
This short report presents the first publicly available data
from the National Physical and Sensory Disability Database
(NPSDD) which is managed by the Health Research Board
(HRB). The purpose of this preliminary analysis is to provide
evidence to inform decision-making by disability service
planners in relation to resource allocation for 2005 and to
provide a foundation for policies and interventions that will
improve the lives of people with physical or sensory
disabilities. The report highlights current trends in service
use and future requirements for specialised health and
personal social services. A complete report on the 2004 data
from the NPSDD will be published in Spring 2005.

INTRODUCTION

National implementation of the National Physical and Sensory
Disability Database (NPSDD) commenced in January 2002.
The NPSDD evolved through a detailed, discursive, evaluative
and collaborative process with the health boards, the Eastern
Regional Health Authority (ERHA), non-statutory agencies,
Health Research Board (HRB), and Department of Health and
Children. The implementation of the database meets one of
the key recommendations of Towards an Independent Future
(Review Group on Health and Personal Social Services for
People with Physical and Sensory Disabilities, 1996).

The NPSDD has been established to ensure that information is
available to enable the Department of Health and Children,
the health boards and the non-statutory sector to provide
appropriate services designed to meet the changing needs of
the population of people with a physical or sensory disability.
The database is intended to provide a comprehensive and
accurate information base for decision-making in relation to
the planning, funding and management of services for people
with a physical or sensory disability and, for the first time, set
priorities based on an objective evaluation of the needs of the
population receiving or requiring specialised health and
personal social services.

CONTACT DETAILS

Health Research Board
An Bord Taighde Sláinte
Holbrook House, Holles Street
Dublin 2, Ireland

t +353 1 6761176
f +353 1 6612236
e disability@hrb.ie
w www.hrb.ie

CONTENTS

Introduction 1

Update on NPSDD 
implementation 2

Improving NPSDD coverage 2

Interpreting the data 2

Population Profile 3

Service Provision 4

Therapeutic, Intervention 
and Rehabilitation Services 4

Personal Assistance and 
Support Services 4

Day Services and Activities 5

Residential Services 5

Respite Services 6

Technical Aids and Appliances 7

References 7

Acknowledgements 7

Reference Tables 8-20

National Physical and 
Sensory Disability Database

A PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS - JUNE 2004

Karen Galligan & Fiona Mulvany
December 2004



The database provides a picture of the
specialised health and personal social
service needs of people with a physical or
sensory disability by monitoring current
service provision and future service
requirements over a five-year period.
Individuals under the age of 66 years who
currently receive specialised health and
personal social services and/or require such
services within a five-year period can be
included, with their consent, on the
database. Specialised health and personal
social services are defined as:

the range of health and personal social
services, additional to generic services,
which may be required by people with
physical or sensory disabilities for the
purpose of achieving health and social
gain and maximum quality of life. These
services are provided by, or on behalf of,
or in partnership with the health boards
(Gallagher 2001)

Specialised health and personal social
services refer to therapeutic intervention
and rehabilitation services, personal
assistance and support services, respite,
day and residential services.

The information for the database is collated
by the health boards and the Eastern
Regional Health Authority through
interviews with individuals who meet the
registration criteria, and it is managed
nationally by the Health Research Board.
The protocols for the collection and
management of NPSDD information are
outlined in the Report of the National
Physical and Sensory Disability Database
Development Committee (Gallagher 2001). 

UPDATE ON NPSDD IMPLEMENTATION

In June 2004 there were 20,825 active
records on the National Physical and
Sensory Disability Database. Achieving the
target coverage for the NPSDD yielded by
the estimates generated following the pilot

implementation of this database in 2001
(Gallagher, 2001) is an ongoing process.
Two health boards are still in the early
stages of data collection and their data
(737 records) are not included in this
analysis. By June 2004, the remaining
health boards included in this report had
made varying progress towards achieving
their estimated target coverage for the
NPSDD, ranging from 48% to 89%. There
were 411 people who were registered on
the NPSDD but were aged over 65 years at
the time of reporting and, as responsibility
for the provision of their services lies with
Services for Older People, their records are
not included in this analysis. Excluding
these records reduces the number of active
records analysed in this report to 19,677.
The HRB and the health boards are still
validating a number of these records and
the data published in 2005 may differ
slightly from those reported in this paper. 

IMPROVING NPSDD COVERAGE

As the efficient planning and provision of
services is dependent on reliable information
on the numbers and service needs of people
with disabilities, it is essential that everyone
who is eligible for inclusion on the database
is encouraged to participate. The cooperation
of all interested parties is crucial in terms of
ensuring that complete data emerges and
that as many people as possible have the
opportunity to participate in the compilation
of the regional and national datasets.

