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BREAKOUT SESSION 7:  
 
Strengthening coherence in disability policy and services for 
improved outcomes. 
 
CHAIR: Minister for Social Protection, Dara Calleary T.D. 
 
RAPPORTEUR:  Dr. Rosalyn Tamming, National Disability Authority  
  
POTENTIAL ISSUES/QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 
 

Potential Issues/Questions for Discussion: 

 
1. Policy coherence:  How can a more coherent ‘whole-of-government’ policy approach help 

people with disabilities realise their potential and improve life outcomes including in health, 
education, and labour-market participation? How best can progress on outcome be 
measured? 
 

2. Value-for-money: Expenditure on disability policy has continued to grow significantly over the 
last decade. How do we balance resources across service delivery and income supports to 
achieve better outcomes for people with disabilities? 

 
3. Medium-Term Expenditure: Looking at a medium-term time horizon (5 years), how do we 

ensure that funding for disability services is used effectively and efficiently, reflecting changing 
demographics, demand, and commitments under the UNCRPD? What should be prioritised? 

  
4. Public Service Transformation: How can we leverage technology, better use of data, and 

user centred design to deliver more integrated services for people with disabilities? How can 
the public sector lead the way in closing the employment gap for disabled people in the public 
sector workforce? 

 

Introduction  
Disability is a cross-cutting, cross-government policy area currently undergoing significant policy 
development including the development of a new National Disability Strategy led by the Department 
of Children, Disability, and Equality. Many government departments and agencies have 
responsibilities in delivering programmes, services, and supports relating to disability. Expenditure on 
disability has continued to grow over the last decade and as of 2024 stands just short of €10 billion, 
from around €4.6 billion in 2011.  
 
The ultimate objective of disability policy is to improve outcomes for people with disabilities in line with 
commitments under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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services. A new standalone Cabinet Committee on Children and Education and Disability has also been 

established to oversee the implementation of government commitments in the disability sector.  

Disabilities can range from psychological or emotional conditions to conditions which substantially limit 

one or more basic activities. The breadth of disabilities is reflected in the range of services provided by 

the state. Supports range from additional educational support such as teachers and Special Needs 

Assistants to assist students with learning and psychological disabilities in education settings, to 

residential care for those with severe intellectual disabilities.  

 

The most recent Census results show that 22% of individuals in Ireland report having a long-lasting 

condition or difficulty. Evidence points to an increasing overall prevalence across the population. The 

composition or proportion of different conditions is also changing, with increasing disability rates among 

younger people and higher rates of psychological disabilities being identified. Challenges persist for 

people with disabilities in Ireland, including:  

 

• Ireland’s disability employment rate is one of the lowest in the European Union, with only one 

in three disabled people being employed.  

• Among people unable to work due to a long-standing health problem, one in five live in 

consistent poverty and two in five are at risk of living in poverty.  

• One in four disabled people report that their health status is ‘bad or very bad’ compared to the 

state average of 4%. 

 

In 2024, the Department of Public Expenditure, National Development Plan Delivery, and Reform 

convened a series of three events focusing on disability policy. These events focused on the importance 

of strengthening data and evidence, policy coherence and taking a system wide approach, with the 

ultimate aim of improving value-for-money, service delivery, and outcomes for people with disabilities. 

The events brought together a wide range of stakeholders who highlighted common challenges and 

actions to strengthen disability policy, improve efficiency, and deliver better services. The main themes 

identified were value for money; cross-government coordination; role of disabled person’s 

organisations; co-creation of policy; data availability, standards and sharing; and building policy 

capability1.  

 

Disability Expenditure  

As noted above, there has been significant growth in disability expenditure over the past decade. Total 

current expenditure is estimated to be €9.8 billion in 2024, increasing from around €4.6 billion in 2011. 

The increase in disability expenditure has accelerated since 2020. In that time, funding has increased 

by €2.6 billion, a growth rate of 38%. This is an annual average increase of 8%.  

 

Aggregate expenditure for disability supports and services over the last decade is shown by Department 

and by Expenditure Line/Scheme over the last decade in Figure 1. The Department of Social Protection 

has the largest disability related expenditure at €3.7 billion in 2024. The Department of Children, 

Disability and Equality (DCDE) are the second largest spending department with €3.2 billion of 

expenditure in 20242. The third largest disability expenditure area is the Department of Education, with 

€2.6 billion of expenditure. Of the three largest spending departments, Education has seen the largest 

increase in funding at 7% per annum. The remainder of expenditure is comprised of Department of 

 
1 https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-public-expenditure-ndp-delivery-and-reform/publications/better-
public-services-publications/ 
2 Responsibility for specialist Disability services transferred from the Department of Health to the 
Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth on 1 March 2023 
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Housing, Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation, and Science (DFHERIS), 

and the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM). 

