/legal protection; protecting the
integrity of the person; liberty of movement and nationality; freedom of expression and opinion;
respect for privacy; respect for home and family.
Note that like the UN Convention and the EU Action Plan we opt for a participation perspective on the
situation of disabled persons, which means a central focus on data about their actual participation in
the various key fields.
However, participation in a field assumes access to that field, while access is affected by (the absence
of) environmental barriers. So, within the participation perspective, we also include in our search
comparative data on environmental barriers (e.g. negative public attitudes) and access.
Notes on health, disability prevalence and spending data
Doing our search we found that there is a large amount of EU-cross-national and wider international
statistical data on people’s health, disability prevalence, and on health and disability related social
spending. The health and disability prevalence data regards statistics on e.g. life expectancy,
illnesses, self-reported health, obesity, prevalence of various types of disability broken down by
variables as e.g. gender and age, etc., etc. The spending data concern statistics on government
expenditure on health care, disability benefits, and such like. We have not regarded these kinds of
statistics as relevant for our report, since they do not concern as such the situations and participation
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of disabled persons. However, the data sources on health, disability prevalence and spending that we
found are listed in appendix 11.
Similarly, there are EU-comparative health surveys, which measure many aspects of people’s health
and health care use, including measures of long-term disabilities (e.g. Special Eurobarometers 183.7
of wave 58.2 and 272e of wave 66.2), but since these surveys do not contain any questions related to
the various fields of participation that we distinguish here, these surveys are not included in our
review.
It is important to note that there is a field of data on disability that we, being social scientists with no
background in medical science, do not feel qualified enough to include in our review. This regards
data, collected by means of surveys among disabled persons, with a pre-dominantly medical
perspective. In some of these surveys (sometimes called: ‘handicap questionnaires’) also issues of
participation are measured, e.g. with regard to mobility, work, social relationships, economic selfsufficiency, and such like. Typically, in this field, there is a concern to develop measurements of
disability that operationalise in greater or lesser detail (international) classifications of health,
1
impairments and disability, like e.g. the ICIDH, and now ICP of the World Health organisation.
EU comparative
Given the central task of identifying data that is suitable for comparing the situation of disabled people
in European countries the choice is to focus our search on data sources that contain data for a
number of European countries, ideally including all EU 27. Relevant data sources are also those that
have a wider international or even a global focus, but include a number of EU countries.
Quantitative
We focus on quantitative data (survey data, registered data, indicators, statistics), and leave
qualitative data on the situation of disabled persons to ANED Tasks 6 and 7, which focus on the
principles, rules and practices of relevant policies and institutions.
Specific and generic
We will search for specific data, which explicitly focus on disabled persons and aspects of their
situation, as well as on generic data, which refer to wider populations, but with inclusion of disabled
persons.
Micro and macro
Our search includes data at the micro level of individuals (notably: social surveys), and data at the
macro level of countries. Macro level data may stem from aggregations of micro data, or from
administrative or registered data.
Unit of measurement
When it comes to participation the disabled person will be the likely basic unit of measurement in the
data source. However, especially regarding data on access and barriers other social actors or
institutions may be measurement units, like e.g. schools, public buildings, transport systems, public
opinion, etc. We searched for data concerning both types of unit.

2.2 Types of source
For practical reasons, and considering that at present nearly all of the data that might be relevant is
published on the internet, we confined our search to sources that are available through the internet.
We distinguished between two main types: Surveys (micro data), and statistics (macro data)
Surveys (micro data)
We looked into EU-comparative surveys that were known to us through:
•

The website of the European Data Center for Work and Welfare (EDACwowe)

1

For those who are interested in this field we refer to e.g. Perenboom & Chorus (2003) “Measuring participation according to
the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF)”, Disability and Rehabilitation, 25(11), 577-587; Cardol
et al (1999), “Handicap questionnaires: what do they assess?”, Disability and Rehabilitation, 21(3), 97-105; Dijkers, M. et al
(2000)., “Measures of social outcomes in disability research”, Archives of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation, 81(2), s63-s80;
UN (2001) Guidelines and principles for the development of disability statistics, United Nations: New York.
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•
•
•
•
•

An inspection of a large number of articles in a series of relevant academic journals (for a list
of the journals see appendix 1)
An inspection of the websites of relevant organisations (for a list of the organisations see
appendix 2)
An inspection of social survey archives (for a list of archives see appendix 3)
Suggestions by ANED
Those surveys that we came across during our search activities generally

For the complete list of surveys we looked into, see appendix 4
Statistics (macro data)
We searched for possible relevant data sources through:
•
•
•
•

The website of the European Data Center for Work and Welfare (EDACowe) (for a list of all
data sources by topic categories see appendix 5)
An inspection of a large number of articles in a series of relevant academic journals (for a list
of the journals see appendix 6)
An inspection of the websites of relevant organisations (for a list of the organisations see
appendix 7)
Suggestions by ANED

2. 3 Language
We have looked for data that is available in the English language, using English key words. The
reasons for this are that English is the modern lingua franca of the EU academic and policy world, and
it would be impossible for the research team to do searches in texts written in all national languages of
the European Union.

2.4 Key words
Surveys To find surveys and survey questions with possibly relevant information we used the English
key words:
o Health
o Disab*
o Illness
o Hamper*
o Impair*
o Handica*
o Sick*
o Restriction (of activity)
o Functional limitation
o Incapacit*
o (reduced) mobility
o Braille
Statistics To find relevant information in statistical data bases we used the English key words:
o Accessibility
o Blind
o Deaf
o Disab*
o Hamper*
o Handica*
o Health
o Illness
o Impair*
o Incapacit*
o Restricted/limited mobility
o Sick*
o Sign language
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o
o
o
o

Restriction (of activity)
Functional limitation
(reduced) mobility
Braille

2.5 Method of source selection
Within each main source type (survey, statistics) individual sources were inspected and scrutinised
with the relevant set of key words in mind. If a source contains one or more key words it was regarded
potentially relevant. Further inspection was then carried out to see whether the data contained by it
was EU cross-national and quantitative, as well as to which field or fields it belonged.
Sources that contain EU cross-national, quantitative data in at least one of the fields were considered
relevant.
Surveys, specifically, were regarded relevant if they contain questions about the (dis)ability/health
status of the respondents and/or questions about respondent’s views/perceptions/beliefs/attitudes on
disability, on disabled persons and such like.
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3. FINDINGS: EU-COMPARATIVE SURVEYS
In our report we present and discuss our findings for surveys and statistics separately. This chapter
discusses what we found regarding surveys.
With our key words in mind we screened the questionnaires of EU comparative opinion and socio2
economic surveys on whether they contained disability identification questions (that is, questions that
ask about respondent’s health and disability status, and which could be used to distinguish selfreported disabled from self-reported non-disabled persons) and/or disability issue questions (that is,
questions about respondent’s opinions, attitudes, or perceptions concerning disability, disabled
persons, and such like).
At the same time we noted whether questionnaires contain questions regarding the key fields of
participation that we specified.

3.1 Surveys with disability identification questions
EU comparative surveys that contain one or more questions that aim to measure whether a
respondent has some degree and/or form of disability are relevant, because they could be used to
calculate and analyse differences in participation between self-reported disabled and non-disabled
persons, given that such surveys also contain questions on participation.
The table 1 shows the EU comparative surveys that have disability definition questions, and it shows
for which key fields they have participation questions.
Table 1
EU-comparative surveys* with disability identification questions, by key fields covered
Education

Work and
employment

Income and
social
protection

Mobility

Information
and
communicat
ion

Political
participation

Cultural
participation

Discriminati
on

Opinion
Surveys
CCEB
Candidate Countries
Eurobarometer
2002.1
2004.1
CSES Comparative
Study Of Electoral
Systems
module 1 1996 - 2001
module 2 2001 - 2006
EQLS European
Quality of Life Survey
2003
ESS European Social
Survey
2000/3
2004/5
2006/7
Eurobarometer
1962
37.1 (1991)
37.2 (1992)
44.3 (1996)
52.1 (1999)
54.2 (2001)
57.0 (2002)
57.2 (2002)

2

See appendix 4 for the complete list of surveys that we screened.
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Education

Work and
employment

Income and
social
protection

Mobility

Information
and
communicat
ion

Political
participation

Cultural
participation

Discriminati
on

58.2 (2002)
60.0 (2003)
64.3 (2005)
65.4 (2006)
66.2 (2006)
Flash Eurobarometer
(2008)
69.1 (2008)
EVS European Values
Study
1981
1990
EWCS European
Working Conditions
Survey
2005
ISSP Int.ernational
Social Survey
Program
1988, 1989, 1990,
1991, 1993, 1994,
1995, 1996,1997,
1999, 2000, 2002,
2003, 2005, 2008
1998
SHARE Survey of
Health, Ageing and
Retirement
2004, 2006/7

Socioeconomic
surveys
ECHP European
Community Household
Panel
1994, 1995, 1996,
1997, 1998, 1999,
2000, 2001
EU LFS European
Union Labour Force
‘core variables’
1990-2008
EU SILC EU Statics
on Income and Living
Conditions
2003, 2004, 2005,
2006
2008
LIS Luxembourg
Income Study
1980, 1985, 1990,
1995, 2000, 2004
LWS Luxembourg
Wealth Study
various years

