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ABSTRACT 

Background: Mental health disorders and behavioral challenges are among the most significant yet 

underrecognized health concerns affecting individuals with intellectual disability (ID). Despite increasing 

recognition of disability rights and social inclusion, individuals with ID continue to experience 

disproportionately high rates of psychiatric disorders, emotional difficulties, and challenging behaviors. 

These conditions frequently contribute to stigma, reduced community participation, educational exclusion, 

and diminished quality of life. 

Objective: This narrative review examines the prevalence, nature, and impact of mental health and 

behavioral issues among individuals with intellectual disability and discusses their implications for 

disability studies, social inclusion, and service provision. 

Methods: A narrative review methodology was employed to synthesize literature from disability studies, 

psychology, psychiatry, special education, and rehabilitation sciences. Relevant peer-reviewed articles, 

systematic reviews, and policy documents were reviewed and organized into thematic categories. 

Results: Five major themes emerged: prevalence of mental health disorders, challenging behaviors, social 

determinants of mental health, barriers to diagnosis and treatment, and inclusive support strategies. The 

literature consistently demonstrates elevated rates of psychiatric disorders and behavioral difficulties 

among individuals with ID. Diagnostic overshadowing, stigma, communication barriers, and inadequate 

services remain major contributors to unmet mental health needs. 

Conclusion: Mental health and behavioral issues among individuals with intellectual disability require a 

rights-based and multidisciplinary approach. Inclusive mental health services, early identification, family-

centered supports, and community participation initiatives are essential for improving well-being and 

social inclusion. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Intellectual disability is characterized by significant limitations in intellectual functioning and adaptive 

behavior originating during the developmental period. Traditionally, discussions surrounding intellectual 

disability have focused primarily on cognitive deficits and functional limitations. However, increasing 
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evidence suggests that mental health and behavioral issues constitute major contributors to disability-

related disadvantage and social exclusion. 

The disability rights movement has emphasized that disability results not only from impairments but also 

from societal barriers that restrict participation. Within this framework, mental health problems 

experienced by individuals with intellectual disability deserve greater attention because they influence 

education, employment, relationships, self-determination, and community inclusion. 

Research has consistently reported elevated rates of psychiatric disorders among individuals with 

intellectual disability. Mental health difficulties often remain unrecognized because symptoms may be 

misattributed to intellectual limitations, a phenomenon commonly referred to as diagnostic 

overshadowing. Furthermore, behavioral challenges frequently become the primary focus of intervention 

while underlying psychological needs remain unaddressed. Individuals with ID experience significant 

rates of mental comorbidities, often ranging from approximately 30% to 50% across studies. 

The present review explores current evidence concerning mental health and behavioral issues among 

individuals with intellectual disability from a disability studies perspective. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

1. To examine mental health disorders associated with intellectual disability. 

2. To explore behavioral issues and challenging behaviors. 

3. To identify social and environmental determinants influencing mental health. 

4. To discuss barriers to mental healthcare access. 

5. To examine implications for disability rights and inclusive practice. 

6. METHODS 

Review Design 

A narrative review approach was utilized to synthesize existing evidence and theoretical perspectives. 

Search Strategy 

Literature was identified through searches of disability studies, psychology, psychiatry, rehabilitation, and 

special education publications using keywords including: 

• Intellectual disability 

• Mental health 

• Challenging behavior 

• Psychiatric disorders 

• Social inclusion 

• Disability rights 

• Behavioral problems 

Inclusion Criteria 

Studies were included if they: 

• Focused on individuals with intellectual disability. 

• Examined mental health or behavioral outcomes. 

• Discussed social participation, quality of life, or service provision. 

• Were published in English. 

Data Synthesis 

A thematic narrative synthesis approach was employed to identify major themes and emerging issues. 
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RESULTS: THEMATIC FINDINGS 

Theme 1: Prevalence of Mental Health Disorders 

Individuals with intellectual disability experience significantly higher rates of mental health disorders than 

the general population. Commonly reported conditions include: 

1. Anxiety disorders 

2. Depression 

3. Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder 

4. Obsessive-compulsive disorder 

5. Psychotic disorders 

6. Mood disorders 

Studies indicate that mental health problems are common throughout the lifespan, with substantial 

prevalence among both children and adults with intellectual disability. Reviews have reported prevalence 

estimates ranging from approximately one-third to one-half of affected populations depending on 

diagnostic criteria and assessment methods. 

