
 
 

Appendix 1 – Learning Disability Key Facts  

Who are people with learning disabilities? 

According to Mencap, a learning disability is ‘a reduced intellectual ability and difficulty with 

everyday activities – for example household tasks, socialising or managing money – which 

affects someone for their whole life’. People with learning disabilities have significant and 

widespread difficulty in learning and understanding. They will have had this difficulty since 

childhood.  

The term ‘learning disabilities’ is different to specific learning difficulties such as dyslexia, 

specific social/communication difficulties such as Asperger’s syndrome or significant and 

widespread difficulty in learning and understanding that are acquired in later life. 

Operational services across BCP Council define learning disability (for the purpose of 

eligibility) as including the presence of: 

• A significantly reduced ability to understand new or complex information, to 

learn new skills (impaired intelligence), with; 

• a reduced ability to cope independently (impaired social functioning); and 

• this started before adulthood, with a lasting effect on development.  

Having an IQ of 70 or below is a strong indicator of eligibility for learning disability services, 

but is only ever considered as a measure of learning disability alongside other social factors. 

How many People with Learning Disabilities are there? 

Approximately 20 people in every thousand have a learning disability. Of these people, 4.6 

are likely to be known to health and care services and 3.6 are likely to receive social care1. 

By combining information collected by government departments on the presence of learning 

disabilities among people using services, overall population predictions for England and the 

results of epidemiological research, Public Health England estimated that in England in 2015 

there were 1,087,100 people with learning disabilities, including 930,400 adults.   

The number of people with learning disabilities recorded in health and welfare systems in 

2015 was much lower, for example GPs identified 252,446 children and adults as having 

learning disabilities on their practice-based registers2. 

There are a high proportion of adults with a mild learning disability who do not require 

specialist health or social care services. 

Key issues experienced by people with a learning disability 

• Higher mental health issues/needs  

The prevalence of psychiatric disorders among children with learning disabilities is 36%, 

compared to 8% among children without learning disabilities. Children with learning 

disabilities account for 14% of all British children with a diagnosable psychiatric disorder.  

                                            
1 What Councils Need to Know about People with Learning Disabilities (2014) - A Local Government 
Knowledge Navigator Evidence Review 
2 Learning Disabilities Observatory (2016) People with learning disabilities in England 2015: Main 
report 



 
 

The prevalence of psychiatric disorders is also significantly higher among adults whose 

learning disabilities are identified by GPs, when compared to the general population3 

• Co-existing autism spectrum disorders  

The prevalence of autism has been reported to be as high as 20-30% in people with learning 

disabilities known to local authorities. A recent study of children aged 10- 14 who had a 

current diagnosis of an autistic spectrum disorder found that 55% also had a learning 

disability.4 

• Challenging behaviours   

Challenging behaviours are shown by 10%-15% of people with learning disabilities, with 

age-specific prevalence peaking between ages 20 and 49. 

• Physical health conditions  

People with learning disabilities have high levels of physical ill health. When combined with 

other factors such as poor access to services, this can result in a significant level of 

inequality of health status. In terms of mortality, people with learning disabilities have a 

shorter life expectancy and increased risk of early death when compared to the general 

population. Life expectancy is increasing, in particular for people with Down’s syndrome. 

• Health inequalities  

People with learning disabilities, especially people with less severe learning disabilities and 

people with learning disabilities who do not use learning disability services, are more likely to 

be exposed to common ‘social determinants’ of health such as poverty, poor housing 

conditions, unemployment, social disconnectedness and overt discrimination. 

Key transition points for People with Learning Disabilities 7 

For young people there are key transition moments which require planning and support: 

general planning for young peoples’ futures; post-compulsory education and/or training; 

employment; independent life (including housing, finances, social life). The review presents 

research which has examined these moments of transition5 

 

                                            
3 Emerson, E. Baines, S. Allerton, L. and Welch, V. (2011)  A detailed analysis of the health 
inequalities suffered by PWLD is available at: Health Inequalities & People with Learning Disabilities 
in the UK. 
4 Guidance for commissioners of mental health services for people with learning disabilities (May 
2013)  Joint Commissioning Panel for Mental Health http://www.jcpmh.info/wp-content/uploads/ 
jcpmh-learningdisabilities-guide.pd 
5 Martin, K. Hart, R. White, R. and Sharp, C. (2011) Young people with special educational 
needs/learning difficulties and disabilities: research into planning for adult life services, LG Group 
Research Report. Slough: NFER and Adult Social Care Efficiency Programme: Interim Report 2013, 
Local Government Association 


