Undercounts of People with Serious Mental lliness Using the Washington Group Short Set Questions
Summary

The problem:

Counting the number of Americans with mental health conditions is important so that programs for
assisting them are the best they can be and there is enough money for the programs. Some surveys done
in the US. use the Washington Group Short Set (WG-SS) questions to count how many people with
disabilities there are, including those with mental health conditions. We thought that the WG-SS
guestions may miss many people with mental illnesses such as those with major depression, bipolar
disorder and schizophrenia. Not counting people with these conditions means that they are not counted.
In this paper, we looked at how many people with mental illness may be missed or not counted.

What we learned:

We used data from the 2020 National Survey on Health and Disability (NSHD) to see how many people
said they had serious mental health conditions (n=263) but were not counted as disabled by the WG-SS
questions.

Using the three questions that the Washington Group says count people with mental illnesses, one
guestion missed 66.2% of people, another question missed 88.6%, and the third question missed 96.6%
of respondents with serious mental illness. And 58.2% missed and found not disabled because they
answered all three WG-SS questions as “no.”

What this means:

These findings show that the WG-SS questions miss large percentages of people with the most severe
mental illnesses by counting them as not disabled. As a result, people with SMI are not being counted as
people with disabilities in the US when using these questions. This means that public mental health
programs may not be given enough money to serve everyone.
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