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That adults with mental handicap* are particularly
vulnerable to sexual exploitation is not new, although
relatively unacknowledged or investigated. Indeed
successive acts under the mental health legislation
have sought to protect them, particularly those with
severe mental handicap. With the growing awareness
and identification of sexual abuse of children, and the
growing knowledge of the long-term psychological
effects (Jehu, 1989), which may be even more severe
for people who have disabilities (Kennedy, 1990;
Sinason, 1989), it has been acknowledged that not
only are the mentally handicapped particularly
vulnerable to abuse (Benedict et al, 1990), but the
problem may well be seriously underestimated by
those working in management positions (Brown &
Craft, 1989). While it is recognised that the mentally
handicapped have rights and need to express their
sexuality, they also have the right not to be exploited
or abused. We therefore need to know more about
the numbers, indicators and circumstances where
this group may be sexually abused and to develop
policies, systems and training to protect them
(Brown & Craft, 1989). This pilot study was a step
in this process.

The study
Fifty residential, day and field workers (thereafter
called 'professionals') who were attending in-service
courses at a college of adult education, and who were
working full-time with the adult mentally handi
capped, were asked to complete a survey on sexuality
in people with learning difficulties ('the mentally
handicapped*). They were asked to note the number
of clients and professionals in their establishment; to
say whether their establishment had a policy docu
ment relating to personal relationships and sexuality;
to state their principal concerns, and finally to give
numbers of cases where they were aware or strongly
suspected there had been any sexual exploitation.
Note: In order to avoid ambiguity, the term "mental handi
cap" is used rather than "people with learning difficulties".

The term sexual exploitation was used in preference
to 'sexual abuse* in order to widen the scope of the
investigation. But as can be seen in the discussion
there was a general consensus as to the meaning of
the two terms.

When giving numbers of cases of sexual exploi
tation they were asked to differentiate between the
following: client and client; client and professional
(paid worker in a day or residential or field setting);
client and unpaid carer/parent; and client and other
who was not mentally handicapped, and who was not
a professional nor carer. Prevalence rates were estab
lished from these figures. Where two respondents
worked in the same setting, figures of clients known
or strongly suspected to have suffered sexual exploi
tation were counted only once, on the assumption
that incidents would have been known to all staff, but
this may have resulted in an underestimation. Finally
respondents were asked if they would be willing to
see us personally and confidentially to discuss their
concerns in more detail.

Thirty-seven students working in 24 establish
ments replied to the questionnaire. Of these estab
lishments, four were day care settings (training
centres); 16 were residential settings, and four were
employed as field workers. Eighteen of the establish
ments were funded by the local social service depart
ment, four by voluntary/private organisations, one
worked in a hospital (health funded) and one worked
in an establishment which was funded jointly by
social services and a voluntary body. Within their
establishments worked 324 professional workers
catering for 847 people with mental handicap. From
the initial survey, 11 respondents declined to be inter
viewed. From the remaining 26, nine respondents
were chosen for interview in depth, (a) because they
had indicated they knew of cases of sexual exploi
tation, (b) because they worked in a range of day,
residential, hospital and field work settings, and (c),
because they were geographically spread throughout
the area. Of the 25 cases known to them, two cases
where known to more than one respondent but these
cases are only included once.
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