
What are Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities?
Intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) are a group 
of lifelong conditions that begin during the developmental 
period of life, typically before age 18, and affect intellectual 
functioning, adaptive behavior, or both. Intellectual disability (ID) is 
characterized by significant limitations in intellectual functioning 
and adaptive behavior, including conceptual, social, and practical 
skills.2 

Developmental disabilities include:

•	 Intellectual Disability (ID)

•	 Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

•	 Cerebral Palsy

•	 Down Syndrome

•	 Other lifelong developmental disabilities

Many individuals with IDD also experience co-occurring mental 
health conditions, making early identification and accessible 
treatment especially important.

Suicide Risk 
People with IDD experience higher rates of mental health 
conditions than the general population. Mental health 
conditions are frequently underdiagnosed or undertreated 
because symptoms may be mistaken for the disability itself, 
communication differences may make emotional distress harder 
to recognize, or providers may have limited training in disability-
inclusive care.³
Research suggests youth with intellectual disabilities may 
experience suicidal thoughts and behaviors more often than 
previously recognized, highlighting the need for improved 
screening and prevention efforts.1

Individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) 
can experience mental health challenges and suicide risk, yet 
these concerns are often overlooked or misunderstood.1 Greater 
awareness can improve prevention and support.
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Suicide Risk Factors 
Among Individuals with 
IDD include: 

•	 Isolation or loneliness

•	 Bullying, 
discrimination, or 
stigma

•	 Abuse, neglect, or 
trauma

•	 Co-occuring mental 
health conditions

•	 Difficulty expressing 
distress

•	 Limited access to 
mental health services

•	 Limited supportive 
relationships

•	 Hopelessness or low 
self-worth

•	 Barriers to inclusion

Resources

The Arc  
https://thearc.org

American Association 
on Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities 
(AAIDD) https://aaidd.org

National Association for 
the Dually Diagnosed 
(NADD) 
https://thenadd.org

https://thearc.org
https://aaidd.org
https://thenadd.org


Communication and Warning Signs
Individuals with IDD may express emotional pain differently than 
others. Some may have difficulty communicating suicidal thoughts 
directly, making behavioral changes especially important to 
recognize.1

Caregivers, educators, family members, and healthcare providers 
should pay close attention to changes from a person’s usual 
behavior and take concerns seriously.

How Communities Can Help
Everyone has a role in suicide prevention. Communities can help 
by:

•	 Promoting disability-inclusive anti-bullying efforts

•	 Creating opportunities for meaningful social connection

•	 Training caregivers, educators, and healthcare professionals to 
recognize suicide warning signs

•	 Encouraging safe conversations about emotions and mental 
health

•	 Expanding access to accessible mental health and crisis services

•	 Preventing abuse, neglect, discrimination, and social isolation

Supporting emotional wellbeing before a crisis occurs is one of the 
most effective ways to prevent suicide. When caregivers, educators, 
healthcare providers, and communities recognize warning signs 
early and provide accessible, compassionate support, individuals 
with IDD are more likely to receive the help they need and build 
resilience.1

ABOUT 
OHIO SUICIDE PREVENTION FOUNDATION

Ohio Suicide Prevention Foundation (OSPF) educates, advocates for, and builds 
connections and support for individuals, families, and communities to prevent 
suicide. (614) 429-1528 / OhioSPF.org

This resource is brought to you by the Ohio Suicide Prevention Foundation (OSPF) with funding from the Ohio Department of Behavioral Health.
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