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It is not rare for people to
have problems with learning. 

When these problems do not
impact on a person’s intellect or
their daily life, it is known as a
learning difficulty. 

However, under some
circumstances when a person’s
problems with learning and
intelligence intellect are more
severe it may be considered a
learning disability. 

Learning disability is typically
diagnosed during early
childhood and a person with a
learning disability is more likely
to need a higher level of daily
support as they transition
through life stages from birth,
through childhood and
adulthood to end of life. 

Right support to live
fulfilling lives
While some people with
learning disabilities may need
daily support throughout their
life, it  is important to recognise
that, with the right support,
they can live fulfilling lives.
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Improvements over the years
have provided staffing support
options to help people with
learning disabilities:

live in ordinary housing
develop skills for personal
independence
have a paid job
volunteer
play a full part in
community activities
have friendships

It is important to offer people
with learning disabilities the
opportunity to contribute to
decisions about their life and
their future.

While this may require
expertise, people with a wide
range of learning disabilities
can be helped to communicate
their views and to make
decisions about their lives.

Causes of learning disability
There are many possible causes
of learning disability. These can
range from common, well-
recognised conditions such as
Down’s syndrome to less well-
known genetic causes, trauma
during birth or severe infection.
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Many people are never able to
pinpoint a single cause for their 
learning disability. It is also
frequently associated with
other conditions such as autism.

Two in every 100 people

Learning disability is quite
common, affecting about two
people in every hundred.

The severity of the learning
disability, and the amount it
affects a person’s intellect and
function, is important. 

Those with a more severe
learning disability often have
greatly increased care needs.
They may also have associated
psychological and physical
health problems. 

Having a learning disability
itself is not a medical condition,
and much of the help people
need relates to social and other
support. However, when health
needs are present these need to
be addressed.

For some conditions, such as
mental health problems or s or
challenging behaviour, general 

health services may not have
the expertise to address these
issues. In these cases, specialist
services are needed.

Mental health and
disability

It is important to note that a
learning disability is not a
mental health problem.

Children and adults with a
learning disability can
experience the same range of
mental health problems as the
general population. 

Sometimes mental health
problems in people with
learning disabilities can be
overlooked or undiagnosed
because of poor understanding
and awareness.

In fact, research shows that
mental health problems are
more common in people with a
learning disability. 

We do not fully understand the
cause of these mental health
problems, but as in the general
population, a range of factors
can play a part.



These include:

genetics 
physical ill health
psychological stress 
poor social relationships
lack of support
lack of employment
poverty

Recognising and diagnosing
mental health problems can be
very difficult. 

The way an individual can
express their needs, either by
themselves or with help from
others, may influences diagnosis

A person with a mild learning
disability may be able to
express the symptoms of mental
health problems such as low
mood in some detail. 

However, a person with a more
severe learning disability may
have very limited language
communication abilities.

The only clue to the presence of
mental health problems may be 
changes in behaviour such as
poor sleep, decreased appetite
or challenging behaviours.





Challenging behaviour and disability

A proportion of people with
a learning disability will
present behaviour that may
be considered challenging.

In adults this is around 10 to
15%. 

What we think of as challenging
behaviours can be very varied,
but they often include
aggression, destructiveness and
self-injury. 

These behaviours can have
serious effects on the person’s
life, making it harder for them
to get an education or socialise.
It can also make it difficult for
them to live independently. 

Challenging behaviour can be
influenced by lots of different
personal and environmental
factors, including the quality of
the care environment.
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Associated physical and
psychological ill health can
also play a part. 

Challenging behaviour is most
common in males, people with
autism and those with more
severe learning disability. 

For many people with a
learning disability, these
behaviours are a form of
communication. 

This could be communicating
underlying distress or anxiety,
a need for help and attention,
or a need to leave a particular
situation or source of stress.





It is important to seek help if
you feel you have a mental
health problem or challenging
behaviour, or if you are a carer
of a person with a learning
disability.

The first step is to talk about it
with your GP, or a specialist
learning disability service if you
are in contact with one. 

GPs will often offer a proactive
Annual Health Check where
physical and mental health
problems can be raised,
identified and discussed. 

