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Intellectual disability (ID), formerly known as mental retardation is a 

disability of intellectual functioning and adaptive behavior that arises 

during the period of time from conception to the beginning of 

adulthood. With ID, the individual has significant limitations in both 

intellectual ability and adaptive behavior, which are manifest before the 

age of 18. People with intellectual disability have varying degrees of 

impairment, classified from mild to profound. Every person who has 

intellectual disability is a unique individual and as such they face many 

barriers when it comes to school, relationships, and daily living. 

Supporting individuals in need of Mental Health Care and fostering a 

relationship with them are ways to embrace diversity in communities.  
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Introduction:- 
Intellectual disability is the most common developmental disability.  Intellectual disability (or ID) is a term used 

when a person has certain limitations in cognitive functioning and skills, including conceptual, social and practical 

skills, such as language, social and self-care skills.
1
 According to AAIDD, 2010, Intellectual Disability is a disability 

characterized by significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and in adaptive behaviour, which covers 

many everyday social and practical skills. This disability originates before the age of 18. Previously the definition of 

ID was only focused on individual’s impairment on Cognitive ability. Now it includes impairment in both Cognitive 

functioning and Functional skills in their everyday life (Adaptive skills). (Chavan &Rozatkar, 2016) 
2, 3  

 

Intellectual disability is significantly more common in low-income countries—16.41 in every 1,000 people. About 

85% of the affected people have a mild intellectual disability.
4, 5

 Incidence is challenging to accurately calculate as 

mild disabilities may be under-recognized until later in childhood. Intellectual disability is reported to peak at the 

ages of 10 to 14 years and is 1.5 times more prevalent in males than females.
6
 Prevalence studies may not identify 

all people with intellectual disabilities. Many school age children receive a diagnosis of learning disability, 

developmental delay, behavior disorder, or autism instead of intellectual disability.
7, 8 

Approximately 1 – 3 percent 

of the global population has an intellectual disability—as many as 200 million people Non-syndromic 

or idiopathic ID accounts for 30–50% of cases. About a quarter of cases are caused by a genetic disorder.
 9 
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Psychological Classification of Intellectual Disability 

People with intellectual disability have varying degrees of impairment, classified from mild to profound. At one 

point, IQ was more heavily relied upon when diagnosing an intellectual disability and determining its severity. 

While the DSM-5 still recognizes these categories, more emphasis is placed on the skills associated with each 

level rather than their IQ
10, 11 

 Mild: Those with a mild intellectual disability may have an IQ between 50-70. Eighty-five percent of 

intellectually disabled people are at this level, and they can often live on their own with minimum support 

from others.  

 Moderate: The IQ for a moderate intellectual disability can range from 36-49. Those with a moderate 

intellectual disability make up roughly 10% of cases on this spectrum. These individuals may need more 

support in day-to-day life and may live in a group home.  

 Severe: Making up about 3.5% of those with intellectual disabilities, these individuals may fall into the 20-

35 IQ range. They typically need daily supervision to keep them healthy and safe and may need help with 

basic self-care tasks. 

 Profound: Individuals with a profound intellectual disability may have an IQ under 20 and make up only 

1.5% of intellectual disability cases. They may need constant care and supervision to meet their basic 

needs. 

 

How Does Intellectual Disability Happen? 

In the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth edition text 

revision (DSM-5-TR), the formal name for this condition is ―intellectual developmental disorder.‖ Although for 

many individuals, the exact cause of their intellectual disability is unknown, many cases of intellectual disability 

happen because of differences in brain development. Less commonly, they can develop because of brain damage 

from an illness, injury or other events when a person is younger than 18years old.
12, 13

  

 

Experts suspect that in many cases, there are multiple causes and contributory factors that can influence the 

development if intellectual disability before or during birth and during the earliest years of childhood.
14 

 

A cohort study conducted on the etiological factors of intellectually disabled children in Anhui Province, China. It 

was found that various perinatal factors (premature birth, asphyxia, ischemic hypoxic encephalopathy, etc.), severe 

cerebral palsy, and psychosocial factors were the main etiological factors, accounting for 27.42%, 22.29%, and 

17.16% respectively.
15 

 

A research study conducted towards an etiological approach over the past two decades, mental retardation research 

converges on three general themes: co-occurring mental retardation and psychopathology; families of offspring with 

mental retardation; and the developmental approach regarding behavioral sequences and profiles.
16 

