Causes and Prevention of
Intellectual Disabilities
What Is Intellectual Disability?
Intellectual disability is a disability that occurs before age 18. People with this disability experience significant limitations in two main areas: 1) intellectual functioning and 2) adaptive behavior (the use of everyday social and practical skills) (AAIDD,
2010). Intellectual disability is diagnosed through the use of standardized tests of
intelligence and adaptive behavior (and cannot be determined by IQ alone). People
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hundred causes of
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• Down syndrome

with intellectual disabilities who are provided appropriate personalized supports
over a sustained period generally have improved life outcomes. In fact, many adults
with intellectual disabilities live independent, productive lives in the community
with support from family, friends and agencies like The Arc.

What Are the Causes of Intellectual Disability?
Intellectual disability can be caused by any condition that impairs development

• Fetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorder (FASD)

of the brain before birth, during birth or in the childhood years. Several hundred

•Fragile X syndrome

cause remains unknown. The three major known causes of intellectual disability are

causes have been discovered, but in about one-third of the people affected, the
Down syndrome, Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) and Fragile X syndrome.
The causes can be categorized as follows:
• Genetic conditions - These result from abnormalities of genes inherited from
parents, errors when genes combine, or from other disorders of the genes caused
during pregnancy by infections, overexposure to x-rays and other factors. There
are many genetic diseases associated with intellectual disability. Some examples
include PKU (phenylketonuria), a single gene disorder. Due to a missing or defective

The Arc
1825 K Street NW
Suite 1200
Washington, D. C. 20006
Phone: 202.534.3700
Toll free: 800.433.5255
Fax: 202.534.3731
www.thearc.org

enzyme, children with PKU cannot process a part of a protein called phenylalanine.
Without treatment, phenylalanine builds up in the blood and causes intellectual
disability. Down syndrome is an example of a chromosomal disorder. Chromosomal
disorders happen sporadically and are caused by too many or too few chromosomes, or by a change in structure of a chromosome. Fragile X syndrome is a single
gene disorder located on the X chromosome and is the leading inherited cause of
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Why is prenatal care
important in preventing
intellectual and other
similar disabilities?
The health of a baby can depend on
how healthy a mother is before pregnancy. Ideally, she should obtain a
general health assessment six months
before pregnancy that includes:
• updating immunizations;
• reviewing use of medications;
• reviewing diet and vitamin supplementation, including folic acid;
• considering genetic counseling; and
• stopping use of alcohol, cigarettes
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