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TRIGGER WARNING:  

The contents of this report detail instances of severe sexual and physical 
assault and violence, as well as details of emotional abuse and coercive 
control. This report may cause the reader distress. As a result, SCLD would 
suggest taking breaks away from this report when reading, if needed. 

If you have experienced gender-based violence and abuse and become distressed 

at this report’s content, you can call some phone lines. 

These include: 

Rape Crisis Scotland: 08088 01 03 02
This helpline offers confidential short-term, crisis and initial support. 

Calls do not show on your bill. 

Breathing Space: 0800 83 85 87
Breathing Space is a free and confidential phone line for anyone in Scotland over 16 

who feels low, anxious or depressed.

Samaritans: 116 123 
Samaritans offer free, confidential advice 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

If you feel scared of your partner or are worried about someone you know, get in touch 

with Scottish Women’s Aid 24-hour Domestic Abuse and Forced Marriage Helpline 
on 0800 027 1234. 

You can also contact your local police station by calling 111 (in Scotland) if you are 

worried about yourself or someone you know is experiencing gender-based violence 

or abuse. 
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So often women with learning disabilities are forgotten or ignored. People’s ideas 
of who we are and what we can do, mean that we are always underestimated. It 
also means many people don’t expect us to want or have romantic and 
sexual relationships. 

This puts us at risk. We don’t get the same education and information other girls and 
women get while growing up. 

It means support services for women experiencing abuse might not expect to support a 
women with a learning disability.

We are the experts. We are the ones living in this world and can share our experiences. 
People need to recognise we have feelings and wants. We want relationships and 
family life. It’s not right for professionals to take those 
rights away. 

A lot of times women with learning disabilities who reach for support are put through 
more pain after abuse, because we are not listened to or believed.

Many women with learning disabilities share the experience of not being treated like a 
citizen with the same human rights as anyone else.

This impacts us for the rest of our lives and those closest to us. It can stop us from 
being able to trust. 

We hope this report will be the start of real change that will help women with 
learning disabilities.

We want people to listen to what we have to say and share what’s been learned. 
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We hope that professionals and others get training so they can understand and support 
us better. That this training is led by people with lived experience.

We need people to think of other options and be flexible. Listen to what we want to do 
and don’t assume what is best for us. 

We want to be believed.
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Women with learning disabilities who have experienced gender-based violence 
in Scotland have been invisible for too long. Their experiences, stories 
and collective trauma have often been overlooked in legislative and policy 
discussions on eradicating gender-based violence in Scotland and advancing 
gender equality. However, women with learning disabilities have now taken a 
stand. They have said, ‘we will not be hidden anymore’. 

Between 2021 and 2022, as part of SCLD’s ‘Gender-Based Violence and Learning 
Disability’ Project funded through Delivering Equally Safe, SCLD worked with People 
First (Scotland) to develop and conduct research that explores women with learning 
disabilities’ experience of gender-based violence and of accessing support and justice. 

This research is critical because of the lack of information and data available, which, in 
turn, can lead to invisibility, hindering the development of robust legislation and policy. 

Despite a lack of pre-existing data, what we do know is what women with learning 
disabilities have told us themselves. 

Women with learning disabilities continue to experience pervasive barriers to support 
and justice following experiences of gender-based violence and abuse. This is often 
compounded by the fact that they do not want to report gender-based violence due to 
fear of negative assumptions about their abilities and restrictive legislative measures.

In 2004 a Social Work Services Inspectorate report uncovered several incidents of 
sexual abuse and neglect of three people with learning disabilities spanning over 30 
years in the Scottish Borders (Scottish Executive, 2004). This led to the creation of 

“You very seldom hear them talk about this group of women. 
You don’t hear discussions about it anywhere. It’s as if they don’t

exist. I didn’t mean to say that in a bad way, but that’s how it
comes across to me. If there’s anybody out there, 
that’s how they are looking at it. It’s really bad.”

(Service Provider; 2022)

2. INTRODUCTION

Adult Support and Protection legislation. Since then, understanding and awareness 
of gender-based violence have increased, and legislation and policies have been 
developed to protect women and girls from violence and abuse1. The UK also 
became the 37th state to ratify the Istanbul Convention, which is the Council of 
Europe’s Convention on preventing and combating violence against women and 
domestic violence. Despite this, we are yet to see a comprehensive legislative, 
policy and practice approach to addressing violence against women and girls with 
learning disabilities. 

The Scottish Government has committed to developing a new Human Rights Bill, 
which will incorporate several international treaties to underpin Scotland’s mission to 
ensure women and girls live free from all forms of violence and abuse. This will include 
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Violence Against Women and Girls 
(CEDAW, UN, 1979) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (UNCRPD, UN, 2006). This sits alongside the Scottish Government’s 
commitment to creating a Learning Disability, Autism and Neurodiversity Bill and 
Commission/er as a mechanism to ensure rights violations facing this population are 
addressed.

SCLD are cognisant that for the UK to comply with the Istanbul Convention (Council of 
Europe, 2014) and for Scotland to successfully progress in becoming a world-leading 
human rights-respecting nation, women with learning disabilities who have experienced 
gender-based violence cannot be ignored. Action must be taken to address their needs. 

This report aims to shine a light on women with learning disabilities’ experiences of 
violence and abuse and the barriers they face in accessing support and justice.  

Based on the findings and, most critically, on what women with learning disabilities 
told us, this report proposes a way forward in Scotland to achieve lasting change for 
all women and girls, including those with learning disabilities, so that they can live free 
from violence and abuse.  
 1 Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2018
 Scottish Government (2018)
 Scottish Government (2019a)
 Scottish Government (2021b)
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There were two overarching aims to this research. The first was to understand, 
as far as possible, women with learning disabilities’ experiences of accessing 
support and justice when having experienced gender-based violence in Scotland. 
The second was to understand the issues that influence service providers’ 
decisions when supporting women with learning disabilities. 

To achieve this, we designed our research project to answer the 
following questions:
 

•	 How accessible are gender-based violence services and routes to justice 		
	 for women with learning disabilities in Scotland? 

•	 What services and delivery would benefit women with learning 			 
	 disabilities who have experienced gender-based violence in Scotland? 

•	 To what extent do existing policies and legislation present barriers to 		
	 women with learning disabilities accessing support for gender-based 		
	 violence in Scotland? 

•	 Are Adult Support and Protection procedures the best route to take when 		
	 supporting women with learning disabilities who have experienced 
	 gender-based violence?

A mix of qualitative and quantitative 
research methods were used:
 
1) 	 A literature review of the existing 		
	 evidence on this topic.

2) 	 Primary research comprising 
	 semi-structured interviews with 		
	 women with learning disabilities, 
	 semi-structured interviews with public 	
	 and third-sector women’s services 	
	 and a focus group interview with 		
	 learning disability professionals 		
	 working in a Health and Social 
	 Care Partnership.

3) 	 A Freedom of Information request 		
	 was sent to local authorities and the 	
	 Scottish Government to gather 
	 information about their use of the 		
	 Adult Support and Protection 		
	 (Scotland) 2007 Act to support 		
	 women with learning disabilities 
	 who had experienced 
	 gender-based violence. 

4) 	 Data analysis of the freedom of 		
	 information request and a thematic 	
	 analysis of the interviews detailed 
	 in 2) above.  
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FREEDOM OF INFORMATION REQUEST

A Freedom of Information (FOI) request was submitted to all 32 local authorities in 
Scotland, and the Scottish Government, in May 2022. 28 local authorities responded. 
The purpose of the FOI was to gather data about the outcomes of Adult Support and 
Protection (ASP) and MARAC (Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference) referrals for 
women with learning disabilities who experienced gender-based violence in Scotland 
in 2021. Questions were themed around the number of ASP and MARAC referrals for 
women generally, for women with learning disabilities and for women with learning 
disabilities who had experienced gender-based violence2. 

RECRUITMENT OF PARTICIPANTS

We began by approaching a range of service providers, including advocacy services, 
that support women who have experienced gender-based violence. We did this through 
the Scottish Women and Girls with Learning/ Intellectual Disability Gender-Based 
Violence Steering Group. This was to provide information about the research process 
and purpose, build rapport, and establish trust. 

Organisations were invited to support the research either by taking part in the research 
themselves or by recruiting and supporting women with learning disabilities to take part.   

This was followed up with written information about the research and meetings with 
those who expressed an interest in taking part to clarify information, answer any 
questions and generally offer support. 

When participants were recruited and consented to be involved in the research, 
interviews were arranged according to the participant’s preferences regarding time, 
location and support requirements.  

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 
WITH WOMEN WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

Four semi-structured one-to-one interviews were conducted with women with learning 
disabilities who had experienced gender-based violence.  

Interview questions were based on the four key research questions and allowed for 
additional discussion. The questions were organised by theme and were shared with 
participants one to two weeks before scheduled interviews2. This allowed the women 
time to prepare, ask additional questions, and request necessary adjustments.  

Interviews lasted between one and two hours and were conducted in person with two of 
the women and online via Microsoft Teams with the other two. This was in line with their 
individual preferences.  

One of the participants chose to attend alone, one with her social worker, and two 
participants decided to attend with their advocacy worker. The person who chose 
to participate with her social worker was also subject to a guardianship order when 
attending her interview. No coercion was observed, and the social worker offered 
reassurance and support. 

No-one else was subject to any legislative measures when attending their interviews.  
Participants were also offered support from SCLD’s Gender-Based Violence Project 
Adviser and advocates, where appropriate, during and after their interviews3. 

2 See Appendix 3
3 See Appendices 1 and 2
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
WITH SERVICE PROVIDERS

Seven one-to-one interviews were carried out with a range of service providers. This 
included two generic public services, forensic health and criminal justice services.  

The five other interviews were with third-sector support services. Three deliver frontline 
services, including emotional, practical and advocacy support. One service provides 
legal information, advice, representation and advocacy support. The other service 
advises frontline workers on supporting victims of commercial sexual exploitation. 

Interviews lasted between half an hour and one and a half hours online via Zoom or 
Microsoft Teams.  

Co-researchers from People First (Scotland) and their support workers also attended 
some interviews and asked questions. Interview questions were always based on our 
four key research questions and allowed for additional discussion. 

FOCUS GROUP WITH NURSING AND SOCIAL WORK STAFF

Eight professionals took part. One of the participants was a Registered Social Worker 
working in a community learning disability team, seven were Registered Learning 
Disability Nurses, six of whom worked in community learning disability teams in various 
locations, and one worked in an in-patient setting.  

The focus group took place via Microsoft Teams and lasted for one and a half hours. 
Again, a co-researcher from People First (Scotland) and her support worker attended 
the interview. Interview questions were based on our four key research questions and 
allowed for additional discussion. 

INTERPRETING THE FINDINGS  

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION REQUESTS

Responses from the Freedom of Information requests were logged using Microsoft 
Excel and summarised in Section 5 of the report.

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS AND FOCUS GROUPS

Raw data from the video and audio transcripts of interviews with women with learning 
disabilities were analysed inductively  using thematic analysis to formulate our report. 
This involved the following processes: 

•	 FAMILIARISATION: Transcribing video/audio, reading through the text, 		
	 taking initial notes, and generally looking through the data to get familiar 		
	 with it. 

•	 CODING AND GENERATING THEMES: Highlighting text sections, 			 
	 developing themes to describe their content, and reviewing them. 

•	 WRITING UP: Addressing each theme by describing their commonality and 	
	 meaning, including examples from the data as evidence.  
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ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS

This small-scale study is not intended to produce a comprehensive examination of 
the experiences of all women with learning disabilities who have experienced gender-
based violence or the services that support them. Each woman is an individual. It is 
impossible within the limitations of such a study to do justice to everyone’s experience.
This research aims to examine the collective themes within the participants’ 
experiences of accessing support and justice for gender-based violence in Scotland. 

Difficulties in recruiting and arranging interviews with women with learning disabilities 
significantly impacted the research timescale. This resulted in a limited number of 
women taking part. Contributing factors included family problems and priorities, illness, 
and organisational changes, such as staff recruitment and retention issues. 

The information received from Freedom of Information requests was limited due to 
several factors. Terminology used to describe processes and procedures relating to 
both Adult Support and Protection and gender-based violence varied between local 
authorities. There was also variance in what data they collect at both individual and 
population level. 

No data was collected by the Scottish Government that would allow us to discern 
the number of women with learning disabilities who had experienced 
gender-based violence. 

 4Allowing the data itself to determine themes.
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In Scotland, there has been a move towards incorporating several international 
human rights treaties into law and policy, including the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD, UN, 2006), 
and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW, UN, 2016), article 2.  This is particularly relevant for women with 
learning disabilities who have experienced gender-based violence as they are 
disproportionately affected (US Department of Justice, 2015) yet are often absent 
from academic literature, policy and service responses. Exploring the available 
evidence base that sets out the experience of women with learning disabilities 
who have experienced gender-based violence is therefore timely.  

This literature review will be informed by a rights-based approach that has been 
fundamental to the development of Scotland’s policy and legislative framework 
(Scottish Government, 2015). This will aid in building a comprehensive evidence base 
to support policymakers and service providers to respond to this group of women’s 
needs and protect their human rights. The intention is to set the context for the wider 
report and to examine the evidence which suggests that this group of women are more 
likely to have their rights eroded. 

The review will begin by identifying challenges with the existing evidence base before 
setting out the Scottish policy, legislative and statistical context.  We will then report key 
findings from the review thematically with a particular focus on risk factors, experiences 
of abuse, facilitators and barriers to support, before considering good practice and 
areas for development. 

PREVALENCE RATES AND TYPES 
OF VIOLENCE AND ABUSE

It is difficult to establish prevalence rates for gender-based violence among women with 
learning disabilities and people with learning disabilities are routinely absent from most 
statistics and data gathered. 
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The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014) suggests that 50% of 
disabled women have experienced domestic abuse at some point in their life, although 
it does not differentiate these figures for women with learning disabilities. More 
recently, a meta-analysis of existing evidence found that women with disabilities were 
more likely to be victims of sexual assault (Amborski et al, 2021) and that those with 
sensory impairments appeared to be most at risk.  A recent systematic review and 
meta-analysis by Tomsa et al (2021) further reported that 1 in 3 adults with learning 
disabilities experienced sexual abuse in adulthood and that the UK had the highest 
prevalence rate at 34.1%. The researchers identified relevant studies from eleven 
countries globally, suggesting that this is one of the most comprehensive studies of this 
nature to date.

The Office of National Statistics (2018) suggested that 40% of women and 20% of 
men with a long standing illness or disability have experienced partner abuse, 16% 
of women and 2% of men with a long-standing illness or disability have experienced 
sexual assault by a partner, and 17% of women with a long-standing illness or disability 
have experienced stalking by a partner. At a local level, a small-scale study in Glasgow 
(Wisewomen, 2015) found that 73% of the 62 participating disabled women had 
experienced domestic abuse, and 43% had been sexually assaulted.