Theme 2: Challenging Behaviors 

Behavioral issues frequently observed among individuals with intellectual disability include: 

1. Aggression 

2. Self-injurious behavior 

3. Property destruction 

4. Repetitive behaviors 

5. Severe emotional outbursts 

6. Socially disruptive behaviors 

Challenging behavior may arise from communication difficulties, environmental stressors, unmet needs, 

psychiatric disorders, or inadequate support systems. Research suggests that approximately one in five 

adults with intellectual disability known to services may exhibit significant challenging behavior. 

Theme 3: Social Determinants of Mental Health 

Mental health outcomes are strongly influenced by social and environmental conditions. 

Important determinants include: 

1. Social exclusion 

2. Poverty 

3. Stigma 

4. Bullying 

5. Limited educational opportunities 

6. Restricted employment access 

7. Inadequate healthcare services 

Disability studies scholars argue that many psychological difficulties arise from societal barriers rather 

than disability itself. 

Theme 4: Diagnostic and Service Barriers 

A recurring theme in the literature is diagnostic overshadowing, where symptoms of mental illness are 

incorrectly attributed to intellectual disability. This contributes to underdiagnosis, delayed intervention, 

and inadequate treatment. Communication limitations and insufficient professional training further 

complicate assessment and service delivery. 

Theme 5: Impact on Quality of Life and Participation 
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Mental health difficulties and behavioral challenges may affect: 

• Educational achievement 

• Employment opportunities 

• Independent living 

• Community participation 

• Family relationships 

• Self-determination 

The cumulative effect often results in reduced quality of life and increased dependence on support systems. 

 

DISCUSSION 

This review demonstrates that mental health and behavioral issues constitute a major public health and 

disability rights concern. The findings support contemporary disability studies perspectives that challenge 

purely medical interpretations of intellectual disability. 

Mental health difficulties should not be viewed solely as individual pathology. Rather, they emerge 

through complex interactions among biological vulnerabilities, communication barriers, social exclusion, 

discrimination, and environmental stressors. 

The concept of diagnostic overshadowing remains particularly important. When emotional distress or 

psychiatric symptoms are interpreted merely as features of intellectual disability, opportunities for 

effective intervention are lost. This may contribute to inappropriate institutionalization, restrictive 

practices, and reduced social participation. 

Behavioral challenges similarly require contextual understanding. Challenging behavior frequently 

represents communication of unmet needs, frustration, pain, trauma, or environmental mismatch rather 

than intentional misconduct. 

The disability rights framework emphasizes that individuals with intellectual disability have equal rights 

to mental healthcare, community participation, self-determination, and social inclusion. Consequently, 

mental health services must become more accessible, person-centered, and inclusive. 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

Professionals should: 

• Implement routine mental health screening. 

• Improve identification of psychiatric symptoms. 

• Use person-centered support planning. 

• Reduce reliance on restrictive interventions. 

• Promote positive behavior support. 

• Enhance family involvement. 

• Increase community-based mental health services. 

• Strengthen interdisciplinary collaboration. 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

Future studies should investigate: 

• Longitudinal mental health outcomes. 

• Culturally responsive assessment methods. 

• Community-based intervention models. 
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• Mental health experiences in low- and middle-income countries. 

• Effectiveness of positive behavior support programs. 

• Social determinants influencing mental health trajectories. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

As a narrative review, the study synthesizes existing literature without formal meta-analysis. Variations 

in diagnostic criteria, assessment instruments, and study populations may influence findings. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Mental health and behavioral issues are highly prevalent among individuals with intellectual disability and 

significantly influence participation, well-being, and quality of life. Addressing these challenges requires 

moving beyond deficit-based models toward rights-based, inclusive, and person-centered approaches. 

A comprehensive strategy involving mental health professionals, educators, rehabilitation specialists, 

policymakers, families, and communities is necessary to ensure equitable access to care and meaningful 

social inclusion for individuals with intellectual disability. 
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