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Thank you 
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Agenda & Objectives for Today

• Quick: The scope of the problem 
• Quick: Some reasons why children and adults with autism and other 

developmental disabilities experience such high rates of abuse
• Dynamics, prevention and responding to abuse 
• Learn outcomes of research on LEAP  
• learn at least two behavioral changes that can be immediately 

implemented to promote healthy relationships.
• discuss future considerations to further promote positive outcomes 

for people with IDD and the people who support them. 
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Everyone sees the world differently….
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Bethany’s  story 
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I have a problem 
saying no to my 
boyfriend 
because I’m 
afraid he’s going 
to hurt me. 



The SCOPE
of the 
PROBLEM
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Abuse, violence, neglect of people with IDD   

90% women 86% of men 

90% of women and 86% men have 
experienced abuse  

Intellectual Disability 

•People with intellectual 
disabilities had highest 
victimization rate among 
the disability types 
measured for total violent 
crime.(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
2017) 

Children with Disabilities  
Children with disabilities are 
at least three times more 
likely to be abused or 
neglected than their peers 
without disabilities (Jones et al., 

2012), and they are more likely 
to be seriously injured or 
harmed by maltreatment 
(Sedlak et al., 2010). 
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Epidemic of Sexual Violence for people with 
IDD  
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83%       32% 

83% of women and 32% 
of men are victims of 
sexual assault at some 
point in their lifetime. 
(Johnson &Sigler, 2000) 

49% 

49% of  people 
who are victims of 
sexual violence 
will experience 10 
or more incidents  
(Valenti-Heim & Schwartz, 
1995)  

Sexually assaulted 
at a rate 7 times 
higher than the 
typically 
developing 
population.
(US Dept. of Justice data by 
NPR, 2017)  
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Autism +IDD or Only Autism 
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do kids  with 
disabilities  
experience 

abuse 
at such

EPIDEMIC 
RATES? 
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Skewed Boundaries
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Isolation
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Power and Control Issues 
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Abusers are able to control their behavior, 
they do it all the time! 
• Abusers pick and choose who they abuse
• Abusers carefully choose where and when to abuse
• Abusers are able to stop their behaviors when it benefits them
• Violent abusers usually target their blows in a place where they won’t 

show
• Melinda Smith, M.A., and Jeanne Segal, Ph.D. Last updated: April 2012.
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“They think if you have a 
disability, that means you lie. 

That you can’t tell the truth or 
you don’t know 

what the truth is.”

Young boy who was assaulted by deacon at church
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Trained compliance
(Tharinger, Horton, & Millea, 1990) 
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“When you have a disability, people are 
always telling you, ‘Do as this person says! 
Do as this person says’ and all this other 

stuff.” 

Thomas Mangrum – Washington, DC



Sorry, we thought we were doing the right 
thing at the time….
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Cultural Myths and Attitudes

2/15/23 VCU Partnership for People with Disabilities- Dellinger-Wray 



Supporting People with Disabilities
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What we know now
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If not 
me, then 
WHO??



LEAP and other Prevention Strategies
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LEAP: 
Leadership 

for 
Empowerment 

and 
Abuse 

Prevention 
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• 4 sessions, 90 minutes each

• Taught by a person with a disability + a co-

trainer 

• Designed to meet needs of people ages 18+  
with mild, moderate and severe support needs 
• Developed with input from family members, 

people with disabilities, experts from health, 
domestic violence, social services, child abuse 
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I am strong. My feelings are important.

I deserve respect.I deserve to feel safe.

Power Statement
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• Trust - You CAN change your mind about who you trust! 

