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Abstract
A scoping review was conducted to identify how peer-education models are being used 
in sexuality and respectful relationship education for people with a disability. The search 
was conducted in August 2021 using the Joanna Briggs framework to scope and map the 
literature and research activity. Using strict criteria, 7 online databases, grey literature and 
reference lists were searched for resources written or published in the last 15 years (2006–
2021). Relevant sources were shortlisted and assessed by the two authors. Six sources met 
the criteria for inclusion in this review. In total, four educational programs are described 
and discussed. The results identify four sexuality and respectful relationship programs 
that met screening criteria: (1) “Telling it like it is!”, (2) “Sexual Lives and Respectful 
Relationships”, (3) “Talking about sex and relationships: the views of young people with 
learning disabilities”, and (4) “Health, Safety & Sexuality Training for You & Me”. Peer-
educators experienced increased confidence and feelings of empowerment, while people 
without an intellectual disability reported a greater understanding of the challenges and 
experiences of people with a disability. The use of peer educators to deliver sexuality 
and respectful relationship education for people with intellectual disability is a promising 
education model with multiple potential benefits for participants. However, more research 
is needed to understand the consequences and limitations of such programs.
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Introduction

Traditionally, people with intellectual disability receive the same sexuality and relationship 
education as people without disability. This is modelled on a pedagogical structure that is 
authority-centered, with teachers posed as the authority figures and students the recipients 
of information [1]. This framework does not allow students to be part of the program devel-
opment or have agency in their own learning [2]. The model is rarely appropriate for people 
with an intellectual disability nor are they offered enough access to specialised programs 
[3, 4]. People with intellectual disability often recount that the information presented in tra-
ditional sex education classes was difficult to understand and as a result, they have limited 
sexual knowledge compared to their peers [5–7].

Without an appropriate or reliable source of sexuality and relationship education, many 
people with intellectual disability rely on advice from friends, family, or the internet [8]. 
Research suggests that peers are a significant and often used resource [8–10]. Additionally, 
peers are perceived as a reliable source of information and some people are reluctant to talk 
to parents or teachers about topics of sex and relationships due to feelings of shame [10, 11]. 
However, the use of peers as a primary source of information without the addition of formal 
and regulated education poses the risk of exposure to misinformation [9].

Where sexuality and relationship education has been tailored to people with intellectual 
disability, it has historically been underpinned by conservative gendered objectives which 
focused on providing hygiene, contraceptive and abstinence advice for girls, and schooling 
boys regarding appropriate and inappropriate behaviour [8]. Rarely are people with intel-
lectual disability acknowledged as having the right to love, desire, intimacy, and pleasure. 
This furthers negative and harmful stereotypes of people with intellectual disability as being 
incompetent or asexual [2].

Peer-learning can be a valuable tool for education programs in multiple settings and for 
various populations. It involves the use of peers in the delivery of informative content which 
allows students to become an integral part of the education process, to act as role models, 
and to share information in a way that is relatable and understandable to their peers [11]. 
Peer-learning is a commonly used resources in the field of health education, is cost effective, 
and can help to provide equal learning opportunities for hard-to-reach groups [11]. Early 
research suggests that peer-learning could be an effective resource for delivery of education 
programs to people with intellectual disability, with the potential to provide relatable con-
tent and an opportunity to share lived experiences [12].

In a seminal piece of work, Bullard and Wallace [13] report on a project conducted by 
the Human Sexuality Program at the University of California in San Francisco in 1976, they 
facilitated large scale sexuality education sessions to people with and without a disability. 
The sessions included presentations by people with disability who recounted their personal 
experiences. Feedback for the program reflected that the presentations were a significant 
factor in the program’s benefit and success [13]. As a result, the Human Sexuality Pro-
gram was redeveloped to train people with disability to personally facilitate the sessions. 
Each participant underwent a year-long training process to become a socio-sexual educator-
counsellor. Over three years, 30 individuals completed the training, of which 70% were 
themselves disabled. The sessions were designed to be presented to people with disabilities, 
their families, and health care providers. On reflection, a person who completed the Human 
Sexuality Program training detailed their experience, noting that the program addressed 
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issues of intimacy, self-esteem, comfort level, validation, acknowledgment, personal prefer-
ences, and prejudices, as well as sexually related concerns. In reference to the peer-educator 
model, they said, “We don’t need to reinvent the wheel, we just need to use the wealth of 
resources we already have and attach it to a new motor.” [14].