INTERPRETING THE DATA

In interpreting the data in this report it is
important to note the following:

The primary focus of the NPSDD is to
facilitate service planning and provision
and it aims to record details of people
availing of, or requiring, a specialised
health and personal social service.
As not everyone in this country with a
physical or sensory disability is availing of,
or requiring, such services, the NPSDD
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will not provide any definitive
epidemiological statement on the 
number of people with a particular type 
of disability.
Participation in the NPSDD is voluntary
and the number of people availing of, or
requiring, specialised health and personal
social services may exceed the numbers
who choose to participate in the database.
The data presented represent the situation
as at June 2004 and, as progress towards
achieving target coverage for the NPSDD is
ongoing, these data are not intended to
provide a comprehensive picture of service
use and service need, but rather an
indication of the pattern of current service
use and possible future need.
As this document is a planning tool for
disability service planners and providers, 
it does not include those who were aged
over 65 years at the time of reporting as
responsibility for their service provision lies
with Services for Older People rather than
Disability Services.
A small number of records reported in this
paper are still subject to validation by the
HRB and health boards and the
comprehensive report scheduled for
publication early in 2005 may contain
slightly different data to that contained in
this preliminary analysis.

POPULATION PROFILE

Age and Gender

In June 2004, there were 10,373 males
(52.7%) and 9,304 females (47.3%)
registered on the NPSDD. 

Thirty-three per cent of all registrations
(6,412 people) were below the age of 18
years, 54.8% (10,874 people) were
between the ages of 18 and 59 years, and
12.6% (2,481 people) were between the
ages of 60 and 65 years. In the age groups
up to 24 years, males exceeded females
but in the age groups from 25 upwards,
females exceeded males (Table 1, p8).

Living Accommodation and Arrangements

There were 15,244 (77.5%) individuals
living in private accommodation, 3,753
(19.1%) in rented accommodation, 485
(2.5%) in full-time residential services and
the balance of less than 1% were residing
in caravans or mobile homes, or other
accommodation, or were homeless (Table 2,
p8). Twenty-three per cent of all those
registered on the NPSDD reported that their
living accommodation had been adapted. 

The majority of individuals (86.2%), were
residing with family members, 9.3% were
living alone, 2.5% were living in full-time
residential services, and 0.7% were living
with non-relatives (Table 3, p8). 

More than half of the individuals registered
on the NPSDD (57.8%) reported that they
had a primary carer.

Type of Disability

The most frequently reported type of
disability was ‘physical disability only’
(82.6%, 16,246 people), second to this was
‘hearing loss/deafness only’ at 6.8% (1,347)
and the third most frequently reported type
of disability was ‘visual disability only’ at
6.1% (1,193). The remaining 4.6% (890
people) reported a combination of these
disability types (Table 4, p9).

Diagnostic Category

The NPSDD collects information on the
primary and secondary diagnosis giving rise
to the physical and sensory disability. 
The individual diagnoses reported are
grouped according to the main headings of
the International Classification of Diseases,
Tenth revision (World Health Organization,
1992).

The three most frequently reported primary
diagnostic groups were the nervous system
group, which incorporates disabilities such
as multiple sclerosis, cerebral palsy, 
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epilepsy, and spina-bifida (39.0%, 7,670
people), the musculo-skeletal system group
which includes arthritis, back problems,
and rheumatism (14.3%, 2,810 people)
and the communication group which
includes dyspraxia, speech problems, and
dysphasia (9.9%, 1,945 people).

Only one-third of all those registered on the
NPSDD reported a secondary diagnosis. 
The most commonly reported secondary
diagnostic group was the musculo skeletal
system group at 6.4% or 1,254 people
(Table 5, p10).

In terms of individual diagnoses, the top
three most frequently reported diagnoses
were multiple sclerosis, (9.1%, 1,791
people), cerebral palsy (7.5%, 1,470
people), and diabetes (6.0%, 1,187
people) (Table 6, p11). 

SERVICE PROVISION

Of all people registered on the NPSDD
(N=19,677) in June 2004, 89.5% were
accessing at least one of the following
service groupings: therapeutic intervention
and rehabilitation services, personal
assistance and support services, respite,
day or residential services.

THERAPEUTIC, INTERVENTION AND
REHABILITATION SERVICES

The use of therapeutic, intervention and
rehabilitation services, the numbers
requiring assessment for these services and
the numbers wait-listed for these services
are summarised in Table 7 on page 12.

