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ABSTRACT 
 

Sexuality is an inherent property of being a human. Without sexuality, there is no 

life, and it is considered a sacred part of our existence. This conception can be observed 

throughout all cultures when people make an effort to establish regulatory mechanisms 

regarding individuals’ sexual expressions. We can contemplate explicit and implicit rules 

that vary depending on contextual factors (culture, religion, etc.) individual variables 

(age, gender, sexual preference, cognitive conditions, etc.) and in many times depending 

on the most rooted cognitive views of social groups. For example, for many decades, the 

sexuality of persons with intellectual disabilities (ID) has been erroneously judged and 

regulated by misconceptions and myths. Now, some groups (e.g., family caregivers, 

professional caregivers, special education teachers, lay people, etc.) begin to transform 

their visions about the sexual life of persons with ID. The study of the cognitive 

mechanisms underlying these emerging conceptions will be discussed through this 

chapter from an “Information Integration Theory” point of view. 
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1. GENERALITIES ON SEXUALITY RESEARCH ON PEOPLE WITH 

INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY 
 

Sexuality has a profound meaning as life itself. Indeed, it is through sexual intimacy that 

human live begins, and it is from our own conception up to the end of our lives that sexuality 

has a meaningful impact over the development dimensions of our lifespan. Take, for instance, 

how sexuality has an impact over lifestyle and behavior as well as the way we think (Heath, 

2011; World Health Organization, 2006). Precisely, sexuality, due to its relevance to every 

living organism, has become a major research factor of what we call the human condition. 

Currently, meaningful research progress allows identification of factors that have an 

influence on the development of sexuality and its expression (e.g., Jayne and Assumpta, 

2011; Anarfi and Owusu, 2011; Carvalho and Nobre, 2011; Sumanen, Ojanlatva, Rantala, 

Sillanmäki and Mattila, 2008), identification of dimensions or components of sexuality (e.g., 

Callan, 2006; Esmaill, Esmaill and Munro, 2001; Bourdage, Lee, Ashton and Perry, 2007) 

and understanding of how sexuality becomes a transformation resource to emotional and 

cognitive architecture (e.g., Macapagal and Janssen, 2011; Reichert, Heckler and Jackson, 

2001; Hess, Brody, Van der Schalk and Fischer, 2007). However, more research trends are on 

demand to understand how sexuality is developed under atypical conditions (e.g. physical and 

intellectual disability) or whenever there are psychologically vulnerable conditions (e.g. 

cognitive vulnerability or emotional vulnerability, Alloy and Riskind, 2006). 

The case for intellectual disability is particularly challenging since scientific research on 

sexuality must consider multivariate factors like: a) Concerns about sexuality, b) 

Characteristics typifying populations under study, c) Factors related to intellectual disability, 

d) and e) the theoretical and methodological level of research in the field. 

 

 

A) Concerns about the Phenomena under Consideration 
 

Despite that sexuality is an essential part of human nature; it has been a difficult topic to 

deal from a scientific point of view. This is so, not only because of its complex 

multidimensional nature (Golanty and Edlin, 2012), but it remains as a controversial matter to 

deal with nowadays. This is more evident whenever an atypical condition like intellectual 

disability (ID) is considered (Conod and Servais, 2008; Gail and Biza, 2005). Take, for 

example, the concern raised by sterilization applied to persons with ID, the rights to have 

sexual intercourse between them as well as their rights to having offspring. These concerns 

are of major relevance due to social and emotional implications to people with ID, their 

families and professionals related to them (Wolfe, 1997). Therefore, it is expected that 

revealing information about sexuality (e.g. way of thinking, feelings and sexual experiences) 

is stressful for them (Gail and Biza, 2005). Obtaining samples from population distributions 

of interest to research questions is a challenging task due to the unwillingness to deal with 

these matters by people related and non-related to the population with ID (e.g. DeLamater and 

McKinney, 1982; Servais, 2006).  

Another difficulty on sexuality research and ID is that many emotional and cognitive 

processes related to it are implicit and not accessible to conscious analysis (sexual fantasies: 

Renaud and Byers, 2001; sexual desires: Brough, 2009, etc.). Here, indirect observation 
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methods are in demand since explicit verbal reports are a major problem due to language 

limitations in people with ID (Bell and Cameron, 2003). Here, an initial approach to deal with 

these limitations was to center research analysis on obtained explicit verbal reports from 

parents, caregivers and teachers (Yacoub and Hall, 2009). However, even though this way to 

approach data recollection has provided valuable information to understand the relation 

between sexuality and ID, it remains as indirect evidence. Due to this, academic advice has 

been pointed out to be careful on making inferences whenever this empirical approach is 

under consideration (McCarthy, 1996).  