When looking specifically at learning disability, further consideration of global rates 
of gender-based violence, suggest that 90% of women with learning disabilities have 
been subjected to sexual abuse, with 68% experiencing sexual abuse before turning 
18 (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2017).  Indeed, international 
studies demonstrate that people with a learning disability may be 10 to 12 times more 
likely to experience sexual assault than their non-disabled peers (US Department of 
Justice, 2015). 

Despite the lack of robust statistical evidence specifically on learning disability and 
gender-based violence, McCarthy (2014) suggested that the risk may be even greater 
for women with learning disabilities than is it is for women with other disabilities.

CHALLENGES WITH THE EVIDENCE BASE

Despite a growing awareness of the issues faced by women with learning disabilities 
there is no single robust data set on women with learning disabilities experiences of 
accessing justice in Scotland. There is also a lack of disaggregated data produced 
on the experience of people with learning disabilities in health and across social, 
economic, and political life. In terms of intersectional impacts, the data is even poorer 
(Scottish Government, 2017) and the Fraser of Allander Institute (2021) have 
argued that 

“Without better data to underpin policy-making, Scottish Government ambitions
to improve the lives of adults with learning disabilities are unlikely to be realised.”

The experience of adults with learning disabilities who are currently or have previously 
experienced sexual abuse and/or gender-based violence is not well documented in 
academic literature (MacIntyre and Stewart, 2022). Much of the existing research 
is focused on ‘disability’ as an umbrella term, without clear definition over which 
impairments are included. This has resulted in the invisibility of people with learning 
disabilities, whose experiences are often distinctive. 

Inconsistencies in definitions used as well as ethical issues around conducting research 
with those with learning disabilities on sensitive topics (Mikton and Shakespeare, 
2014) mean that the experiences of this group are often overlooked. For example, 
in a systematic review of literature on prevalence of partner violence against people 
with learning disabilities, Bowen and Swift (2019) found only six poor quality articles 
of relevance. They suggest that the majority of studies focus on physical disabilities or 
sensory impairment rather than learning disabilities, limiting their usefulness.  

Meer and Combrinck (2015) noted the challenges of hearing directly from women 
with learning disabilities about their experiences of gender-based violence due to 
concerns around re-traumatisation by making the women relive their experience and 
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challenges related to ensuring informed consent. As a result, studies often focus on the 
experiences of carers or professionals as secondary sources, further diminishing the 
voices and rights of women with learning disabilities experiencing 
gender-based violence.  

POLICY, LEGISLATIVE AND BROADER CONTEXT

It is important to put the findings of the review in the current policy, legislative and 
broader contemporary context for those with learning disabilities in Scotland.  The Keys 
to Life: implementation framework and priorities 2019-2021 (Scottish Government, 
2019a) and more recently the Learning/Intellectual Disability and Autism, Towards 
Transformation Action Plan (Scottish Government, 2021), set out key objectives to 
support those with learning disabilities and autism including a commitment to reduce 
incidences of violence and empower women with learning/intellectual disabilities and/or 
autistic women to have safe and loving relationships. 

The Keys to Life (Scottish Government, 2019a) acknowledged that people with learning 
disabilities have the right to; safe and healthy relationships, to have and raise children 
and, for those experiencing gender-based violence, the right to have appropriate 
support and protection. 

The Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act, 2018 creates a specific offence of domestic abuse.  
It privileges victims’ narratives and recognises that domestic abuse is experienced as 
a continuum. This is important given the invisibility of women with learning disabilities 
who experience gender-based violence.  

Other relevant legislation includes the Abusive Behaviour and Sexual Harm (Scotland) 
Act 2016 which provides an aggravation to existing offences where the offence relates 
to the abuse of a partner or ex-partner. 

In addition, the Adult Support and Protection (Scotland) Act, 2007 aims to safeguard the 
rights of those at risk of harm although this is not always thought to be an appropriate 
mechanism to support and protect women with learning disabilities who experience 
gender-based violence amid concerns that it can be potentially disempowering (Public 
Health Scotland, 2020).  

The national Scottish policy which promotes and demands the eradication of domestic 
violence against women and girls is the Equally Safe strategy (Scottish Government, 
2018). This policy, however, does not currently explicitly address the needs of women 
with learning disabilities. More recently a learning disability action plan has been 
proposed by Scottish Government (2021b) to outline more specifically how those with 
learning disabilities may be supported when experiencing gender-based violence. This 
is vital to bridge the gap between different policy spheres and may help to ensure that 
the experiences of women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based 
violence are better represented within mainstream gender-based violence policies. 

In addition, a new Learning Disability, Autism and Neurodiversity Bill will be out for 
consultation during 2023 although it is not yet clear whether issues around gender-
based violence will be part of its remit.

LEARNING DISABILITY AND GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE 
IN THE CONTEXT OF SOCIAL INEQUALITIES

When considering the experiences of women with learning disability who have been 
affected by gender-based violence it is important to acknowledge the multiple layers 
of disadvantage and inequality that they face. Reflecting significant inequalities across 
key domains, people with learning disabilities have a much shorter lifespan than the 
general population and are also more likely to have a range of co-occurring conditions 
or impairments such as autism, mental ill health, physical impairments, sensory 
impairments (Truesdale & Brown, 2017; Dunn et al 2020) epilepsy, dementia, and a 
range of neurodevelopmental differences than the general population (NICE, 2015). 
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Further, due to disabling barriers at all levels of Scottish society, people with learning 
disabilities experience high levels of discrimination. For example, hate crime is more 
prevalent against people with learning disabilities than the general population. In 59% 
of disability-aggravated incidents of hate crime, the perpetrator showed prejudice 
against a person/people with a learning disability (Scottish Government, 2021a). 

A UK wide study carried out in 2013 showed that 66% of people with a learning 
disability in Scotland worry about being victims of hate crimes (Coleman et al, 
2013). Where people with learning disabilities represent more than one protected 
characteristic evidence suggests that this presents additional barriers. For example, 
people with learning disabilities from Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds 
are less likely to gain access to support and services than other people with learning 
disabilities (Mencap, 2006).  

INTERSECTIONALITY

Women with disabilities experiences of domestic violence are multi-faceted and the 

concept of intersectionality offers a useful lens to understand the disadvantage they 

face (Thiara, Hague and Mullender, 2011). Yet, the relationship between gender, 

disability and violence is not always well recognised in policy and practice terms. Brown 

(2004) reported that women with learning disabilities face oppression at the intersection 

of gender and disability rendering them particularly at risk of sexual violence and 

exploitation.  

Cavalier (2019) supports this and suggests a form of “triple jeopardy” linking gender, 

disability and abuse within mate crime, where individuals are specifically targeted 

because of their learning disabilities and then exploited in the guise of an intimate 

relationship or friendship. 

Similarly, Meer and Combrinck (2017), suggested that in South Africa women with 

learning disabilities are often stigmatised with discriminatory attitudes making them less 

visible and more isolated.  Adopting a human rights perspective within disability policy 

can help to address these challenges (Frohmander, Dowse and Didi, 2015).

KEY THEMES FROM THE LITERATURE

The following section explores the key themes identified from the existing literature on 

women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based violence.  

•	 Risk Factors for Abuse and Harm

There appear to be two key reasons why women with disabilities are more likely to 
experience abuse than those who are non-disabled 1) disablist attitudes towards 
women with impairments, i.e., perceptions of women with disabilities as dependent 
and/or weak and therefore easier to manipulate and/or dominate and 2) exposure to a 
wider range of potential perpetrators, including care workers and personal assistants 
(Breckenridge, 2017). 

Powers et al (2009) suggested that women with disabilities are at greater risk of 
interpersonal violence beyond that experienced by women in the general population 
and that the type of violence and abuse can be disability specific. 

Other risk factors include; isolation, loneliness, poverty and difficulties in identifying and 
naming incidents of abuse (Plummer and Findlay, 2012). In addition to this, living in 
institutions and being dependent on support from formal and informal carers were also 
highlighted. 

The association with poverty is strong – although it is not clear whether it is disability or 
poverty that plays the major causal role in increased violence experienced by people 
with disabilities (Mikton and Shakespeare, 2014; Emerson and Roulstone, 2014).  
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Stigma further renders women with learning disabilities as more vulnerable to 
victimisation. A South African study (Meer and Combrinck, 2015) found that the 
experiences of women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based 
violence are mediated by complex social perceptions and myths. These included being 
considered less valuable, cultural myths and superstitions about disability, fear and 
shame associated with persons with learning disabilities and self-stigma.

Evidence from the literature suggests that having a mental health problem alongside 
a learning disability makes women more at risk of gender-based violence. For 
example, studies by Codina et al (2020, 2021) found that women who were assessed 
as legally incapable with a co-morbid mental health diagnosis were most likely to 
experience abuse. 

They also found evidence of Poly-victimisation where people with learning disabilities 
were abused on multiple occasions, in different ways, often over many years, the 
average being at least 13 times. This highlights the pervasiveness of victimisation for 
people with learning disabilities and the potential for normalisation of violence and 
abuse (see also Emerson and Roulstone, 2014).  

Similarly, Majeed-Ariss et al (2020) in an analysis of referrals to a sexual assault 
referral centre in England found significant over-representation of women with learning 
disabilities. They found that those women with a learning disability who presented 
having experienced sexual assault were also more likely to have a co-morbid mental 
health and/or substance misuse problem.    

Previous childhood abuse is also a significant risk factor. Pestka and Wendt (2014), 
for example, considered the impact of devaluation and rejection in childhood to 
vulnerability to exploitation in adulthood due to their “search for belonging” 
following rejection. 

MacIntyre and Stewart (2022) also found strong evidence of pervasive abuse beginning 
in childhood and continuing into a series of abusive relationships as adults, resulting in 
the normalisation of abuse for many women with learning disabilities.  

Pestka and Wendt (2014) suggested that constructions of learning disability within 
a gendered discourse meant that domestic violence could be dismissed as a way of 
life or choice and as a personal rather than structural problem.  This is supported by 
the work of Wiseman and Watson (2021, p.19) who argued that “everyday violent 
victimisation must be considered a public health concern” that is exacerbated by 
institutional disablism towards people with learning disabilities.

McCarthy (2016) noted that often those who perpetrate abuse against women with 
learning disabilities do not themselves have learning disabilities. However, a more 
recent meta-analysis (Tomsa et al, 2021) suggested that perpetrators are often peers 
with learning disabilities. Risk can be exacerbated by social and psychological isolation 
that can reduce confidence and ability in help seeking and result in women being less 
likely to leave an abusive relationship (MacIntyre and Stewart, 2022).  

•	 Vulnerability

Brown (2004) suggested that women with learning disabilities should be considered 
more vulnerable to abuse because the circumstances they are placed in exposes 
them to more risks than women without learning disabilities.  Abuse can therefore go 
unnoticed or worse, not be taken seriously.  

MacIntyre, Stewart and McGregor (2019c) in a study of parents with learning 
disabilities, confirm that vulnerability applied to women with learning disabilities reflects 
negatively on their perceived capacity to keep themselves or their families safe creating 
barriers in accessing services and reducing professional expectations.
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Hollomotz (2012) argued that the way we understand and construct the concept of 
vulnerability makes it more likely that someone with a learning disability will be abused 
as the factors that might contribute to abuse may be overlooked. 

Meer and Combrinck (2015) highlighted a number of key elements that reinforce the 
potential vulnerability of women with learning disabilities including the devaluation of 
women with disabilities, overprotection due to social stereotypes and reduced societal 
expectations, denial of sexuality in those with disabilities, lack of education, perceived 
lack of credibility, social isolation and perpetrators perception that there is a lower risk 
of discovery.  

It is important to consider these factors when assessing potential risk.  Vulnerability 
therefore should be viewed as a series of structural issues that service providers 
should aim to tackle rather than a discriminatory stigmatising label for individual women 
that is sometimes used against them. 

•	 Choice, Capacity and Consent

The evidence highlights a key tension between the need to protect those with learning 
disabilities from harm with a desire to promote choice and empowerment and affirm 
autonomy (e.g. Brown, 2004; McCarthy, 2019b). Key to this debate is the issue of 
capacity. Brown (2004) suggested that to overcome these tensions, consideration 
should be given to maximising women’s involvement in decision-making alongside the 
provision of support to seek refuge, justice and redress. It is suggested that a binary 
approach to capacity has seen women with learning disabilities abandoned to the 
consequences of decisions which may endanger them or undermine their welfare in a 
bid to promote choice. MacKay (2017) explored the idea of choice for those considered 
vulnerable suggesting that choice must be explored in context with an understanding of 
the impact of previous life experiences as well as broader, structural factors. 

•	 Impact of Abuse and Harm

There are far-reaching and life-long consequences for those with learning disabilities 
who have experienced abuse and harm for their mental and physical health and 
their socio-occupational functioning (Hughes et al, 2011). This is partly due to coping 
behaviours such as smoking, excessive alcohol consumption, drug taking and over- 
eating although there is little research on whether consequences for disabled people 
are similar or more severe than for others (Mikton and Shakespeare, 2014). 

In a study that considered post-relationship trauma and its impact on mental health, 
Walter-Brice et al (2012), found that although the women had left their partners behind, 
the fear and internalised abuse remained affecting their ability to live their everyday 
lives. This highlights the importance of a trauma-informed approach to support and 
protection.

Family and social relationships can become fractured when a woman experiences 
gender-based violence on a continuous basis and she is often blamed for not ending 
the violence (McCarthy, 2016).  She notes that the partners of women in her study had 
often undermined their authority and insisted their own needs be put before the woman 
and any children.  Further, these partners were less likely to engage in any child care 
themselves and sometimes prevented anyone else from helping the mother – either 
through general social isolation or by being obstructive if help was offered.  

•	 Support for Women who Experience Gender-Based 
	 Violence: Barriers to Seeking Help

Evidence from the literature suggests that women with learning disabilities who have 
been affected by gender-based violence face a number of challenges in help-seeking 
and accessing support. Fraser-Barbour (2018) argued that establishing a rapport takes 
time, often not available to staff in statutory services. She also argued that mainstream 
violence services are often inaccessible or unavailable.  
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In a survey of disabled women (including those with learning disabilities) conducted 
by the Daisie Project in Glasgow (N.D), 57% of the 70 respondents who took part said 
they experienced problems getting support due to discrimination and stereotyping, 
while 52% said that these reasons had stopped them from getting support altogether.   

McGilloway, Smith and Galvin (2020) found eight key domains in preventing help-
seeking and supporting those with learning disabilities who had experience abuse.  
These included fear, poor communication, lack of sexual knowledge and understanding, 
difficulties in identifying that someone has a learning disability, lack of collaboration 
between service providers, presumption of incapacity or a lack of credibility, lack 
of resources, myths and stereotypes.  