The Human Sexuality Program paved the way for peer-educators to become an integral 
factor in the design of sex education for people with disability. However, this program was 
targeted towards people with a physical disability, rather than intellectual. Furthermore, 
there is a need for sex education programs to move beyond physical education to include 
that of relationships and sexuality, and to involve participants in the design of their own edu-
cation programs [15]. In the past two decades, small but important advancements have been 
made to sexuality and relationship education for, and facilitated by, people with intellectual 
disability in the form of peer-learning.

The aim of this scoping review was to identify how peer-education models are being used 
in sexuality and respectful relationship education for people with an intellectual disability. 
It is hoped that the review may inform and promote the use of peer-learning programs and 
that such programs will benefit from the learnings explored herein. For the purpose of this 
review, the terms ‘peer-education’ and ‘peer-learning’ are used interchangeably, as are the 
terms ‘learning disability’ and ‘intellectual disability’ as both terms are prominent in the 
literature.

Method

An initial search of the literature was conducted with the intention of conducting a system-
atic literature review. However, after a surface appraisal of published and grey literature, 
the decision was made to conduct a scoping review due to the very limited resources and 
research on this topic and the varying study designs used by identified resources. This deci-
sion was informed by guidance published by Munn et al. [16].

The methodology of the scoping review conforms to the framework of the Joanna Briggs 
Institute (JBI), Methodology for Scoping Reviews [17]. The JBI scoping review process 
includes the extraction, analysis and presentation of results and is aligned with the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses - Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-
ScR) to enable comparable reporting [18]. This approach was chosen because it permits 
a broad exploration of the topic without restriction to study design or quality assessment, 
providing a comprehensive overview of the literature [19, 20]. Further, this methodology 
allowed inclusion of grey literature which provide a valuable insight into peer-education 
programs despite the absence of peer review publication.

The articles selected for review are heterogeneous in nature and include a range of 
research methodologies, therefore reporting of the data is achieved using narrative synthe-
sis, a systematic and transparent method of analysis [21]. Quality assessment of sources 
was not required according to JBI scoping review methodology and the authors’ objective 
of assessing a diverse range of literature to identify the use of peer-education in this sector, 
rather than critique of program outcomes.

Data sources. A systematic and thorough online search was conducted in August 2021 
using EBSCO, ERIC, Scopus, and Wiley databases. Search terms included “disability”, 
“peer”, “education”, “train*”, “teach*”, “sex”, “sexuality”, “intimacy*”, “relationship*”, 
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“respect”, and their variations, directed by a Boolean search strategy whereby search terms 
were separated by “and” / “or”. In addition, a manual search was conducted using cite lists 
and reference lists of selected and relevent sources. Sources were limited to those written in 
English and written or published within the last 15 years (2006 to 2021). The search strategy 
yielded 1090 results (see Table 1).

Study selection. Search results were screened for eligibility and all sources were 
required to meet three key eligibility criteria for inclusion in the review: (1) discuss and/
or assess the use of peer-educator(s), (2) feature at least one person with a disability in a 
peer-educator role, and (3) include sexuality and/or respectful relationships as a focus of 
the education. Results were screened by title and abstract and duplicates and papers which 

Database Results
Academic search complete 245
APA PsychArticles 0
APA Psychinfo 184
CINAHL Complete 104
ERIC 81
Informit 36
Medline 136
PubMed 276
Scopus 23
Wiley 5
Total number of articles 1090

Table 1 Databases used to 
search for relevant literature

Fig. 1 PRISMA flow chart of search strategy
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Author(s), 
year

Location Program Description Program 
participants

Methods Study 
participants

Key 
findings

Black, L.,
Roberts, 
P.
2009

United 
Kingdom

The 
“Telling 
it like 
it is!” 
program

A values-
based train-
ing program 
delivered by 
people with 
a disability 
to inform 
service 
staff about 
the choice, 
rights, and 
respect of 
people with 
a disability

People with a 
learning disabil-
ity who undergo 
training to 
become peer 
educators

Mixed 
method

Train-
ers with a 
learning 
disability 
(n = 7) and 
disability 
service staff 
(n = 119)

Staff re-
ported that 
the training 
was useful, 
particularly 
because 
the trainers 
themselves 
had a 
disability.
Trainers 
said that 
they learnt 
new skills 
through the 
training to 
become a 
trainer.