In addition, a series of ethical debates over the convenience of conducting research 

including people with intellectual disability constraints the way a research sample to study 

sexuality is selected (McClimens and Allmark, 2011; Edwards, 2000). These concerns about 

studying sexuality will be discussed next by pointing out challenges to obtain appropriate 

samples that might have an effect on developing a research project as well as on the quality of 

data recollection. 

 

 

B) Typifying Research Samples from Populations with Intellectual Disability 
 

Recruitment and selection of qualified participants in sexuality research is a real 

challenge (McKinney, 1986). Especially if this process relates to persons with intellectual 

disability. For instance, inherent difficulties to access minority groups (ID people and their 

parents, teachers and caregivers) as localization, identification and recruitment of an 

appropriate sample size as well as financial support for sampling are frequent problems 

whenever you deal with persons with ID (Lennox, Taylor, Rey-Conde, Bain, Purdie and 

Boyle, 2005; Evenhuis, van Splunder, Vink, M. Weerdenburg, van Zanten and Stilma, 2004). 

Moreover, non-favorable reactions from institutions, workers and parents to deal with 

controversial matters as sexuality impose constraints over the way samples with ID must be 

accessed or considered (Lee, 1993). Here, variables like researcher sensibility and experience 

are in demand to deal with institutional support and licensing to do research with these kinds 

of samples (Cleaver, Ouellette-Kuntz and Sakar, 2010). 

Some other considerations on sexuality and ID research are related to the nature of 

intellectual limitations that this population have. Requirements for participants to comply 

with a specific cognitive level due to research instruments characteristics or cognitive task 

difficulty (including conscious capacity for participation consent) are frequently reported 

research limitations on academic literature. Some of these considerations are discussed next. 

 

 

C) Factors Related to Intellectual Disability 
 

Due to social and cultural beliefs and context, there has been a slow progress on 

conducting research sexuality over population with ID (Healy, McGuire, Evans and Carley, 

2009; De Santis and Vasquez, 2010; Parker, 2009). In fact, before the 1970s, the relation 

between sexuality and intellectual disability was virtually unexplored (Milligan and Neufeldt, 

2001; Di Giulio, 2003). However, relevant changes came from the sexual revolution in the 

1960s, and normalization movements as well as human rights movements (De Santis and 

Vasquez, 2010; Gougeon, 2010; Walmsley, 2001) promoted a renewed view about the human 
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sexuality (e.g. openness toward diversity sexuality). This attitude change in the society 

towards sexuality reached the scientific field and sexuality became a major topic to 

investigate due to its social and political implications (Atwood and Klucinec, 2007).  

Nevertheless, even nowadays, there are significant reserves to conduct research on 

sexuality on the population with ID. This is so because people with ID are considered an 

extremely vulnerable population and therefore there is a major concern on non-ethical 

research practices related to their physical and psychological integrity (e.g., see Edwards, 

2000; McCarthy, 1998). This happened in the past like in the Willowbrook experiments 

(Iacono, 2006) or Nazis practices (McClimens and Allmark, 2011).  

Due to these concerns, the empirical body about sexuality and ID is small when it is 

compared to available information of the same kind for typical individuals. Consequently, 

empirical data is insufficient for theory elaboration and renewed research efforts are in 

demand (Boland, Daly and Staines, 2008). In agreement with this concern, the National 

Disability Authority (2002a, b) has pointed out the rights for a person with ID to participate in 

scientific research that is related to solving problems that affect their lives. It is through this 

participation that more scientific understanding for their sexuality is promoted as well as an 

academic field that considers research studies that are suitable to their own population 

characteristics. 

To achieve such a goal is not an easy task since this population has a wide range of 

cognitive abilities (Edwards, 2000) and considerable differences over knowledge, necessities 

and sexual experiences (Brown and Thompson, 1997). This variability imposes difficulties on 

having equal selection opportunities because researchers tend to choose those participants 

with higher cognitive level (McClimens and Allmark, 2011). Even when a research sample is 

obtained, some concerns over comprehension and language limitations are considered as a 

barrier to full access on a participant’s knowledge about sexuality. In addition to this, 

variability due to the severity inside the same disability implies research instrument 

adaptations (section d). 

