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COGNITIVE PROCESSES IN PERSONS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY 
AS A FACTOR OF THEIR PARTICIPATION IN PSYCHOTHERAPY1

INTRODUCTION
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Data on the prevalence of mental disorders among persons with ID are inconsistent. 

health problems of these persons. The diagnoses of mental disorders are to a great 
extent based on descriptions of mental states and the inability of persons to report on 

that most people with mild and moderate ID may give accurate descriptions of their 

on validity and reliability of assessment of mental health in persons with severe and 
profound ID are very scarce.

problems which may be present in these persons have generally been attributed to 

on mental health problems in persons with ID.

The role of cognitive processes in genesis and treatment of mental disorders: 
Cognitive-behavioral approach

Cognitive-behavioral therapies have developed through a combination of the 
behavioral approach to the problems of psychological development and the cognitive 

behavioral approach has a prominent place among contemporary models of mental 
disorders and their treatment. Cognitive-behavioral therapies are among the most 
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behavioral psychotherapeutic approach. 

of the treatment of emotional problems according to this approach. 

and organizes information in order to construct the representations of the outer world. 

the way in which we interpret the reality.

premise of the approach is that it is not the situation which the person faces that 

based on the stored information or memories and schema is a basis for the core beliefs 

categorizing and appraising of stimuli and the processes of retrieval of information 

they may be reinforced during later life. The concept of schema includes core beliefs 
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value depends on acceptance or approval by other persons. 

leads to the activation of automatic thoughts. Automatic thoughts are positive or 

they are activated as the result of the activation of deep core beliefs. Some examples of 

relationship between automatic thoughts and core beliefs. 

distinction between automatic thoughts and core beliefs. In the widely used 

core beliefs rather than to automatic thoughts. This is important when we consider 
application of cognitive-behavioral approach in problems of persons with ID because 

can grasp the content of automatic thoughts.
The aim of the cognitive therapy is to replace irrational and maladaptive cognitions 

persons are encouraged to treat their own automatic thoughts and core beliefs as 

to the family of cognitive-behavioral therapies. Features that are common to these 
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Persons with intellectual disability and characteristics of their cognitive 
functioning that are relevant for their participation in  

cognitive-behavioral therapy

to changes. The author further points that the previously used construct of mental 

and recognizes that individualized supports play an important role in improving 
functioning of persons with ID.

the effective participation in this therapy.

needed for cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy are the ability to give self-reports 

the ability to recognize emotions and to understand the cognitive model of emotional 

mediating role of cognitions in the development and treatment of emotional disorders

abilities in persons with ID which are important for their engagement in cognitive-

but which provide important information regarding that capability. This is followed by 
the presentation of research studies which directly focused on the assessment of the 
readiness of persons with ID to participate in cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy. 
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Verbal abilities

depending on the level of disability. There are also great individual variations in 

the well developed speech production. Among persons with severe ID the speech is 

elements of cognition responsible for the development of emotional disorders according 
to cognitive-behavioral approach. It follows that this psychotherapeutic approach is not 
applicable in these persons.

whereas self-esteem refers to the attitude towards oneself which includes evaluation 

view of oneself is one of the components of the negative cognitive triad (which also 
includes negative view of the world and of the future) which is the basis of depressive 

problems may determine motivation of the person to participate in psychotherapy.

themselves based on the comparison with other persons. Persons with ID use social 
comparison processes to create self-concept and self-esteem. Research shows that 
negative social comparison (i. e. evaluating oneself negatively in comparison to others) 

self-control and capability to solve their own problems through psychotherapy has not 
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Metacognitive abilities

in psychotherapy.
Research shows that metacognition and metacognitive strategies are less developed 

comprehension and self-regulation both in persons with ID and in persons without ID 

with ID may develop their metacognition by learning to pay attention to their own 

assume that persons with mild ID and to a lesser extent persons with moderate ID are 

In the following we present the studies which direcly aimed to investigate the 
readiness of persons with ID for cognitive-behavioral therapy. These studies investigated 
the following abilities which are presumably important for the participation in this form 

of cognitions in the relationship between situations and emotions and behavior. 

Recognition and labeling of emotions

psychotherapy. The authors studied the ability of persons with ID to recognize emotions 

related to receptive vocabulary in this sample.
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self-reports on emotional states of anxiety and depression on self-report scales. This 

studies which demonstrate low levels of emotional recognition and labelling among 
persons with ID. This inconsistency suggests that persons with ID may be better able 
to recognize own emotional states than to recognize and label emotional states based 

Linking events and emotions

awareness in persons with ID. Emotional awareness was operationalized as consisting of 

recognition. 

the participants was to identify how someone would feel following an event. Dangan et 
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Differentiating thoughts, feelings and behavior

an action and experiences a thought and feeling. The gender of the main character was 
changed to be the same as the gender of the participant. The activities depicted in the 

positive feelings and three stories depicted negative feelings. The order in which 

whether a visual cue aids performance and they compared the performance on two 

sentences“. On the box for sentences expressing thoughts there was a picture of a man 

there was a picture of a man gardening and a woman running. On the box for feelings 

not aid performance.

great interindividual differences among them in this ability. The authors conclude that 
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persons with ID who participate in cognitive-behavioral therapy may need a careful 
education and socialization regarding cognitive model and concepts which this model 
comprises. 

Understanding the mediating role of cognitions

and behavioral responses. This core assumption of cognitive approach is most clearly 

capable to understand the causal relationship between thoughts and resulting emotions 

which is aimed to in the process of cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy. 

the assessment of understanding of the mediating role of cognition in the relationship 

friends). The congruent and incongruent combinations of scenarios and evaluative 
beliefs were used. Congruent combinations were those in which positive scenario 

evaluation. Incongruent were those combinations in which positive scenario was paired 
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and incongruent combinations of scenarios and emotions. An example of congruent 

of participants had 8 or more accurate answers. There was again better achievement 
on congruent than on incongruent combinations. The authors of the study assume 

persons give priority to beliefs over situations in determining emotions and behaviors. 

the incongruent combinations were much harder for the participants compared to 

with ID mostly may not be able to use more complex models of cognitive-behavioral 

that their understanding of cognitive model may be promoted through the support and 
teaching by psychotherapists.

of these interventions is needed. 

confuse persons with ID. In real-life situations such incongruence very rarely occurs. 

they may represent an over generalization from a certain situation (e. g. failing in this 

that would be expected in a given situation as it is the case in the described incongruent 
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CONCLUSION

show that persons with ID who have developed language abilities and who are in 
the range from mild to moderate ID may successfully participate at least in some 

the cognitive-behavioral approach through an education as a part of psychotherapeutic 

methods of this education in the literature. The subject of the further studies should be 

research should focus on the real process of psychotherapy and the understanding 

which these persons meet and which should be overcome in order to promote their 
participation in psychotherapy.

in persons with ID which are important for their engagement in psychotherapy based 

ID for these different forms of psychotherapy. 
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