Frawley, 
P.,
O’Shea, 
A.
2020

Australia The 
“Sexual 
Lives 
and Re-
spectful 
Relation-
ships” 
program

An alterna-
tive to 
traditional 
sex educa-
tion which is 
designed in 
collabora-
tion with 
and fa-
cilitated by 
people with 
intellectual 
disability

People with 
an intellectual 
disability who 
undergo train-
ing to become 
peer educators

No formal 
analysis 
conducted.

Quotes 
provided 
by peer 
educators

Over 60 
people 
with an 
intellectual 
disability 
have com-
pleted the 
SL&RR 
training 
to be peer 
educators.
The pro-
gram uses 
stories to 
create op-
portunities 
for people 
with 
intellectual 
disabilities 
to relate to 
their peers’ 
experi-
ences of 
sex and 
relation-
ships.

Table 2 Summary of the scoping review
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Author(s), 
year

Location Program Description Program 
participants

Methods Study 
participants

Key 
findings

Frawley, 
P.,
Bigby, C.
2014

Australia The 
“Sexual 
Lives 
and Re-
spectful 
Relation-
ships” 
program

Described 
above.

People with 
an intellectual 
disability who 
undergo train-
ing to become 
peer educators

Quali-
tative 
method

Key 
stakehold-
ers (n = not 
specified) 
and peer 
educators 
(n = 16).

Feedback 
from key 
stake-
holders 
identified 
a lack of 
under-
standing of 
the benefit 
of having 
people 
with a 
disability 
act as peer 
educators.
Peer 
educators 
responded 
posi-
tively to 
participat-
ing in the 
program, 
citing ben-
efits such 
as new 
knowledge, 
and feeling 
of empow-
erment.

Table 2 (continued) 
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Author(s), 
year

Location Program Description Program 
participants

Methods Study 
participants

Key 
findings

Garbutt, 
R.
2009

United 
Kingdom

The 
“Talk-
ing 
about
sex and 
relation-
ships: 
the 
views 
of 
young 
people 
with 
learning 
disabili-
ties” 
project

A drama 
focussed 
research tool 
to assess 
the views 
of young 
people with 
a learning 
disabil-
ity about 
sex and 
relationships.

Young people 
with a learning 
disability, age 
16–25 years, 
recruited from 
schools and 
colleges.

No formal 
analysis 
conducted.

Observa-
tions pro-
vided by the 
researcher.

Program 
partici-
pants had 
varying 
degrees of 
under-
standing 
about 
sex and 
relation-
ships. They 
developed 
an ability 
to express 
their 
views with 
confidence.

Marks, 
G.,
O’Shea, 
A.,
McVilly, 
K. R.,
Frawley, 
P.,
Despott, 
N.
2020

Australia The 
“Sexual 
Lives 
and Re-
spectful 
Relation-
ships” 
program

The Sexual 
Lives and 
Respectful
Relation-
ships 
program 
adapted for 
LGBTQ-
IA + partici-
pants.

People with 
intellectual 
disability who 
identify as 
LGBTQIA+

Quali-
tative 
method

The training 
team (n = 3) 
and program 
participants 
(n = 9)

The 
SL&RR 
program 
was 
adapted to 
be more in-
clusive of 
LGBTQ-
IA + par-
ticipants by 
providing 
greater 
focus and 
discussion 
of diverse 
sexuality. 
Follow-
ing the 
program, 
some par-
ticipants 
expressed 
an interest 
in becom-
ing peer 
educators.