 

Common Sign & Symptoms 

Intellectual disability (ID) becomes apparent during childhood and involves deficits in mental abilities, social skills, 

and core activities of daily living (ADLs) when compared to same-aged peers.
17

 There often are no physical signs of 

mild forms of ID, although there may be characteristic physical traits when it is associated with a genetic disorder 

(e.g., Down syndrome). Some of the early signs can include
18 

1. Delays in reaching, or failure to achieve milestones in motor skills development (sitting, crawling, walking) 

2. Slowness learning to talk, or continued difficulties with speech and language skills after starting to talk 

3. Difficulty with self-help and self-care skills (e.g., getting dressed, washing, and feeding themselves) 

4. Poor planning or problem-solving abilities 

5. Behavioral and social problems
19

 

6. Failure to grow intellectually, or continued infant childlike behavior 

7. Problems keeping up in school 

8. Failure to adapt or adjust to new situations 

9. Difficulty understanding and following social rules
17

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/psychpedia/iq-test
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Models of Intellectual Disability  

Medical Model of Disability 

The medical model of disability is presented as viewing disability as a problem of the person, directly caused by 

disease, trauma, or other health condition which therefore requires sustained medical care provided in the form of 

individual treatment by professionals.
20 21 

 

Social Model of Disability 

In this model, disability is not an attribute of an individual, but rather a complex collection of conditions, many of 

which are created by the social environment. From this perspective, equal access for someone with an 

impairment/disability is a human rights issue of major concern.
20, 21 

 

Moral Model of Disability 

The moral model of disability refers to the attitude that people are morally responsible for their own disability. For 

example, the disability may be seen as a result of bad actions of parents if congenital, or as a result of practicing 

witchcraft if not.
20 

 

Economic Model of Disability 

The economic model of disability defines disability by a person's inability to participate in work. 

It also assesses the degree to which impairment affects an individual's productivity and the economic consequences 

for the individual, employer and the state.
20 

 

Empowering Model of Disability 

The empowering model of disability allows for the person with a disability and his/her family to decide the course of 

their treatment and what services they wish to benefit from. In other words, this model "empowers" the individual to 

pursue his/her own goals.
20 

 

Problems faced in the Workplace 

Every person who has intellectual disability is a unique individual and as such they are going to face many barriers 

when it comes to school, relationships, and daily living. Some common difficulties include
 22, 23 

1. Unemployment is a major issue that many adults with Autism spectrum Disorder and similar intellectual 

challenges face. Intellectual challenges make it difficult for such individuals to succeed in a traditional 

workplace environment. 

2. Most people associate work with productivity and various social situations. For individuals with intellectual 

challenges, this can be especially overwhelming or stressful. 

3. Assistive technology like visual or electronic aids can help people with keep track of tasks. Some organizations 

also provide resources to help their residents maintain employment. 

4. Requires special teaching and training to be able to learn  

5. Needs support to solve everyday problems 

6. Inability to establish interpersonal relationships 

7. Difficulties functioning on a daily basis 

8. Not being able to live on their own 

9. Suicidal thoughts and behaviors 

 

How to Diagnose an Intellectual Disability 

Intellectual disability is identified by problems in both intellectual and adaptive functioning.  

 Intellectual functioning is measured with individually administered and psychometrically valid, 

comprehensive, culturally appropriate, psychometrically sound tests of intelligence. While a specific full-scale 

IQ test score is no longer required for diagnosis, standardized testing is used as part of diagnosing the condition. 

A full-scale IQ score of around 70 to 75 indicates a significant limitation in intellectual functioning.
24

 

 Three areas of adaptive functioning are considered:
25,26

 

1. Conceptual – language, reading, writing, math, reasoning, knowledge, memory. 

2. Social – empathy, social judgment, communication skills, the ability to follow rules and the ability to make 

and keep friendships. 

3. Practical – independence in areas such as personal care, job responsibilities, managing money, recreation, 

and organizing school and work tasks. 
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Some research shows that about 20-35% of people who have an intellectual disability are also likely to develop 

other mental health conditions like anxiety or depression. In determining your child's diagnosis, several tests might 

be ordered by your healthcare provider and the team of specialists taking care of your child. These tests include 
27 

1. Neurological tests such as an electroencephalogram (EEG) or magnetic resonance imagining (MRI) to 

determine if there are any abnormalities in the brain 

2. Genetic tests to help identify if there is an inherited disorder like Fragile X syndrome that could cause 

intellectual disability 

3. General medical tests depending on the symptoms your child is exhibiting 

4. Special education tests  

5. Developmental screening tests to determine your child's level of intellectual and social functioning 

6. Prenatal screening to determine if there are any developmental challenges while a parent is still pregnant 

7. A hearing evaluation in case a hearing problem is responsible for the impaired intellectual functioning and not 

an intellectual disability.  