They will then need to make sure
that a physical health problem
such as excess acid from the
stomach or a dental problem is
not causing the issues that are
concerning you. 

If this is not the case, then an
assessment will be needed. This
will usually be provided by either
child and adolescent mental
health services (CAMHS) or, in
adults, by learning disability
psychiatric services. 

Getting help When a mental health
problem is diagnosed, health
professionals may
recommend talking therapies,
medication or a combination
of the two. 

A thorough assessment of the
quality of an individual’s
social care and social
experience should also be
carried out. 

In cases of challenging
behaviour, a psychologist or
learning disability nurse will
often carry out a functional
assessment to try and better
understand the causes.

People with more severe
challenging behaviour may
be referred to specialist
behavioural teams who can
offer detailed assessment,
and often long-term support.
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Tell your doctor
It can be hard to understand
your emotions. Sometimes
problems with your mental
health can make you feel pain
or like you are physically ill. If
you are worried about any
change in how you feel, tell
your doctor. 

While you can approach your
GP at any time, do ensure that
you attend and make use of
your Annual Health Check when
it is offered.

Speak to loved ones
Talk to friends and carers, or
just to your doctor - it’s
important to  talk about how
you feel. Talk about the things
that make you feel good as well
as the things that stress you
out.
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Tips for people with a learning disability

Look after yourself
Being active and healthy can
make a big difference with
conditions like depression.
Try to get more exercise and
eat healthy foods. 

Get the help you need
Don’t feel bad about seeing a
doctor, nurse or psychiatrist –
that’s what they’re there for.
Anyone can get a mental
health problem; the
important thing is to get help. 

Ask about medication
If you are given medication,
ask about side effects. If you
feel you have side effects
don’t stop taking the
medicine, go to your doctor
first and tell them about it.
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If a person is displaying
challenging behaviours and
you are worried for your
safety or theirs, let the
professionals know as soon
as possible.

Remember to look after your
own health – being a carer
can be very stressful, and
many develop mental health
problems themselves. If you
think you may be unwell,
speak to your doctor.

Tips for carers and families 

Keep an open mind when
someone’s behaviour
changes and go to see the
doctor. Most changes won’t
be related to a mental health
problem at all and will
probably be the same short-
term reactions that we all get. 

Remember that a person with
a learning disability may not
show symptoms in a “typical”
way. For example, if they are
depressed, instead of saying
so they may be angry, or
withdrawn. 
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Always allow time for the
person to communicate how
they feel. If you visit a health
professional, let them know
how best to communicate
with the person too.
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With thanks to the All Wales People First
Through our Eyes project for the images
featured in this leaflet.
Photographs by Natasha Hirst.

allwalespeople1st.co.uk

https://allwalespeople1st.co.uk/


Mencap
One of the UK’s leading learning disability charities, with
information for families and individuals in written, easy read and
video formats. 
wales.mencap.org.uk

Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities 
Information on learning disabilities including facts and figures, an
A-Z of terms, a blog and a free newsletter. 
learningdisabilities.org.uk

Learning Disability Wales
Home of Llais, the learning disability newsletter for Wales,
resources and details of networks and support groups.
ldw.org.uk

Challenging Behaviour Foundation
Information and support for families and individuals affected by
challenging behaviour.
challengingbehaviour.org.uk

All Wales Forum of Parents and Carers 
Represents nationally and collectively the views of parents and
carers of people with learning disabilities.
allwalesforum.org.uk

All Wales People First
An organisation for and led by men and women with a learning
disability. It is unique in Wales in that it is the only national
member-led organisation that represents the voice of men and
women with a learning disability.
allwalespeople1st.co.uk

Useful websites
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Join our NCMH research community 

Join our research community today and help us better understand
mental ill health. The aim of our research is to improve diagnosis,
treatment, and support for people in the future.

Joining our community is easy - it involves completing an online
sign-up form which takes about 15 minutes and will ask you about:

personal information, like date of birth and ethnicity
mental and physical health
lifestyle

To join, visit: ncmh.info/join

Stay up to date

Or scan:

029 2068 8401

info@ncmh.info

/walesmentalhealth

@thencmh @ncmh_wales

www.ncmh.info