Table 2 (continued) 
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failed the eligibility criteria were removed. Where two sources reported the same program, 
study, and results, only one was included with preference given to published or most recent 
literature. Reviews were excluded due to the potential replication of sources. The remain-
ing papers were then screened using the full-text and selected sources were cross-checked 
by both authors to ensure consensus. The study selection process is demonstrated using the 
PRISMA flow chart [22](see Fig. 1). The study selection identified five papers for review.

Charting the data. Data were extracted from the selected sources to create a summary 
table under the following headings: study and location, aim, participants, methods, outcome 
measures, key findings. Results are presented in Table 2 in order of author alphabetical 
order. The location indicated the country where the program was conducted. The study 
methods were charted in terms of design, data collection and analysis.

Synthesizing and reporting the data. A narrative synthesis was used to create a broad 
overview of results. This is an iterative four-step process that can be completed in any 
order, and includes (1) deciding what sources will be included in the review, (2) developing 
a preliminary synthesis, (3) exploring the relationship between data, and (4) assessing the 
strength of the evidence [21]. This process was used to inform the results and discussion 

Author(s), 
year

Location Program Description Program 
participants

Methods Study 
participants

Key 
findings

Williams, 
N.
2013

USA The 
“Health, 
Safety 
& Sexu-
ality 
Train-
ing for 
You & 
Me” 
program

A peer-to-
peer safety 
and sexual-
ity training 
program.

People with 
an intellectual 
disability over 
age 18.

Quali-
tative 
method

Peer-to-peer 
trainers with 
intellectual 
disability 
(n = 6).

The 
program 
provides 
partici-
pants with 
a platform 
to share 
their own 
experi-
ences and 
high-
lights the 
advantages 
of a peer-
to-peer 
training 
program, 
such as the 
oppor-
tunity to 
meet new 
people. 
Sharing 
stories 
that may 
include 
abuse ex-
periences 
had some 
mental 
health 
implica-
tions.

Note: USA = United States of America, SL&RR = Sexual Lives and Respectful Relationships

Table 2 (continued) 
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of the review and allowed for synthesis of heterogenous sources. Relationships between 
sources were explored in the context of intention, delivery, and outcomes. Finally, the qual-
ity of the studies was critiqued to assess the strength of the findings.

Results

A total of six sources met the screening criteria for inclusion in this scoping review. The 
sources were derived from projects or publications located in Australia (n = 3), the United 
Kingdom (n = 2) and the USA (n = 1). Five sources were published articles in peer-reviewed 
journals, while one was a dissertation in partial fulfilment of a Doctor of Philosophy degree 
(PhD). A heterogenous combination of analysis were used by the sources; three described a 
qualitative analysis, one a mixed method analysis, and two provided a program description 
and observations with no formal analysis. One source described a program which restricted 
the age of participants to 16 to 25 years while the other four did not restrict the age of par-
ticipants. In total, four educational programs emerged from the sources. The programs are 
presented below under the following headings: Program 1: “Telling it like it is!”, Program 2: 
“Sexual Lives and Respectful Relationships”, Program 3: “Talking about sex and relation-
ships: the views of young people with learning disabilities”, and Program 4: “Health, Safety 
& Sexuality Training for You & Me”.

Program 1: “Telling it like it is!”. The Telling It Like It Is (TILII) project is a values-
based staff training program delivered by people with a learning disability. Black and Rob-
erts [23] provide an independent evaluation of the pilot TILII program conducted over two 
years from 2005 to 2007. Participants of the program were required to have a learning dis-
ability, a desire to learn new things, like being in the company of others, and the ability to 
commit their time in a voluntary capacity. Recruitment was done through the network of the 
TILII Advisory Group and using a flyer distributed to partner groups and stakeholders. Nine 
people with a learning disability volunteered to become trainers. Two withdrew before the 
program began. Four male and three female participants completed the program, ranging in 
age from 24 to 41 years.