Therefore, generally speaking, consideration of participants with ID in sexuality research 

is demanding because access to this population is difficult due to sensibility and implications 

related to stereotypes of vulnerability. Moreover, misconceptions over their sexuality 

maintained inappropriate theory elaboration. This was mainly due to wrongly trying to fill in 

theoretical vacuums about sexuality and ID with adapted models of sexual behavior from 

typical individuals (Schulz, 2009). More on these observations is discussed next. 

 

 

D) Theory Development inside the Psychology of Sexuality of Persons with 

Intellectual Disability 
 

Even when there is a general consensus for a greater academic effort to study sexuality 

and ID, it is not clear what theoretical model or research technique must be followed for this 

purpose (Brown and Thompson, 1997). Nowadays, choosing a specific methodological 

research approach frequently implies a theoretical debate for typifying a research sample with 

specific sexual, cognitive and emotional traits. For instance, the sickness paradigm of ID (e.g. 

the medical or rehabilitation models) has prevailed as a dominant academic approach in the 

psychological study of sexuality and intellectual disability. From this point of view, the 

sexual life of a person with ID is considered under a deficit or a loss instead as belonging to a 
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wide variety of possible sexual styles. Here, the idea of a positive and rich sexual life is not 

considered and no academic information for positive sexual identity, sexual pleasure or 

successful sexual intimacy in this population can be obtained (Schulz, 2009). 

Initially, the sickness approach in conjunction with the coined psychological concept of 

“normality” as well as misconceptions and myths on disability have had a profound effect on 

research trends inside the study of their sexuality. Thus, academic terms like “non-normal”, 

“deviation” and “sickness” were used for long time as a definition of intellectual disability 

and by inheritance sexuality acquired the same connotation in this population. From this 

perception, disability implied a sexuality schema that contained a dimension where non-

normal behavior arises: “asexual – hypersexual”. By considering this dimension, the idea of a 

regular sexual life or its possible positive variants was out of the question. Indeed, even today, 

it is possible to read on academic reports on sexuality and ID the influence of this sickness 

schema as a criterion for conducting research in the field. Obviously, this concept of 

normality has extended its impact in other significant ways. Take for instance the fact that 

almost all research on sexuality and ID has been conducted under the heterosexuality concept 

leaving to a minimum the explorations over other kinds of sexual styles or preferences 

(homosexuality, lesbianism, etc.). 

Theoretical development on the field allowed overcoming methodological limitations 

imposed by the sickness schema and recent new ways to conceptually approach sexuality and 

ID have emerged. To this respect, at least three research trends can be recognized: 

 

a) Research on the way sexuality is experienced and developed by a person with 

intellectual disability: This category basically includes single case research. Here, 

research studies have concentrated its efforts on the way sexuality is experienced as 

well as medical conditions over these experiences (infertility, sexual care, etc). 

b) Another research trend focus on analyzing the way of how a person with intellectual 

disability perceives her/his own sexuality: Here, single case research is predominant 

and emphasizes sexual knowledge and attitudes and attitude changes to sexuality.  

c) Studies exploring the way others perceive and emit judgment on sexuality and 

intellectual disability: This kind of research relates to exploration on attitudes and 

attitude change towards sexuality and ID as well as exploring the knowledge and 

conceptual organization from parents, caregivers especial-education teachers and the 

general population have about this matter. 

 

As Morales, Charles, Hedlefs, Castro and Lopez (2012) founded in a database revision, 

the number of publications considering experiencing sexuality and sexual lifestyle of persons 

with ID (courtship strategies, cognitive appraisal processes of sexual information, 

interpersonal attraction judgments, romantic relationships, etc.) are by far less than those 

related to publications on perception and attitudes toward sexuality and ID from parents and 

special-education teachers. This could be related to methodological difficulties to elaborate 

appropriate study designs for persons with cognitive difficulties.  
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E) Methodological Development and Research on Sexuality on Person with 

Intellectual Development 
 

Creation of research instruments and selection of research methods to study sexuality is a 

challenge since this is a multidimensional phenomenon (physical, psycho-social, emotional, 

development, etc.), multi-causal (cultural variables as well as social, ontogenetic, 

phylogenetic, etc.) and hard to objectively and systematically follow. In a general way, 

researchers have chosen to use case study research, naturalistic observations, epidemiological 

studies, ethnography instruments as well as experimental approaches (Golanty and Edlin, 

2012).  