* For information details on each of these surveys see appendix 4

Education
All surveys in table 1 ask respondents about their education. In all cases it regards questions
measuring an objective status, like a respondent’s educational level, age of graduation, number of
years in education, and/or whether this regards general or vocational training. Only EQLS contains a
subjective question about respondent’s evaluation of the quality of the educational system.
Work and Employment
All surveys ask respondents about their work and employment status. Questions vary by survey, but
usual questions are whether one has a job or not, a labour contract or not, and how many hours one
works. Some surveys ask about occupations. Work and occupation questions are most detailed in the
socio-economic surveys ECHP, EU-SILC, and LFS.
Some of the opinion surveys, notably ESS, EVS and the ISSP Work Orientation modules also ask
about subjective aspects of the job one has, like regarding work autonomy, work satisfaction, work
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orientations, and work ethic. ECHP is the socio-economic survey that also asks subjective questions
regarding job satisfaction.
Income and social protection
All surveys have questions about income and social protection. The type of questions, as well as the
degree of detail varies strongly between surveys. Most detailed information is contained by the socioeconomic surveys ECHP, EU-SILC, LFS, LIS and LWS. They usually measure the various
components of the respondent’s own income and assets, and those of his or her partner. In the
opinion surveys income is mostly measured without much detail. Some ask about the level of personal
income, some about the level of household income. Social protection is less measured then income
level, but if measured it is mostly about source of income: whether this is from work, and/or a series of
social benefits. Among these benefits disability benefits/pensions are usually included.
Mobility
Mobility issues are very rarely measured in EU-comparative surveys. Exceptions are:
- In EQLS respondents are asked how much time in total it takes to get to and from work or school
- In CCEB 2002.1 people are asked to rate how important for them ‘good transport facilities’ are
against the importance of other necessities.
- LIS and LWS are particular data sources in that they have objective measures of people’s
consumption expenditures in various fields. One of these is ’transport’.
Information and communication
Issues regarding information and communication are not often asked in EU-comparative surveys, and
if so, they are measured in little detail. Questions are usually about people’s use of internet, tv and
newspapers. LIS and LWS ask people about their expenditures on what is captured by the generic
term ‘communication’.
Political participation
Political participation is a field that is represented in quite many of the EU-comparative opinion
surveys. It is absent in the socio-economic surveys. Active political participation, like attending trade
union meetings, action group meetings, protest meetings or demonstrations, signing a petition, and
doing activities for political organisations, is among the issues measured in EQLS, ESS, EVS1, EVS 2
CCEB 2002.1, SHARE, and Eurobarometer 52.1. Voting preferences and voting behaviour are
measured in ISSP (especially the Role of Government modules), ESS, EVS 1, EVS 2, and
Eurobarometer 64.3. CSES contains data on a series of variables regarding political participation,
voting behaviour and political attitudes.
Cultural participation
Cultural participation is rarely measured in EU-comparative surveys. Exceptions are EVS1, EVS 2,
ESS1, and SHARE, which ask people whether they participate (passively and /or actively) in a series
of voluntary organisations of various kinds: political, cultural, environmental, recreational, religious,
occupational, etc. EQLS asks whether people attend meetings of voluntary associations, and whether
they do voluntary work of any kind. ESS 3 asks whether people have recently taken part in voluntary
activities generally. LIS and LWS measure people’s expenditure on ‘recreation and culture ‘, and on
‘restaurants and hotels’.
Discrimination
Not much is asked about (perceptions of) discrimination of disabled persons generally, that is, in nonEurobarometer surveys, but there are some exceptions. For instance, in ESS1, ESS 2, and ESS 3 it is
asked on what grounds the group that the respondent identifies with (‘your group’) is discriminated
against: one of the groups mentioned is ‘disability’. And in EWCS 2005 it is asked whether people
have been subjected to discrimination at work.
Most importantly, however, there are five Eurobarometer surveys that have some form of disability
identification questions, and which are especially focused on measuring discrimination in European
countries. One particularly focuses on disability and includes discrimination questions (Eurobarometer
54.2, 2001, Europeans on Disability), and four are on discrimination generally with inclusion of
questions concerning disability (Eurobarometer 57.0 from 2002, 65.4 from 2006, Flash Eurobarometer
232 from 2008 and 69.1 from 2008 on Discrimination in the European Union). We will discuss them in
some more detail later in chapter 4 as sources of statistical information.
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Brief interim conclusions
1. Clearly, the socio-economic fields of education, work and employment and income/social protection
stand out as the fields that are covered by all surveys. This makes them potentially the aspects of the
life situation of disabled persons for which one could have the most comparative knowledge about.
The measurement of these fields is most detailed in the socio-economic surveys.
2. The socio-economic surveys do not cover other fields, with the exception of LIS and LWS who
measure people’s spending on transport, communication and cultural participation.
3. Apart from the socio-economic fields, political participation is the field that is covered most by the
opinion surveys. The other fields are measured fragmentary and in little detail. One exception is
cultural participation in as far as people’s participation in voluntary work activities (either passively or
actively) is concerned, and a second exception regards discrimination, since there are five relevant
Eurobarometers on disability and discrimination in Europe.
4. Among the opinion surveys the European Social Survey ESS stands out as one that covers all
fields (except one: mobility), in each of its three waves (with a fourth wave coming up in 2008/9). The
longitudinal character of ESS and the fact that each wave covers 22-26 EU countries add to its
potential value as a source for national comparisons of the situation of disabled people.
5. ISSP stands out as the survey with a longstanding series of waves (from 1988 onwards with one to
two year intervals) and a rather strong measurement of political participation. However, the fact that
there is quite strong variation in the set of countries that is represented in each wave detracts from the
value of its longitudinal character.
6. CCEB stands out as a longitudinal survey in EU candidate countries, which covers most fields.
However, the measures within fields are not very detailed, and the survey series has ended now the
candidate countries have become member of the EU.
The relevance of the surveys in table 1 lies in the fact that, on principle, they could be used to
calculate and analyse differences in participation between self-reported disabled and non-disabled
persons. However, the usefulness of a survey in this respect not only depends on the range and
degree to which it measures aspects of participation, an issue which we discussed above, but also on
the degree and ways in which a survey would allow for identifying disabled and non-disabled
respondents. A survey that measures various fields of participation in detail would still be rather
useless if it would not contain any, or only inadequate, identification questions. For the surveys
mentioned in Table 1, Table 2 shows what type of ‘disability identification questions’ they contain.
Table 2
Disability identification questions by surveys*
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

Opinion Surveys
Candidate Countries
Eurobarometer
2002.1
2004.1
CSESComparative
Study Electoral
Systems
module 1 1996 2001
module 2 2001 2006
EQLS European Quality
of Life Survey
2003
ESS European Social
Survey
round 1 – 2000/3
round 2 – 2004/5
Eurobarometer
1962
37.1 (1991)
37.2 (1992)
44.2 (1997)

11

16

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

44.3 (1996)
52.1 (1999)
54.2 (2001)
57.0 (2002)
57.2 (2002)
58.2 (2002)
60.0 (2003)
64.3 (2005)
65.4 (2006)
66.2 (2006)
Flash Eurobarometer
232 (2008)
69.1 (2008)
EVS European Values
Study
1981
1990
EWCS European
Working Conditions
Survey
round 2005
ISSP International
Social Survey Program
1988, 1989, 1990,
1991, 1993, 1994,
1995, 1996,1997, 1999,
2000, 2002, 2003,
2005, 2008
1998
SHARE Survey of
Health, Ageing and
Retirement
2004, 2006/7

Socio-economic
surveys
ECHP European
Community Household
Panel
1994, 1995, 1996,
1997, 1998, 1999,
2000, 2001
EU LFS European
Union Labour Force
‘core variables’
1990-2008
ad hoc module on the
employment of disabled
people 2002
EU SILC EU Statics on
Income and Living
Conditions
2003, 2004, 2005, 2006

1995
2001
LFS
ad
hoc
2002

2003

2003

2008
LIS Luxembourg
Income Study
1980, 1985, 1990,
1995, 2000, 2004
LWS Luxembourg
Wealth Study
various years

* For information details on each of these surveys see appendix 4
1.
2.

How would you describe your health today? How is your health in general?
Do you have any chronic or mental health problem, a (longstanding) illness?

3.

Do you have any long-standing illness/disability/health problem/handicap that limits your work/daily activities in any
way?.
Are you hampered (= limited, restricted) in your daily activities in any way by any longstanding illness, or disability,
infirmity or mental health problem/ For at least the last 6 months have you been limited in activities people usually
do, because of a health problem??
Do you personally know anyone who has any long-lasting illness, disability, or infirmity that limits their activities in
any way? ...Yes, I regard myself as a disabled person

4.
5.
6.

In your opinion, for what reason(s) have you been discriminated against? Because...
- I am physically disabled

12

16

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

- I have learning difficulties/mental illness
(above question is asked in relation to , work, looking for a job, primary school, secondary school, university,
getting house/accommodation)
And which of these descriptions best describes your situation - permanently sick or disabled
Unable to work due to long-term illness or disability
Current employment status...: ... Permanently disabled, sick (both respondent and partner)
Situation with regard to activity one year before survey: ..Permanently disabled
On what grounds is your group discriminated against – disability

12.