They also found that lack of education around the particular issues experienced by 
women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based violence, both for 
professionals and those with learning disabilities impacted on successful reporting of 
and recovery from sexual assault. Awareness of available services has also been found 
to be a significant barrier to help seeking. For example, McCarthy, Hunt, and Milne-
Skillman (2017) found that only four of fifteen women who participated in their study 
had heard of women’s refuges at the time they were in an abusive relationship. 

While research is clear that the intersectional experience of women with learning 
disabilities places them at significantly greater risk of gender-based violence, there 
have been limited developments in the provision of support for this group of women. 
Instead, they continue to experience considerable challenges in accessing support 
with, at times, life-threatening consequences (McCarthy et al, 2017: Engender, 2018).  

There is some evidence (McCarthy, 2019: Walter-Brice et al, 2012) that suggests that 
services sometimes fail to offer support or believe women with learning disabilities who 
experience gender-based violence.  McCarthy (2017) also points out that professionals 
can at times make unreasonable, unrealistic and dangerous assumptions about 
women with learning disabilities ability to protect themselves and their children 
from harm without relevant and appropriately tailored support. These concerns are 

supported by Bowen and Swift (2019) who argued that training of clinical staff to detect 
partner violence is crucial in ensuring appropriate access to services for those with 
learning disabilities.  

•	 Barriers to Justice

Evidence suggests that women with learning disabilities who experience gender-
based violence experience considerable challenges in accessing support and justice 
(Engender, 2018). McCarthy et al (2019) suggested that many police officers lacked 
extensive training on how to identify and work with those who have learning disabilities 
who are experiencing domestic abuse. Police officers were also often unaware that 
they were dealing with people who had learning disabilities – particularly in the case of 
those with milder disabilities. Women with learning disabilities themselves reported a 
lack of action from police. 

MacIntyre and Stewart (2022) noted that women with learning disabilities were less 
likely to report their abuse to the police, and that when they did, they were less likely to 
be believed.

Dixon and Robb (2016) suggested that the police service increasingly use risk 
assessments in order to identify people with learning disabilities who might be at a 
higher risk of gender-based violence. However, these risk assessments tend to be 
clinical in nature, thus focusing on the impairment rather than the broader context.  
They also noted that the practice of putting responsibility for ensuring safety and 
reporting incidents on victims of domestic abuse is problematic because some women 
may choose not to report abuse as a result of fear and coercive control.  

Another barrier to justice is the fact that, even after cases are reported to police, 
the perpetrators are very rarely prosecuted or convicted. According to Walter-Brice 
et al (2012), cases of abuse against women with learning disabilities very seldom 
reached prosecution, and almost never resulted in convictions. When they did reach 
prosecution, they were often in relation to child custody and the parenting abilities of 
the victim were often called into question. 
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•	 Facilitators to Access Justice

McCarthy (2016) highlighted that accessible information, appropriate training for staff 
and peer support groups are important to ensure that the support needs of women with 
learning disabilities who experience gender-based violence are adequately met. 

McCarthy et al (2019) also considered how the police can improve the way in which 
they deal with cases of gender-based violence involving women with learning
disabilities. Many of the study respondents felt that increased public awareness and the 
provision of more training around issues faced by women with learning disabilities who 
experience gender-based violence might improve attitudes resulting in the provision 
of better and more tailored support.  It was also felt that this might secure more 
prosecutions of perpetrators.

Dixon and Robb (2016) also argued that the police should encourage supported-
decision making for people with learning disabilities to facilitate the reporting of abuse. 

They suggested that it may be appropriate for police and social work to work together 
on making more immediate short-term interventions if the person being abused is 
assessed as not having the capacity to make their own decisions at that time.

•	 Support and Prevention

A number of violence and abuse prevention interventions for women with disabilities 
have been developed although none of these have demonstrated a decreased 
incidence of violence and many lack rigorous planning, implementation and evaluation 
(Van Der Heijden and Dunkle, 2017).  

In the United States, a survey of community domestic violence programmes in North 
Carolina (Chang, et al 2003) found that 99% of those surveyed had provided support 
to at least one disabled women in the last 12 months with 85% offering shelter. All 
of these services felt either somewhat able or very able to provide effective care or 
services to women with disabilities. 

Challenges in supporting women with disabilities relate to a lack of funding, lack of 
training and structural limitations within services. Strategies to overcome such barriers 
include supporting effective networking and co-ordinating care with organisations 
specifically set up to support disabled people (Chang et al, 2003).  

A recent evaluation of a Scottish project that provided advocacy support (MacIntyre and 
Stewart, 2020) found that employing staff who had both learning disability and gender-
based violence expertise and skills resulted in more tailored support for women with 
learning disabilities who reported being able to identify red flags indicating potential 
harm and feeling safer as a result.  It should be noted however that staff reported 
concern that without repetition of messages and ongoing support the women may find it 
challenging to sustain their learning.   

Melgar-Alcantud et al (2020) in a review of 52 relevant articles suggested that a 
combination of factors are vital in ensuring support for those with learning disabilities 
experiencing gender-based violence.  They found that not blaming the victim, 
making women a central part of their own recovery process by showing them their 
own transformation potential and promoting reflection on the socialisation they had 
experienced were the key requirements for effective support. 

Ballan and Burke-Freyer (2012) in a study involving women with a range of disabilities 
found that women should be considered experts in their own self-protection but require 
support to come up with their own strategies to keep themselves safe.  



4. Literature Review

30   UNEQUAL, UNHEARD, UNJUST: BUT NOT HIDDEN ANYMORE. UNEQUAL, UNHEARD, UNJUST: BUT NOT HIDDEN ANYMORE.   31

•	 Peer Support

The value of peer support for women with learning disabilities who experience gender-
based violence is well established (see for example MacIntyre and Stewart, 2019a: 
Walter-Brice et al, 2012).  Walter-Brice et al (2012) in a study of five women with 
learning disabilities who had experienced gender-based violence, noted that attending 
groups with other learning disabled women reduced psychological and physical 
isolation and encouraged friendships. In addition, peer support groups for women who 
have been abused proved valuable in dispelling myths perpetrated by violent partners 
and providing ongoing support and social contact. 

Callanan (2012) in a study of the only learning disability specific refuge in the UK 
(at the time) reported that peer support was particularly important for those who had 
experienced forced marriage and honour crimes who were often prevented from self-
determination. These women needed considerable support to develop daily living skills 
as a result and peer support proved to be a vital component of this.

McCarthy et al (2017) also noted that peer support groups have for some time been 
advocated as a safe and confidential space for women with learning disabilities 
who experience gender-based violence to share their experiences and learn from 
each other. Women also value the opportunity to provide support to others in similar 
situations to their own (Woodin and Shah, 2014). This recognises their own expertise 
and enhances self-confidence.   

In a similar vein, Collings et al (2019) considered the benefits and limitations of peer 
support for mothers with learning disabilities who had experienced domestic violence 
and had experienced child protection concerns. They found that peer support from 
women who shared similar experiences played an important role in coping with 
challenges and adversity.  

•	 Educational Interventions

The provision of education to support women with learning disabilities who experience 
gender-based violence to identify abuse and adopt strategies to enhance safety has 
been identified as important in the literature.  

Indeed, Hassouneh-Phillips (2002) and Lund (2011) suggested that there is a 
requirement for educational support for adults with learning disabilities to identify 
and deal with violence and/or abuse to increase their ability to defend and protect 
themselves.

More recently, an evaluation of the “Us Too” project by Caton et al (2021) found 
that women with learning disabilities who undertook “Us Too” training had a better 
understanding of what domestic abuse is as well as an understanding of the different 
kinds of behaviours that constitute abuse.  The work identified a need to make women 
aware of domestic abuse services that are available locally to ensure they gain access 
to support at an earlier stage.  

Cavalier et al (2019) reported on adapting a programme for women with learning 
disabilities who had experienced gender-based violence, (the Freedom Programme). 
The programme’s adaptations focused on distilling key messages into a repeatable 
accessible format, changing the visual layout and adding additional, larger, and extra 
visual resources.  

The research found that programme participants were more able to understand what 
domestic abuse looked like, to identify inappropriate behaviour, identify warning signs, 
know where to go for support and how to keep themselves safe. It was noticeable 
that participants found the mainstream programme to be inaccessible and found 
the adapted programme more appropriate as key messages were broken down and 
repeated. Participants did, however, find it difficult to repeat the messages without 
significant prompting and ongoing problems were noted with confidence in general.  
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•	 Support for Professionals

“All of those who provide a service to women with learning disabilities need to be 
trained to recognise the indicators of domestic violence, its many forms and dynamics. 

Professionals, families, friends and supporters need to recognise that when women 
with mild and moderate learning disabilitieslack supportive social networks, jobs, 

interests and activities then this increases their vulnerability to abuse in 
broad and specific ways.” 

	
(McCarthy, 2017 et al: 599)

The quote above highlights the importance of staff training for those working with 
women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based violence. Yet evidence 
suggests that, at times, professional responses to women with disabilities experiencing 
domestic violence may leave them without appropriate support and protection (Nixon, 
2009, Thiara, Hague and Mullender, 2010: McCarthy et al, 2017).  Evidence also 
suggests that professionals are likely to focus on the impairment rather than abuse, a 
form of diagnostic overshadowing (Nixon, 2009).

An online survey of 717 professionals indicated that most respondents believed women 
with learning disabilities were deliberately targeted by violent and abusive men and that 
more training is required for a broad range of professionals to understand appropriate 
responses to women with learning disabilities experiencing domestic violence 
(McCarthy et al, 2017). 

McCarthy et al (2017) concluded that the training of staff in gender-based violence 
services and learning disability services is necessary to ensure they are aware of the 
impact of gender-based violence alongside the particular issues for consideration when 
working with those with learning disabilities. They also suggested that health and social 
care professionals should be trained to recognise a series of indicators of domestic 
violence and be proactive in asking women if they need help while also providing 
services that allow women with mild to moderate learning disabilities to become 
more independent.  

McCarthy et al (2019) noted that most social workers were supportive of people with 
learning disabilities, but had limited knowledge of surrounding policy and often felt 
unprepared to work with them. It was also found that their attitude towards women with 
learning disabilities could be overly paternalistic, to the extent that it limited women’s 
ability to make their own choices as discussed earlier.   

This is supported by Robb (2021) who interviewed 15 social workers about their 
experiences of working with women with learning disabilities who had experienced 
domestic abuse and violence. She found that social workers tended to understand 
violence against women with learning disabilities within a context of individual 
vulnerabilities that paid limited attention to structural causes of oppression.  She also 
recommended that social workers be given specialist training to help them manage this 
complex area of practice. 

•	 Access to Appropriate Information

The importance of accessible information featured significantly in the literature as a key 
feature of support to ensure that women with learning disabilities experiencing gender-
based violence to enable them to access services and protect themselves and their 
families (e.g. McCarthy, 2017; Macintyre and Stewart, 2022). 

Accessible material was also considered important to educate women with learning 
disabilities about their rights and responsibilities and how they might escape domestic 
violence. McCarthy (2019) recommended that any information provided should 
emphasise that the women are not responsible for the abuse, that what happened to 
them is commonly experienced by others too, encouraging them to take action to stop 
the abuse themselves or remove themselves from risk, to explain what kind of help and 
support are available and how they can access these.  

If women with learning disabilities are denied clear communication or access to 
accessible information they may not be able to exercise their rights effectively 
(Ortoleva, 2011).  
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Digital exclusion may also reduce opportunities for help-seeking and identifying 
appropriate support. SCLD’s How’s Life survey (2020) found that only 33% of people 
with a learning disability had used social media in the previous few weeks. Chadwick, 
Wesson and Fulwood (2013) found a number of barriers experienced by people with 
learning disabilities when accessing the internet including financial and economic 
barriers. In Scotland, this is supported by the fact that according to figures from LDSS 
2019 (SCLD, 2019), people with learning disabilities are more likely to live in SIMD 
quintile 1 (most disadvantaged) than the general population. 

•	 Advocacy

Access to advocacy is essential to support women with learning disabilities to navigate 
the complex array of services and systems associated with gender-based violence 
(McCarthy, 2017, MacIntyre and Stewart, 2022). The role of advocacy is viewed as 
critical in ensuring the voices of women are heard and that complex issues around 
the intersectionality of discrimination between gender, disability and capacity are 
considered in developing relevant supports (McCarthy, 2017).  

MacIntyre and Stewart (2020) further noted that the time available to advocacy workers 
to build trusting long lasting relationships was an essential feature of successful 
outcomes in supporting and protecting women.  In addition, they reported that the 
independent nature of the support offered was invaluable in securing trust and helped 
to facilitate better relationships between the women and other professionals involved.

GOOD PRACTICE AND AREAS 
FOR FURTHER DEVELOPMENT

Pulling together key messages from the literature suggest that services to support 
women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based violence must be 
relationship based and trauma informed. 

They must be staffed by professionals who have knowledge and understanding of the 
specific needs of those with learning disabilities as well as gender-based violence. 

The support provided may need to be ongoing and that accessibility issues should be 
addressed including the provision of accessible information in different formats. 

Advocacy plays an important role in ensuring that the voices of women are 
included and that they can play a key role in safeguarding their own rights, with 
adequate support.  

Peer support is also invaluable in validating the lived experiences of women with 
learning disabilities while enabling them to play a role in supporting others.

At a preventative level the sexual education of women and young girls with learning 
disabilities must acknowledge their right to intimate relationships that are not harmful 
and provide them with the information they need to make safe choices. 

At a policy level the needs of women and girls with learning disabilities needs to be 
more explicitly acknowledged and addressed across key policy domains rather than 
being subsumed within a broader disability framework.  

Literature Review Completed by Dr Ailsa Stewart and Dr Gillian Macintyre
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In this section, we summarise findings from our analysis of information received 
from 28 (out of 32) local authorities in Scotland regarding their use of the Adult 
Support and Protection (Scotland) Act 2007 for women with learning disabilities 
who experienced gender-based violence in Scotland during 2021. 

This is followed by a summary of the response from the Scottish Government  
regarding data collection relating to women with learning disabilities who experience 
gender-based violence in Scotland. 

LOCAL AUTHORITY RESPONSES

Findings from our analysis of responses from 32 local authorities are 
summarised below.

Table 1: Number of Adult Concern Referrals Received

Of the 32 local authorities contacted, 28 responded to our request. However, 16 
reported either not holding or being able to provide information about women with 
learning disabilities who had experienced gender-based violence. 

Of the 12 local authorities who provided this information, 8 gave the actual number of 
referrals and 4 used disclosure-controlled figures. 

We therefore estimate that the total number of ASP referrals received by the 12 local 
authorities for women with learning disabilities who experienced gender-based violence 
was 252 during 2021.