However, even when these research techniques proved to be fruitful to study sexuality on 

typical individuals, their extrapolation to study sexuality and ID raise some concerns 

(Ruddick and Oliver, 2005). As devised previously, recruitment and selection of a sample 

constrains research strategies to study intimacy in this population (point b and c). Moreover, 

ethical considerations are relevant to develop non-invasive research instruments to study 

sexuality in this population in order to avoid psychological and physical integrity (Cleaver, 

Ouellette-Kuntz and Sakar, 2010). Here, the participant rights are always under scrutiny. For 

instance, requiring consent for participation from parents and their daughter/son with ID, 

sensibility to detect previous sexual trauma (sexual abuse, emotional overreaction, etc.) or 

research data privacy.  

Inside special-education, it is only after these considerations have been taken into 

account, that the study design, measurement, instrument selection as well as procedure 

matters become the focus of attention. This chapter does not pretend to be an exhaustive 

review of research techniques in the field or to present methodological debates like selecting 

qualitative versus quantitative approaching whenever sexuality matters are to be considered. 

Rather, the goal is to suggest that new beneficial empirical directions can be included inside 

the current research trends.  

Specifically, it is proposed that experimental social cognition techniques like the ones 

proposed by the Integration Information Theory (IIT; Anderson, 1982, 1991, 1996, 2008) can 

be used as a new way to analyze systematic cognitive behavior (cognitive algebra) inside the 

world of intellectual disability and sexuality. Thus, stereotype formation, moral schemata, 

attitudes and attitude change as well as identity toward sexuality and ID can now be 

accurately analyzed.  

The goal is to push forward the research capacity in the field to analyze complex relations 

among sexuality dimensions that are not lightened by current research techniques. As it will 

illustrate next with specific instances, the IIT approach allows among other things, ecological 

validity since natural social scenarios can be used by experimental factor manipulation 

(nomothetic approach). Even more, single subject designs form this methodological approach 

allows personal typification (idiographic approach) (Anderson, 1996; Guillet, Hermand and 

Mullet, 2002). 
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2. THE INFORMATION INTEGRATION THEORY (IIT) 
 

The human brain is an avid consumer of information. It evolved with the capacity to 

process, systematically, a wide variety of relevant stimuli. Nowadays, our brain is empowered 

with an amazing repertoire of cognitive appraisal mechanisms to evaluate and integrate in a 

meaningful way this information as a unitary response (psychological or physical). This 

cognitive functionality is relevant for survival and adaptation to our environment, and 

apparently it obeys to psychological principles or laws. This systematic functional relation 

between our cognitive architecture and our environment becomes the major theoretical 

concern to the Integration Information Theory (IIT). Thus, IIT is a theory about our behavior 

in daily life. As it is argued next, the capacity to determine systematic cognitive rules 

(cognitive algebra) is a major distinctiveness of the IIT theory (Anderson, 1982). 

 

 

2.1. The Functional Approach to Study the Human Behavior 
 

The ancient Greek Aristotle argued that in order to understand something we must know 

both its constitution (what is made of) and its function. From this perspective, William James 

promoted Functionalism inside psychology focusing on the purpose of consciousness and 

behavior. Even when there is criticism to this academic approach to study human behavior 

(Wilhelm Wundt´s structural view of human behavior), the truth is that methodological 

advantages can be obtained by considering this point of view.  

From a functionalist point of view, our entire universe has a purpose. Its design, from the 

color of a flower up to the complexity of animal behavior is functionally related by trends of 

adaptation and survival. Our specie is no exception to this universal influence and we tend to 

behave according to goals and motivations with functional significance. 

For example, the crying baby calling for attention or a teenager making her/his own 

decisions instead of listening to their parent´s advice are examples of functional goal-oriented 

behavior. Here, a behavior dimension of avoidance (negative connotation) – closeness 

(positive connotation) is considered depending on the person´s goal or purpose.  