Which of the following long-standing conditions do you suffer from?
a. Blindness, or a severe vision impairment
b. Deafness, or a severe hearing impairment
c. A condition that substantially limits one or more basic physical activities such as walking, climbing stairs,
reaching, lifting or carrying
d. A learning or intellectual disability
e. A psychological or emotional condition
f.
Other, including any chronic illness
13. Do you have any difficulty in doing any of the following activities?
a. Learning, remembering or concentrating
b. Dressing, bathing or getting around inside the home
c. Going outside the home alone to shop or visit a doctor’s surgery
d. Working at a job or business or attending school or college
e. Participating in other activities, for example leisure or using transport
14. Please tell me whether you have any difficulty doing each of these everyday activities, because of a physical, mental,
emotional or memory problem. Exclude any difficulties that you expect to last less than three months.
a. Walking 100 metres
b. Sitting for about two hours
c. Getting up from a chair after sitting for long periods
d. Climbing several flights of stairs without resting
e. Climbing one flight of stairs without resting
f.
Stooping, kneeling, or crouching
g. Reaching or extending your arms above shoulder level
h. Pulling or pushing large objects like a living room chair
i.
Lifting or carrying weights over 10 pounds/5 kilos, like a heavy
j.
bag of groceries
k. Picking up a small coin from a table
15. Here are a few more everyday activities. Please tell me if you have any difficulty with these because of a physical,
mental, emotional or memory problem.
a. Dressing, including putting on shoes and socks
b. Walking across a room
c. Bathing or showering
d. Eating, such as cutting up your food
e. Getting in or out of bed
f.
Using the toilet, including getting up or down
g. Using a map to figure out how to get around in a strange place
h. Preparing a hot meal
i.
Shopping for groceries
j.
Making telephone calls
k. Taking medications
l.
Doing work around the house or garden
m. Managing money, such as paying bills and keeping track of expenses
16. What type of health problem or disability (15 categories); time since onset of health problem or disability (7
categories); cause of health problem or disability (6 categories); whether health problem restricts kind/amount of work
that can be done (3 categories); whether health problem restricts mobility to and from work (3 categories). Note that
these questions are asked to respondents who reported to have a long-standing health problem or illness.
(Note: The EU-comparative socio-economic surveys ECHP, LFS, and EU-SILC 2008 contain additional work-related disability
questions, which could be used in defining disabled persons. These questions regard: 1) What is the main reason for working
less than full-time?...: ..Personal illness or disability; 2) Why did you stop working in your last job or business?...: ...Own illness
or disability; 3) Reasons for not searching an employment...: ... Own illness or disability)

At global and EU level there is a general debate about how one could best measure disability,
especially by means of questions in social surveys. In this debate pros and cons of various measures
are discussed, and suggestions for practical measurement are proposed. In appendix 10 we briefly
review this debate.
Since it is an ongoing discussion, with perhaps not a final single solution because all approaches have
their particular perspectives and shortcomings, we will not try and give definite evaluations in terms of
good or bad of the identification questions used in the surveys in Table 2. We do recognise, however,
various approaches, that is, there are questions about health, about health related limitations, about
impairments generally, and about limitations in activities generally.
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Here we discuss the disability identification questions mentioned in table 2 from the perspective of the
UN Convention definition of disabled persons, which reads:
“Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory
impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in
society on an equal basis with others.”
Given this definition, an ideal survey would measure:
- people’s physical, mental, intellectual and sensory impairments, that are long-term,
- the environmental barriers people experience
- the participation hindrances they experience, relative to other persons, stemming from certain
impairments under influence of certain barriers.
Ideally also, a survey would measure these elements validly, reliably, in sufficient detail, and
comparable over time and place.
We have not come across such ideal surveys. The disability identification questions in Table 2 all only
tap some aspect of the UN definition. Some do this more comprehensively than others.
Type 1 questions: health
Questions 1 and 2 only ask about people’s (perceived) health status. Question 1, used in the
European Values Survey, is very limited, since it asks about the respondent’s health at the time of
interviewing. There is no reference at all to the duration of reported bad health, and there is no
reference at all to impairments, barriers, and hindrances. In addition, it is known that people’s
definition of ‘health’ is culturally embedded and may thus vary strongly between people from different
3
countries. Therefore, one could question seriously whether this general health question can be used
at all to identify disabled from non-disabled persons, especially also from an international comparative
perspective. The question 2, used in a number of Eurobarometer surveys, in SHARE, ECHP, EU-SILC
2008, LFS ad hoc 2002, and in LIS/LWS, is only slightly better (that is, closer to the UN definition),
since it refers to the duration of ill health where it uses the terms ‘chronic’ or ‘long-standing’. For
analytical purposes one could define people who report chronic or long-standing illness as ‘disabled’,
but there is no reference to barriers and hindrances. The usefulness of the question increases if it is
followed by other disability definition questions for those respondents who report to have a chronic or
long-standing health problem. This is the case in e.g. SHARE, ECHP, EU-SILC 2008, and LFS ad hoc
2002.
Type 2 questions: health and limitations
Questions 3, 4 and 5 are closer to the UN definition because they not only refer to longer duration of
the health problem, but also to hindrance, that is, to whether people perceive that the problem limits
them in their work and/or daily activities. This type of question (with its varieties) is most common in
EU comparative surveys. It figures in CCEB, EQLS, ESS, a series of Eurobarometers, SHARE, ECHP,
and EU-SILC. This type of question, and its variations, comes very close to and is inspired by the
question wording in the so-called Minimum European Health Module (MEHM), which is developed by
the EU under the auspices of Eurostat in order to arrive at more comparable measures of health and
4
disability throughout Europe. However, the question does not refer to any specific health problems, or
to specific barriers, or to specific activities and fields of participation that might be involved. It is a
highly generic type of question, and of course, it has the same problem of cultural embeddedness as
any health or disability question.
Type 3 questions: disability
Questions 6 to 11 are of a single type in that they directly ask respondents to say whether they regard
themselves as ‘disabled’. It is not known whether and to what degree respondents have the various
elements in mind that are contained by the UN definition, when answering the questions. The
3

See e.g.: Banks, J. et al. (2004). International comparisons of work disability. Bonn: Institute for the Study of Labour IZA; ILO
(2004). Statistics on the employment situation of people with disabilities: A compendium of national methodologies. Geneva:
International Labour Organisation; Mont, D. (2007). Measuring disability prevalence. New York: World Bank; ILO (2007). The
employment situation of people with disabilities: Towards improved statistical information. Geneva: International Labour
Organisation; UN (1988). Development of statistical concepts and methods on disability for household surveys. New York:
United Nations.

4

See for more information on this module, and on measuring disability through social surveys more generally the appendix 10.
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questions offer no specific information on the type of health problem, the duration of it, the limitations
involved, or the barriers experienced. Given also that it is known that the term ‘disability’, as is the term
‘health’, is understood rather differently in different societies, this type of question may not be regarded
as a strong objective measure of disability. Mostly this type of question is part of questions measuring
people’s work status (hence its inclusion, in some form, in all the socio-economic surveys). Question
11, from ESS and Eurobarometer 69.1 is an exception to this, since it is part of questions measuring
discrimination more generally.
Type 4 questions: specified impairments and limitations
Questions 12 and 13 are unique, in the sense that they are only posed in EU-SILC 2008. They ask
people whether for a longer period of time they suffer from a number of specified impairments, and
whether they regard themselves as being limited in doing a series of specified daily activities. Note
that these questions are only put forward to respondents who report to have a chronic illness or health
problem that limits them in their daily activities. This means that the EU-SILC questions can be
regarded as a further specification of the type 2 of ‘health and limitations’ question. They could be
used to differentiate between degrees of disability among those who report chronic health problems
with limitations (and are measured as ‘disabled persons’ on that ground): those who report more of the
specified conditions and limitations could be regarded as being more strongly disabled.
Questions 14 and 15 are unique for SHARE. They ask about limitations of respondents with regard to
a larger number of specified everyday activities. They differ from the EU-SILC questions in that they
are put forward to all respondent, and not just to those who report health-based limitations in the first
place.
In itself, survey questions that specify limitations in daily activities may imply that measurement is less
culturally biased, since there may be smaller cultural differences in perceiving difficulties in concrete
activities as e.g. walking 100 metres, or sitting for about two hours, compared to perceptions of one’s
health status generally. However, an important question would be which and how many of the
specified limitations a respondent should mention in order to be considered as a disabled person.
Another question regards the completeness of the specifications: to what degree do the impairments
and limitations put forward to respondents cover the broad range of disabilities?
Questions 16 are unique for the EU Labour Force Survey ad hoc module 2002 on employment of
disabled people. The questions specify the nature and duration of the health problem or disability, as
well as the limitations it leads to, for those respondents who report to have a long-standing health
problem or disability (type 1 question).
If we look at Table 2 horizontally, we see differences in the degree to which surveys contain a number
of disability definition questions. Especially those that contain more than 2 would offer better
opportunities to differentiate between disabled and non-disabled persons. These surveys are ESS,
SHARE and LFS. ESS stands out among the opinion surveys as having one type 2 question (‘health
related limitations’) and two type 3 questions (‘disability situation’ and ‘discrimination on grounds of
disability’). SHARE, has no less than 5 questions of type 1, 2 and 4, but compared to ESS it covers
smaller parts of EU populations since it samples from the population of 50 years and older only. LFS
has three questions, of type 1 and 3 (which are not the most strong ones), while EU-SILC stands out
as the socio-economic survey with the most extended set of disability identification questions covering
the types 2, 3 and 4.
Surveys that seem particularly weak on disability identification questions are EVS (with only question 1
asked), and the Eurobarometers 58.2, 64.3 and 66.2 (with only question 2 asked).
Finally, note that some of the surveys in Table 2 not only ask people to report on their health and
disability status, but also ask them whether they have income from disability (related) benefits and
pensions. This regards SHARE, LFS, EU-SILC, and LIS. In itself, receiving such benefits is a doubtful
cross-national indicator of being disabled or not, since the welfare systems of EU countries differ
5
strongly in their definition and assessment of disability . However, benefit receipt may be helpful
additional information when analysing self-reported health and hindrance questions.

