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Plug into Grief and Loss  - Bereavement for People who have Intellectual Disabilties
There is increasing evidence that having an Intellectual Disability is associated with  atypical or complicated grief (Summers & Witts, 2003; Stoddart, Burke & Temple, 2002).  Studies have found that people with disabilities definitely do experience grief and loss, and that this has not always been acknowledged by their peers without disabilities in the past (Dodd, Dowling & Hollins, 2005; Meeusen-van de Kerkhof, van Bommel, van de Wouw & Maaskant, 2006; Raji & Hollins, 2003).  This paper explores issues of bereavement, grief and loss for people with intellectual disabilities; responses to bereavement; communication matching support to level of communication symbolic, intentional informal, unintentional); proving support; future directions and references and useful resources.  A package for those who support clients with intellectual disabilities will be presented.  This resource was written for direct care staff and clinical staff who are new to working with people who have intellectual disabilities.
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There is increasing evidence that having an Intellectual Disability is associated with  atypical or complicated grief (Summers & Witts, 2003; Stoddart, Burke & Temple, 2002).  Studies have found that people with disabilities definitely do experience grief and loss, and that this has not always been acknowledged by their peers without disabilities in the past (Dodd, Dowling & Hollins, 2005; Meeusen-van de Kerkhof, van Bommel, van de Wouw & Maaskant, 2006; Raji & Hollins, 2003).  Grief may be expressed in slightly different ways for those with intellectual disabilities (Meeusen-van de Kerkhof et. al., 2006).  People can respond to loss even if they do not understand the concept of death (Smith, 1999).  People with disabilities may have particular difficulty with bereavement - communication skills and level of cognitive understanding may be a factor (Mappin & Hanlon, 2005).  If not given the opportunity to grieve, just like those without disabilities, clients with intellectual disabilities will be at a high risk of developing psychological difficulties (Meeusen-van de Kerkhof et. al., 2006).  Those people who are not involved in mourning rituals are at a higher risk of experiencing a delayed or lengthy grief process (Raji & Hollins, 2003).  Sometimes people with intellectual disabilities who are trying to express their grief are treated with medication or a behavioural program, instead of receiving support with the grief process (Bennet, 2003).  Expressions of grief may be misinterpreted as an unrelated challenging behaviour or as a psychiatric condition (Hastings, Hatton, Taylor & Maddison, 2004).
People with disabilities may not have had opportunities to learn about death, and are often excluded from information and events surrounding the death of someone they know (Dodd, McEvoy, Guerin, McGovern, Smith & Hillery, 2005; Mappin & Hanlon, 2005; Smith, 1999; Summers & Witts, 2003).   Understanding the concept of death is not required for a person to feel the emotions that go along with grieving (Dodd, Dowling & Hollins, 2005).  People with intellectual disabilities may not express their grief in an overtly emotional way (Dodd, McEvoy, Guerin, McGovern, Smith & Hillery, 2005), although of course, one person’s response will be different from another’s.  Supporting a client with their grief does not need to be through counselling, it may be appropriate to the client’s communication level for support to be provided in other ways (Dodd, McEvoy, Guerin, McGovern, Smith & Hillery, 2005).
This paper explores issues of bereavement, grief and loss for people with intellectual disabilities; responses to bereavement; communication matching support to level of communication symbolic, intentional informal, unintentional); proving support; future directions and references and useful resources. 
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