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Introduction

This research was conducted during 2013. Similar work was done 23 years ago jointly by the Latin American Union of the Blind, ONCE Foundation-Latin America, and the Hilton/Perkins Program of Perkins School for the Blind. At that time, the research was conducted for 3 years, with information collected by traditional mail. However today we attempt to conduct the research via e-mail, which makes information-gathering more agile. While some institutions that provide services to people with multiple disabilities are still not very familiar with digital technology, this is changing. In the future, ongoing data collection will be a reality.

Objective

The objective of this study is to collect information on the services offered to people with multiple disabilities in Latin America. Such information will allow us to understand and evaluate the evolution of service-provision to these people in recent years.

Procedure

Participants in this study received questionnaires sent via e-mail. The answers were automatically recorded in a database that allows updated statistics of services, permanently. In order to identify which institutions are providing services to people with multiple disabilities, a first-stage questionnaire gathered general information. The second-stage questionnaire explored each institution’s services in more detail.

The procedure we used drew heavily upon the cooperation of key contact people in each country. These individuals provided the email addresses of all schools of special education in their nations and contacted the schools repeatedly to ensure they responded to the questionnaires. 

Once we received the responses, we used the information to develop statistical databases as Google Forms. We then published the information.

Questionnaires

This study consists of two questionnaires that are applied in order. The first questionnaire, with 19 questions, asks for information about the institution, the characteristics of the population served, financing, and the age of the institution. The second questionnaire has 25 questions concerning the nature and the number of people with multiple disabilities is serviced. It also investigates the number of times per week these people attend the institution.

Results

It has been a major effort to get the email addresses updated. Moreover, being a very new procedure, people who answer the electronic questionnaires are not very familiar with digital technology. These are barriers that have delayed obtaining information on schedule for the development of this work. We hope to overcome these barriers in the near future.

From the 69 institutions that have responded to the first questionnaire it has been possible to obtain the following information:

The distribution of responses by country is quite extensive. Except for Nicaragua, Dominican Republic, Guatemala and Cuba, all other Latin American countries are included in the responses. However, the representativeness of the responses is questionable because large countries like Brazil and Mexico only record 2 replies, while much smaller countries record more than 2.

	Countries
	Institutions

	Argentina
	14

	Bolivia
	2

	Brasil
	4

	Chile
	4

	Colombia
	4

	Costa Rica
	9

	Ecuador
	6

	El Salvador
	2

	Honduras
	1

	México
	2

	Panamá
	1

	Paraguay
	3

	Perú
	7

	Uruguay
	8

	Venezuela
	2

	Grand Total
	69


Of the 69 institutions that responded to the first questionnaire, 62 serve people with multiple disabilities. Of the 7 institutions that do not serve this population, 6 have received requests for attention during the past year, as shown in the following table. This means that most likely there is a population currently not served.

	
	Requests for attention
	

	Number of serviced
	0
	2
	3
	More than 10
	Total

	No
	1
	3
	1
	2
	7

	Yes
	*
	*
	*
	*
	62

	Total
	1
	3
	1
	2
	69


Considering the year of foundation of the institutions, it is striking that the number has increased decade after decade. The increase in population in Latin America is also likely to lead to an increase in the number of people with multiple disabilities. This result implies a greater demand for services. Although the number of institutions has increased, it is not possible to determine from this data whether that increase can satisfy the demand for services.
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Regarding the sustainability of the institutions, the support of the state over the last few decades is observed. However, private subsidies have become increasingly important.
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The type of institution serving persons with disabilities depends on regulatory aspects of the countries. In some nations, the agencies are mostly schools, and in others, rehabilitation centers or hospitals.
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From observation, over recent decades the foundation of the institutions is taking similar types.
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It can also be noticed in the results that the type of institution will take the format imposed by the organisation that supports it.
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The second questionnaire, specific to institutions that serve people with multiple disabilities, was answered by 42 institutions with the following distribution by country.

	Countries
	Institutions

	Argentina
	8

	Brasil
	2

	Chile
	4

	Colombia
	2

	Costa Rica
	4

	Ecuador
	5

	El Salvador
	1

	México
	2

	Panamá
	1

	Paraguay
	1

	Perú
	3

	Uruguay
	7

	Venezuela
	2

	Total
	42


The distribution of institutions by country is quite large, presenting an adequate representation of the global information.

It is important to consider that the period when the institutions were founded correlates with the increase in demand for services for people with multiple disabilities. This increase may have been produced by the joint action of the demands of parents and also for professionals training to carry out programmes for that population in both new and pre-existing institutions.
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The increase of the institutions that care for persons with multiple disabilities is consistent with the assessment performed by professionals on the increase in this population.
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The type of multiple disabilities experienced by people is varied, as shown in the graph below.
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The frequency of care for people with multiple disabilities depends on several factors; however most of the institutions provide services for 5 or 6 days a week.
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Many institutions have programmes for search and identification of people with multiple disabilities, so it can be assumed that parents should make the task of finding services for their children.
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It is important to note that services are mostly funded by governmental funds, as seen in responses to Questionnaire 1. However, the institutions have the freedom to develop their own programmes, which reveals that states do not have clear definitions on what to do with the population of people with multiple disabilities in their organisations.
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The information above is consistent with the findings of the institutions regarding the role of the state in developing policies for people with multiple disabilities, seen in the graph below.
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Most professionals report that they have easy access to materials to improve their services for persons with multiple disabilities.
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