5

See e.g. Mabbett, D. (2003). Definitions of disability in Europe: A comparative analysis. Brussels: European Commission, DG
Employment and Social Affairs. Dal Pozzo, C., H. Haines, Y. Laroche, F. Fratello and C. Scorretti (2002) Assessing disability in
Europe: Similarities and differences. Brussels: Council of Europe
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Brief interim conclusions
1. There are no EU comparative surveys with disability definition questions that match the UN
definition of disabled persons.
2. There is quite some variation in questions between the surveys, but 4 types can be distinguished.
•

Type 1 questions, which only ask about people’s health status, are least close to the UN
definition. Their value as measures of disability may be questioned seriously, unless they are
followed by a series of questions that specify the health and disability status for those
respondents who report bad health.

•

Type 2 questions, which are most commonly used in EU comparative surveys (but not in all)
are closer to the UN definition, because they not only refer to longer duration of the health
problem, but also to hindrance, that is, to whether people perceive that the problem limits
them in their work and/or daily activities.

•

Type 3 questions ask respondents to qualify themselves as ‘disabled’. There is no reference
to types of health problems, limitations, or barriers. In an international comparative context it
might be difficult to give an objective meaning to the answers people give.

•

Type 4 questions specify a number of impairments and/or limitations. They give more
information and might be less culturally biased, but it needs reflection on the question which
and how many of the specified impairments and limitations a respondent should mention in
order to be considered as a disabled person.

3. All questions that use terms like ‘health’ and ‘disability’ are subjected to cultural bias, since
respondents’ definitions of the terms tends to vary between countries.
4. ESS stands out as the opinion survey with the most extended set of disability definition questions
that closely follows the Minimum European Health Module (MEHM. EU-SILC stands out in this same
respect among the socio-economic surveys. Also the LFS ad hoc module 2002 has an extended set of
questions measuring the character, duration and effects of self-reported health problems and
disability, but contrary to the repetitive EU-SILC, it is a one-off module only.
5. Questions on whether people receive disability benefits, pensions or allowances may be of
additional help to distinguish disabled and non-disabled persons on the basis of type 1 to type 4
questions.

3.2 Surveys with disability issue questions
When screening the EU-comparative surveys we not only looked for disability identification questions
and questions referring to the participation fields that we distinguish, we also looked for other
questions on issues of disability. Generally, that is, in non-Eurobarometer surveys, disability is a much
neglected issue.
Table 3 shows that only a few EU-comparative surveys contain questions on disability, and that in
each case the questions are few in number. Some of these surveys have also some form of disability
identification questions (CCEB, ECHP, EVS, SHARE), but others not (ESWT, OECD, PISA) (see table
2).
Table 3
Disability issue questions in EU-comparative surveys*
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

CCEB Candidate
Countries
Eurobarometer
2002.1, 2002.2
ECHP European
Community
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1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Household Panel
1994-2002
ESWT European
Survey on Working
Time 2004/5
EVS European
Values Study
1990
EVS 1999/2000
OECD PISA 2003
(school
questionnaire)
SHARE 2004,
2006/7

* For information details on each of these surveys see appendix 4
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

9.

Which of the following groups are found among the part-time staff in your establishment?
People who take care of elderly, ill or disabled family relatives
Disabled persons or workers with poor health
Does your establishment offer the possibility of a period of paid or unpaid long-term leave …?
if employees have to care for elderly, ill or disabled persons in their families
Is your school’s capacity to provide instruction hindered by a shortage or inadequacy of any of the following?...
Special equipment for disabled students
Some people have extra family responsibilities, because they look after someone who has a long term illness, who is
handicapped or elderly.
Is there anyone living with you who has a long term illness, who is handicapped or elderly, whom you look after
or give special help to
Do you provide some regular service or help to such a person NOT living with you?
Do your daily activities include looking after, without pay, another person who needs special help because of old age,
illness or disability? The person could be living in this household or elsewhere.
Have you done any of these activities in the last month...
...Cared for a sick or disabled adult-->
How often in the last four weeks?-->
For which of the reasons -->
Considering all the efforts that I have invested into my care for a sick or disabled adult I am fully satisfied with what I
have achieved so far.-->
Considering all the efforts that I have invested into my care for a sick or disabled adult I always received adequate
appreciation from others
Does your home have special features that assist persons who have physical impairments or health problems?
To what extent do you feel concerned about the living condition of ...... sick and handicapped people in your country
Would you be prepared to actually do something to improve the conditions of...... the sick and handicapped people in
your country
It is unfair to give work to handicapped people when able bodied people can’t find jobs

If surveys address additional issues of disability they are mostly doing it from a care perspective.
Questions 5 to 8, from resp. ECHP, SHARE and EVS 1990, ask about care responsibilities and care
feelings towards disabled persons. Questions in other surveys regard issues of work (ESWT, EVS
1999/2000), and special facilities at schools (OECD PISA).
Table 4 shows that in the Eurobarometer series disability issues have been paid more attention to.
Most importantly, there are four surveys with an explicit focus on either disability, or on discrimination
of, amongst other groups, disabled persons. However, the attention paid to disability has not been
systematic. Over the years, varying kinds of disability issues are addressed, but there is hardly any
repetition of questions, not even within the three Eurobarometers on Discrimination in the European
Union. Only a minority of the Eurobarometers mentioned (37.1, 54.2, 57.0, 60.0, 65.4, 69.1) contain
some form of disability definition questions, which would allow comparing the perspectives that
disabled and non-disabled persons have on the issues addressed.
Table 4
Disability issue questions in Eurobarometer surveys*
Eurobarometer
number (year)
33 (1990)

Disability issues questions
For each of the following areas, would you be in favour or not of basic regulations being applied in all the countries of the European
Community ?
- Protection of the disabled, for example their integration into working life

17

Eurobarometer
number (year)
34.2 (199)

35.1 (1991)

37.1 (1992)
(with disability
identification question(s))

40 (1993)
47.2/ 47.2ovr (1997)

54.2 (2001)
“Attitudes of Europeans to
Disability”
(with disability
identification question(s))

Disability issues questions
Do you think that some types of people of your age experience discrimination, in education, training, getting a job, or at work (if yes)
Which types do you think of?
- Handicapped
So you occasionally or never use public transport. Here is a list of possible reasons some people have given us for not often using
public transport. Would you please give me the 3 reasons that apply most in your own case
- I have physical problems, disabilities which make the use of public transport difficult
So you use some public transport at least once a week. Here is a list of possible reasons some people have given us for using the
public transport. Would you please give me the 3 reasons that apply most in your own case
- Public transport is now easily accessible to old people and disabled persons
Do you personally think that the following people are sufficiently well protected or not ?
- The sick or disabled
Some people have extra family responsibilities, because they look after someone who has a long term illness, who is handicapped or
elderly.
a) Is there anyone living with you who has a long term illness, who is handicapped or elderly, whom you look after or give special help
to?
b) Do you provide some regular service or help to such a person not living with you?
For each one of the following situations, would you think of it as (SPLIT BALLOT : POVERTY & SOCIAL EXCLUSION) or not ?
- Having a major physical handicap
a) I am going to read out a number of areas in which the European Union could be more active. Which ones do you think the European
Union should give priority to in the next five years ?
(b) And in which ones do you think the European Union should not take any action at all ?
- Equal opportunities, that is, no discrimination based on gender, race, disability, etc
Some people feel uneasy when they meet people who are different from themselves, for example, people who have different
appearance, behaviour, opinions, habits or way of life. Do you feel uneasy in the presence of any people in your daily life ?
- Physically handicapped people
- Mentally handicapped people
In general, do you feel completely at ease, somewhat at ease, somewhat uneasy, or very uneasy in the presence of people with
disabilities?
And, in general, do you think that other people feel completely at ease, somewhat at ease, somewhat uneasy, or very uneasy in the
presence of people with disabilities?
For each of the following groups, do you think that, generally, access to public transport / public services is very difficult, fairly difficult,
not very difficult or not at all difficult.
- Blind people
- Deaf people
- Physically disabled people
- Intellectually disabled people
On the whole, would you say that over the last ten years access to public places for people with disabilities has improved very much,
somewhat improved, not very improved or not at all improved?
From the following list, who do you think is actually responsible for improving access to public places for people with disabilities?
And, who do you think should be responsible for such improvements?
How aware are you of the various types of disabilities? Would you say you are fairly aware or fairly unaware of the various types of
disabilities?
-Visual disabilities, hearing impairments, neuromuscular impairments, skeletal impairments, cerebral palsy, spinal cord injury, head
injury, stroke, loss of limbs, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, arthritis, asthma, cancer, diabetes, epilepsy, brain injury,
Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, mental retardation, psychiatric disabilities
What percentage of the population in your country do you think has a physical disability of any kind?
Please tell me if you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree or strongly disagree with the following statements...
- Something should be done to involve people with disabilities more in society e.g. by facilitating their access to public places
- Children with disabilities should be taught in the same schools as other children
- People with disabilities are just like everybody else
-It is more difficult to deal with mentally disabled people than psychically disabled people
- Mentally disabled people should be separated from the community
- More money should be spent on removing physical barriers which complicate the life of physically disabled people
- Seeing disabled children makes me feel sad
- Disabled people as less productive at the work place

57.0 (2002)
“Discrimination in Europe
I”
(with disability
identification question(s))

Do you think you would feel at ease, with a person in a wheelchair:
- Working as a GP
- Being your boss
- Being your next door neighbour
- Being your colleague
- Working in a shop
- Being a politician
- Being an artist
- Working as a teacher
Why do you think he /she was discriminated against or harassed? because...
- He/she is physically disabled
- He /she has learning difficulties/mental illness
(above question is asked in general, in relation to public services, getting house/accommodation)
In your opinion, for what reason(s) have you been discriminated against? Because...
- I am physically disabled
- I have learning difficulties/mental illness
(above question is asked in relation to , work, looking for a job, primary school, secondary school, university, getting
house/accommodation)
Do you think that, with the same qualifications, the following people have less chance, the same chance or more chance than
everyone else of getting a job training or promotion,
- A physically disabled person
- A person with learning difficulties/mental illness
Do you think it is right or wrong to refuse a job or a training to an applicant because he/she is a ...
- A physically disabled person
- A person with learning difficulties/mental illness
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Eurobarometer
number (year)

