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Introduction
People with learning disabilities are more likely to suffer from poor physical 
and mental health compared with the general population. They are likely to face 
health inequalities and live shorter lives. They are also two and a half times more 
likely to have multiple health needs than other people. The reasons for this are 
complex. People with learning disabilities are more likely to be affected by genetic 
conditions and syndromes, as well as neurological conditions such as epilepsy and 
developmental disorders such as autism. In addition to physical illness, people 
with learning disabilities have higher rates of physical disabilities (particularly 
those with severe and profound learning disabilities). As a result, they may 
need additional support for a variety of physical and psychological impairments 
including poor mobility or restricted movement, or sensory impairments such as 
poor hearing or sight. A number of people may also have physical health issues 
that have arisen due to lifestyle choices or having a routine imposed upon them. 
An example would be obesity, which increases the risk of conditions such as heart 
disease and diabetes. 

Social disadvantage experienced by people with learning disabilities compared 
with the general population may also contribute to increased rates of physical 
and mental ill health. This can include increased levels of hardship, deprivation 
and abuse from others (for example hate crime, physical and sexual abuse and 
neglect). People with learning disabilities are also less likely to engage outside of 
familiar circles. This may affect quality of life because integration and inclusion 
are then limited and opportunities often missed. A lack of support may mean that 
people are unaware of and therefore less likely to access health services. 

Reasonable adjustments are often required to improve access to services and the 
patient experience. This is necessary if we are to achieve equality in healthcare. 
Often clinicians, by their own admission, lack awareness of how illness may 
present in people with learning disabilities. They may also lack the skills 
necessary to capture the person’s experience and health concerns accurately.  
This is required to build a picture of their health needs and any health risks 
they may be vulnerable to. A lack of awareness of the health needs of people 
with learning disabilities on the part of healthcare workers will often lead to a 
negative experience of healthcare. Often people with learning disabilities will 
have difficulty reporting their health needs or describing their experiences. They 
may also get frustrated in trying to express and articulate their feelings. This 
makes assessment more difficult for healthcare workers to complete, and often 
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symptoms may be missed. This can be worsened if the person is non-verbal or 
if symptoms are expressed through changes in behaviour e.g. a person might 
injure themself if they are in pain. The difficulty in accessing healthcare extends 
to health prevention and health education programmes, as well regular general 
health checks, which are also seen at lower rates than the general population. 
However, there is evidence that in areas where reasonable adjustments are made, 
people with learning disabilities may access services (such as screening) at higher 
rates than the general population. Collaboration and co-ordination between 
health agencies for people with learning disabilities is generally poor, although 
this situation can vary greatly within different health trusts.

Our aim is to simplify what can be a complex area in order to improve 
understanding of how to meet an individual’s physical health needs. This book 
provides a practical guide to a range of physical illnesses and health needs 
and how to support people with these conditions. Physical ill health can have a 
negative effect on general well-being and may lead to poor mental health. The 
book also covers mental health and mental well-being, as often people can miss 
the psychological issues that may arise in tandem with physical ill-health and 
may be missed. 

We hope you enjoy this book, which explores these issues from a number of 
perspectives, including the point of view of people with learning disabilities and 
their carers, who bear the brunt of these inequalities.
 
Eddie Chaplin, Steve Hardy and Peter Woodward
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