The program was facilitated by a person with social-work experience and split into two 
parts. In part one, participants with a learning disability were trained to become program 
trainers. They were consulted regarding the design of the program and spent time shar-
ing their experiences of choice, rights, and respect, and participated in activities such as 
drawing, videorecording and role play, before undergoing formal training to increase their 
presentation skills. Initially the program to train the trainers was designed to be 12 half-day 
sessions, but this was extended to 20 sessions (60 h total) after revaluating the progress of 
participants part way through. Once they were proficient in delivering the presentation, it 
was advertised to local voluntary and statutory agencies. In part two of the program, the 
trainers delivered a total of 30 presentations to staff attendees, including social workers, 
service managers, healthcare workers, support workers, administrators, and students. Each 
presentation lasted for a duration of two hours.

Each trainer contributed to the presentation using Microsoft PowerPoint slides to illus-
trate the content clearly to the audience or recounted personal experiences through poems, 
photographs, and artwork. They explored themes such as privacy and wanting their own 
space, choice, and the ability to choose what to wear, where to go, and to have a romantic 
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partner, respect and having equal rights, and they explained how difficult it was for people 
who cannot verbalise these choices. The attendees then split into smaller groups to complete 
workshop exercises facilitated by the trainers. At the end of the presentation attendees were 
invited to ask questions of the trainers. In total, 375 staff and members of the public attended 
a presentation.

Program 2: “Sexual Lives and Respectful Relationships”. Two sources described 
the “Sexual Lives and Respectful Relationships” program (SL&RR) [2, 24]. SL&RR is an 
abuse prevention program that uses peer education and life stories to acknowledge and pri-
oritise the lived experience, sexual agency, and sexual rights of people with intellectual dis-
ability. The program was adapted from the Living Safer Sexual Lives (LSSL) program, an 
Australian education initiative developed in the early 2000’s. The LSSL program used the 
real-life stories of 25 individuals with an intellectual disability collected in prior research [7] 
to demonstrate sexuality and relationship education to staff, families, and individuals with 
an intellectual disability. However, adaptations of the program were completed to include a 
greater focus on respectful relationship education and violence prevention, to involve peo-
ple with intellectual disability in the planning and delivery of the program, and to include a 
peer-education feature.

The program is delivered by eight networks across Australia. Participants include people 
with intellectual disability recruited from disability and mainstream sexuality and relation-
ship services who are invited to undertake a 3 or 4-day training program to become peer-
educators. The program includes four sessions, each focusing on a different theme: Talking 
about sexuality and relationships; Having rights and being safe; Respectful Relationships; 
Men and respectful relationships. Each training session uses a story to represent the ses-
sion theme, includes facilitated discussion and has participants engage in an activity to 
demonstrate the learning objectives. Workshops are then facilitated by the peer-educators 
and attended by staff, families, and individuals with intellectual disability. The workshops 
explore key themes such as information about safe sex, sexual health, reproductive rights, 
decision making and privacy. Each workshop uses stories from the LSSL program to empha-
sise key messages and generate discussion. Thus far, the program has engaged more than 
60 peer educators and 60 program partners. In addition, the program has been adapted to 
be presented to LGBTQIA + participants using more inclusive language and a greater focus 
on diverse sexuality [25]. Research by Marks et al. [25] reports that following the adapted 
program, some participants expressed an interest in becoming peer educators, resulting in 
welcome expansion of the peer-educator network.

Program 3: “Talking about sex and relationships: the views of young people with 
learning disabilities”. The “Talking about sex and relationships: the views of young people 
with learning disabilities” program, also called the “Sex and Relationships” program is a 
collaboration between CHANGE, a UK national organization focussed on the rights of peo-
ple with a learning disability, and the Centre for Disability at Leeds University. The 3-year 
program was developed as a data collection tool to demonstrate the effect of using drama 
lessons to facilitate sex and relationship education, conducted from 2007 to 2010 [26]. A 
total of 20 participants with a learning disability aged 16 to 25 were recruited from schools 
and colleges to participate in the program. They were invited to attend weekly drama les-
sons facilitated by a volunteer with a learning disability and two drama coordinators for a 
period of 18 months. Drama experience was not a prerequisite to participation.
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For the first 10 weeks, participants were assisted to develop skills in drama, after which 
they were introduced to the topic of sex and relationships and helped to act out scenarios 
and discuss the concepts presented. This included themes such as the different people who 
wanted relationships, were in relationships, wanted sex or information about sex and rela-
tionships, and educational topics including public and private spaces, body parts, sources of 
information, masturbation, periods, contraception, and abuse. Where appropriate, the class 
was separated into male and female groups to discuss sensitive topics.