Disability issues questions
Do you think that in general people consider it right or wrong to refuse a job or a training to an applicant because he/she is a ...
- A physically disabled person
- A person with learning difficulties/mental illness
Do you think it is right or wrong to refuse a promotion to an person because he/she is a
- A physically disabled person
- A person with learning difficulties/mental illness

59.2 (2003)

60 (2003)
(with disability
identification question(s))

Do you think that in general people consider it right or wrong to refuse a promotion to an person because he/she is a
- A physically disabled person
- A person with learning difficulties/mental illness
Do you tend to agree or tend to disagree with the following statements relating to rail services within your country
- Facilities for people with reduced mobility or disabilities are good
Do you tend to agree or tend to disagree with the following statements relating to international rail services
- Facilities for people with reduced mobility or disabilities are good
I am going to read you some statements about people with disabilities and work. Please answer yes or no to the following statements
- People with disabilities have the same legal rights as anyone else to a job
- People with disabilities have the same legal rights as anyone else to take part in a training
- There are European laws against discrimination in the work place on the grounds of disability
- In general, employers make the necessary chances in the work place to employ disabled people
- People with severe physical of intellectual disabilities should only work in sheltered workshops
How aware are you of the various types of disabilities? Would you say you are fairly aware or fairly unaware of the various types of
disabilities?
-Visual disabilities, hearing impairments, neuromuscular impairments, skeletal impairments, cerebral palsy, spinal cord injury, head
injury, stroke, loss of limbs, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, arthritis, asthma, cancer, diabetes, epilepsy, brain injury,
Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s disease, mental retardation, psychiatric disabilities
What percentage of the population in your country do you think has a physical disability of any kind?

65.4 (2006)
“Discrimination in the
European Union II”
(with disability
identification question(s))

Questions on “European year of people with disabilities”
For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether it is in your opinion is very widespread , fairly
widespread, fairly rare, or rare in your country. Discrimination on the base of ...
- Disability
If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of discrimination are more common or less
common in your country. Discrimination on the base of ...
- Disability
Statement
- More money should be spent on eliminating physical obstacles which make the lives of those who have a disability difficult
When a company wants to hire someone and has the choice between two candidates with equal skills, which of the following criteria
may, in your opinion, put one candidate at a disadvantage
- A disability
Would you say that the fact of belonging to the following groups tends to be an advantage, disadvantage or neither in your country’s
society at the current time. The fact of
- Being disabled
Would you say that with equivalent qualifications or diplomas, the following people would be, less likely, as likely or more likely to get a
job, be accepeted for a training or be promoted
- A disabled person compared to a able-bodied person
Would you say we...
- Need more disabled people in the workplace
Would you be in favour of or opposed to specific measures being adopted to provide equal opportunities for everyone in the field of
employment? Specific measure for people depending on their
- Disability
Please tell me whether, in your opinion, in your country there is a law which prohibits the following types of discrimination when hiring
new employees. Discrimination on bases of...
-Disability

69.1 (2008)
“Discrimination in the
European Union III”

Do you have friends or acquaintances who are disabled?
For each of the following types of discrimination, could you please tell me whether it is in your opinion is very widespread , fairly
widespread, fairly rare, or rare in your country. Discrimination on the base of ...
- Disability

(with disability
identification question(s))

If you compare the situation with 5 years ago, would you say that the following types of discrimination are more common or less
common in your country. Discrimination on the base of ...
- Disability
In the past 12 months have you personally felt discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one or more of of the following
grounds? Was it a discrimination on basis of...?
- Disability
In the past 12 months, have you witnessed someone being discriminated against or harassed on the basis of one or more of of the
following grounds? Was it discrimination on basis of...?
- Disability
For each of the following situations, please tell me using this scale from 1 to 10 how you would personally feel about it. On this scale,
'
1'means that you would be "very uncomfortable" and '
10'means that you would be "totally comfortable" with this situation...
- Having a disabled person as a neighbour
And using a scale from 1 to 10, please tell me how you would feel about having someone from each of the following categories in the
highest elected political position in (OUR COUNTRY)?
- A disabled person
When a company wants to hire someone and has the choice between two candidates with equal skills, which of the following criteria
may, in your opinion, put one candidate at a disadvantage
- A disability
Would you be in favour of or opposed to specific measures being adopted to provide equal opportunities for everyone in the field of
employment? Specific measure for people depending on their
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Eurobarometer
number (year)

Disability issues questions
- Disability
Please tell me whether, in your opinion, in your country there is a law which prohibits the following types of discrimination when hiring
new employees. Discrimination on bases of...
- Disability
Do you have friends or acquaintances who are disabled?

* For information details on each of these surveys see appendix 4

Transport issues are addressed by various Eurobarometers. Eurobarometer 35.1 asks people about
accessibility of public transport for their own use, while 54.2 asks about people’s perception of public
transport for various groups of disabled persons, about improvements of access to public places, and
who is responsible for that. Eurobarometer 59.2 asks people’s opinion on the facilities that rail services
offer to disabled persons.
Matters of work and welfare are addressed by Eurobarometer 33 (is integration of disabled persons
into working life a subject for national regulation in all EU countries), 37.1 (whether sick and disabled
persons are sufficiently protected), and 40.0 (whether having a major physical handicap implies
poverty or social exclusion).
Eurobarometer 60.0 from 2003 contains some disability related questions as part of the European
Year of People with Disabilities. It focuses on opinions on the relationships between work and
disabilities. It asks whether people think that people with disabilities have the same rights to a job, and
to training, whether employees adjust workplaces, and whether people with severe disabilities should
only work in sheltered jobs.
Notably Eurobarometer 54.2 from 2001 on Attitudes of Europeans to Disability is informative about
people’s opinions on disabled persons. It addresses various issues, like: do people feel at ease in the
presence of disabled persons, what is their opinion on accessibility of public transport and public
places, are they aware of various types of disabilities, how large they think the group of disabled
persons is in their country, how they feel about various forms of and measures for the integration of
disabled persons in societal life, and how they would feel towards a person in a wheelchair occupying
various kinds of social positions (like being their boss, their neighbour, etc).
Finally, there are three Eurobarometers on Discrimination in the European Union, 57.0 from 2002,
65.4 from 2006 and 69.1 from 2008. In these surveys disabled persons are put forward as one of
several types of groups possibly discriminated against. The three surveys are common in that they try
to measure, each in a somewhat different way, the degree to which people feel that disabled persons
are discriminated generally. They also share a focus on work related issues, like whether disabled
persons should have the same chances of getting a job, a training, or a promotion, and whether
measures should be taking to stimulate equal opportunities in the field of employment. But also here,
most of the similar questions are not repeated in exactly the same wordings, which would be
favourable for longitudinal comparison.
Brief interim conclusions
1. In non-Eurobarometer EU-comparative surveys, disability is a much neglected issue. Only a few
EU-comparative surveys contain questions on disability, and in each case the questions are few in
number. If surveys address issues of disability they are mostly concerning care for disabled persons.
2. In the Eurobarometer series disability issues have been paid more attention to. Most importantly,
there are four surveys with an explicit focus on either disability, or on discrimination of, amongst other
groups, disabled persons. However, the attention paid to disability has not been systematic. Over the
years, varying kinds of disability issues are addressed, but there is hardly any exact repetition of
questions, not even within the three Eurobarometers on discrimination in the European Union.
3. Only a minority of the Eurobarometers with disability issue questions also contain some form of
disability definition questions, which would allow comparing the perspectives that disabled and nondisabled persons have on the issues addressed.
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4. FINDINGS: EU-COMPARATIVE STATISTICS AND INDICATORS

In addition to surveys, statistical information on the situation of disabled persons was the second main
source of data that we have looked for. With our key words in mind we screened the websites and
their contents of close to 175 statistical databases that contain EU comparative data (see appendix 5),
the 1995-2008 volumes of 12 relevant international journals (see appendix 6), and the websites of
close to 50 relevant European and international organisations (see appendix 7).
The search resulted in the recognition of a series of relevant data sources that contain readily
available data of the requested type, i.e. EU-comparative, quantitative data on one or various aspects
6
(fields) of the situation of disabled persons. In table 5 these resources are summarized, while in
7
appendix 8 full information is given for each separate source.
Note that with ‘readily available’ we mean statistical data that are constructed from original data
sources (like e.g. register data, or surveys) and which are presented as such on public websites or in
public reports. This excludes those statistics and indicators that might be constructed from such
sources, but which at present are not. For instance, statistics on the political participation of disabled
persons (as compared to non-disabled persons) could be constructed from the surveys of the
European Social Survey and be presented on a website or in a report, but since we did not came
across these statistics in these formats we regard such data as not being ‘readily available’. On
principle they are available, since ESS data can be freely analysed, but in practice they are not (yet).
Table 5
Relevant data sources of statistics and indicators, by field covered

Source
REPORTS re. DISABLED
PERSONS
EU: Study of compilation of
statistical data on disability, from
the administrative registers of
the member states
(register data)
EU: Poverty and intellectual
disability in Europe
OECD: Students with
disabilities, learning difficulties,
and disadvantages (1)
OECD: Students with
disabilities, learning difficulties,
and disadvantages (2)
OECD: Transforming disability
into ability