The possibility of assigning unit measures of closeness vs. avoidance is usually a 

controversial scaling problem that extends not only to this situation but most psychological 

dimensions that underlay our behavior (e.g. Torgerson, 1958). Here, the functional IIT 

approach to quantify intentionality (purpose), proposes a valuable scaling procedure to 

analyze multifactorial explicit and implicit behavior which were considered inaccessible to 

quantitative scrutiny (e.g., love, moral values, etc.) (Anderson, 1982; 1996; 2008). This is 

done by considering the integration character of information into a unified way to respond to 

purposeful behavior. 
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Figure 1. Integration information diagram shows how relevant stimuli (Si) are extracted from an 

environment and psychologically represented through a valuation process (V) with cognitive 

coefficients (ψi). All of these different variables will be systematically integrated (I) to form a unified 

implicit response ( ) that will produce an explicit response (R) through an action operator (A). Note 

that all feed forward phase processing is mediated by a goal.  

Generally speaking, the IIT schema considers the human being as submerged inside a 

universe of information variables (Si), where some are meaningfully selected to be 

psychologically evaluated (e.g. by context, culture, previous knowledge or biological 

significance). Then, after this valuation process has taken place (V), the generated 

psychological values (ψi) are systematically integrated (Integration operator I) by a cognitive 

rule to produce a unified psychological response ( ) that is transformed to a physical 

manifestation (R) by an action operator (A). A forward information processing diagram of 

Anderson´s idea (1982) is considered in Figure 1.  

To illustrate how this three-phase information processing model operates (V, I, A) let us 

go back to consider the relation between sexuality and ID. Let us consider the debate about 

the rights of this population for sexual intimacy as well as for having offspring and getting 

married. Here, heated discussions arise over the right for a plenty sexual life in a vulnerable 

population since psychological vulnerability or the chance for sexual abuse is always a 

possibility. These are delicate matters because opinions of people with ID must also be 

considered. To illustrate this, let us see a little fragment of an interview with a teenager with 

Down’s syndrome (DS) from Morales, Charles, Lopez and Mullet (2012). The conversation 

deals with Liza´s boyfriend Mario (both fictitious names but real individuals): 

 

Liza: “Mario will give me a ring” 

Interviewer: A ring?, Why? 

Liza: “He will give it to me tomorrow; we will marry on the beach” 

Interviewer: Are you two engaged/ 

Liza: “yes” but.. sh sh sh…. (laughings), don´t tell anyone, just my mom. 

Interviewer: Does your mother know? Does she agree? 

Liza: Yes 

Interviewer: Why do you want to get married? 

Liza: “Mario is handsome” “Mario will give me a ring” “I really love Mario”  

Interviewer: Did he tells you that he will give you a ring? How did you find out? 

Liza: “Mario” told me, he wants to marry me. 

Interviewer: He told you that? 
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Liza: Mario told me he loves me, that´s why he will give me the ring. Mario tells me 

things I like to hear. 

 

This interview scenario provides by itself a rich source of social information to explore 

the IIT research capacities to analyze cognition (e.g. Liza´s inferential process, acceptability 

judgment from Liza´s mother, etc.). To illustrate the IIT schema (Figure 1) in this case look at 

Figure 2. First, several factors can be identified on Liza´s ideation to get married. In some 

ways these factors were implicitly combined to motivate Liza towards a unified and goal 

oriented behavior: To get married. 

Here, Mario´s physical attractiveness, his formal interest on her by giving her a present 

(the ring) as well as his manifest affection become observable stimuli (Si) that Liza 

interpreted as psychological values (ψi) of physical attractiveness, compromise and love 

(valuation operation V).  

Necessarily, these values depend on Liza´s needs to get married. The higher the 

motivation to get married, the more expectancy over indicators to reach this goal. By 

combining these indicators of an expected behavior, Liza converged to a judgment (implicit 

response  ) that is explicitly verbalized (observable response R). 

 

Figure 2. The diagram shows the IIT schema extrapolation over a love scenario between two teenagers 

with intellectual disability. The feed forward diagram the three processes V-I-A going from observable 

pieces of information (S) up to an observable response (R). 

The IIT schema shows a vital human capacity for survival and adaptation, that is, 

combining information in a meaningful way (integration) to produce a goal-oriented unified 

response. This systematic cognitive behavior to integrate information can be formally 

described by a mathematical function like: 

 

)s,s,s(
321

I  

 

where  represents an implicit response that is functionally related to a specific combination 

(I) of psychological valuated stimuli )(s . All elements in the equation cannot be directly 

observed. However, they can be inferred by a careful consideration of direct available 

information (R, S) that can be measured, numerically quantified and graphically interpreted. 