Using the views and discussions put forward by the participants, a group of trained actors 
called the Rainbow Group (who also have learning disabilities) created a play about sex 
and relationships. The play was then performed to the participants. In this way, participants 
were able to see their own concepts performed back to them and to view the play from 
the perspective of an audience member. The participants then used the Rainbow Group’s 
play as inspiration to create their own play and at the end of the 18-month program had the 
opportunity to perform it.

Program 4: “Health, Safety & Sexuality Training for You & Me”. The “Health, 
Safety & Sexuality Training for You & Me” program is located at the Thomas Adventures 
in Lifelong Learning (TALL) Institute in Cincinnati, Ohio, USA. The program provides 
peer-to-peer safety and sexuality training for people with intellectual disability with the 
intention of decreasing participants vulnerability to abuse and consists of a training period 
where students were given the skills and resources to become peer-educators, followed by 
a series of workshops where the newly empowered peer-educators provide educational 
workshops for other people with intellectual disability. In her dissertation for the Doctor of 
Philosophy degree, Williams [27] described the program as a case study where 14 students, 
eight women and six men, completed the program in 2012. All participants were students 
of TALL.

The initial training period was conducted over three months and used a Film, Photogra-
phy and Arts class and educational sessions with the program facilitator to present students 
with the curriculum. They covered topics such as vulnerability to abuse, types of abuse and 
safety planning, and students were given the opportunity to share their personal experiences. 
In its second year, the program was amended to also include professionally created skits 
acted out by the peer-to-peer trainers as a learning tool. The skits and personal stories were 
incorporated to create the safety and sexuality training presentations. The presentations 
were run by the peer-to-peer educators and a facilitator. They consisted of a 3-hour training 
program for other individuals with intellectual disability and were conducted at sheltered 
workshops, residential facilities, and other disability agencies.

Discussion

This scoping review aimed to identify how peer-education models are being used in sexual-
ity and respectful relationship education for people with intellectual disability. It was appar-
ent that very little research has been conducted looking at the combination of all three 
factors used as criteria for inclusion in this review: the use of peer-educator(s) (1) sexuality 
and/or respectful relationships education (2) for and by people with an intellectual disability 
(3). However, for the small number of studies or evaluations that have been conducted in 
this space, the results are optimistic and have positive implications for an alternative method 
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of sexuality and relationship education for people with intellectual disability that puts them 
at the center of the design and delivery of programs.

Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed [28] recognizes the potential of persons to shape 
their own education and advocate for their own rights. All programs reviewed align with 
Freire’s theory by including participants in the development and facilitation of the education 
model. Through shared experience and equitable transaction of knowledge the programs 
empower participants to champion for their right to equal education. All of the programs 
described herein also conform to the socio-political model of disability, where individuals 
with impairments are referred to as the experts of their own abilities and needs [29].

Both the SL&RR program [2] and the “Sex and Relationships” program [26] encoun-
tered the scenario of engaging participants from various cultural and minority groups. Gar-
butt [26] described the challenge of engaging participants from minority ethnic groups due 
to a dissonance between the content of the course and cultural and religious considerations. 
In comparison, Frawley and O’Shea [2] received positive feedback from participants that 
the SL&RR program allowed them to discuss topics that they would not have otherwise 
been able to discuss at home. The SL&RR program has also undergone multiple revisions, 
including an amendment to include people with an acquired brain injury. All revisions were 
completed in consultation with peer educators. The SL&RR program demonstrates how 
education can and should evolve to meet the needs of the target population and the potential 
for programs to evolve beyond their intended purpose.

The “Health, Safety & Sexuality Training for You & Me” program [27] and the “Sex and 
Relationships” programs [26] used drama as a communication and expression tool within 
the education process. The advantage of using drama is that it can be used by participants 
who have limited verbal or written abilities, enabling people with disability to express their 
ideas, experiences, and creativity [26, 30]. However, many of the program participants 
described physical and/or behavioural disabilities in addition to a learning disability [27]. 
This should be carefully considered in the design of any education program. For example, 
alternative activities may need to be made available where limited mobility or hearing is a 
factor for the participant [26, 27].