Educati
on

Work
and
employ
ment

Income
and
social
protecti
on

Mobility

Informat
ion and
commu
nication

Political
particip
ation

Cultural
particip
ation

Discrimi
nation

6

Of course, doing the screening, we also came across a large number of non-relevant data sources, which are sources that
had ‘a hit’ on at least one of the key words, but on closer inspection showed not to contain the required type of data. We do not
present or discuss them in the report, but in appendix 9, for a subset of them, we offer a listing with their names or titles, their
web address and some remarks if applicable. This listing is not only helpful in showing the comprehensiveness of our data
search; it also may help delineating possible future searches for disability related data other than what is seen as relevant in the
context of our specific task and report. In addition, as we mentioned in chapter 2 we also found that there is a large amount of
EU-cross-national and wider international statistical data on people’s health, disability prevalence, and on health and disability
related social spending. The health and disability prevalence data regards statistics on e.g. life expectancy, illnesses, selfreported health, obesity, prevalence of various types of disability broken down by variables as e.g. gender and age, etc., etc.
The spending data concern statistics on government expenditure on health care, disability benefits, and such like. We have not
regarded these kinds of statistics as relevant for our report, since they do not concern as such the situations and participation of
disabled persons. The data sources on health, disability prevalence and spending that we found are listed in appendix 11.
7
The detailed information includes: : 1) source title, 2) web address, 3) brief description of aim and content, 4) the general
topics covered, 5) the specific key fields covered, 6) the definition of disability used, 7) the type of data, 8) the years covered, 9)
the countries included, 10) the accessibility of the data.
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Source
OECD: Sickness, disability, and
Work (vol. 1)
OECD: Sickness, disability, and
Work (vol. 2)
UN: Disability Statistics
Compendium
REPORTS re. DISABLED
PERSONS and GENERAL
POPULATION
EU: Disability and Social
Participation in Europe
(ECHP 1996)
EU: Employment and people
with disabilities
(ECHP 1994)
EU: The employment situation
of people with disabilities in the
EU (ECHP 1996)
EU: Study on men and women
with disabilities in the EU
(EU-SILC 2004)
OECD: Employment Outlook
2003
OECD: Employment Outlook
2008
REPORTS re. GENERAL
POPULATION
EU: European Year of People
with Disabilities 2003
(Eurobarometers 54.2 2001,
and 60.0 2003)
EU: Attitudes of Europeans to
persons with a disability 2001
(Eurobarometer 54.2 2001)
EU: Discrimination in the
European Union
(Eurobarometer 65.4 2006)
EU: Discrimination in the
European Union
(Eurobarometer 69.1 2008)
EU: Discrimination in the
European Union
(Flash Eurobarometer 232
2008)

Educati
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Income
and
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protecti
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Mobility

Informat
ion and
commu
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Political
particip
ation

Cultural
particip
ation
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ONLINE DATABASES**
EU: Eurostat Health and Safety
EU: EUSI Health (disability
topics)
WHO: European Health for All
Database (HFA-DB)
* For details on each source, see appendix 8
** See Appendix 11 for other online databases. Those mentioned in this appendix do contain data on health, disability
prevalence and health or disability related social spending, but they do not contain statistics concerning one of the fields, which
is why they are not included in this table 5.

Socio-economic fields
As in the case of surveys, the table 5 shows that the most covered fields are education, work and
employment, and income and social protection. Again it is for the socio-economic dimension of the
situation of disabled persons that most data is available. However, the type of data differs rather
strongly between sources. In table 5 we distinguish between reports that contain data on the situation
of disabled persons, reports that contain comparable data for disabled and non-disabled person, and
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reports with data about the population at large. In addition, we distinguish reports from online data
bases.
Reports re. disabled persons
The EU report ‘Study of compilation of statistical data on disability, from the administrative registers of
the Member States’ is unique in that it contains data from national administrative registers of the EU25 countries, while most of the other statistics are constructed from social surveys of various kinds. In
addition to data on access to education, labour position, and incomes and benefit receipt, the report
offers data on the prevalence of disability, origins of disability, and access to services and long-term
care.
Three reports specifically focus on the education of disabled persons. The report “Poverty and
Intellectual disability in Europe” deals with prevalence of long standing health problems and
(intellectual) disabilities, the educational situation and the living situation of intellectually disabled
persons. Data are from focus groups and questionnaires send to relevant organisations in countries.
The OECD reports on “Students with disabilities, learning difficulties and disadvantages” offer data on
(trends in) the number of students with disabilities, learning difficulties and disadvantages, places of
education (special schools, special classes or regular classes), physical provisions and
student/teacher ratios. Data are provided to OECD by national governments.
The OECD report “Transforming disability into ability” contains a systematic analysis of a wide array of
labour market and social protection programmes aimed at people with disabilities. The report offers
comparable graphs and tables dealing with disability benefits, disability prevalence, employment rate
of disabled people, income levels of people with disabilities, and special employment programmes for
disabled persons. The OECD reports on “Sickness, disability and work” follow up on the “transforming
disability into ability project”. The reports focus on what leads people with disabilities to withdraw from
the labour market. Comparable statistics in the reports deal with social spending, employment and
poverty rates, and with inflow and outflow into disability benefits. Each of the two reports covers a
specific set of OECD member countries.
Finally, the UN “Disability Statistics Compendium” offers a compilation of detailed national data on
disability and disabled persons for 55 countries including 11 European countries. The data covers
demographic and socioeconomic topics, including age, sex, residence, marital status, educational
attainment, economic activity, type of living arrangements, household characteristics, causes of
impairment and special aids used by disabled persons.
Reports re. disabled persons and general population
Four notable EU reports present statistics and graphs concerning disability and disabled persons
based on analyses of EU comparative socio-economic surveys. Some of the data regards disabled
persons only, but many statistics on work, income and education compare the situation of disabled
and non-disabled persons. For instance, the statistical pocketbook on “Disability and social
participation in Europe” contains comparisons on the education, work and income situation of three
population groups: people with severe disabilities, people with moderate disabilities, people without
disabilities, as defined by a `global disability question '
in the ECHP 1996. Based on data from ECHP
1994 and 1996 respectively, the two EU reports on the employment situation of disabled persons
focus on work issues, and for many statistics they offer comparisons of the situation of disabled and
non-disabled persons. The report ‘Study on men and women with disabilities in the EU: statistical
analysis of the LFS ad hoc module and the EU-SILC’ compares the results of the EU SILC (2004) with
the EU LFS ad hoc module on disability from 2002. The report presents tables and graphs of the
answers of both surveys, and compares disabled and non-disabled persons on various education,
work and income indicators.
The OECD Employment Outlook reports provide an annual assessment of labour market
developments and prospects in member countries, and usually include some disability relevant
statistics. However, the statistics concerned, as e.g. regarding employment rates of disabled persons,
sheltered employment, and work related illness are not systematically covered in each of the reports.
Reports re. general population
Contrary to the reports mentioned above, the reports in this section are not about actual situations
regarding the education, work and income of disabled persons, but about the general public’s views
and ideas about them. The reports are based on data from various Eurobarometer surveys. The report
on the “European year of people with disabilities” presents data from the Eurobarometers 54.2 2001,
and 60.0 2003, about people’s awareness of various kinds of disabilities, their opinion on the legal
rights of disabled persons, and on work (adaptations) that should be available. The report on
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“Attitudes of Europeans to persons with a disability” presents data from the 2001 Eurobarometer 54.2
on whether people feel at ease in the presence of people with a disability, and especially on their
opinions regarding access to public transport/ public services/ restaurants/hotels/ universities/schools/
workplaces/ sports events/ and cultural events for groups like blind people, deaf people, physically
disabled people, and intellectually disabled people. Both reports show data about people’s perceptions
of the prevalence rates of disability in their home country.
Of the three reports on discrimination in the European Union, the 2006 report, with data from the
Eurobarometer 65.4, and the 2008 report, with data from Eurobarometer 69.1, focus mostly on work
related discrimination issues, like e.g. to what degree disabled persons would be entitled to a job and
equal employment opportunities, but they also show data concerning people’s perception of and
experiences with discrimination actually taking place. The Flash Barometer report presents data on
people’s perception of discrimination in specific fields, like housing, healthcare, educational system,
consumption and insurance policies.
Online data bases
Apart from reports there are two major EU-comparative online data bases with relevant statistics
concerning disability and disabled persons. Although both data bases contain a large amount of health
related data, they also do have important break downs of especially work and employment by health
status and/or degree of limitation. The Eurostat Health and Safety database contains aggregated
micro data about accidents at work, health and safety at work, health status (EU-SILC based and HIS
based), employment of disabled persons, etc. The EUSI Health database, which is part of the
European System of Social Indicators, offers indicators compiled from various national and
international surveys (for instance ECHP, EU-SILC, ISSP, EVS/WVS, EWCS, etc.).
Finally, The WHO European Health for All database basically offers EU comparable basic health
statistics, but also the percentage of disabled persons of working age that engaged in regular
occupational activity.
Other fields
Where other than the socio-economic fields are covered, the amount and range of readily available
data is often very limited and mostly regards public ideas and opinions, rather than actual situations. In
the case of mobility, the data in the EU report on “Attitudes of Europeans to disability” only include the
general public’s opinion about the difficulty of access to public transport for blind people, deaf people,
physically disabled people, and intellectually disabled people. While the mobility related data in the
Eurostat Health and Safety and EUSI Health databases regards degrees of activity restriction (like e.g.
walking, climbing stairs, and such like).
Regarding the field of information and communication there is no readily available EU-comparative
statistical data, with the exception of EUSI Health data on people experiencing severe visual
handicaps and hearing impairments. In case of cultural participation the only available statistics we
came across are in the EU report on “Attitudes of Europeans to disability” and regards people’s
opinion about the difficulty of access to sports events/ cultural events for blind people, deaf people,
physically disabled people, and intellectually disabled people.
Discrimination is a field that is relatively well covered. Statistical information about it can be found in
EU reports, which show data constructed from Eurobarometer surveys from 2006 (65.4) and 2008
(Flash 232, and 69.1). Typically, this information regards the general public’s opinions on, perceptions
of and experiences with discrimination against specific groups in European societies, among which
disabled persons (see table 4 for details on survey questions). We did not come across data
specifically on disabled persons’ own experiences of discrimination (although e.g. Eurobarometer 65.4
2006 might be used for producing such data, since it contains a ‘type 2’ disability identification
question: see table 2).
Finally, with regard to housing we found comparative data in the UN Disability Statistics Compendium
regarding the number of people with disabilities staying in long-term stays, day care institutions and
those receiving care at home. In addition, there is the EU report ‘Included in Society’ which contains
country-information on residential institutions for disabled people and its follow-up, the EU report
‘Comparative cost analysis: Community-based services as an alternative to institutions”, which
contains tables with data on residential establishments, their residents and staff for 27 EU member
countries and Turkey. Details of all three reports are in appendix 8.
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Brief interim conclusions
1. Quite some EU-comparative data on the actual socio-economic situation of disabled persons
(compared to that of non-disabled persons) is readily available in the format of reports, and some in
the format of data bases. The reports show statistics and indicators constructed from micro data of
EU-comparative socio-economic surveys, like ECHP, EU-SILC and LFS 2002 ad hoc module.
However, since the disability definitions differ between these surveys, and the reporting on their data
seems not to follow systematic planning (some waves or micro data not analysed, different indicators
are constructed per survey, etc.), it would be difficult to build up a more or less complete picture of the
socio-economic situation of disabled persons in European countries over time.
2. Discrimination is another field where EU-comparative data is readily available, because a number of
Eurobarometer surveys paid attention to either the attitudes people have on disabled persons, with
inclusion of discrimination items, or to discrimination, with inclusion of disabled people as a possible
target group for discrimination.
3. There is hardly any EU-comparative statistical data readily available in the fields of mobility,
information and communication, political participation and cultural participation.
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5. CONCLUSIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS
With a view on monitoring the implementation in EU countries of the UN Convention on the Rights of
People with Disabilities and the EU Action Plan to Promote the rights and full participation of people
with disabilities in society: Improving the quality of life of people with disabilities in Europe 2006-2015
there is a need for EU comparative data on the situation of disabled people.
Following this need ANED, The Academic Network of European Disability Experts, commissioned
EDACwowe, The European Data Center for Work and Welfare, to carry out the ANED TASK 4, which
is …
…to identify the opportunities for national comparisons between European countries regarding
quantitative data on the situation of disabled people, through an annotated review of existing relevant
data sources
Here we present our conclusions with regard to the task’s central objectives, which are:
1.
2.
3.
4.

