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Commentary
Implications for practice and research

e All mental health nurses should have a standardised baseline awareness of
the needs and reasonable adjustments available to support people with
learning disabilities to access and engage with mental health services.

e Future barriers to gaining access to mental health assessment and
treatment research in Norway should aim to include individuals with
learning disabilities.

Context

Although individuals with learning disabilities are at higher risk of developing mental
health problems (Hughes et al., 2017), they can often face substantial barriers in gaining
access to mental health services (Whittle et al., 2019). In mental health settings,
individuals with learning disabilities report wanting more time for assessment/treatment,
a more holistic assessment and carer/family involvement when appropriate (Karlsen et
al., 2025). However, barriers appear to vary according to how services are organised, and
it remains unclear how these barriers manifest within the Norwegian healthcare system
(Fossum et al., 2025).

Methods

This qualitative study aimed to assess the perceived barriers that individuals with
intellectual disabilities face in accessing mental health services in the Norwegian
healthcare system. Participants were recruited across specialist mental health services in
19 public hospitals and two additional relevant organisations in Norway. Using
purposeful sampling, clinicians and family members were recruited who had specific
experience of intellectual disability and mental health services. In group sessions
participants were asked to fill out ‘Post-it’ notes and place them on five named boards



based on previous research in this area (access, resources, competencies, collaboration,
availability and other). Data was coded by two authors using an inductive approach.

Findings

In total 382 Post-it notes were collated and coded. After coding, a core theme was
identified that individuals with a learning disability and mental health needs were
perceived to be less important than those without intellectual disabilities. Alongside this
consistent theme, a range of high level barriers were identified, which were System
related barriers (e.g. fragmented organization of health services and lack of structures that
support cross-service collaboration), A lack of knowledge and expertise (e.g., lack of
knowledge of intellectual disabilities in mainstream mental health services), Insufficient
resources (e.g., insufficient capacity in, and poor accessibility to, existing specialist units)
and Unhelpful attitudes (e.g., rejection and disavowal by mainstream mental health
services).

Commentary

When interpreting the findings from this study, it is important to be aware that the study
was on barriers specifically experienced within the Norwegian healthcare service.
Furthermore, unfortunately individuals with learning disabilities were not included in this
study and the perceptions and barriers identified are from family members and clinicians.
Despite this reduced external validity and sampling preference these findings may be
more generalisable, as previous studies from other countries have identified similar
themes increasing the applicability of these findings (Whittle et al., 2018). The study
identifies that these barriers are context dependent and interrelated and are caused by all
parts of the healthcare system from environmental level issues to specific service delivery
problems, suggesting that from a solution perspective interventions would have to be
approached at all levels to tackle all these barriers. One intervention which is highlighted
as being a possible way to combat the crosscutting themes and the specific barrier of lack
of knowledge is an educational programme. The study’s authors highlight that it may not
be functional or desirable to educate all clinicians to a high level but having a general
awareness of possible adaptations would help with many of the issues faced by
individuals with intellectual disability in accessing mental health services. A recent
systematic review by Poku et al. (2026) identifies a wide range of differing adaptations
which can be made for individuals with learning disabilities to gain access to
psychological therapies (Poku et al., 2026).
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