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Summary of Issue 
Approximately 90 percent of people with intellectual or developmental disabilities (I/DD) are sexually 
abused or exploited during their lifetime.  Abusers often target people with I/DD because  

 
1) Many often do not understand when an assault has occurred 
2) Many are not physically able to communicate effectively 
3) Police and prosecutors are unlikely to believe them 

 
Little has been done to educate people with I/DD to address risk factors for sexual assault.  Little has 
been done to educate parents and other support professionals about the need for education about 
sexuality and the risk factors of sexual assault.  People with I/DD are typically not given any sex 
education information.  Parents are typically afraid to broach the subject with their children.  
Consequently, although people with I/DD often have the same biological need for affection as typically 
developing people, without a context for these feelings, they have no context or information to make 
informed choices about sexual activity.  Abusers can quickly take advantage of these circumstances to 
abuse or exploit people with I/DD. Experience has found that people with I/DD who are socially isolated 
are more likely to be abused (because there are fewer opportunities for an abusers actions to be 
discovered).      
 
History of the Issue 
As far as anyone knows, the issue has existed in perpetuity.  People with I/DD are often targets of sexual 
abusers because they may not be able to communicate, or because, if they can communicate, they are 
not regarded as credible witnesses by the police, attorneys, judges, etc. 
 Until the past few decades, little or no attention has been paid to this problem.  As awareness of 
sexual abuse in general grew in the 1970s, sexual assault experts have had difficulty assimilating the 
needs of people with I/DD into their education curriculum.  Past efforts from the I/DD community have 
typically relied on “just say no” efforts, which are ineffectual because they fail to address the real issues.   

 
Concurrent efforts to address the issue 
To date, efforts to address this issue have been focused on intervention rather than prevention.  Dr. 
Nora Baladerian, clinical psychologist at the West Los Angeles Crime Victim Center, has developed a 
body of work around intervention and is a resource for information about abuse and disability.  Contact 
dnora@doctor.com or (310) 473-6768. 
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Scope – Does the issue affect many people with I/DD?) 
Yes, statistically the majority of people with I/DD are abused sexually in their lifetime.  Women are 
abused more often than men, but the rate of abuse for all people with I/DD is significantly higher than 
that of typically developing people.   
 
Impact – How profoundly does the issue affect people with I/DD? 
The impact is enormously profound.  People with I/DD may not have developed the coping strategies 
necessary to overcome a traumatic experience like an assault.  Although they have suffered a profound 
emotional injury, they may not be able to communicate that an assault has occurred or be believed if 
they report that an incident has occurred.  Without a report, people are not provided with therapy, and 
many sexual assault therapists are reluctant to work with clients with I/DD.  
 
Duration – How long has the issue existed? 
The issue is persistent.   
 
Resolution – What action can be taken to address the issue? 
1) Create a training curriculum to educate parents, teachers, and care givers about the risks and signs of 
sexual abuse and exploitation and promote healthy relationships and sexuality at home and at school.  
2) Work to require that all care providers and other professionals receive this training.  
3) Create a program to educate people with I/DD about healthy relationships and healthy sexuality.  
4) Export this training to state and other agencies providing support for people with I/DD. 
 
What action has been taken to address the issue? 
1) The Arc of Spokane’s Partnership 4 Safety program educates people with I/DD about healthy 
relationships and healthy sexuality.   
2) The Arc of Spokane’s Partnership 4 Safety COTE program educates care givers and law enforcement 
about the risks and signs of sexual abuse and exploitation.   
3) We are currently working to expand the training to other agencies.  
4) The value of the training is becoming evident to leaders in state agencies, especially DDA. 
 
By what date will this action be complete?   
3) January 1, 2018 
4) January 2, 2025 
 
Who will lead the task force?   
Theresa Fears, Partnership 4 Safety prevention coordinator, The Arc of Spokane 
Megan Williams, Partnership 4 Safety COTE coordinator , The Arc of Spokane    
 