To provide systematic information on the availability of EU-comparative quantitative data on
the situation of disabled people in European countries
To signal important gaps in EU-comparative data, and to provide, if available, national
examples of data regarding a specific gap
To provide evaluative conclusions on EU-comparative data sources
To suggest indicative recommendations for future EU-comparative data initiatives in the field

5.1 The availability of EU-comparative quantitative data on the situation of disabled
people in European countries
With lists of relevant key words in mind we screened a large number of surveys and statistical sources
on the presence of relevant quantitative EU-comparative data.
In the case of surveys we looked for whether they contained disability identification questions (that is,
questions that ask about respondent’s health and disability status) and/or disability issue questions
(that is, questions about respondent’s opinions, attitudes, or perceptions concerning disability,
disabled persons, and such like). At the same time we noted whether questionnaires contained
questions regarding the key fields of participation that we specified. These fields are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Education
Work and employment
Income and social protection
Mobility
Information and communication
Political participation
Cultural participation
Discrimination

In the case of statistical sources we screened whether they contained EU-comparative, quantitative
data on one or more fields of the situation of disabled persons
Our conclusions with regard to the availability of data from these sources can be summarized for each
type of source separately.
5.1.1 Surveys
An EU-comparative survey’s potential as a source for cross-national comparison of the situation of
disabled persons depends on the number and types of participation fields it covers, as well as on the
type of disability identification questions it contains. As for the coverage of fields our conclusions are:
1. The socio-economic fields of education, work and employment and income/social protection stand
out as the fields that are covered by all EU-comparative surveys that have (some form of) disability
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identification questions. This makes them potentially the aspects of the life situation of disabled
persons for which one could have the most comparative knowledge about.
The measurement of these fields is more detailed in the EU-comparative socio-economic surveys (like
LSF, ECHP, EU-SILC, LIS, LWS ), as compared to the EU-comparative opinion surveys (like ESS,
EVS, ISSP, Eurobarometer, and others).
2. The socio-economic surveys do not cover other than the socio-economic fields, with the exception
of LIS and LWS that measure people’s spending on transport, communication and cultural
participation.
3. Apart from the socio-economic fields, political participation is the field that is covered most by the
opinion surveys. The other fields are measured fragmentary and in little detail. One exception is
cultural participation in as far as people’s participation in voluntary work activities (either passively or
actively) is concerned, and a second exception regards discrimination, since there are five relevant
Eurobarometers on disability and discrimination in Europe.
4. Among the opinion surveys the European Social Survey ESS stands out as one that covers all
fields (except one: mobility), in each of its three waves (with a fourth wave coming up in 2008/9). The
longitudinal character of ESS and the fact that each wave covers 22-26 EU countries add to its
potential value as a source for national comparisons of the situation of disabled people.
5. The International Social Survey Program ISSP stands out as the opinion survey with a longstanding
series of waves (from 1988 onwards with one to two year intervals) and a rather strong measurement
of political participation. However, the fact that there is quite strong variation in the set of countries that
is represented in each wave detracts from the value of its longitudinal character.
6. The Candidate Countries Eurobarometer CCEB stands out as a longitudinal survey in EU candidate
countries, which covers most fields. However, the measures within fields are not very detailed, and the
survey series has ended now the candidate countries have become member of the EU.
Apart from the question which fields are covered by surveys, their potential as a source for EUcomparative data on the situation of disabled people depends very strongly on whether they allow for
making an adequate distinction between disabled and non-disabled persons. Our conclusions with
regard to the disability identification questions of the EU-comparative surveys are:
1. There are no EU comparative surveys with disability definition questions that closely match the UN
definition of disabled persons.
2. There is quite some variation in identification questions between the surveys, but 4 types can be
distinguished.
•

Type 1 questions, which only ask about people’s health status, are least close to the UN
definition. Their value as measures of disability may be questioned seriously, unless they are
followed by a series of questions that specify the health and disability status for those
respondents who report bad health.

•

Type 2 questions, which are most commonly used in EU comparative surveys (but not in all)
are closer to the UN definition, because they not only refer to longer duration of the health
problem, but also to hindrance, that is, to whether people perceive that the problem limits
them in their work and/or daily activities.

•

Type 3 questions ask respondents to qualify themselves as ‘disabled’. There is no reference
to types of health problems, limitations, or barriers. In an international comparative context it
might be difficult to give an objective meaning to the answers people give.

•

Type 4 questions specify a number of impairments and/or limitations. They give more
information and might be less culturally biased, but it needs reflection on the question which
and how many of the specified impairments and limitations a respondent should mention in
order to be considered as a disabled person.
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3. All questions that use terms like ‘health’ and ‘disability’ are subjected to cultural bias, since
respondents’ definitions of the terms tends to vary between countries.
4. ESS stands out as the opinion survey with the most extended set of disability definition questions
that closely follows the Minimum European Health Module (MEHM), which is developed by Eurostat to
improve comparability of disability data. EU-SILC stands out in this same respect among the socioeconomic surveys. Also the LFS ad hoc module 2002 has an extended set of questions measuring the
character, duration and effects of self-reported health problems and disability, but contrary to the
repetitive EU-SILC, it is a one-off module only.
5. Questions on whether people receive disability benefits, pensions or allowances may be of
additional help to distinguish disabled and non-disabled persons on the basis of type 1 to type 4
questions.
We also screened the EU-comparative surveys whether they contained questions on disability issues.
Our conclusions in this respect are:
1. In non-Eurobarometer EU-comparative surveys disability is a much neglected issue. Only a few of
them contain questions on disability, and in each case the questions are few in number. If surveys
address issues of disability they are mostly concerning respondent’s care for disabled persons.
2. In the Eurobarometer series disability issues have been paid more attention to. Most importantly,
there are four surveys with an explicit focus on either disability, or on discrimination of, amongst other
groups, disabled persons. However, the attention paid to disability has not been systematic. Over the
years, varying kinds of disability issues are addressed, but there is hardly any exact repetition of
questions, not even within the three Eurobarometers on discrimination in the European Union.
3. Only a minority of the Eurobarometers with disability issue questions also contain some form of
disability definition questions, which would allow comparing the perspectives that disabled and nondisabled persons have on the issues addressed.
5.1.2 Statistical data sources
Our conclusions with regard to the statistical data sources that we screened are:
1. Quite some EU-comparative data on the actual socio-economic situation of disabled persons
(compared to that of non-disabled persons) is readily available in the format of reports, and some in
the format of data bases. The reports show statistics and indicators constructed from micro data of
EU-comparative socio-economic surveys, like ECHP, EU-SILC and LFS 2002 ad hoc module.
However, since the disability definitions differ between these surveys, and the reporting on their data
seems not to follow systematic planning (some waves or micro data are not analysed, different
indicators are constructed per survey, etc.), it would be difficult to build up a more or less complete
picture of the socio-economic situation of disabled persons in European countries over time.
2. Discrimination is another field where EU-comparative data is readily available, because a number of
Eurobarometer surveys paid attention to either the attitudes people have on disabled persons, with
inclusion of discrimination items, or to discrimination, with inclusion of disabled people as a possible
target group for discrimination.
3. There is hardly any EU-comparative statistical data readily available in the fields of mobility,
information and communication, political participation and cultural participation.