The outcomes of these referrals are described overleaf in Table 2.

Whole population

 
Women with 
Learning Disabilities 

Women with Learning 
Disabilities who experienced 
Gender-Based Violence 

Local Authorities 
able to provide information 

28 

22 

12 

Total number of adult concern 
referrals received 

47,157 

1,544  
(+ <5 for one local authority) 

Not known
 

Range of the adult concern 
referrals received

33 – 8,093 

0 - 305 

0 – 131 
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Table 2: Outcomes for Women with Learning Disabilities who have 
Experienced Gender-Based Violence

 

LOCAL AUTHORITY 

Orkney

East Renfrewshire

Argyll & Bute

East Dunbarton

Renfrewshire

Dundee City

Scottish Borders

Aberdeen City

Dumfries& Galloway 

Falkirk

Edinburgh

Glasgow
 

Number of 
referrals 
received  

0 

0

<5 

<5 

<5 

<15 

4 

5 

12 

13 

57 

131 

Number of 
subsequent 

investigations 

N/A

N/A

<5 

<5 

<5 

0 

2 

1 

0 

<5 

15 

18 

Number of 
case 

conferences 

N/A

N/A

<5 

0 

<5 

<15 

0 

0 

0 

<5 

10 

10 

Number 
remaining 
under ASP 

N/A

N/A

0 

<5 

<5 

<15 

Not known 

5 

0 

Not known 

15 

90 

Number of 
protection 

orders 

N/A

N/A

0 

0 

Not known

0 

0 

0 

0 

Not known 

Not known 

9 

Number 
referred to 

MARAC 

N/A

N/A

Not known 

Not known 

Not known 

<15 

1 

Not known 

Not known 

Not known 

7 

Not known 
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SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT RESPONSE

The Scottish Government could not provide any information about women with 
learning disabilities and gender-based violence. While their annual collection 
includes demographic information on sex and disability, it is not an individual 
level collection. This means it contains the number of people with a learning 
disability and the number of women but not the number of women with learning 
disabilities who have experienced gender-based violence.  

Their annual collection is undertaken via aggregated data where the demographic 
information is not linked to the type of harm or protection orders for investigations or 
case conferences. 

Whilst the collection does note the main type of harm, for example physical, financial, 
sexual etc, it does not indicate whether that harm relates to domestic violence or any 

other form of gender-based violence. 
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In this part of the report, we detail the findings from our thematic analysis of 
research interviews with women with learning disabilities who had experienced 
gender-based violence. This section highlights human rights violations. The last 
part of this section, ‘Overcoming Trauma and Standing Up for Rights’, focuses on 
what human rights are being realised.

PATTERNS OF GENDER-BASED
VIOLENCE AND ABUSE 

The experiences of violence and abuse reported by women with learning disabilities are 
wide-ranging, and include physical, emotional, sexual abuse, and financial exploitation. 

As one woman said, 
“Some abuse has been physical and financial and emotional…Because I’m a kind 

person, people take my kindness for granted”. 

Other women told us that they had experienced several forms of abuse. 
“I have experienced neglect, sexual, emotional, physical ... 

So I’ve experienced all the types of abuse.” 

Across all the interviews, the experiences of abuse had been severe and resulted in 
some form of intervention from police, adult social work and children and families social 
work. The following statements provide examples of the severity of the abuse. 

“...There is other stuff that’s happened over the years, he wanted me to do BDSM4, 
and I didn’t fully understand what I was doing, so I did get involved in it. I was with this 

person, and they asked me to put a vodka bottle into their vagina. I didn’t think anything 
of it at the time; I think it was [date removed] he asked me to do it again with him. I 

didn’t want to do it. Social work got involved because I told social work, and the social 
work manager decided we had to phone the police, but the police have now said it’s 

hard to tell if there was a crime committed because I consented to do it. But if anything 
else happens again, there is a vulnerability thing.” 

4 Bondage, discipline, sadism and masochism.  
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“So, police found out that I was pregnant when I was abused and taken in... 
so they were trying to figure out how to tell me I was already a month pregnant... 
I didn’t want a child knowing their real dad, and at the time, I was still at school, 

so how am I supposed to go to school and college with an unborn child, so what to do, 
kind of thing. So the best option at that time was to get rid of it because 

I didn’t want to claim what he really was.” 

As well as various forms of abuse, women experienced abuse from different 
perpetrators including people they met online, partners, support staff and family 
members. For a number of the women interviewed, the abuse they experienced began 
when they were a girl perpetrated by their fathers. One woman told us about her 
experience of being sexually abused, and another shared her experience of ongoing 
emotional abuse beginning with her father in childhood. In both instances, neither 
woman understood at the time that they were experiencing abuse.  They said, 

“The sexual [abuse] was my father…when I was 16…he shouted me up because he 
knew I was downstairs. I think he was waiting for me to come back upstairs and go to 
bed, and that’s where it all happened, where the abuse took place, and that’s how I 
found out the first time that it was abuse cause the police officers were asking me is 

this the first time you have been abused and I was like what abuse? I have never been 
abused…So I just did-nae know if it was normal or if it wasn’t.” 

“...Every time when me and my older brother went to my dad’s house, he did a lot of 
that mental abuse with me when we went to visit him once a week. He was great with 
my brother, but he didn’t know how to deal with a girl; the only way he knew how to 

deal with a girl was to bring them down. But he knew how to deal with other girls, which 
was to give them the chat up line. Because he would always be flirting with other girls 
like he’d say, “Oh, your cousin looks so gorgeous in that picture,” but then he would 

say, it’s a pity you don’t lose all that weight of yours, and then you could be like her, and 
that always got to me. A lot of the time when he or my ex said something I didn’t know, 

it was like a put down to me...” 

For some of the women interviewed, experiencing high levels of abuse involving 
several perpetrators and occurring across many years of their lives was a part of their 
everyday life. 

“There has been more than one incident. I thought I was in a relationship with this 
person…but I wasn’t really. He was seeing other people, but I didn’t know any of that...

then I got kept in his house. And stuff... “ 

Some women stated that their children also experienced repeated abuse.
 
“He used to pin me against the wall; he used to hold my two wrists; I found out later he 

was doing that to my daughter as well.” 

Experiencing abuse from an authority figure such as a parent or staff member was 
a common theme across the interviews. For several of the women, there was a 
significant power imbalance between the perpetrator and themselves. Across all 
the interviews, the participants appeared to have been targeted due to a perceived 
vulnerability, whether they were a child at the time abuse began or because they had 
a learning disability. One woman explained how she experienced this with her partner, 
who, unlike herself, did not have a learning disability. 

“I always felt I weren’t an equal with him; I always felt he was always a lot better 
than I was. But looking back on it, I now know why. He always talked like he knew 

everything.” 

These power imbalances extended to where the perpetrator was a member of an 
individual’s wider support team. This is best illustrated by one woman who detailed the 
abuse she had experienced from a staff member. 

“It was a social work driver, so social work had to get involved, 
so the police had to get involved.” 
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Targeting women with learning disabilities also took place online, as evidenced in one 
women’s story of being added to an online “sex group” on a commonly used social 
media platform. 

“There were other people in the group who had disabilities. There was over 500 
people on it from all over the place; the furthest away was Dubai. But I never met 

anyone from Dubai or anything like that...” 

Following being added to the online “sex group”,  this woman said she had been 
targeted by two individual men, both of whom were involved in the running of the group. 
This woman met one of the men online and the other in person. 

“He was running a sex group, and another man was involved. It was on Facebook to 
start with... he got another man involved. I never ever seen the other man apart from on 

video, but he was being very abusive towards me. He wanted me to do things I didn’t 
want to do. Verbally abusive and text messages that were really vulgar and stuff. “If you 

come down here, I will show you a good time, “ and I was like, “ eh, No.”  

“I met the other man in person and online. The man that just added us all to the group. I 
knew two of the girls in the group, [named removed] and [name removed], 

were there. I met them in the house, we had a drink and stuff, but they 
were wanting more than a drink and stuff...”   

REPORTING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE AND ABUSE 

The women interviewed faced significant barriers in disclosing or reporting abuse. This 
included not knowing or understanding what gender-based violence or abuse was and 
how they should deal with it. 

“I didn’t know anything about gender-based violence then; I knew nothing about 
gender-based violence until I started to do work on it…” 

All of the women we spoke to identified poor quality relationships, sexual health 
and parenthood education at school as a factor in the challenges they faced when 
identifying abuse. This gap in their knowledge was only  addressed later in life after the 
abuse had occurred.  

“I didn’t go to a mainstream school. We talked about sex and relationships, but 
not to the extent my brother or sister would have, and I think that’s due to like our 

understanding of it. In the last few years, we have been doing pieces of work and trying 
to get me to a better understanding...”  

Limited access to information on gender-based violence and abuse was also a 
significant barrier to the women reporting crimes. For example, one woman told us that 
because she did not know what was happening to her at the time, she did not report it 
and said,  

“If I knew what it was, I would have reported it straight away”. 

 

HUMAN RIGHTS AT RISK

Article 3 of the Human Rights Act is relevant as it protects individuals from torture and 
inhumane and degrading treatment. 

In situations where abuse is perpetrated against a child or young person by a family 
member, Article 19 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child is 
significant as it outlines the Government’s responsibilities to protect children from all 
forms of violence, abuse, and neglect from their parents or any other caregiver. 

Article 26 of the Istanbul Convention, relating to the protection of child witnesses, is 

also relevant here. 
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When women could recognise and report crimes of gender-based violence and abuse, 
they often found the experience challenging. A number of the women expressed that 
this was made more difficult by a fear of others finding out what happened due to not 
having a safe and private space to discuss the abuse with the police.   

“...When I got questioned, they did question me in the police station... and they did 
come out and see me [at home], and everyone was nosey-ing about...like going ‘did 

you get a break-in? Is everyone ok?’ So I just said ‘aye’ cause at that time I didn’t want 
to tell anybody...put on a brave face.” 

“I’ve been to police stations, I have been to house ones and centre ones. I didn’t like 
the centre ones, because I volunteer there. I didn’t like it in there because that was my 

safe place. They try not to use these because it’s my place”. 

“They just took me to the police...I could-nae open up at the time they came up to the 
house, and I could-nae speak in front of my mum and dad and that kind of thing...” 

Despite having negative experiences disclosing to the police, there was some 
recognition by the participants that it was not always individual officers who were at 
fault. Instead, one woman stated, 
 

“The police were-nae that helpful, but it’s not all their fault. It’s a lack of knowledge 
of who I am as a person. They don’t know your background or anything. There just 

reading a bit of paper that came in at the weekend.” 

The women also told us about not being able to access appropriate adults and the 
impact this had in delaying them from reporting a crime. In one case an individual 
social worker had to step into this role. However this was embarrassing and confusing 
for the individual. 
 
“They did send officers out to my house two or three years ago. They weren’t meant to 
come out… I’m not allowed to speak to the police without an appropriate adult. I got a 
phone call the same day to say they were coming out to see me. I told them I needed 

an appropriate adult; they asked me if I could organise one for tomorrow. And I said no, 
not really, because it’s not my job. And then the last time they said can you ask your 
own social worker to do it… My other social worker has done it, but he dis-nae like 

doing it because it takes away me and his working relationship. 

That was quite hard because I had to do it wae just him because
no one else was available. It can cross the situation, and then

I would-nae speak to them for a few days.” 

The women stated that when they could access appropriate adults, the experience was 
sometimes positive. However, this depended on the individual who took on that role. 

“The appropriate adults have been good in the past. The one I had recently, she’s been 
involved in a few of the things I’ve been through. She has a good understanding of 

what’s happened, so when I am telling the story, it’s the right way of telling it. But you’re 
no guaranteed to get someone to help you.” 

HUMAN RIGHTS AT RISK 

Article 16 of the UNCRPD outlines member states’ obligation to prevent exploitation, 
violence, and abuse through the provision of information and education which supports 
individuals in identifying these forms of abuse.

Article 14 (education) and Article 16 (preventative education and treatment 
programmes) of the Istanbul Convention are also relevant here.  
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ACCESSING SUPPORT AND JUSTICE 

The women’s experiences of accessing support and justice ranged from positive to 
negative. One woman outlined a positive experience she had working with social 
workers stating,  

“They give me emotional support if I need it...It was good because I knew I could speak 
to someone about it who was more professional. Not saying my [support] staff aren’t 

professional, but they did-nae really know what’s going on. But social work knows more 
about what’s going on.” 

However, the same women also spoke about being left without support from a Mental 
Health Officer (MHO) for over 11 months.  

“The Mental Health Officers did help a lot with all the stuff that happened. But then I 
went 11 months without a MHO because I was supposed to get a different person, but 
they couldn’t allocate me a person, so my own social worker became my MHO for a 

year and a half. Then I got introduced to a new social worker in January that lasted four 
months. Then I got a new social worker because her job was only temporary….” 

It was not only public services which failed to meet the needs of the women. One 
woman told us about a negative experience with a third-sector organisation working to 
support women who had experienced gender-based violence. 

“I know people go to [organisation’s name removed]...I went there myself, but saying 
things to them, I wis-nae believed at all by them…What was happening was every 
time I went away, the worker, who was talking to me, she was talking to social work 
right after that cause social work was asking them for information, as the women in 
[organisation’s name removed] told me. She said to me it’s really your word against 

social work’s word….” 

While experiences of accessing support were mixed, experiences of accessing justice 
were consistently poor. When the women reported abuse, they often did not see the 
perpetrator charged. As a number of the woman stated,  

“One incident was going to court, but there wasn’t enough evidence to take it to 
court, but they didn’t say a crime hadn’t been committed, just that there

wasn’t enough evidence.”   

“It was going to go to a tribunal, but he quit his job at the time. 
So, it did-nae get justice, if you know what I mean.” 

This lack of access to justice may have been the result of women not being believed 
when they disclosed abuse. The following response from one woman we interviewed 
illustrates this.  

Interviewer: “Did you feel like people believed you? “ 
Woman: “Yes and No.” 

Even when women were believed and perpetrators were prosecuted, the women often 
did not feel sentences given reflected the abuse they had experienced. 

“It went to court, but he did-nae get jail time. I automatically thought I would give 
evidence. I was there, yes, but I didn’t give evidence. I didn’t need to...because I was 
16 at the time… he pled guilty to all his charges...because he thought it would make it 
easier for him to get off. So he got three years of community service for what he did...

HUMAN RIGHTS AT RISK 

Article 13 of the UNCRPD states that disabled people, including people with learning 
disabilities, should have effective access to justice, including having suitable 
arrangements to allow them to participate as witnesses. 