• Respect - Everyone deserves respect. Your feelings are important 

• Boundaries - roles of paid support 

• Paid staff vs. Friends

• Consent and permission to touch 

Core Concepts of LEAP 



What is a friend? 
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LEAP: Map of People in Your World

Acquaintance 

Friends 

Strangers 

Some Family/Friends 

Paid Support



Friends vs. Paid Support Staff 
Paid Supporters 
• Help you problem solve: 

Listen  
• Celebrate your successes 
• Provide you with 

necessary assistance 
• Advocate with you for a 

better quality of life 
• Receive Payment 

Friends 
• Help you problem solve: 

Listen  
• Celebrate your successes 
• Provide you with 

necessary assistance 
• Advocate with you for a 

better quality of life 
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“Do you love me? 
Are you still my friend?”

• “I am not your friend but I love working with you”
• ”You don’t know me well enough yet to hug me.” 
• “I’m not your boyfriend/girlfriend, but let’s talk about how you can 

find one.” 
• “I have so much fun with you I can’t believe I’m getting paid to do 

this!” 
• “I love everyone in the world and you are part of that world.”
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Types of 
Relationships

Types of Touch 



How do you feel when you are around someone? 
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Teaching whom to trust 

How long have you known this person? 

Longevity of 
the 
relationship

Has the person ever hurt you on purpose? 

Evaluate past 
behavior

How do you feel when you are with this person? 

Trust your gut! 
Do you ever 
feel nervous or 
scared around 
this person? 

Can you be yourself around 
this person? 
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Biggest Issue: TRUST! 
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It’s time to fill out your trust card.

 THIS IS MY
TRUST CARD

IF I NEED HELP, 
I CAN CONTACT THIS PERSON:

Or I can contact any doctor, nurse,
policeman, firefighter, lawyer, social

worker, teacher, or counselor.

I am strong. 

My feelings are important.

I deserve to feel safe.

I deserve respect. 

POWER
STATEMENT

Name:
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1.Could the participant discriminate between healthy and unhealthy 
relationships? 

2.Could the participant explain why a relationship was healthy or 
unhealthy? 

3.If the relationship were unhealthy, could the participant suggest what to 
do next? 

Evaluation: Pre, Post and  3 Month Postpost
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Results: Pre-test Yes/No Questions 
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Results: Accuracy of “Why is the relationship 
healthy/unhealthy?” and Response of “What should the person 
do next?” 
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Healthy People have Healthy Relationships 



Body parts! They have names! 
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Rules for Healthy Touch 

• YOU decide who touches you 
• YOU can change your mind 
• Intimate touch of private body 

areas are okay as long as both 
people agree and it takes place 
in a private place 
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Professionals are taught to use TWO 
Languages 
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Professionals use TWO 
languages 
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What do others really LIKE and ADMIRE about 
the person? 
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What strategies were you taught to stay safe? 
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Fear and Punishment 
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DO SAY….

• Is there anything that made you 
uncomfortable? 
• What would you like to change 

for next time?
• Some secrets were not meant to 

be secrets
• It’s my job to keep you safe and 

happy and if you ever feel 
unsafe, please let me know
• Discuss a safety plan 

DON’T SAY…

• Don’t let anyone touch you
• Don’t get in a car with anyone
• Remember that ”the bathing suit 

rule” doesn’t apply to 
everything….
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The Bathing Suit Rule 
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Disclosing Abuse 
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Do I have to go there with you? 



Disclosing abuse 

•
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Disclosing Abuse 



Validate without minimizing 

• ”It’s not your fault. You didn’t deserve that” 
• “You seem really upset about that.”
• “Tell me about why you are sad/mad/upset/angry?”
• “It doesn’t seem fair: what else could you do?” 
• “It’s okay to be sad/mad/upset/angry”

2/15/23 VCU Partnership for People with Disabilities- Dellinger-Wray 



Responding: It’s time to call an expert!  
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Secondary Trauma: It’s real 
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RESPONDING 
• Mandated Reporters
• Adult Protective Services
• Forensic Interviewing 
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Taking care of yourself 
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Amy Cunningham: Drowning in 
Empathy: The cost of Vicarious 

trauma 
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THANK YOU! mdwray@vcu.edu

