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Acute Training Solutions
Introduction to Sexuality & Learning Disabilities -
Case Studies

1 A seventeen year old girl with mild learning disabilities is in her final year at school. She is going
out after school and meeting up with boys from school. What can be done to her so she doesn’t get
pregnant when she denies she is having sex, and won't talk about it?

RESPONSE. She needs to have serious safer sex education so that she knows how to keep herself protected from
Sexually Transmitted Diseases , as well as from getting pregnant. It will also give her the power to say “no” as
well as “yes”, and understand what she is saying “yes” and “no” to. It will protect her from abuse. She needs to
absolutely understand the importance of insisting on safer sex at all times with any boy/s she has sex with. Boys
will want to have unsafe sex with her so she needs to know how to have safe sex and insist on condoms.

If she won't talk to you, ask her school to organize some sex education, or bring in an expert to spend time with
the teenagers. That way, the boys will learn as well. It is important that this education includes feelings and the
social aspects

If the school is unwilling, you could perhaps find a professional counsellor to have a session with her. Spend
time reassuring her that you do believe what she says, create an environment where she feels she feels totally
accepted, in the hope she’ll welcome your caring and non-judgemental advice.

2 Following a workshop on the subject, some of the women in a residential care home are showing an
interest in finding boyfriends. However, they say they have been put off sex by the behaviour of the
men in the home, and they are not interested in the men in the home.

RESPONSE. Perhaps you could do more workshops, perhaps dividing the women and the men. The women may
know little about their bodies need encouragement to help them see that sex can be pleasurable. They need to
gain enough self-esteem to enjoy their own bodies, and take an active role in sexual encounters. The men need
to look at the behaviour which is off-putting to women, and how to improve it, perhaps using roleplay. The rest of
their workshop could be similar to the women'’s.

People usually look outside the immediate vicinity to find partners and it is quite normal for people in the home
to discard each other. Plus, it is sometimes better people in the same residential home don’t form relationships
because what happens when they split up? If possible, find a club or social group where the residents can make
new friends and perhaps meet potential partners. Hopefully, you can provide the transport for them to get there
and back safely. There are various schemes clubs use to provide social skills and STI-HIV prevention training.
Again, the Community Learning Disability team might help, and a multi-agency plan may be the best way forward.
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3 How could you provide sex education to a client who has profound learning disabilities, has no speech
and is blind? It would benefit the client no end, as they are expressing severe sexual frustration.

RESPONSE. You need to be absolutely certain of the client’s wishes first and again, the Community Learning
Disability team might help, and a multi-agency plan may be the best way forward, to establish and demonstrate
that the client is truly providing informed consent, otherwise be against the adult protection policy, and be illegal.
Some health care professionals decide to use a sex worker, once they have agreed that informed consent has
been given. A good sex worker could teach Masturbation techniques and help them learn about the body of the
opposite gender. Contrary to popular opinion, sex workers, like gay men and disabled people, are ordinary people
like you and me, and most sex worker take their work seriously.

4 One of your residents goes out cruising, comes back to the home and has unprotected sex with male
residents, and then jumps on the female residents, having anal sex with them. There is concern of
him spreading HIV throughout the home, but he refuses to get tested.

RESPONSE This is a very common issue and you are right to be worried. Services are responsible for protecting
people from risks but also for safeguarding their rights to sexual expression, so you need to work with him about
his responsibilities to others regarding safer sex. You need to establish HIV and risk management guidelines. It
is true that having an HIV test is something that individuals must consent to, and people with learning disabilities
should enjoy the right to have sex and take risks, just like everybody else. However, the other residents have
rights too - and this includes the right to stay healthy. So, first you need to work on an intensive programme to
educate all the residents on safer sex. Practicing safer sex can be very difficult if the sexual partner is more

able or more powerful than you, and this needs to be addressed. Residents should be given the option of having
themselves tested for STls. If things don’t improve, i.e. the residents continue to have unprotected sex with your
cruiser, more drastic measures will need to be taken to separate him from the rest.

5 A service user client is becoming violent. He is a 55 year old heterosexual man with mild learning
disabilities who has never had sex. It has been established that he very much wants to have sex, and
suspect this would improve his behaviour, but how can you make this happen?

RESPONSE Your hypothesis that his aggression is linked to sex needs to be checked out by someone by looking
at the pattern of behaviour. If he is in agreement, you could help him attend social groups so that he might find a
partner, and/or discuss with him using a sex worker to have sex with him. Best use a member of staff who feels
comfortable with the situation, and this person should themselves be supported.

Clients with learning disabilities need to understand that the sex worker is not a girlfriend and will go away after
the sex. Because sex is normally a two-way activity, it is best if you try to re-create this situation. This can be done
by telling him to make the payment himself, which gives him some notion that he is making a valuable purchase
like in a shop. He is paying for her time and travel time will be included if she is to visit. Your client may agree to
pay out of his personal allowances. If funds need to come from his care budget, think carefully of the wording and
take care.

With regard to the law, it is not illegal to buy or sell sex. Since you are not charging for this service, it is not illegal
for you to make the arrangements. However, the laws on prostitution are largely misunderstood and sex work
often frowned on. So long as you and your team have discussed the fact that this is duty of care for the wellbeing
of your client, and decisions have been recorded, there should be no illegalities surrounding consent.
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6 What should you do with a resident who is learning disabled and unable to understand words, and
masturbates regularly in front of everybody?

RESPONSE. There is not an easy answer. If the resident has an understanding of a symbol vocabulary e.g. wigit symbols or
an understanding of Makaton or Signalong, then using very simple language the client should be told that it’s fine for him/
her to masturbate but that s/he must do this in a private space.

A one-off chat isn’t usually enough, and so it would need to be worked on in a variety of ways. They may have great
difficulty understanding the concepts of ‘public’ and ‘private’, so much work is required with them around this using sign
language, symbols, role play and anatomically correct dolls.
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