5.2 Gaps in EU-comparative data
There are clearly many gaps in the EU-comparative data that could be used for cross-national
comparison of the situation of disabled people. The gaps we found relate to various issues, and
regard:
1. Fields of participation
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Most of the disability-relevant EU-comparative quantitative data that is available regards the socioeconomic position of disabled persons, that is, their educational achievement, income situation, and
especially, their position on the labour market. However, this is not to say that this kind of information
is highly adequate with a view on e.g. EU-cross-national monitoring of policy effects. There still is a
debate on the validity and comparability of disability identification issues (in surveys, as well as in
registered data), and despite the regular (but not systematic) publication of reports (based e.g. on data
of LFS, ECHP, and EU-SILC) a systematic compilation and reporting of comparative statistics (taken
from socio-economic and opinion micro-data) seems not to have been organised at the European
level yet.
A second field where quite some data is available regards discrimination, thanks to the fact that
various Eurobarometer surveys paid attention to it. However, also here there is little or no systematic
approach, in that data is not gathered repeatedly in time with fixed time intervals, and there is little
overlap of questions between surveys.
There is a general lack of EU-comparative data concerning the (relative) participation of disabled
persons in the fields of mobility, information and communication, politics, and culture.
2. Unit of measurement
The data that we found in all the sources that we screened concerns individual people as unit of
measurement. This may be either disabled people (like in health data, labour market position
statistics, people’s experience of discrimination etc.), or non-disabled people. The EU-comparative
surveys sample from individuals or individuals in households, while much of the statistical information
is compiled from socio-economic surveys that use similar types of samples.
One could easily imagine other types of relevant data, concerning other units of measurement, like
schools, public buildings, transport systems, libraries, etc., whose prevalence, accessibility and
functioning may play a very important role when it comes to the societal participation of disabled
persons. However, in our extended search we did not find EU-comparative data for this type of units.
3. Samples of disabled persons
Almost all data sources that we came across in our search (be it surveys, or statistics compiled from
surveys) are based on samples among the general population of countries, with inclusion of disabled
persons. We did not find any data sources based on information taken from disabled persons only.
That is, we notice a lack of group-specific data, compared to generic data.
However, this may be an artefact of our search strategy, in which we excluded data with a predominantly medical perspective. In medicine, there is a tradition of ‘handicap questionnaires’ carried
out among disabled person, and in some of these surveys also issues of participation are measured,
e.g. with regard to mobility, work, social relationships, and economic self-sufficiency.
4. Time series
With a view on monitoring cross-nationally developments in the situation of disabled persons it is
imperative to have longitudinal data. Most of the EU-comparative opinion and socio-economic surveys
that we screened and discussed are repetitive. However, in most cases there are specific problems
that detract from their potential as being an adequate source for relevant longitudinal data. For
instance, CCEB has ended now the candidate countries have become full EU members; EVS and
ISSP have a poor disability identification question; ISSP has strong variation in the composition of the
group of countries that participate in each wave; Eurobarometer has little repetition of specific relevant
(sets of) survey questions.
Among the opinion surveys ESS stands out as a repetitive survey with disability identification
questions coming very close to the standardized Minimum European Health Module (MEHM), and EUSILC stands out in this respect among the socio-economic surveys. Both surveys cover all EU
member countries. This would make them the existing surveys with the best potentials for being used
for monitoring.
Clearly, there are important gaps in EU-comparative disability related data. This is the case with
regard to every issue we just raised, but the gaps become very profound if one combines issues, like
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e.g., when one would want comparative time series data, for all EU countries, concerning the
accessibility of libraries, or time series data with regard to disabled persons’ participation in leisure
activities, etc..
Initially, the idea was for each major gap to try and find national examples of sources offering data
concerning the particular gap for a specific country. These could then be presented and discussed as
examples from which one could learn with a view on the future development and production of EUcomparative data. As it is, we did carefully screen all our (relevant and non-relevant) data sources
mentioned in the appendices to see whether we could find such national examples. In addition, we
consulted the members of ANED whether they knew of any. However, the result is very poor. We
could find some examples (e.g. surveys among French disabled persons living in the Ile de France
region asking them about their experiences with public transport), but we are far from being able to
give any more or less systematic account of them. This is why we cannot report on national examples
here as was intended by the initial idea.
We do not exclude that there might be national examples that could be of use, because it could be
that our failure to find them is related to our search strategy, which basically focused on online
information. Perhaps, a strategy that tries to explore more directly and at a personal level the
information that is available in networks of experts and organisations in the field could elicit a number
of good national examples. And, as we already noticed, one might find examples of interesting
national data and data practices in the medical domain of questionnaires among disabled persons.
Finally, on the one hand there are large data gaps, but on the other hand available data sources seem
to be underused. We refer here to the fact that none of the non-Eurobarometer EU-comparative
opinion surveys with disability identification questions have been systematically used to construct and
analyse differences in opinions, perceptions and behaviour of disabled versus non-disabled persons.
Of these surveys, the European Social Survey ESS would be a most interesting source for such
purposes. Its disability definition questions are very close to those of the Minimum European Health
Module, which guarantees a measurement of disability that is no worse than that applied in e.g.
disability reports using EU-SILC data, it has questions covering all of the participation fields that we
th
distinguished (except mobility), it is repetitive (3 waves, with a 4 one coming available in 2009), and it
covers all member states of the EU.

5.3 Evaluative conclusions on EU-comparative data sources
Initially, the plan was to discuss in some detail issues of inter-EU comparability, in terms of validity and
reliability, of the data available in the sources that we would find. This, however, proved to be
impossible. Although there are numerous warnings to be careful with cross-national comparison in
many of the statistical data bases and reports, there is a general lack of precise information on the
issues of validity, reliability and comparability. Providing our own well-funded evaluations based on
analyses of these issues, even if only for the major data sources, would need a study in itself and thus
goes beyond the time and budget restrictions of our review.
Clearly, as our report stipulates in several of its sections (notably, appendix 10), there are problems of
comparability. Especially when data from registers are used, differences in disability definitions
between countries and organisations may constitute a serious problem. But data based on social
surveys is not problem free either. Disability definitions may differ also between surveys, and although
the development and use of the Minimum European Health Module (MEHM) by Eurostat is a welcome
initiative promoting EU-comparability in the field, the facts remain, firstly, that there may be cultural
bias in respondents’ answers to disability and health related questions, secondly, that the MEHM is
not systematically applied in all EU-comparative surveys, not even in all of the Eurobarometer series,
and thirdly, the MEHM module is highly generic, that is, the questions do not refer to any specific
health problems, or to specific barriers, or to specific activities and fields of participation that might be
involved.

5.4 Indicative recommendations for future EU-comparative data initiatives in the field
The present state of art concerning EU-comparative data on the situation of disabled persons is far
from what would be needed to be able to monitor and benchmark this situation cross-nationally over
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time. For this, the existing data sources cover too few fields of this situation and often in a too
fragmented way, differences in disability definitions between sources are frequent and large, the
degree of (exact) repetition of measurements is too low, and data concerning other units than
individual persons is close to non-existent.
Clearly, there is some way to go to substantially improve the situation. As first steps to be taken one
could consider:
1. Continue to stimulate that the MEHM module is included in exactly the same wordings in each EUcomparative survey. This would improve (but not completely solve the problem of) the comparability of
measures of the categories of disabled and non-disabled persons between surveys, countries and
time periods.
2. Create a public website with systematised information on EU-comparative disability data that is
available in reports and data bases. One could choose for a rather simple format like the EU Gender
8
Mainstreaming Database , which offers a homepage with a collection of relevant links, or for a more
9
sophisticated format like the European Data Center for Work and Welfare , which offers standardized,
detailed information on and direct access to comparative data sources of various types and contents.
This would improve the general awareness of and access to existing disability data for policy makers,
academics, interest groups, and citizens alike.
3. Extend the amount and type of data that is available. This, of course, is a very general
recommendation, which can be implemented in many ways and degrees. It would be unrealistic to
expect that any organisation or actor would be able to take the task on board of filling all the gaps
concerning fields, measurement units, samples and time series that we pointed at.
However, as we mentioned, there seems to be an under use of existing data sources, like the EUcomparative opinion surveys. As a first, relatively easy, step in extending the data on the situation of
disabled people one could consider analysing the waves of the European Social Survey, with a focus
on constructing comparable, time series data on differences in participation between disabled and
non-disabled persons in the fields of education, work, income, information and communication,
politics, and culture, and regarding discrimination (with controls for age, gender and educational level).
The outcomes per field may perhaps not be as detailed as data from other individual sources (e.g.
work issues are measured in more detail in the EU-SILC, discrimination is measured in more detail in
some Eurobarometers, etc.), but the suggested analysis of ESS waves would offer a data matrix with
more systematically comparable information, on a wider range of aspects of the situation of disabled
persons, and for a larger number of years, than contained by any of the existing data sources that we
found in our search. In a later stage, for specific fields, one could impute more detailed data from other
surveys into the matrix (for instance, work, income and education data from the EU-SILC).
Step by step one could arrive at a situation in which a systematic compilation and reporting of
comparative statistics taken from EU-comparative socio-economic and opinion micro-data would result
in a major improvement of the present state of art.
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http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/gender_equality/gender_mainstreaming/gender/exp_group_en.html
www.edacwowe.eu
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