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¥	A QUICK LOOK: 
COVID-19 has largely impacted the lives of people all around the world leaving some more vulnerable than others to 
negative outcomes. One such group is those with developmental disabilities (DD), who may be disproportionately affected 
across many different areas of life including health, work, and education. This article discusses specific and unique problems 
that individuals with DD may face during a national health crisis. These include the potential for inequitable treatment in 
healthcare, difficulty receiving employment supports, and challenges in accessing educational curriculum. Strategies for 
addressing these concerns are discussed. 

¥	KEY FINDINGS:  
Healthcare:

�  Individuals with DD often have secondary health conditions due to a variety of reasons (e.g., sedentary lifestyles, 
infrequent health visits, financial barriers to adequate healthcare, etc.) that make them more susceptible to 
experiencing a serious outcome from COVID-19. 

�  Individuals with DD are often reliant on caregivers and support staff for daily needs which limits their ability to 
quarantine and thus increases chances of exposure to pandemic illnesses. 

�  Individuals with DD may have challenges in communication that make it difficult for them to accurately report 
symptoms in a timely manner which can affect efficacy of healthcare treatment.

Employment:
�  Individuals with DD are likely to work entry level positions (e.g., retail and restaurant jobs) which were among the first 

to shut down during the pandemic resulting in substantial income loss for individuals with DD.
�  Individuals with DD in jobs that remained opened (e.g., grocery stores, pharmacies, etc.) or that enabled telework 

options were likely to need additional training and support in adjusting to new health safety measures on-the-job 
or building remote work skills. If employment support agencies are unable to assist or employers do not have the 
capacity to provide additional training, job security can be threatened.

Education:
�  Many individuals with DD may require learning strategies such as hand-over-hand prompting for various skills that do 

not easily translate to a virtual teaching environment, which can cause educational challenges for students.

¥	PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE: 
These challenges were certainly sudden and unexpected, and various stakeholders (e.g., healthcare workers, businesses, 
employment support providers, educators) are no doubt working hard to provide quality services. The purpose of this paper 
is to spread awareness concerns and highlight the vulnerability of individuals with DD during a pandemic as the first step 
toward prevention. The second step is inciting action on the part of stakeholders large and small. 

¥	MORE ABOUT THIS ARTICLE
Making sure that individuals with DD receive equitable services during a pandemic is the responsibility of many stakeholders, 
and there are many actionable steps that can be taken to accomplish this goal. For more information on specific support 
strategies that can be used for individuals with DD in different settings, please review Table 1 in the full article. 

 
¥	LEARN MORE:   Access this article by visiting the RRTC Research Articles Database.
¥	QUESTIONS? FEEDBACK? Do you have questions or feedback about putting this research into practice?
 We’re waiting to hear from you! Send us your questions or feedback:  https://idd.vcurrtc.org/
Virginia Commonwealth University, Rehabilitation Research and Training Center (VCU-RRTC) is an equal opportunity/affirmative action institution providing access to education 
and employment without regard to age, race, color, national origin, gender, religion, sexual orientation, veteran’s status, policical affiliation, or disability.  The VCU-RRTC is 
funded by the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR grant #90RTEM000301-00).  NIDILRR is a Center within the 
Administration for Community Living (ACL), Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). If special accommodations are needed, please contact Vicki 
Brooke at (804) 828-1851 VOICE or (804) 828-2494 TTY.
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