There were 15,492 people (78.7% of all
NPSDD registrations) availing of
therapeutic, intervention and rehabilitation
services; 64.8% of this group were
accessing more than one type of service in
this category. The most commonly received
therapeutic, intervention and rehabilitation
services were physiotherapy (26.9%),
public health nursing (24.7%), and

occupational therapy (21.9%). 
There were 11,740 people (59.7% of all
NPSDD registrations) who required
assessment for therapeutic, intervention
and rehabilitation services; 62.1% of this
group required assessment for more than
one type of service in this category. The
most common therapeutic, intervention and
rehabilitation services for which people
required an assessment were physiotherapy
(20.3%), occupational therapy (19.0%),
and chiropody (14.1%).

There were 1,299 people (6.6% of all
NPSDD registrations) who had been
assessed and were wait-listed for
therapeutic, intervention and rehabilitation
services, with 15.2% of this group wait-
listed for more than one type of service in
this category. The most common
therapeutic, intervention and rehabilitation
services for which people were wait-listed
included speech and language therapy
(2.1%), occupational therapy (1.4%), and
physiotherapy (1.3%).

Smaller numbers of people (n=133, 0.7%
of all NPSDD registrations) had been
assessed as requiring therapeutic,
intervention and rehabilitation services but
were unable to take up such services for a
variety of reasons, such as financial
considerations, transport issues, or the
need for access to a personal assistant to
be able to avail of the service.

PERSONAL ASSISTANCE AND 
SUPPORT SERVICES

The use of personal assistance and support
services, the numbers requiring assessment
for these services and the numbers wait-
listed for these services are summarised in
Table 8 on page 13.

There were 5,255 people (26.7% of all
NPSDD registrations) availing of personal
assistance and support services; 25.5% of
this group were accessing more than one
type of service in this category. 
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The most commonly received personal
assistance and support services were home
help (9.8%), peer support (6.9%), and
personal assistant service (5.0%).

There were 6,262 people (31.8% of all
NPSDD registrations) who required
assessment for personal assistance and
support services; 44.0% of this group
required assessment for more than one type
of service in this category. The most
common personal assistance and support
services for which people required an
assessment were home help (10.4%), peer
support (9.6%), and personal assistant
service (9.2%).

There were 359 people (1.8% of all NPSDD
registrations) who had been assessed and
were wait-listed for personal assistance and
support services, with 18.7% of this group
wait-listed for more than one type of service
in this category. The most common personal
assistance and support services for which
people were wait-listed included personal
assistant service (0.6%), home help (0.3%),
and the tape library service for the visually
impaired (0.2%).

Smaller numbers of people (n=126, 0.6% of
all NPSDD registrations) had been assessed
as requiring personal assistance and support
services but were unable to take up such
services for a variety of reasons.

DAY SERVICES AND ACTIVITIES

The use of day services and activities and
the numbers who required these services
are summarised in Table 9 on pages 14-15.
There were 10,099 people (51.3% of all
NPSDD registrations) engaged in some form
of day service or activity; 4.9% of this
group were engaged in more than one type
of activity in this category. The most
commonly availed of day services and
activities were mainstream primary school
(without health-related services) (12.0%),
full-time open employment or self-
employment (5.4%), and mainstream

secondary school (without health-related
services) (4.3%). 

A group of 408 individuals were availing of
day services or activities and needed some
changes to their existing circumstances.
Small numbers of people in day services or
activities needed to have their service
enhanced or changed. Others were availing
of day services or activities but needed
alternative or additional services. The
details of the services required by both
groups are recorded in Table 9.

A further group of 209 individuals were not
availing of day services or activities but
required such supports. The biggest
demand within this group (47 individuals)
was for a social and recreational service for
people with physical or sensory disability.
Twenty-nine individuals required
rehabilitative training and 23 people
needed to access a resource centre for
people with physical or sensory disability.
The remainder of the unmet need for day
services is detailed in Table 9.

RESIDENTIAL SERVICES

The use of residential services, the
numbers requiring enhanced or alternative
services, and the numbers currently wait-
listed for residential services are
summarised in Table 10 on pages 16-
17.There were 628 people (3.2% of all
NPSDD registrations) availing of residential
services. The most commonly used
residential services were dedicated high-
support placements with nursing care and
therapy services for people with physical or
sensory disabilities (0.8% of NPSDD
registrations), nursing home placements
(0.4% of all NPSDD registrations), and
dedicated high-support placements with
nursing care for older people (0.2% of all
NPSDD registrations).

There were four people in residential
placements who needed to have their
placement enhanced or changed. 
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Two of these individuals needed to move to
the same service in a different location and
the remaining two individuals did not have
details of the required change recorded on
the NPSDD.