2/15/23 VCU Partnership for People with Disabilities- Dellinger-Wray 

mailto:mdwray@vcu.edu


References
• Dinora, Parthenia; Prohn, Seb; Cramer, Elizabeth P.; Dellinger-Wray, Molly; Mayton, Caitlin; and D'Aguiliar, Allison (2021) 

"Testing the Efficacy of Leadership for Empowerment and Abuse Prevention (LEAP), a Healthy Relationship Training 
Intervention for People with Intellectual Disability," Developmental Disabilities Network Journal: Vol. 2 : Iss. 1 , Article 10.
Available at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/ddnj/vol2/iss1/10 

• Author(s) Erika Harrell. (n.d.). Crime against persons with disabilities, 2009–2019 – statistical tables. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics. Retrieved November 15, 2021, from https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/crime-against-persons-disabilities-
2009-2019-statistical-tables .

• Frantz, Beverly. Abuse of People with Disabilities. The Arc. 24 June 2014. Webinar. 

• Erika Harrell. (n.d.). Crime against persons with disabilities, 2009–2019 – statistical tables. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics. Retrieved November 15, 2021, from https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/crime-against-persons-
disabilities-2009-2019-statistical-tables. 

• Jaudes, P. K., & Mackey-Bilaver, L. (2008). Do chronic conditions increase young children's risk of being maltreated? Child 
Abuse & Neglect, 32(7), 671–681. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2007.08.007

• Jones, L., Bellis, M. A., Wood, S., Hughes, K., McCoy, E., Eckley, L., . . . Officer, A. (2012). Prevalence and risk of violence 
against children with disabilities: A systematic review and meta-analysis of observational studies. Lancet, 380, 899–907. 
doi: 10.1016/ S0140-6736(12)60692-8  

• Orange County Register. (2007, February 8). Warnings on abuse of the disabled ignored. Orange County Register. Retrieved 
November 15, 2021, from https://www.ocregister.com/2007/02/08/warnings-on-abuse-of-the-disabled-ignored/. 

• Sedlak, A. J., Mettenburg, J., Basena, M., Petta, I., McPherson, K., Greene, A., & Li, S. (2010). Fourth National Incidence 
Study of Child Abuse and Neglect (NIS–4): Report to congress. Retrieved from https:// 
www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/fourth-nationalincidence-study-of-child-abuse-and-neglect-nis-4-report-to

• Shapiro, J. (2018, January 8). The sexual assault epidemic no one talks about. NPR. Retrieved November 15, 2021, from 
https://www.npr.org/2018/01/08/570224090/the-sexual-assault-epidemic-no-one-talks-about 

• McDonnell, Christina G. ; Boan, Andrea D. ; Bradley, Catherine C. ; Seay, Kristen D. ; Charles, Jane M. ; Carpenter, 
Laura A . Child maltreatment in autism spectrum disorder and intellectual disability: results from a population-
based sample. Journal of child Psychology and Psychiatry, 2019-05, Vol.60 (5), p.576-584

• Melinda Smith, M.A., and Jeanne Segal, Ph.D. Last updated: June 2015, 
HelpGuide.Org, http://www.helpguide.org/articles/abuse/domestic-violence-and-abuse.htm

• Tharinger, D., Horton, C. B., & Millea, S. (1990). Sexual abuse and exploitation of children and adults with mental 
retardation and other handicaps. Child Abuse & Neglect, 14(3), 301–312. https://doi.org/10.1016/0145-2134(90)90002-B

2/15/23 VCU Partnership for People with Disabilities- Dellinger-Wray 

https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/crime-against-persons-disabilities-2009-2019-statistical-tables
https://bjs.ojp.gov/library/publications/crime-against-persons-disabilities-2009-2019-statistical-tables
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.chiabu.2007.08.007
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/resource/fourth-nationalincidence-study-of-child-abuse-and-neglect-nis-4-report-to
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/abuse/domestic-violence-and-abuse.htm
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/0145-2134(90)90002-B