 

A study conducted on Identification of the underlying cause of intellectual disability (ID) is important as it improves 

genetic counseling, management, adaptation; yet its etiologic heterogeneity is challenging and often leads to an 

expensive work-up. To improve this diagnostic trajectory, the multidisciplinary Complex Diagnostic Clinic (CDC) 

was established for ID patients The diagnostic yield of the CDC was higher than expected with confirmed and 

working diagnoses in 11 (46%) and 9 (38%) children respectively.
28 

 

Management  

Models of Intellectual Disability Nursing: The 6Ps 
29 

1. Intellectual disability nursing is perceived to be the purist form of nursing, supporting people with disabilities 

and their families from the cradle to the grave (Gates, Ferns & Welch,2015) 

2. It involves nurses working in partnership with people with intellectual disabilities and their significant others 

to ensure that their significant others to ensure that their needs are met. 

3. Planning focuses on person centered approaches, working in partnership with other professionals, identifying 

individual strengths and the most appropriate strategies to achieve the best possible outcomes. 

4. It could be argued that to be professional in this area of work we need passion, we certainly need knowledge 

and, we can often be extraordinary. 

5. This model will look at our purpose as intellectual disability nurses and some of the nursing models used across 

the world.  

 

Community Participation and Support for People with Intellectual Disability 

1. Community participation is a central theme in policies seeking to create a better life for people with intellectual 

disabilities. In Australia, the landmark 1986 Australian Disability Services Act aimed to support people with 

disability to live ―as valued and participating members of the community.‖ 
30, 31

 

2. Supporting individuals in need of Mental Health Care and fostering a relationship with them are ways to 

embrace diversity in communities. It is also providing access to basic support such as equity education, 

employment, healthcare, habilitation services, adaptive aids, peer support across the individual’s lifespan.
32

 

 

AAIDD recommends four levels of support that the individual requires functioning in the natural settings of 

home and community 
33 

1. Intermittent - Supports are provided on an ―as needed basis.‖ These supports may be Episodic- that is, the person 

does not always need assistance; or Short-term, occurring during lifespan transitions (e.g., job loss or acute medical 

crisis).  

2. Limited-Supports are characterized by consistency; the time required may be limited, but the need is not 

intermittent. Fewer staff may be required, and costs may be lower than those associated with more intensive levels 

of support. 

3. Extensive-Supports are characterized by regular involvement (e.g, daily) in at least some environments, such as 

work or home; supports are not time-limited (e.g., long-term job and home-living support will be necessary). 

4. Pervasive-Supports must be constant and of high intensity. They have to be provided across multiple 

environments and may be life-sustaining in nature. Pervasive supports typically involve more staff and are more 

intrusive than extensive or time-limited supports. 

 

 

https://www.verywellmind.com/am-i-anxious-4045683
https://www.verywellmind.com/genes-and-development-2795114
https://www.diversifiedsupportiveservices.org/home-health-care-our-services
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Robert’s 7 Point Plan
34 

Robert Strike is a leading advocate for people with intellectual disability in NSW, and has years of experience in the 

community sector working to improve the lives of members of the community.   

1. Look beyond the disability label - you will be surprised. Labels are for jars not people!   

2. Talk to us, NOT at us or through others. 

3.  Hearing is not enough. Listen to us and respect what we say.  

4. Do things with us, NOT for us.   

5. Explain things slowly and get straight to the point.  

6. Talk to us face to face.  

7. Be honest with us…we have antennas for bullshit!! 

 

Tips for Parents and Caregivers
35 

1. Ask for help; learn about your child’s disability. 

2. Connect with other parents of children with disabilities. 

3. Be patient; learning may come slower for your child. 

4. Encourage independence and responsibility. 

5. Educate yourself on the educational services your child deserves. 

6. Learn the laws that are written to help your child live their best life. 

7. Look for opportunities in your community for social, recreational and sports activities (such as Best Buddies or 

Special Olympics). 
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