 

Figure 1 - Disability Expenditure by Department, € Million 

 
Figure 1 shows disability related expenditure by Department from 2011 to 2024 in a stacked area chart. The Department of Social Protection 
(dark green) has seen expenditure increase from €1.9 billion in 2011 to €3.7 billion in 2024. Expenditure in the Department of Children, Disability, 
and Equality (gold) has increased from €1.5 billion in 2011 to €3 billion in 2024. The Department of Education’s (green) expenditure has increased 
from €1.2 billion to €2.8 billion.  

  

Figure 2 breaks down the expenditure into a line-item level. Disability Allowance is the largest area of 

expenditure at €2.4 billion in 2024. Eligibility for disability allowance is subject to an injury, disease or 

physical or mental disability that has continued for at least one year or is expected to continue for at 

least one year, which needs to be validated by a doctor. The disability must also substantially restrict 

an individual from doing work that would be suitable for a person of that age, experience and 

qualification level. Residential care is the second largest line item and includes residential care and 

group supported housing for those with an often-severe intellectual disability. In 2024, €1.8 billion was 

allocated to this service delivery. The third largest line item of expenditure is the additional teachers for 

Special Education Needs in both mainstream and special class settings, with expenditure of 

approximately €1.5 billion. 
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Figure 2 - Disability Expenditure by Line-Item (Million €) 

 
Figure 2 shows disability expenditure for six line-items for the years 2014, 2019, and 2024. at a line-item level from 2011 through to 2024 in a bar 
chart. Residential Care expenditure was €876 million in 2014, €1. 215 billion in 2019, and €1.755 billion in 2024. Adult Day Programme 
expenditure was €330 million in 2014, €458 million in 2019, and €726 million in 2024. Disability Allowance expenditure was €1.238 billion in 2014, 
€1.706 billion in 2019, and €2.408 billion in 2024. Invalidity Pension was €652 million in 2014, €728 million in 2019, and €852 in 2019. Teacher 
expenditure €737 million in 2014, €1.151 billion in 2019 and €1.542 billion in 2024. Special Needs Assistants expenditure was €375 million in 
2014, €564 million in 2019, and €935 million in 2024. Other disability expenditure was €587 million in 2014, €859 million in 2019, and €1.358 
billion in 2024. 

 

Prevalence of Disability 

Census 2022 provides a detailed breakdown of the level of disability across the country. At a national 

level, over 1.1 million people (22% of the population), experienced at least one long-lasting condition or 

difficulty. 8% of the population (407,342 people) experienced long-lasting conditions and difficulties ‘to 

a great extent’, with the remaining 14% (702,215) of the population reporting they did so ‘to some 

extent’. Demographically, disability rates are slightly higher in women (578,350) than in men (531,207). 

Figure 3 shows the disability prevalence by age. In line with the well-established relationship between 

ageing and disability rates, Census 2022 reported that disability rates rise after the age of 50, with a 

pronounced increase from age 70 onwards. In contrast, the percentage of people experiencing these 

conditions or difficulties was lower among young children (0 to 4 years) at 4% and young adults (15 to 

19 years) at 17%. As noted above, there are a broad range of conditions which can be classified as a 

disability. Figure 4 outlines the number of people identifying with specific disabilities. 
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Figure 4: Recorded Disabilities Nationally 

 
Figure 4 shows recorded disabilities nationally from Census 2022. 590,838 people said that they have a difficulty with pain, 
breathing, or any other chronic illness or condition to some extent, and 289,342 to a greater extent   461,444 people said 
that they have a difficulty with basic physical activities to some extent, and 236,866 to a great extent. 376,844 people said 
that they have a deafness or hearing impairment to some extent, and 89,996 to a greater extent. 531,272 people said they 
have a blindness of visual impairment to some extent, and 61,930 said to a greater extent. 123,246 people said that they 
have an intellectual disability to some extent, and 95,330 to a greater extent. 373,032 people said they had a psychological, 
emotional condition, or mental health issue to some extent, and 166,546 to a greater extent. 374,326 people said they have 
difficulty learning, remembering, or concentrating to some extent, and 143,774 to a greater extent. 
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Figure 3 - Disability Prevalence by age (%) 

 
Figure 3 shows the disability prevalence in Ireland by sex and by five-year age groups. Overall, prevalence rates increase in the early years of life 
until 20-24 and decline slightly until 45-49, after which they begin to increase. A significant increase in prevalence is shown for age groups over 70. 
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The Census 2022 results for disability are not directly comparable to previous Census because of a 

change in the question. However, it is possible to compare the Census results for 2002, 2006, 2011, 

and 20163. Figure 5 shows how disability prevalence by age has changed from 2002 – 2016. Overall, 

the figures point to an increasing prevalence of disability across all age groups, but there has been a 

particularly noticeable increase in younger age groups. The composition of disability has also changed 

over time. Figure 6 shows recorded disabilities nationally from 2011 to 2016. Overall, the Census results 

show an increase in people reporting all categories of disabilities. However, the largest increase is in 

the recorded number of learning conditions, psychological and emotional conditions. 