A further 11 individuals who were in receipt
of residential services needed alternative
placements. The details of the changes
required are recorded in the footnote at the
end of Table 10.

There were 91 individuals (0.5% of all
NPSDD registrations) who were awaiting
residential services. The majority of this
group (42 individuals) wished to live
independently in the community and either
required their house to be adapted or
needed to be re-housed to achieve this.
Nine people wished to live independently in
the community but required high support of
at least ten hours per week to ensure that
this happened. Eight people wished to live
independently in a dedicated complex with
high support, again of at least ten hours per
week. The remainder of the unmet need for
residential services is detailed in Table 10.

RESPITE SERVICES

The use of planned and emergency respite
services, the numbers requiring assessment
for planned respite services and the
numbers wait-listed for planned respite
services are summarised in Table 11 on
page 18.

There were 2,060 people (10.5% of all
NPSDD registrations) availing of planned
respite services, of whom 1,709 availed of
one respite service and 351 availed of two or
more types of planned respite services. The
most commonly received planned respite
services were holiday respite placement
(2.9%), day summer camps (2.8%), and
planned home-based respite (2.7%).

Emergency respite services were used by
334 people (1.7%) in the twelve-month

period prior to their NPSDD interview, of
whom 320 availed of one type of emergency
respite service and 14 availed of two types
of emergency respite service. Of the group
accessing emergency respite services, 174
also accessed planned respite services and
are also included in the figures in the
previous paragraph. Emergency residential
respite services with low support were used
by 92 people for a total of 3,242 nights in
the year prior to NPSDD registration, or an
average of 35.2 nights per person.
Emergency residential respite services with
high support were used by 180 people for a
total of 7,002 nights in the year prior to
NPSDD registration, or an average of 38.9
nights per person. Emergency home-based
respite services were used by 76 people for a
total of 1,496 nights in the year prior to
NPSDD registration, or an average of 19.7
nights per person. 

There were 4,693 people (23.9% of all
NPSDD registrations) who required
assessment for planned respite services;
44.1% of this group required assessment
for more than one type of service in this
category. The most common planned respite
services for which people required an
assessment were holiday respite placements
(10.1)%), day summer camps (7.7%), and
planned home-based respite (5.4%).

There were 336 people (1.7% of all
NPSDD registrations) who had been
assessed and were wait-listed for planned
respite services, with 13.7% of this group
wait-listed for more than one type of service
in this category. The most common planned
respite services for which people were wait-
listed included holiday respite placements
(0.3%), day summer camps (0.3%), and
residential summer camps (0.2%).

Smaller numbers of people (n=103, 0.5%)
had been assessed as requiring planned
respite services but were unable to take up
these services for a variety of reasons.
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TECHNICAL AIDS AND APPLIANCES

There were 12,554 people (63.8% of all
NPSDD registrations) who were availing of
at least one technical aid or appliance. The
three most commonly used technical aid
and appliance groups were aids to mobility
(33.5%), special furniture and aids to
personal care (28.4%) and Orthotics/
Prosthetics (12.3%) (Table 12, p19). The
three most frequently reported technical
aids and appliances used were walking
sticks, canes and crutches (14.1%),
manual regular wheelchairs (12.1%), and
shower aids (10.0%) (Table 13, p19).

At least one future technical aid or
appliance was requested by 8,446 people
(42.9% of all NPSDD registrations). The
three most commonly requested future
technical aids or appliances were from
special furniture and other aids to personal
care (22.9%), visual aids (20.4%), and
aids to mobility (12.8%) (Table 14, p20).
The most frequently requested technical
aids and appliances were shower aids
(6.7%), bathroom grab rails and bars
(6.1%), and alerting devices such as visual
doorbell systems and flashing alarm clocks
(4.2%) (Table 15, p20).
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TABLE 1 
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004
Age group and gender 

Female Male Total 

n % n % n % of 19677

0-4 years 373 4.0 488 4.7 861 4.4 
5-12 years 1412 15.2 2493 24.0 3905 19.8 
13-17 years 711 7.6 935 9.0 1646 8.4 
18-24 years 670 7.2 755 7.3 1425 7.2 
25-39 years 1404 15.1 1362 13.1 2766 14.1 
40-59 years 3467 37.3 3126 30.1 6593 33.5 
60-65 years 1267 13.6 1214 11.7 2481 12.6 
Total 9304 100.0 10373 100.0 19677 100.0 

