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This paper is the result of an Irish research project on how people with intellectual disabilities living in institutions view their sexuality, their own sexual experience, and the constraints placed on them by the institution.
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The research project was presented to people with intellectual disabilities using an easy-to-read Powerpoint presentation, in order to encourage participation. Participants then had an individual interview, where the main points of the research were presented to them, and their agreement was solicited. 15 people (7 women and 8 men) aged between 23 and 41 years (average age: 32), agreed to participate. The interviews were held in focus groups (group interviews). The themes were sociability, conjugal relations, knowledge of sexuality, and constraints placed on sexual activity. The groups were divided in two, men on one side, women on the other. The interviews (repeated) lasted around one hour. 

RESULTS

The authors noted a lack of knowledge (in both men and women) of procreation or abortion. Of the 7 women, two had received sex education while at school, another had obtained information from an advisory centre, another had been informed by a member of staff in the care home she lived in ; the three remaining were taught by their mothers (essentially about menstruation and sexual protection). Most of the women had been or were in a conjugal and/ or sexual relationship. For most of the men in the group, television or magazine articles constituted a preferred source of information.  Two of them declared that they had never been in a relationship, whereas three of them declared that they had a « special friend », who the authors assumed was a member of staff, to whom they felt a certain attraction. The participants all declared that the restrictions placed on them meant that having any private/sexual relationship was difficult within the care home.

In general, they considered that on the one hand, the institution did not tolerate kissing (with some exceptions), and on the other hand, you had to be married to someone to kiss them. There is pressure to stop physical relationships, as witnessed by the lack of belief in these relationships by professional carers. Some participants felt obliged to ask permission of staff before entering into a sexual relationship. To get around these problems, some of the participants tended to understate the intimacy of their relationships when speaking of them with staff, or hid them altogether from both staff in the homes and their families. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

The author made a central recommendation, to create and develop sex education programmes for people with intellectual disabilities, which are not only about the biological aspects of sexuality. Emotions, pleasure and desire should be dealt with in these programmes.
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