Article 27 on reporting of the Istanbul Convention is also relevant here. 
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HUMAN RIGHTS AT RISK 

Article 16 of the UNCRPD states disabled people, including people with learning 
disabilities, should live free from exploitation, violence and abuse. It also states 
that appropriate measures must be taken to “promote the physical, cognitive and 
psychological recovery”. 

Article 22 of the Istanbul Convention on providing Specialist Support Services is 
also relevant.     

Article 12 of the UNCRC states that children and young people should be able to 
express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them and to have their 
views considered and taken seriously. 

 

but the way I see it is the minute he got that community service, I have always said to 
people that he should have had a tag or been in prison until the day he died. No 

three-year community service, where after that three years of being good, he could 
do it to someone else.” 

The same woman also expressed frustration at not having clear information during the 
trial or the opportunity to make her voice heard.

“They kept everything a secret ‘cause I was a child, but of course, it happened to me - 
nobody else. So they should have told me what was happening and what was-nae”. 

Alongside the issues outlined above, two topics of significant importance to the women 
interviewed emerged when discussing access to support and justice. These were the 
use of adult support and protection and child protection in gender-based violence 
cases. Key points made by the women concerning these topics are outlined under the 
subheadings below.

•	 Adult Support and Protection and Guardianship

When experiencing crimes of violence and abuse, women with learning disabilities 
can be subject to adult support and protection and/or guardianship processes. For the 
women we interviewed, their feelings on the effectiveness and appropriateness of these 
measures were mixed. One woman spoke about how guardianship removed women’s 
rights when they reported abuse. 

“Some women have had experiences with guardianship which takes their rights 
completely away from them. They don’t have the right to say what they want to say.”  

Another example of negative responses to these measures is illustrated in the following 
dialogue between a woman with a learning disability and her social worker.  

Social worker: “I think sometimes, though [name removed], you don’t want to tell me 
things for fear of it becoming an ASP1.” 

Woman: “Yeah”. 

Social worker: “Cause you don’t want group meetings, because the first thing you will 
say is please, I don’t wanna go back to meetings and meetings and meetings…So I do 

think that’s part of it as well.” 

Woman: “Yeah”. 

At times, the women expressed the view that these measures could be restrictive. One 
woman’s experience of having her social media access stopped following an abuse 
incident illustrates this. 

“I was not allowed on social media. It was good having that break from social media. 
But I snuck back on when I was on holiday because it costs an arm and a leg to text 
back home. So I used that as my excuse, but they found out about it because I told 

them. I don’t think they would have found out about it if I had-nae told them.”  
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•	 Child Protection

When reporting abuse or attempting to leave abusive relationships, women with 
learning disabilities feared having their children removed from their care. This is best 
illustrated in one woman’s experience of leaving her abusive partner. 

“..Basically, the social worker we had, she said to me and him, if you are going to be 
splitting up, you can’t stay here [at home] with the two older children. We asked why, 

and she said it’s against the law because I attended a special needs school... So 
basically because of that, my ex put me out saying, “because you’re a fruitcake”, as the 

social worker was trying to say, you can’t stay here with the children because she is 
going to come and take them away and put them into care.” 

One woman also spoke about the negative impact being placed under child protection 
had on her children. 

“My daughter, she was full of anger. She didn’t want to come back at the time. She 
chose, at the time, not to have anything to do with me…she got moved, and after that, 
she was like I wish I made the decision to come back to you, social workers are always 

telling you it’s your own choice, but it’s not that simple, they always try and talk me 
round to staying in care.” 

“It just gets me annoyed she was treated like that. It’s one thing to treat adults like that, 
but children should-nae be treated like that. They just abused her trust.” 

The women said that they felt re-traumatised by child protection processes. 

“Mental abuse, I experienced that from my ex-husband, but I also experienced that off 
that first social worker. She did a lot of mental abuse...” 

The women we spoke to also felt excluded from making decisions about their own life 
and the support they needed.  

“Some decisions I’ve been involved in, but I can’t be involved in them all because some 
of them are more personal. So they have to make sure they are going down the right 
avenue. With the ASP, I was involved in most of the stuff, but there was stuff going on 
in the background that I wasn’t allowed to be involved in because it was too stressful. 

The first time I was on ASP, they would-nae speak to me direct.” 

Other women added that fear of being subjected to ASP processes and feeling judged 
prevented them from disclosing abuse. 

“… I know some people would judge you...because some women have had bad 
experiences with adult support and protection...They need to build trust with the 

person. You have got to get to know a person first before you can be open.” 

HUMAN RIGHTS AT RISK 

Article 12 of the UNCRPD states that:

•	 Disabled people, including people with learning disabilities, have a right to 		
	 exercise legal capacity on an equal basis with others in all aspects of life.

•	 Safeguards may be appropriate but must be proportionate and tailored to the 		
	 person’s circumstances.

•	 Safeguards should only apply for the shortest time possible and are subject 
	 to regular review by a competent, independent and impartial authority or 
	 judicial body.  
 
The Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities General Comment Number 
1 (2014) also outlines that state parties to the Convention must review the laws that 
allow guardianship and trusteeship and develop laws and policies to replace substitute 
decision-making with supported decision-making.



HUMAN RIGHTS AT RISK 

Article 8 of the Human Rights Act gives all persons the right to a private and family life. 

Article 23 of the UNCRPD states that no child should be removed from their parent 
based on disability. 

CEDAW states that women must have the same rights and responsibilities as other 

parents, irrespective of their marital status, in matters relating to their children. 
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In addition to accessing services and having a say in decision-making, the women we 
spoke to said having people who supported them and believed in them was the critical 
factor in moving forward in their lives following abuse. 

“I knew people who believed in me and what I wanted to do, like going to college…

getting a full-time job. It was all the support I needed.”  

OVERCOMING TRAUMA AND 
STANDING UP FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

The trauma experienced by the women who participated in this research cannot be 
understated. Despite this, women often found support in addressing their trauma by 
meeting with other women, who have shared similar experiences to them, in peer 
support groups. 

“I feel better when I am busy with my wee groups. I feel better when I have my groups 
to go on, on zoom. I’m not thinking about it all. There was a week there when I did-nae 

have any groups on, and I felt I was going back the way. “ 

Despite the abuse and challenges these women faced, each woman exemplified 
resilience. All of the women interviewed had taken their experiences of abuse and 
used them to stand up, not only for their own human rights, but the human rights of all 
women with learning disabilities. 

Examples of advocacy work ranged from sharing their experiences in public forums, 
taking part in campaigns, and even raising issues independently with complaints bodies 
and the Scottish Government. 

“I’ve sent ones [emails] to child protection telling them what I think, I’ve sent
one to the Government, I have sent one to Nicola Sturgeon. 

Basically, voicing my opinion about it all.” 

IMPROVING SUPPORT FOR 
WOMEN WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES

Participants spoke about the various ways in which services could better support 
them. Critical to this was listening to them and taking account of their views in 
decision-making.

“We need to make our own decisions...on what support we need.” 

The women said it was important to have accessible information available to women 
with learning disabilities. 

“If they [services] were easier to access as well, and if they were advertised.” 

“Leaflets about services at doctors, surgeries and stuff. If they were to go to the doctor 
and the leaflet was sitting there, they would go oh!... Posters in the community centre, 

because sometimes women might be going for a group or something.” 

“Speak plain, simple language and if there is any information give it to them in 
easy read”. 
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“It was a campaign, and it was a photographer that came to my local women’s group… 
They are quite powerful [the pictures]…It was a good campaign. It could go on 

billboards and things like that…it was good doing that.” 

HUMAN RIGHTS REALISED

Article 29 of UNCRPD entitles women to participate in political and public life.

Article 13 of the Istanbul Convention highlights awareness raising as a key requirement. 

 

 

SECTION 6: SUMMARY

The key themes discussed in this section are: 

•	 Women with learning disabilities experience gender-based violence 
	 and abuse. This includes sexual, emotional, physical,financial abuse 
	 and neglect.

•	 The violence and abuse experienced by the women we interviewed was 		
	 severe and frequent. 

•	 The abuse was perpetrated by family members, support staff, intimate 		
	 partners, and people the women met online.

•	 Women with learning disabilities experience barriers when reporting 		
	 crimes of gender-based violence and abuse. 

•	 Women found themselves unable to report gender-based violence as they 	
	 sometimes did not understand that this was what they were experiencing.

•	 Another barrier to justice was not being able to access 	Appropriate 
	 Adult Services.

•	 Other barriers to support and justice included poor engagement with 		
	 public and third-sector support providers and not feeling believed when 		
	 they disclosed abuse. 

•	 Women with learning disabilities’ fear of Adult Support and Protection and 	
	 Child Protection processes often stopped them from disclosing violence 		
	 and abuse. 

•	 Women with learning disabilities’ views on what needed to change 		  	
	 included the need for accessible information and peer support.
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PATTERNS OF GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE AND ABUSE

Women and girls with learning disabilities were reported to predominantly access 
services after experiencing domestic abuse, rape, sexual assault, and coercive control.   

“We probably have seen, or most cases have been, 
either domestic abuse or rape and sexual assault.” 

“So, in my experience, obviously working in the department I’m in, 
it’s mostly domestic abuse and sexual offences that we’re dealing with.” 

“…It’s sexual violence that we work with anyway. They have said that there 
has been domestic violence, like sometimes when they report the sexual violence or 

when they’re talking to us about the sexual violence. But then they’ll explain: 
“My husband did this, or my partner did that”. 

So, most of the time, it’s actually been domestic or sexual violence.” 

Services stated that coercive control was frequently present alongside other forms of 
abuse, but it was often the most challenging to identify. 

“We work with a lot of people... the coercive control is there; they might not always 
recognise that, and I think that’s not just, because they’ve got a learning disability, a 

think it’s a very difficult thing for anyone to recognise, that coercive control”   

Services supported women who had experienced abuse from various perpetrators, 
including family members, intimate partners, support workers, and men who sexually 
exploited them for financial gain. In some cases, women also experienced abuse from 
men with learning disabilities who were known to them. As one service provider said,  

“This man went to her door, and because she has an awareness of him because he’s 
also in the learning disability community and she vaguely knows him if you like, she’s 

let him into the house.  Now in her words, he pushed her, he tried to put his willy in her, 
and this is actually a very elderly lady as well, and yeah, so she was referred to us….” 
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BARRIERS TO ACCESSING SUPPORT

All services identified significant barriers for women with learning disabilities accessing 
support. This included services’ lack of understanding of learning disability, limited 
access to specialist support, a lack of trusted professionals working with women with 
learning disabilities, low levels of knowledge among women with learning disabilities 
on gender-based violence, and inaccessible service provision. Each of these areas is 
discussed in more detail under the relevant subheadings.

•	 Poor Understanding of Learning Disability

Some of the gender-based violence service providers interviewed struggled to define 
learning disabilities. This highlighted an apparent lack of awareness of learning 
disabilities and the barriers this particular group of women faced. This included being 
unable to differentiate between neurodevelopmental differences, and describing a 
learning disability as a ‘learning difficulty’. 

“There’s the elements, I suppose, that there’s crossover. 
But in saying that, I’m not sure why I would say a difficulty.” 

•	 Limited Access to Specialist Support 

A significant barrier for women with learning disabilities is accessing support from 
services which work with all women who have experienced gender-based violence 
without undertaking specialist learning disability awareness training. This is illustrated 
by the following statement from a staff member of a public service who assumed 
learning disability services would provide appropriate support in the place of gender-
based violence services. 

“…A lot of the time, the women that we’re dealing with, if they are, obviously the victims 
of gender-based violence, but they have sort of learning disabilities and things, they 

usually have other support in place anyway…So we wouldn’t necessarily refer to other 
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agencies in terms of helping them with their learning disabilities, so to speak, not like, 
in my experience, they already have that support….” 

However, even when universal gender-based violence support services did try to find 
specialist support for women with learning disabilities, they reported challenges in 
doing this, which often created additional stress for the women. 

“If we were looking for a service for people with learning disabilities, sometimes it’s 
really difficult to find that service…Sometimes it takes longer to actually find the 

information for the person, and that person could not be in a very good place. They’ve 
gone through a traumatic event that they’re still finding really difficult….” 

•	 Limited Consistent and Trusted Professionals
	 in Women’s Lives

One of the most significant barriers identified was women with learning disabilities not 
having a trusted person to speak to about these issues.
 

“So that’s probably the biggest thing is that having that voice, first of all, to be able to 
feel that they can speak to somebody that they feel safe and comfortable with. And 

then it’s about knowing what service is available for them…that’s probably the biggest 
barrier…just knowing who to phone, who to speak to.” 

Service providers also noted an inconsistency of staff working with individual women, 
and not knowing who to contact was upsetting for women with learning disabilities. 

“Some of the things I came across was that sometimes people with learning disabilities 
can become confused about what worker they’re working with. It could be that they’ve 

got a social worker, an advocacy worker, but they’ve also got the advocacy worker 
in the community who works with them. So, if they are phoning them, they might not 
remember what we are supporting them with. Sometimes the women can be quite 

upset about that, and it’s like: “well, I thought I was phoning the right person, and I’ve 
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got through to you.” It is being able to ensure that we know who the workers are that 
they are actually working with. We can contact that agency for them if they want to and 
just explain that the woman had phoned us. Sometimes that can be one of the things 

that can be really, really difficult for them.”  

•	 Limited Knowledge and Understanding
	 of Gender-Based Violence 
 
Service providers interviewed said that a significant barrier for women with learning 
disabilities was recognising that what had happened to them was gender-based 
violence. 

“…How to verbalise what’s happening to them… how to understand that maybe
what they’ve experienced has been gender-based violence. And I think that 

understanding, cause for some of the women that have come through, 
they’ve not realised that it’s been abuse.” 

“Sometimes it’s being able to understand or, for us, being able to explain what consent 
is and what consent means. That can be really difficult sometimes because people 

sometimes don’t understand and think, “It’s okay because I was living with them”, and 
then trying to explain what consent was. That can be really difficult for some people.” 

Like the women with learning disabilities who took part in the research, services 
highlighted that poor quality relationships, sexual health and parenting education 
and prevention work is a key barrier for people with learning disabilities accessing 
appropriate support. 

“I don’t know if they have, you know, specific programmes or whatever maybe for, 
you know, younger women about these kinds of issues.

I don’t know what’s going out there, but I’ve no doubt that whatever’s going on out 
there, it’s probably not touching the sides.” 
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“There are the stereotypes of around…almost about the no need or not the 
need to do consent work, relationships work a lot of that work with young people 
with learning disabilities to equip them with the skills then to understand some of

what may be exploitative.”  
 

“A lot of the people transitioning through into our service...that have a learning disability 
aren’t given that healthy relationships education at a younger age. It’s as if it’s felt that 

it’s not needed.” 

A lack of funding for this type of education for children and adults with learning 
disabilities was also identified. 