TABLE 2 
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004
Type of living accommodation

n % of 19674*
Private accommodation - adapted 3368 17.1 
Private accommodation - not adapted 11876 60.4 
Rented accommodation - adapted-co council 938 4.8 
Rented accommodation - adapted-private housing 155 0.8 
Rented accommodation - adapted-housing association 87 0.4 
Rented accommodation - not adapted-co council 1958 10.0 
Rented accommodation - not adapted-private housing 520 2.6 
Rented accommodation - not adapted-housing association 95 0.5 
Full-time residential service 485 2.5 
Mobile home / caravan 86 0.4 
Homeless 5 0.0 
Other 101 0.5 
Total 19674* 100.0 
* 3 people did not provide a response 

TABLE 3
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004
Type of living arrangements

n % of 19675*

Alone 1829 9.3 
With husband/wife or partner and no children 2246 11.4 
With husband/wife or partner and children 4317 21.9 
With one parent 1075 5.5 
With both parents 2223 11.3 
With parent(s) and sibling(s) 5808 29.5 
With sibling(s) 411 2.1 
With son(s)/daughter(s) 633 3.2 
With other family relative(s) 252 1.3 
With non-relative(s) (e.g. friends, neighbours) 147 0.7 
In full-time residential service 500 2.5 
With foster family 56 0.3 
Other 178 0.9 
Total 19675* 100.0 
* 2 people did not provide a response
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TABLE 12
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004
Current use of technical aids and appliances groups by age group

Under 18 18 and Over  

n % n % Number using % of Number of 
at least one 19677 technical 

technical aid aids and
and appliance appliances
in each group  currently in

use from
each group 

Aids to mobility 864 13.5 5730 43.2 6594 33.5 10758 
Special furniture and other 

aids to personal care 1020 15.9 4568 34.4 5588 28.4 12736
Orthotics/prosthetics 916 14.3 1497 11.3 2413 12.3 2870 
Other 301 4.7 1661 12.5 1962 10.0 2142 
Hearing aids 503 7.8 1140 8.6 1643 8.3 2662 
Visual aids 208 3.2 965 7.3 1173 6.0 2998 
Incontinence aids 188 2.9 888 6.7 1076 5.5 1309 
Respiratory aids 484 7.5 556 4.2 1040 5.3 1668 
Communication aids 88 1.4 105 0.8 185 0.9 196 

TABLE 13 
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004
Ten most frequently reported current technical aids and appliances 

n % of 19677 

Walking sticks/canes/crutches 2765 14.1 
Manual regular wheelchair 2385 12.1 
Shower aids (e.g. chairs/trolley/shield) 1962 10.0 
Bathroom grab rails and bars 1488 7.6 
Hearing aids (including cochlear implant devices/digital hearing aids) 1354 6.9 
Lower limb orthoses (e.g. leg/foot supports and splints) 1150 5.8 
Grab rails and bars (including stair rails) 1046 5.3 
Powered wheelchair 1004 5.1 
Manual specialised wheelchair 997 5.1 
Glucometer and associated equipment 986 5.0 
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TABLE 14
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004
Future requirements for technical aids and appliances by age group

Under 18 18 and Over  

n % n % Number % of Number of
requiring at 19677 technical
least one aids and

technical aid appliances
and appliance required 
in each group from each 

group 

Special furniture and other 
aids to personal care 880 19.5 3630 80.4 4510 22.9 8847 

Visual aids 238 23.5 773 76.5 1011 20.4 2065 
Aids to mobility 505 20.1 2013 79.9 2518 12.8 3217 
Other 630 43.4 822 56.6 1452 7.4 1914 
Hearing aids 297 26.4 826 73.6 1123 5.7 2278 
Orthotics/prosthetics 318 38.6 505 61.4 823 4.2 950 
Communication aids 119 43.9 152 56.1 271 1.4 288 
Incontinence aids 40 30.3 92 69.7 132 0.7 146 
Respiratory aids 68 49.6 69 50.4 137 0.7 177 

TABLE 15
NATIONAL PHYSICAL AND SENSORY DISABILITY DATABASE, IRELAND 2004.
Ten most frequently required future technical aids and appliances 

n % of 19677 

Shower aids (e.g. chairs/trolley/shield) 1320 6.7 
Bathroom grab rails and bars 1207 6.1 
Alerting devices (e.g. flashing alarm clocks, visual doorbell systems) 828 4.2 
Grab rails and bars (including stair rails) 781 4.0 
Specialised chairs 659 3.3 
Standard computers (including laptop) for social/educational purposes 613 3.1 
Powered wheelchair 564 2.9 
Special computer equipment 469 2.4 
Powered beds 454 2.3 
Kitchen aids (trolley) 451 2.3 