 

Figure 5: Disability Prevalence by Age from 2002 – 2016 

 
Figure 5 shows the disability prevalence by age for 2002, 2006, 2011, and 2016. Disability prevalence rates increase from 
birth until early adulthood, before declining slightly. Prevalence rates increase in middle age, and then this increase 
accelerates in older stages of life. Across the timespan 2002 – 2016, there has been an increase in prevalence rates across 
age groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Census 2011 and 2016 used the same question but there are some minor differences in the questions used in 2002 and 
2006, so the results may not be directly comparable. 
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Medium-Term Planning for Disability Policy. 
 

Research suggests that population growth, an ageing population, and an increasing prevalence of 

disability will translate into a higher demand for disability services over the medium-term. Meeting these 

needs and continuing to improve outcomes poses a significant challenge across the disability sector, 

particularly in the context of activity increases lagging behind the investment levels. This section outlines 

several ways in which the disability services and policies can deliver more effective care for those who 

need it. 

 

Strengthening governance and evaluation to provide more effective services.  

 

Ensuring value-for-money is key to the effective delivery of care, in response to increased levels of 

demand. Increases in investment in disability services in recent years have not resulted in a comparable 

increase in activity levels in services, providing a challenge to the sustainability of funding and the 

delivery of care4. A renewed focus on expenditure management, governance reform and digitalisation 

can support the more efficient and effective delivery of disability services, ensuring that citizens receive 

the support they require in a fiscally sustainable way. The evaluation of expenditure on programmes 

and supports relating to disability has an important role to play in providing the evidence base for 

developing and reforming disability policies and services. Detailed policy evaluation can help identify 

 
4 Hurley and Marin (2025), Specialist Disability Services in Ireland: An Overview of Expenditure Trends, Activity 

Outputs and Budget Governance 2018 – 2023, Analytical Paper 2025.  

Figure 6 – Changes in composition of disability, 2011 – 2016. 
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potential governance reforms, assess if and how programmes are meeting their objectives, and 

evaluate how the delivery of supports and services has translated into improved outcomes. As such, 

policy evaluation can act as an important feedback loop for policymakers. 

 
Strengthening the evidence base to support policy development and service delivery  

Strengthening the use of data and evidence is required to better inform disability policy development 

and service delivery. Strengthening data sharing between Government Departments and Agencies will 

improve policy design and service delivery and the experiences of disabled people. The new National 

Public Service Data Strategy provides an opportunity to improve the collection and utilisation of data, 

including disability data. This can strengthen the evaluation of service delivery through the effective 

monitoring of disability inputs, outputs, and outcomes. 

 

Improving outcomes through greater policy coherence 

 

Improving outcomes and living standards for individuals with disabilities throughout their lifetimes 

requires greater coherence in policy development and service delivery across government departments 

and agencies, with a clear focus on shared objectives and outcomes. The changing demographic 

distribution of disability and changes to the types of disability provides a requirement and opportunity 

for reforming policy approaches and supports, to deliver better outcomes for people with disabilities in 

areas such as health, education, and employment. A move towards responsive and differentiated 

supports can improve the quality of life for people with disabilities, whilst enabling targeted resourcing 

and supports to be delivered for those with more intense resource needs. 

 

Improving outcomes through Public Service Transformation   

The vision for better public services in Ireland, as outlined in Better Public Services5, the overarching 

transformation strategy for public services, is to create an inclusive, high-quality, and integrated service 

that meets the needs of the public and improves their lives.  Progressing key initiatives of this strategy 

across public services, including digitalization of public services, greater adoption of technology, and 

strengthening the evidence base for policy development, will underpin the delivery of better services for 

people with disabilities. The public service will work to create a more inclusive public workforce, one 

that leads by example on the employment and inclusion of disabled people. Increased engagement 

with DPOs can strengthen the evidence base for reform by drawing on their insights from lived 

experiences.  

Continuous engagement can support the prioritisation of key issues and shape disability policy through 

co-designing of surveys, methods, and measures. In particular, the integration of user-centred design 

principles into the development of disability policy, and meaningful engagement of those with a disability 

in the co-creation of policies and services that affect them, will lead to more successful policy 

implementation, service delivery and improved outcomes.  

 

 

 
5 https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-public-expenditure-ndp-delivery-and-reform/publications/better-public-
services-public-service-transformation-2030-strategy/ 