“We have one worker who works four days a week. That is what we are funded for, 
and she’s supposed to get into every high school in [name of local authority removed], 

every year group… In an ideal world, we could be doing something like that with 
learning disability groups, but ultimately, if we cannot get the money for the schools, 

what chance have we got?”

•	 Inaccessible Support Services

In terms of service accessibility, public services informed us that access to their 
services was usually provided by referral from the police, advocacy groups, and adult 
and child protection processes. In some cases, self-referrals were also accepted. 

In terms of the third-sector providers, self-referrals were also welcomed. Gender-based 
violence support services were cognisant that their services did not always go far 
enough to reach out to women with learning disabilities who might benefit from 
their service. 

“I think we as an organisation are well aware that, you know, we’re just not getting the 
referrals from this community, and you know, we need a whole cultural shift.”  
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“I don’t believe for one second that, you know, there’s not hundreds and hundreds of 
women sitting across [name of local authority removed] struggling with this on their 

own, you know, and just not getting that support.” 

Other organisations expressed their concern about ensuring their service was 
accessible to a diverse range of women.   

“…We have done really well in attracting the LGBT community; however, we didn’t 
really make great inroads in upping our referrals from the learning disability community 
or the BAME community...I know they tried really hard, but it didn’t reflect in a massive 

increase in referrals.”   

“There are barriers in terms of how we’re communicating, what services are out there, 
and people finding that out, you know.”  

A potential reason for the lack of engagement from people with learning disabilities was 
that public services and social care providers often acted as gatekeepers of women 
with learning disabilities and the information and support they received. 

“If the carers or whoever round about them doesn’t believe in services like ours… then 
how’re the women herself going to, you know, find out about us … you know there 

are some fabulous male carers out there, but what if they’re, you know, male carers 
that go, “that bunch of bloody feminists and them banging their drums”, what if they’re 

carrying that kind of attitude you know and that’s projected.”  

“When you’ve got to depend on somebody, you know, bringing you an appointment, 
you know, facilitating that for you…the fact that you’ve got women coming here on the 

social hours of their care package, you know, I mean, come on, should it not be treated 
more as an NHS, like you know, a mental health appointment; it’s not social time.  It’s 

not going to the blooming pictures.” 
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•	 Barriers to Accessing Justice

In terms of being able to access justice, the services we spoke to provided examples 
of the significant barriers women with learning disabilities face. This included, not 
being believed or taken seriously, challenges navigating complex legal systems and 
inconsistent local approaches to advocacy, accessible forms of communication and 
Appropriate Adult Services. 

•	 Not Believed or Taken Seriously

Women with learning disabilities experience of not being taken seriously was a 
significant theme. Gender-based violence service providers highlighted that the most 
significant barrier for many women is a fear of not being believed or taken seriously. 

“I think it’s still very much there in our society about will people believe what I’m saying 
has happened? And I think that’s much more with agencies like police, health and 

things like that….” 

“…They had been infantilised through services…Because the kind of workers kept 
saying, “Oh, she’s just a wee lass” type thing, you know, she’s just a wee girl or “oh 

God, she’s like, so innocent and naïve”...They failed to say that she was very at risk of 
exploitation.”  

Examples of this are evidenced in the experience of one woman with a learning 
disability being lied to by her care provider about the man who abused her being 
prosecuted. In this instance, any opportunity of realising a right to justice had been 
denied to this woman.

“…Now, what I was told was that the police had decided that the case was
going to have no further action because the gentleman was not considered to be 

of a sort of capacity. The care providers have told her that he went to prison. It’s really, 
really difficult because she’s obviously kind-a thinking, oh, he’s in prison, and I’m
safe if you like… what happens the day that she bumps into him and you know, 

what happens then.” 
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“… I worked with people with learning disabilities away back in the day, and I totally get 
how sometimes people take the easy option.  I totally get that, as I say, from the job 
that I do now. I look at the situation, and I’m like, really, is that really the best lying to 

her, so basically, it’s not great.” 

When discussing the reasons for women with learning disabilities not being believed, 
one service detailed that women with learning disabilities may sometimes not be taken 
seriously due to difficulties they may face in providing a consistent statement. 

“I’ve also had a lot of women that has been abused a couple of times with different 
perpetrators…the one in mind has got a mild learning disability, she does 
struggle to keep herself safe, she was married to a schedule one offender 

and got into a new relationship, and somebody else has physically abused her, 
and again it’s down to that, is she telling the truth?”

“The police have asked me what impact her learning disability will have on her 
statement, in it’s quite hard, I’m no a police officer, but you know that this person 

isn’t known for lying. You’ve known them for years, but with their learning disability, 
they might struggle to put everything in a complete timeline, they might struggle to 

repeat the exact same information because of how their cognitive ability is, and I just 
feel…that kind of mentality’s still there with support workers, it’s there wae the police 

department, it can be there in the NHS as well” 

Services highlighted that sometimes the risk posed to women with learning disabilities 
through commercial sexual exploitation was not taken seriously because some people 
saw sex work as a positive form of employment.

“They [other sex workers] didn’t view what she was involved in as sexual exploitation. 
They viewed it as because of her learning disability, she would struggle to find other 
forms of employment. So, this was a potentially good way for her to make money…

They saw it as a form of positive employment.” 
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•	 Navigating Complex and Unequal Legal Systems

Barriers to accessing justice reported by service providers mirrored barriers to 
accessing support. These include issues around ensuring women with learning 
disabilities can understand and participate fully in complex legal procedures. 

“It’s that lack of understanding about what’s involved with the justice system and
how to break it down into a level that they can understand…

that can be a huge barrier for them.” 

“It’s the understanding of what happens when you come to the police…. 
what that legal process involves, what a police inquiry involves, you know, 

any kind of follow on from that, like court proceedings, things like that, 
for me a think it’s, the biggest barrier is understanding of that.” 

One service also highlighted their concerns that due to communication barriers, women 
with learning disabilities were not being given equal access to justice. 

“It’s all too easy for people to be talked for. Are people even taking seriously people 
with disabilities? Are people picking up on certain elements actually being a crime and 

taking it to that criminal justice? It’s hard when someone isn’t able to articulate it as 
confidently as others.” 

Another service highlighted that navigating justice was difficult for everyone, including 
people with learning disabilities. It was, even more challenging for women with learning 
disabilities, who did not receive the same standard of treatment as their male peers. 

“It was a man [with learning disabilities] that I worked with that was a victim of gender-
based violence... the police services, the procurator fiscal, the court and everything like 
that were absolutely fantastic, with him... He got to visit the court, he got shown around, 

he got like de-sensitisation work prior to giving his evidence, which is great for him…
and there was a successful conviction at the end of it…but for any woman that ever 
worked with, it’s either, never went any further than the small investigation. Then it’s 

like, “that person’s got a learning disability as well”, so it’s not went any further.”
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•	 Inconsistent Local Approaches to Advocacy, 
	 Accessible Communication and Appropriate Adults

Services we interviewed highlighted an inconsistent approach to advocacy, accessible 
communication and appropriate adult services across Scotland, outlining the 
differences in provisions from one local area to another. Services told us that even  
where advocacy support was made available to support a woman with learning 
disabilities understanding, this was not always helpful. 

“In my experience, I’ve spoken to a lot of people with support workers, advocacy 
workers and things, present… and a lot of the time, they just sit in the corner.” 

“Some survivors don’t have the right information or the right advocates to get them 
the right support that they need in court, and that’s one of the things as well about 

accessibility like, if you don’t know it’s there, how do you get it and if you ask for it, but 
you’ve not got someone there to help you go through that process, you know.” 

This was not to say that services always found advocacy unhelpful, rather that it had to 
be used appropriately to aid understanding. 

“Solicitors can be incredibly difficult to understand. Like they talk about it because it’s, 
you know, that’s their job, and they understand all of this, but it’s hard if you’re going in 
there, you’ve been through the traumatic situation you’re trying to understand. So, the 

advocacy workers would help guide survivors through that process.” 

There was a mixed response from the services we spoke to regarding using accessible 
resources such as Easy Read or Talking Mats to assist individuals understanding. 

“I love easy read stuff. I think easy read should be used for the whole population cause 
I think it makes it so much easier for everybody to understand….” 
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“I’m not trained to deal with that, and I think it’s really difficult trying to keep the legal 
information right but also… to tailor it to an individual...” 

Services also outlined that ‘special measures’ were not applied across the board 
despite this being a legal requirement.

“You should always be able to ask for…special measures, and they should be given 
because it’s your safety. But this is the thing that we come up against time and time 

again where it’s easier for them not to have to do these things, so they don’t do them, 
which is wrong.”  

The use of appropriate adults to help women with learning disabilities navigate the 
justice system, was also inconsistent. Confusion around whether victims and witnesses 
could access appropriate adult services was also observed. 

“I have used the appropriate adult service for people, whenever I saw people in the 
past… great service, but it’s not something that I’ve ever used for a witness…” 

“They might go to give a statement to the police, and they might think this person okay, 
they can give a statement, whereas an appropriate adult should have been made 

available to that person.” 

One organisation focused on the importance of having more appropriate adults 
available for the reporting of crimes of sexual violence.

“That can be really difficult if there’s been sexual violence, then you’re waiting to give 
a statement because you’re waiting on that appropriate adult to be made available to 

you. You’re sitting in your house in the same clothes you’ve had on from the day before 
when it happened because you’re told to keep those clothes.”

There’s not an appropriate adult who can be there to support you through this. There 
should be more people made available for that.”
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LEGISLATION AND POLICY IN PRACTICE

As part of the interviews, service providers were asked to reflect on how current policy 
and legislation impacted the provision of support for women with learning disabilities 
and whether they thought current processes were effective. 

Services provided reflections primarily related to the Adult Support and Protection 
(Scotland) Act 2007, the Equality Act (2010) and ‘Equally Safe: Scotland Strategy 
for Preventing and Eradicating Violence Against Women and Girls’ (2018) and, in 
particular, the use of Multi-Agency Risk Assessments Conferences (MARACs)
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•	 Legislation: Adult Support and Protection 
	 (Scotland) Act (2007)

A significant focus of the feedback given during interviews was the use of Adult Support 
and Protection Legislation. Services we spoke to stated that when women with learning 
disabilities experienced gender-based violence, they were often referred to Adult 
Support and Protection teams. 

“We’ve found that when they voice that they need support, often it goes down the adult 
support and protection route rather than going down the gender-based violence route.” 
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This approach was used because staff viewed it as the most appropriate measure due 
to their organisational policies. 

“We’re duty bound to take it through adult support and protection,... and put in AP1’s 
[Adult Protection Referral Form] if they’re meeting the three-point test” 

Another service outlined that Adult Support and Protection measures were most 
frequently used despite other routes being available to women with learning disabilities. 

“I’ve had a conversation with the police around this. People don’t have to just solely 
go down Adult Support and Protection. You know, if it’s somebody that’s experiencing 

domestic abuse actually, they could also go down the MARAC route. There’s no reason 
why they can’t fit in both because how we would deal with people will be different 

depending on what route they go down. So I’m not saying that one should, you know, 
take over the other I’m just trying to get them to see that ... it’s still worthwhile to 

explore both options.”  

Services also outlined some broader concerns with using Adult Support and Protection 
processes in all cases involving women with learning disabilities who experienced 
gender-based violence. Services shared examples of women not being able to attend 
their ASP case conferences, perpetrators being able to participate in these meetings 
and cases of women not being believed and finding the process unhelpful. 

“[Name removed] generally doesn’t attend the adult protection case conferences…. 
and she’s not, she’s not present. “ 

“As soon as it goes down ASP route, often you know what we’ve seen 
is that often perpetrators end up being involved in discussions. 

So, you know, that has a whole issue.” 

“I’m thinking, do you know about somebody that was once spoken to, with their 
perpetrator sitting there and told that they were kind of wasting time… It’s just that lack

of understanding, lack understanding from professionals and lack of understanding 
about how you deal with things...” 
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“The woman didn’t feel it was helpful for her – it was actually the woman herself. She 
felt as though they weren’t contacting her when they said they were, or doing this at the 

time that they said they would do it….” 

Additionally, concerns were expressed that when Adult Support and Protection 
measures were used in cases involving gender-based violence, specialists were not 
always involved meaning essential issues could be missed. 

“...By the time we get word of it, it’s just by chance that somebody’s considered it to be 
gender-based violence, whereas actually if we were involved right from the beginning, 

we were much more likely to identify things. So no, we’re not involved as much as I 
think we should be.” 

“So the disadvantage is you’ve got people round the table that know nothing about 
gender-based violence or the dangers...But at the same time, they know the adult 

support and protection laws inside out... So it’s probably about looking at a way that we 
can work much better and, you know, together.” 

Service providers also reported concern about the lack of autonomy for women with 
learning disabilities subject to Adult Support and Protection measures. 

“It takes away a little bit of that choice around how you might want to have some of that 
support or the freedom to sort of move and deal with that particular situation.” 

Despite several negatives being identified, some of the services interviewed also saw 
some benefits in the use of Adult Support and Protection measures. This included the 
sharing of information critical to safeguarding individuals and as a process to gain 
information about situations which raised concern.  

“Everybody really worked together. They’ve got the common goal, and this is what 
everybody’s going to do; everybody’s playing their part, and it’s all worked out…we’re 
not always solving the problem, but you know, it’s being managed. So, I think in terms 

of my experience, it’s always been pretty positive.”
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“You kind of get...a version of events based upon what she thinks you want to hear, 
which isn’t always necessarily the truth, and I’ve found that in other cases, it’s kind 
of been a similar thing, but luckily because you’ve got all the different agencies and 

partners working together, we can… piece together what’s going on.”

“Making the referral was the right thing for her, and they then were able to support her 
through what was happening. So that one was positive for me… she told me, she said, 

“oh, that was good they were helping me with my money’”.

In one case, ASP was thought to be a positive tool in identifying gender-based violence. 

“If there was a person that was out in the community, that wasn’t being supported 
by our team yet, at all, but they were complex enough to come to our team, and the 

referral was for gender-based violence, I would imagine that would come through the 
adult support and protection process, that’s probably how it would be identified.” 

•	 Legislation: The Equality Act (2010)

Understanding of equalities legislation was inconsistent resulting in varied approaches 
to collecting demographic data. In the cases of third-sector providers, data collected 
tended to be focused on meeting their funder’s expectations. 

“When you phone our helpline, you’ll always be asked to gather some basic 
demographic information, and that’s for our funders like we need to show who’s 

contacting us...”.  

“So, we try to keep that as close as possible, so we’re just collecting enough to keep 
ourselves and our funders.” 