Three of the programs [2, 23, 24, 27] were designed so that people with an intellectual 
disability were empowered to discuss their experiences with people who do not have a 
disability. The program evaluations identified that a program about and presented by peo-
ple with intellectual disability was a key factor to program success, and program benefits 
extended to people who do not have a disability, with participants reporting a greater under-
standing of the challenges and experiences of people with a disability. Black and Roberts 
[23] found that an overwhelming 98.3% of attendees found the program useful in their own 
work and quoted: “Very often carers and professionals ‘think’ they know what individuals 
want. It has highlighted that we all need to listen to people with a learning disability, to find 
out how they feel, what the issues are, and how we can help them to help themselves”. Black 
and Roberts [23] found that many attendees had underestimated the abilities of people with 
a learning disability and that the presentation changed this perception. The TILII program 
has since been expanded to other audiences outside of the social care sector and continues to 
break down barriers caused by misconceptions and stereotypes about people with learning 
disabilities [23].

Multiple sources [24, 27] identify that an ambitious and incredibly important intention of 
these education programs is to improve safety for people with intellectual disability through 
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knowledge around correct and incorrect behaviour, signs, and types of abuse, and contribute 
to reducing the violent crime rate. Compared to the general population, research shows that 
women with intellectual disability are more likely to experience abuse [31], more likely to 
be sexually assaulted [32] and experience higher rates of unplanned pregnancies [33]. Addi-
tionally, men with intellectual disability have a higher rate of sexual offending [34] and have 
a high risk of poor sexual health including STI’s [35]. Further, low levels of sexual knowl-
edge in people with intellectual disability is correlated with vulnerability to abuse [5]. The 
use of sex and relationship education to decrease vulnerability to and likelihood of abuse or 
offending is an established practice supported by researchers and practitioners [27, 36]. This 
is an incredible and worthwhile incentive to further explore the use of sex and relationship 
education programs for people with intellectual disability [27].

Future research. This scoping review was designed to describe the available literature 
rather than conduct a critique of the programs. Therefore, the review does not investigate 
the efficacy of program operation or outcomes. However, some differences exist between 
programs that should be acknowledged and further assessed in the future. Firstly, one of 
the primary program outcomes reported by these sources was an increase in confidence and 
communication skills for peer-educators [23, 26]. Garbutt [26] found that during training, 
it took one participant 24 sessions before they engaged with their peers, while at the two 
year follow up Black and Roberts [23] found that trainers still expressed an increase in con-
fidence and competence due to the TILII program. These outcomes demonstrate the impor-
tance of building trust and confidence over time and allude to the robustness of potential 
personal changes in participants. However, the length of training provided by each program 
varied from 4 days [2, 24] to 18 months [26]. It would be interesting to explore how length 
of training impacts program outcomes in future.

Review limitations. There is a scarcity of peer reviewed research available to evidence 
the use of peer-educators in sexuality and/or respectful relationships education for people 
with an intellectual disability. Further, the heterogeneity of sources in this review makes it 
problematic to make comparison between programs or to critique the program outcomes. 
Upon assessment, it was found that some sources did not adequately detail their method of 
analysis or a theoretic framework for the choice of data collection strategy, where data col-
lection was undertaken. Improved research practices will be essential to provide evidence of 
program efficacy in future in order to effect meaningful change in the experiences of people 
with intellectual disability undertaking sexuality and respectful relationship education.

Conclusions

The use of peer-education in the delivery of sexuality and respectful relationship education 
for people with an intellectual disability is an innovative and exciting concept that could 
effect widespread change in the way that education programs are developed. However, 
a substantial amount of research with thorough theoretical and methodological structure 
would greatly support this practice. This review highlights multiple approaches to program 
delivery and learnings from previous and ongoing programs which can be used by others to 
replicate and modify education models for people with intellectual disability. The sources 
included in this review feature authors who are pioneering this movement and the real life 
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consequences for people with intellectual disability should not be underestimated in the 
persuit of better and more effective education models.
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