When organisations did collect data, the approach was often not disaggregated by type 
of impairment. Therefore, data on whether individuals had learning disabilities were 
often missed. This was further negatively impacted on by confusion over General Data 
Protection Regulations (GDPR). 
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“What tends to happen though is that…we’ll get some demographic information such 
as age range and location in Scotland. But, survivors tend not to want to answer the 

rest of our demographic questions because they know they’re not going to be working 
with us long term. And why do we need to know that? We also try to work on the GDPR 

principles around gathering as little information as we need.” 

•	 Policy: Equally Safe Scotland Strategy for Preventing
	 and Eradicating Violence Against Women and Girls
	 (Scottish Government, 2018) and Multi-Agency Risk
	 Assessments Conferences (MARACs)

MARAC, as recommended by ‘Equally Safe’, was seen by some service providers 
as a potential route to support women with learning disabilities who had experienced 
gender-based violence. 

“I think the positive is that they’re going to have people who work daily with gender-
based violence, working daily with domestic abuse and honour-based violence….

So it’s the right people round the table.” 

“It’s such a quick process, and it’s very centred around high risk, what has
happened previously and making sure that I suppose that the women know what 

this means. What this process means, what you know, where it sits within the
criminal justice process and support.” 

However, some agencies involved in MARAC reported having limited experience and 
access to resources to support women with learning disabilities effectively. 

“The disadvantages might be that for some areas they’re not used to working with 
people with a learning disability, or it might be that they’ve no got the type of resources 

that are required.” 
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“The benefit of it…is that it should give the person a voice, that they’re the centre 
of that story, whether that happens in reality, particularly with women with learning 

disabilities, whether that voice is sort of slightly more stifled…and some of that sort of 
person-centred work will be removed.” 

Additionally, there were concerns that MARAC processes were not always well 
communicated to the people they sought to protect. In some cases, this was a result of 
limited funding and staff capacity. 

“I think that there are issues around understanding what MARAC can actually do 
and what it’s purpose is, which sometimes can be a bit nebulous, apart from a risk 

assessment and all these agencies getting together to make a plan, but it’s not always 
well communicated back, who’s the lead partner, you know, things like that.” 

 “I think the most recent kind of MARAC reports have been saying that normally the 
person that coordinates it and speaks to the women is someone from like a women’s 

service, and they’ve not been attending. Their attendance at MARACs is reduced 
because they’re funding.” 

Learning disability services outlined that MARAC processes are not well understood. 

“...I don’t think there’s enough known about MARAC, or what the process is, or how 
to access that for someone that’s experienced gender-based violence… if we don’t 

have the knowledge, we can’t explain it to them that this is a supportive mechanism, 
so I would say everyone’s lack of knowledge probably on MARAC is a hindrance to 

explaining that” 

This lack of understanding in turn meant that MARAC was an underused approach 
to support women with learning disabilities at risk of serious harm due to 
gender-based violence.
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“I’ve been in post for about three and a bit years, and I could probably count on one 
hand the amount of women with an LD [learning disability] that goes through the 
MARAC system. And we know that it [abuse] happens so much more than that.” 

•	 Policy: National Guidance on Child Protection
	 (Scottish Government, 2021)

The services we spoke to were aware of the issues surrounding learning disability, 
gender-based violence and child protection. Services acknowledged that child 
protection procedures acts as a barrier to women coming forward to report crimes of 
gender-based violence. 

“Unfortunately, it’s really sad when that’s what puts women off [disclosing abuse] 
because …we need to get better, I think, at explaining why we do it…Nobody wants to 
take children from mums, or rarely, so it’s not the first step, and maybe we need to get 

better at telling people that.” 

Services seemed well-versed on the current guidance on child protection and the need 
to ensure women with learning disabilities had their voices and wishes considered 
whilst balancing this with any ongoing risk to children. 

“I think we have to balance this regularly around the wishes of the woman versus 
safety. It’s not an unheard-of thing. So I think we usually make sure we have 

conversations with the woman. If we think there’s an element that’s actually unsafe or if 
her wishes will make herself or her children unsafe, we would obviously step in at that 
point. But our perspective is that her voice needs to be heard the entire way through 
and that we would advocate on their behalf as well and support them to have their 

voice heard that way.” 
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“So if a woman has been abused by her partner, and she has children, we would do a 
form called a risk assessment, and we go through it and ask different questions…And 
quite often, if a mum chooses to leave the property and take her children with her, the 

risk is automatically reduced.” 

“If there’s still a chance that the children are witnesses to that [abuse], then we would 
potentially have to contact other services just to make sure people are safe.” 
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IMPROVING ACCESS TO SUPPORT AND JUSTICE FOR 
WOMEN WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES IN SCOTLAND

Services had ideas about how access to support and justice could be improved for 
women with learning disabilities. Key areas identified were relationship-based practice, 
challenging the perception of vulnerability and taking a trauma-informed approach. This 
included improving accessibility. 
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Support staff provided examples of what was working well and what was not in their 
services. These areas are discussed in more detail under the subheadings below. 

•	 Developing Relationship-Based Practice

The importance of services being tailored to individual needs was also discussed. This  
is illustrated in the following statements. 

“A lot of the time, it is emotional support for us or practical support with the advocacy 
side of it...If a person’s going through the criminal justice, they would have an advocacy 

worker. But what we found with some people with learning disabilities, sometimes 
they need both. So sometimes they might need emotional support at the same time as 

needing advocacy support, and that gets put into place for them.” 

“What happens is that they would be the worker who that person would have the most 
contact with. So, if they were phoning up about anything, they would know who the 

worker was. They would be able to say who they are working with or say, “could you 
put me through to them” or “could you tell them I was phoning - I’ve got information 
for them”. They are the people who would arrange for anything to be put in place for 
anybody at the court. So if they need special circumstances, it’s the advocacy worker 

who arranges for all that in place for them.” 

To ensure a person-centred service, the organisations we spoke to highlighted the 
importance of developing a trusting relationship with the women they supported. 

“It was her MHO [Mental Health Officer] that she had built a trusting relationship  
with…I don’t think if it wasn’t for her MHO, I don’t think this young girl would’ve got her 

smear test [after she was sexually abused]…In trauma, trust is a massive thing.” 
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Additionally, services highlighted the coordinated approach and transparency required 
to achieve this level of trust with women. 

“I think sometimes it’s just about the person who has got the trust handing over to 
another professional so that more and more people can start building trust…it’s a lot 
of work, we all kind of have pieces that we all connect with, and it’s about us working 

together to know when to hand that next piece of work over.”  

“It’s a difficult one because we’re here to give advice, but if we know that a crime has 
taken place, we have to investigate it. In a lot of the time, it’s trying to explain, well, if 

you tell us about it, we will have to do something about it. “ 

For some, guaranteeing trust was a priority.

“That young person that I’m working with just now, the mum had asked me “If there is 
something that you feel I should know, would you tell me after they’ve been in to see 
you?”, and I said, “only if I speak to the young person and only if they say it’s okay”...” 

“If they say “I don’t want to report it to the police”, that’s absolutely fine. They don’t have 
to do anything they don’t want to do. They are asked about their options; we just take 

their choice, and it’s what they want to do.” 

•	 Challenging Perceptions of Vulnerability and
	 taking a Trauma-Informed Approach

Services highlighted that, at times, because women had a learning disability, they were 
not seen as individuals, which impacted their access to equitable levels of support. 

“It’s probably around just having that confidence that actually they’re dealing with a 
woman. Often people get hung up about somebody’s disability, rather than thinking that 

you know it’s a person that is in front of them…” 
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In the case of women with profound and multiple learning disabilities, inequitable 
access to support was striking, and rather than taking a trauma-informed approach, 
their lives were further medicalised and, in some cases the women became 
institutionalised. 

“The difficulty is that, because of the level of learning disability, they’re probably not 
likely to be able to move beyond the safety and stabilisation stage. So being able 
actually to process and overcome that trauma may be a stage they’ll never get to. One 
lady, in particular… she has ongoing psychosis that will always be a part of her life, 
she’s going to be in and out of psychosis, you know, long term in her life. So to be able 
to do any therapeutic work, to you know, to move her beyond that is probably no going 
be possible for her.”  

“One of those ladies had a very, very, long stay in [name of hospital removed] because 
of the significant trauma that she’d been through.” 

Individualised support was highlighted as a cornerstone of a trauma-informed 
approach.

“Everything that we do comes through a trauma informed lens and all our workers go 
on a lot of training… It’s something that we do try and balance well because people are 

coming to us talking about some of the worst experiences that they’ve went through. 
We don’t want to make it harder. We want to make it easier, and we want to make it as 

supportive as possible...” 

•	 Improving Awareness and Understanding of Learning
	 Disability, Gender-Based Violence and Accessibility

Participants were clear that improvements in awareness raising and training on learning 
disability and gender-based violence is needed for everyone. 
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“We definitely need something that’s learning disability specific…if there was 
something... that social workers could be trained in that was more specific to our client 

group, it would definitely be helpful.”

To achieve this, service providers recommended more joint working across learning 
disability and gender-based violence services. 

“Services that you or I would access if we were victims of gender-based violence, 
training to them on learning disabilities, or more joint working...

We see that in a lot of the field… I’ve got a bit of expertise in that, but you’re the expert 
on that, so let’s work together.” 

Participants also recognised the need to make services, particularly mainstream 
support services, accessible to women with learning disabilities. 

“They [people with learning disabilities] deserve exactly the same service. As I say, we 
just always make sure that everybody would understand what we are saying; we would 

say it in a way that is for everybody.” 

Using person-centred approaches to communication enabled the women to access 
trauma-informed support. Creative examples including art, the use of sandpits and 
drawing. These mediums empowered the women to disclose abuse and/ or express 
their feelings, fears and needs.

“Drawings because some people find that they’ve got literacy issues at the same time…
it’s one of the first things we always ask somebody when they come in. 

Then we would, rather than them having to say the words, they can draw things…. 
Sometimes being able to draw stick people or anything at all is a way of getting 

what they want to say over.” 
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Several organisations were clear this was an area they could improve upon. 

“We could be looking more at accessibility… 
like we are in the process of trying to do more, but it’s never a fixed one

and done like there’s always something new we need to learn.” 

Some of those interviewed stated that a lack of funding and investment in their services 
meant they found it challenging to build staff capacity through training. 

“Funding’s a barrier to everything within this area…We each get a small training 
budget...but one course can take that up if you’ve got to do something specific, you 

know. Like if you want to go and do our training course on how to do a specific type of 
risk assessment, that’s your training budget gone for the year... then you have to rely 
on what we get through different providers that sometimes is free and stuff like that... 

we’re not funded to the level that’s needed within this country…” 
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SECTION 7: SUMMARY

The key themes discussed in this section are: 

•	 The types of gender-based violence and abuse which services 			 
	 encountered were mostly sexual assault, coercive control and commercial 	
	 sexual exploitation. 

•	 Perpetrators in these cases included family members, intimate partners, 		
	 support workers, men with learning disabilities and men who sexually 		
	 exploit women for financial gain. 

•	 Barriers to accessing support included a lack of understanding of learning 	
	 disability, lack of joint working, inconsistent quality and level of support, 		
	 poor knowledge about gender-based violence and 
	 inaccessible information.

•	 Barriers to accessing justice included women with learning disabilities not 	
	 being believed or taken seriously, challenges navigating complex 			 
	 and unequal legal processes, inconsistent local approaches to 			 
	 the provision of advocacy, accessible communication and availability of 		
	 appropriate adults. 

•	 Inconsistent approaches to applying legislation and policy to practice, 		
	 such as Adult Support and Protection (Scotland) 	Act (2007), Equality Act 		
	 (2010), National Guidance on Child Protection (2020), Delivering Equally 		
	 Safe (2018) and MARACS Conferences.

•	 The need to improve access to support and justice for women with 			
	 learning disabilities by the development of relationship-based practice, 		
	 challenging existing perceptions of vulnerability, using trauma-informed 		
	 approaches and improving awareness and understanding of learning 		
	 disability, gender-based violence and accessibility. 
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“I need to possibly look at the legislation deeper, but I wouldn’t necessarily say it 
pinpoints anything specific that you would need to do over and above for women with 

learning disabilities.” 

(Service Provider, 2022)

The findings of this report highlight the ongoing targeting and victimisation of women 
with learning disabilities by male perpetrators. It is critical that men themselves engage 
with the report’s content and the issues contained within it. Male violence is the 
responsibility of men, and consequently they, more than anyone else, have the power 
to eradicate gender-based violence. Whilst men fail to act, intervene and challenge 
misogynistic behaviour, women continue to experience violence and abuse. This is no 
different for women with learning disabilities. 

‘Unequal, Unheard, Unjust: But not Hidden Anymore’ shows women with learning 
disabilities are at increased risk from severe, frequent and repeated incidents of 
gender-based violence by a wide range of perpetrators. Despite this, there is no 
consistent approach across Scotland to enable them to access support and justice 
when this occurs. Instead, women with learning disabilities encounter significant 
barriers to realising their human right to support and justice. This includes challenges in 
reporting crimes, such as limited access to safe spaces and appropriate adults and not 
being believed or taken seriously. 

Service providers reinforced these findings and added that women with learning 
disabilities faced challenges navigating the legal system, were subject to inconsistent 
local area approaches, and, in the most extreme circumstances, were prevented from 
accessing gender-based violence agencies and pursuing justice. 
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Furthermore, both women with learning disabilities themselves and service providers 
noted that it was particularly challenging for women and girls with learning disabilities 
to identify and respond to incidents of gender-based violence and abuse. This was 
attributed to  a lack of preventive education programmes focusing on sexual health, 
relationship and parenthood education in additional support needs educational 
provision and other settings. 

When examining whether existing policy and legislation appropriately supports and 
safeguards women with learning disabilities, service providers said that current 
legislative and policy measures do not appear to work for this population. 

“There have been changes within the last few years around the support and legislation 
for women experiencing gender-based violence, right? Not disputing that in the 

slightest, but where in any of that legislation are they talking about groups of people 
who struggle to access basic forms of justice like I’m trying to think about the most 

recent Domestic Abuse Act in 2018-2019. I don’t think there was a single word in there 
about women who have got further accessibility needs”

In fact, women with learning disabilities and some of the service providers interviewed 
were clear about the negative impact of existing legislative measures on women with 
learning disabilities who had experienced gender-based violence. In some cases, 
women feared disclosing violence and abuse because they did not want themselves or 
their children to be placed under Adult Support and Protection and/or Child Protection 
measures. 

Interestingly, Macintyre and Stewart (2019), found that Adult Support and Protection
were not used in cases involving women with learning disabilities and gender-based
violence in three local authority areas5.
 

5 Falkirk, Clackmannanshire and Stirling between 2018/19
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However, SCLD heard of consistent approaches to using Adult Support and Protection 
processes which was of significantly varying quality. 

Moreover, the most significant disparity in the findings was between women’s 
experiences and service providers’ views in relation to child protection. In some cases, 
this appeared to be a result of negative attitudes about women with learning disabilities’ 
ability to parent.

Despite the ‘Equally Safe’ Strategy, none of the women interviewed as part of this 
research had been subject to MARAC processes. Service providers indicated that this 
was due to a lack of understanding among professionals about this process.

Additionally, responses from the Freedom of Information request (undertaken as part of 
this research) and service providers, illustrated that a lack of compliance with the Public 
Sector Equality Duty (PSED) was a critical issue. In some cases, data collection and 
publication on this topic were limited; in others, it was non-existent. There is also little 
evidence of disability data being disaggregated by impairment in line with Article 31 of 
the UNCRPD.

Given this report’s findings, it is clear that urgent change is required. Women and girls 
with learning disabilities and service providers had numerous ideas regarding how 
this could be achieved, including improving accessibility of information about support 
services and how to reach them, developing relationship-based and trauma-informed 
approaches to practice, and challenging stigmatising perceptions of women and girls 
with learning disabilities as vulnerable. As detailed in the following:
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“the Special Rapporteur outlines how traditional service and support models 
often perpetuate dependency and lack of agency by focusing on impairments and 

considering persons with disabilities as passive recipients of care. This approach is at 
odds with the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which is grounded 
in personhood, autonomy and community inclusion. Against this backdrop, he argues 
that a wholly new philosophy of service and support is emerging and requires clearer 

articulation in law and policy.”  

(UN, 2023, p.1)

A need for programmes focused on increasing awareness of gender-based violence, 
learning disabilities and accessibility was also highlighted. 

Women with learning disabilities also spoke about their desire to work collectively with 
other women with similar experiences to champion and defend their human rights and 
create change. 

Overall, the findings of this report illustrate disparate and unacceptable levels and 
quality of service response to women with learning disabilities who have experienced 
crimes of gender-based violence. This is underpinned by legislative and policy 
approaches which do not appear to meet these women’s needs. 

Based on these findings, a range of recommendations have been developed which we 
believe need to act as the pathway towards respecting, protecting and fulfilling women 
and girls with learning disabilities’ human rights.
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”I don’t actually know if there’s a Scot Gov policy on women who experience 
like women with learning disabilities who experience gender-based violence like, 

I don’t know if there is, and I probably should know if there is one, but like you know, 
I don’t know if that policy or that exists within another policy, you know, 

I’m sure there’s reference to it and some of the more like the stuff around
Equally Safe and that, but I don’t know.”  

(Service Provider, 2022)

Despite Governments’ international commitments to progressively realise the human 
rights of all people across the UK and Scotland, SCLD believes that without immediate 
targeted intervention, the violence and abuse outlined in this report will continue largely 
unchallenged. 

It is a hard reality that, in some cases, universalist approaches to legislation and 
policymaking do not always work. Some groups of people require bespoke and focused 
attention to protect their human rights. By examining where human rights are most at 
risk, as in the current research, it is clear that women with learning disabilities who 
have experienced gender-based violence are one of those groups. 

SCLD and our partners believe we need to redouble our efforts to work together to 
resource and create national and local level changes that will lead to positive outcomes 
for these women. Without this work, they will continue to experience inequitable access 
to support and justice. 

SCLD fully appreciates the difficult circumstances we currently operate in within 
Scotland, including the ongoing attacks on our Human Rights Act at a UK level and the 
cost of living crisis. However, we should not see these as a reason to avoid addressing 
the women’s experiences detailed in this report. 
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Instead, we must look at opportunities to address these inequalities, for example, 
resourcing a national action plan on gender-based violence and learning disabilities. 
Consideration must also be given to the potential role of the proposed Learning 
Disability, Autism and Neurodiversity Commission/er in protecting the human rights 
of women and girls with learning disabilities who are at risk of or have experienced 
gender-based violence.

In the meantime, there can be no doubt that this research’s horrifying findings mean 
that urgent action is required to empower women with learning disabilities to realise 
their human rights. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations have been prioritised to highlight those 
requiring immediate, short term and long term action. SCLD and People 
First (Scotland) look forward to working with women and girls with learning 
disabilities, the Scottish Government and other partners to implement 
these recommendations. 
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IMMEDIATE 

1) 	 National Human Rights Institutes (NHRIs) to co-create and deliver basic 		
	 training on human rights standards, alongside women with learning 			
	 disabilities. This training should be available for all services working in the 	
	 prevention and reporting of crimes of gender-based violence.  

2) 	 The ongoing Strategic Funding Review of Violence Against Women 			 
	 and Girls Services in Scotland to consult with and respond to the 			 
	 recommendations of women with learning disabilities who have 			 
	 experienced gender-based violence.
 
3) 	 Scottish Government to legislate for the provision of MARAC’s across 		
	 Scotland for the whole population. 

4) 	 Scottish Government and partners, including women with learning 			 
	 disabilities, to address the lack of meaningful data through:

	 a.	 The development of an accessible framework for reporting crimes of 	
			   gender-based violence
	 b.	 The robust collection and monitoring of incidents of gender-based 		
			   violence against women and girls with learning disabilities including 	
			   the use of Adult Support and Protection and MARAC in these cases 
	 c.	 Data collection frameworks that comply with Article 31 of the 			
			   UNCRPD and the Istanbul Convention. 
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SHORT TERM

5) 	 Scottish Government to establish a national advocacy service for disabled 	
	 women, including women with learning disabilities, who have experienced 		
	 gender-based violence to enable them to access support and justice. This 		
	 service must address the lack of specialist and bespoke provisions.

6) 	 Scottish Government and partners to conduct a human rights-based review 	
	 on the use of Adult Support and Protection and MARAC processes in 		
	 responding to gender-based violence cases involving women with 
	 learning disabilities.    

7) 	 Scottish Government and other public agencies to resource leadership and 	
	 participation projects working with women with learning disabilities who 		
	 have experienced gender-based violence to better inform policy 			 
	 development and decision-making at a national and local level.

8) 	 Justice Services, including Police Scotland, to provide co-created national 	
	 staff training on working with women with learning disabilities who have 		
	 experienced crimes of gender-based violence. 

9) 	 Scottish Government and Delivering Equally Safe to resource and 			 
	 support the development and roll-out of the Gender-Based 				  
	 Violence Services’ Accessibility Audit Tool, which is currently being 			
	 developed as part of Delivering Equally Safe. This tool will support 			 
	 services to ensure they are accessible to women with learning disabilities 		
	 and will be ready for implementation by 2024.

10) 	 Scottish Government, in partnership with the third sector, to run an 			 
	 accessible and inclusive public awareness-raising campaign on how 		
	 women and girls with learning disabilities can access support when 			
	 experiencing gender-based violence.
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LONG TERM

11) 	 Scottish Government, Education Scotland, local authorities and third sector 	
	 partners to conduct a human rights-based review of relationships, sexual 		
	 health and parenthood education in additional support for learning schools 	
	 and other settings. 

12) 	 Scottish Government, through Delivering Equally Safe, to commission 		
	 national research examining the commercial sexual exploitation of women 		
	 with learning disabilities in Scotland.  

13) 	 Scottish Government to ensure future versions of Equally Safe and other 		
	 relevant strategies embed the views and recommendations of women and 		
	 girls with learning disabilities.

14) 	 Scottish Government and NHRIs to take proactive steps to investigate and 		
	 address ongoing and historic cases of child removal from parents with 		
	 learning disabilities, based on their disability. 
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Adults

Adults at Risk

Adult Protection Referral Form (AP1)

Adult Support and Protection 
(Scotland) Act 2007 (ASP)

Appropriate Adult Services

People aged 16 or over.

The Adult Support and Protection 
(Scotland Act) 2007 describes ‘Adults 
at Risk’ as adults who are unable to 
safeguard themselves, their property, 
rights or other interests, are at risk of 
harm, and because they are affected 
by disability, mental disorder, illness or 
physical or mental infirmity, are more 
vulnerable to being harmed than others 
who are not so affected.

The document used to raise concerns 
to Social Work Services about Adults at 
Risk.

Part 1 of the Act introduces measures to 
identify and protect individuals who fall 
into the category of ‘Adults at Risk’.

Appropriate Adults support people to 
understand what is happening and to be 
understood during police investigations. 
They provide support to adults with 
communication support needs who are 
victims, witnesses, a suspect and/or an 
accused person in police investigations. 
Although not a statutory responsibility, 
a small number of services provide 
Appropriate Adult support to people 
during court processes.
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Adults with Incapacity (Scotland) 
Act 2000

Coercive Control

Commercial Sexual Exploitation

Convention on Elimination of all 
Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) 

The Act provides a framework for 
safeguarding the welfare and managing 
the finances of adults who lack capacity 
due to mental illness, learning disability, 
dementia, or a related condition, or an 
inability to communicate.

An act or pattern of acts of assault, 
threats, humiliation and intimidation or 
other abuse that is used to harm, punish, 
or frighten their victim.

Includes a wide range of, often linked, 
sexual activities which typically men 
profit from, or buy from women and which 
objectify and harm women.

An international human rights treaty 
adopted in 1979, which the UK agreed to 
follow in 1986. By following CEDAW, the 
UK agrees to take measures to ensure 
women’s full enjoyment of human rights 
on an equal basis with men including 
eradicating stereotyped roles for women 
and men, ensuring women’s equal 
participation in public life, equality before 
the law and eliminating discrimination 
in employment.
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Equally Safe: Scotland’s 
Strategy for Preventing and 
Eradicating Violence Against Women 
and Girls 

Gender-based violence (GBV)

Learning Disability/ Disabilities

Equally Safe is Scotland’s strategy to 
prevent and eradicate violence against 
women and girls by ensuring women 
and girls live free from all forms of 
violence and abuse and the attitudes that 
perpetuate it.

Violence that is directed against a woman 
because she is a woman or violence 
that affects women disproportionately. 
It includes acts that inflict physical, 
mental or sexual harm or suffering, 
threats of such acts, coercion and other 
deprivations of liberty.

A learning disability is significant and 
lifelong. It starts before adulthood and 
affects a person’s development. This 
means that a person with a learning 
disability will be likely to need help to 
understand information, learn skills 
and live a fulfilling life. Some people 
with learning disabilities will also have 
healthcare needs and require support to 
communicate.
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Learning Difficulty/ Difficulties

Mental Health Officer (MHO)

Multi-Agency Risk Assessment 
Conference (MARAC)

National Guidance on Child Protection 

Schedule One Offender

Learning disabilities are sometimes 
referred to as ‘learning difficulties’. 
A learning difficulty is a difficulty in 
processing information; for example 
dyslexia and dyspraxia are learning 
difficulties. Learning difficulties do not 
usually affect a person’s development in 
the same way as a learning disability.

MHOs are involved in the assessment of 
individuals experiencing mental disorder 
who may need compulsory measures 
of care, treatment and, in some cases, 
detention.

Multi-Agency Risk Assessment 
Conferences are attended by a range of 
service providers with a view to sharing 
information to safeguard victims who are 
at the greatest risk of serious harm or 
murder because of domestic abuse.

This Guidance informs the development 
of local multi-agency child protection 
procedures, processes and training, 
which support the care and protection of 
children across Scotland.

Schedule One offences are actions that 
cause harm to a child. However, the term 
Schedule One offender has now been 
replaced with the term ‘person posing a 
risk to children’. A list of all the schedule 
1 offences is contained in the Criminal 
Procedure (Scotland) Act 1995.
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Special Measures

The Council of Europe Convention on 
Preventing and Combating Violence 
Against Women and Domestic 
Violence (The Istanbul Convention)

The Equality Act 2010

Special measures are a series of 
provisions that help vulnerable and 
intimidated witnesses give their best 
evidence in court and help to relieve 
some of the stress associated with giving 
evidence. Special measures apply to 
prosecution and defence witnesses, but 
not to the defendant and are subject to 
the discretion of the court. Paragraph 
2.20, Part B, of the Code of Practice 
for Victims of Crime (the Victims’ Code) 
requires prosecutors to give early 
consideration to making a Special 
Measures application to the court, taking 
into account any views expressed by the 
victim.

An international human rights treaty 
which protects women against all forms 
of violence, obliges states to prevent, 
prosecute and eliminate violence 
against women and domestic violence, 
and establishes a specific monitoring 
mechanism to ensure effective 
implementation of its provisions by state 
Parties.

The Act provides a legal framework 
to protect the rights of individuals and 
advance equality of opportunity for all, 
by protecting individuals from unfair 
treatment and discrimination.
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The Human Rights Act 1998 

United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) 

United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

The Act sets out the fundamental rights 
and freedoms that everyone in the UK 
is entitled to. It incorporates the rights 
set out in the European Convention on 
Human Rights (ECHR) into domestic 
British law. 

An international human rights treaty 
adopted in 2006. The UK agreed to follow 
it in 2009. By following CRPD, the UK 
agrees to protect and promote the human 
rights of disabled people, including 
eliminating disability discrimination, 
enabling disabled people to live 
independently in the community, ensuring 
an inclusive education system and 
ensuring disabled people are protected 
from all forms of exploitation, violence 
and abuse.

An international human rights treaty that 
covers all aspects of a child’s life and 
sets out the civil, political, economic, 
social and cultural rights that all 
children everywhere are entitled to. The 
Convention also explains how adults and 
governments must work together to make 
sure all children can enjoy all their rights.
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Appendix 1: Example Study Information Leaflet 
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Appendix 2: Example Data Handling Information 



Appendix 3: Questions included as part of the Freedom of Information 
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1. How many adult concern referrals did you receive in 2021, 
and of these:   

	 a. 	 How many went to investigation? 
	 b. 	 How many went to case conference? 
	 c. 	 How many remained under ASP/ case management?  
	 d. 	 How many resulted in protection orders and what were 	they – 		
			   assessment orders, removal orders, banning or temporary 
			   banning order? 
	 e. 	 How many went to MARAC?  
 
2. How many adult concern referrals did you receive for women with learning 
disabilities (as differentiated from specific learning difficulties such as dyslexia) 
in 2021, and of these:  

	 a. 	 How many went to investigation? 
	 b. 	 How many went to case conference? 
	 c. 	 How many remained under ASP/ case management?  
	 d. 	 How many resulted in protection orders and what were 	they – 		
			   assessment orders, removal orders, banning or temporary 
			   banning order?   
	 e. 	 How many went to MARAC?  
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3. How many adult concern referrals did you receive for women with learning 
disabilities (as differentiated from specific learning difficulties such as dyslexia) 
experiencing Gender-based violence in 2021, and of these:  

	 a. 	 How many went to investigation? 
	 b. 	 How many went to case conference? 
	 c. 	 How many remained under ASP/ case management?  
	 d. 	 How many resulted in protection orders and what were 	they – 		
			   assessment orders, removal orders, banning or temporary 
			   banning order?   
	 e. 	 How many went to MARAC?  	
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