Analytically speaking, graphic data representation is central to IIT. Participant´s 

performance inside an IIT research study is relevant since systematic cognitive behavior can 

be detected by visual inspection of data performance. To this respect, this kind of academic 
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research has shown that inside a wide spectrum of human behavior, at least three forms of 

systematic cognitive behavior can be visually identified. These systematic cognitive “forms” 

of performance obey to personal functional goals and are known under the category of 

Cognitive Algebra. More on their psychological relevance and implications to sexuality and 

ID is described next.  

 

 

2.2. Cognitive Algebra 
 

The human mind is by all means a complex system. The old saying “divide and conquer” 

is indeed an academic research position adopted by empirical traditions to deal with complex 

systems (e.g. Psychophysics). From this perspective, the IIT approach deals with multi-causal 

psychological phenomena (like emotion, decision-making, thinking, socialization, etc.) by 

using factorial designs. Here, the knowledge and experience of using experimental designs by 

empirical directions to study human behavior becomes a major tool to analyze social 

cognition from an IIT perspective (Anderson, 2008). Moreover, powerful statistical analysis 

like ANOVA can be used creatively to explore cognitive integration processing of multi-

factorial social behavior. In the foreground, it is assumed that by carefully implementing 

factor interaction in a research design then emerging dynamic psychological properties of 

cognition can be identified. For instance, the emergence of cognitive algebra.  

The cognitive algebra approach assumes that if two or more factors (love compromise or 

love passion) are psychologically integrated by a mathematical rule then an interaction graph 

from an experimental design might visually show systematic data organization in a two-

dimensional space. For example, the use of a summative rule will be reflected as a set of 

parallel lines like the ones in Figure 5. The use of multiplicative rules will be characterized by 

a linear fan pattern (Figure 3). Average rules can also be distinguished in human cognitive 

behavior by using crossover patterns (see Anderson, 1982, 1996; also see Neto and Mullet, 

1998; Farkas, 1991; Guillet et al., 2002; Lazreg and Mullet, 2001). Later in this chapter, an 

illustration of cognitive algebra behavior inside the world of ID will be described by 

considering a comparative study between Mexican and French samples on attitudes toward 

sexual intercourse. First, major assumptions from this approach are introduced.  

According to Anderson (1996; 2008), systematic graphic data patterns reveals schema 

integration (additive, multiplicative or average), also information about non-observable 

cognitive processing (V-I-A) and aspect related to:  

 

1) The measurement veracity over the response: The data pattern let us know if an 

explicit response (R) is a linear function of an implicit response ( ). That is, we can 

observe if there is a truly correspondence between inner psychological reality and its 

explicit manifestation.  

2) The measurement veracity over the stimuli: Psychological valuation of stimuli is 

assumed to be a constructive process that is identifiable by systematic data 

organization in a two-dimensional interaction graph.  

3) Meaning invariance: Graphic representation of participants´ performance in a 

factorial study might provide evidence of consistent cognitive integration of 
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information or meaning invariance. Parallelism in visual data organization is 

required for this consistency assumption.  

4) Independency between valuation and integration: V-I independency is a central 

requirement to IIT. If parallelism is obtained over data organization then their 

independency is assured (Anderson, 1996).  

 

Visual pattern organization of data obtained from factor interaction has been a relevant 

research tool to discover human cognitive processing rules (nomothetic approach) as well as 

singular styles of processing among individuals (idiographic). From an IIT analytical 

approach, psychological valuation of stimuli relates to individual differences (idiographic 

view) whereas integration processing is related to general algebraic organization (nomothetic 

view).  

Thus, individual differences are not an impediment to establish general rules or laws of 

cognitive behavior. In regard to this, IIT has provided evidence for cognitive rules in different 

phenomena. For example, ethical behavior (Frileux, Muñoz-Sastre and Antonini, 2004; 

Guedj, Gibert, Maudet, Muñoz-Sastre, Mullet and Sorum, 2005; Guedj, Muñoz-Sastre, Mullet 

and Sorum, 2009), interpersonal relations (Falconi and Mullet, 2003; Farkas, 1991), pleasure 

obtained from visual and auditory stimuli (Lazreg and Mullet, 2001; Makri and Mullet, 2003) 

and health matters (Hermand, Mullet and Lavieville, 1997; Muñoz-Sastre, Mullet, and Sorum, 

1999; Simeone, Hermand and Mullet, 2002).  

 

 

3. THE INTEGRATION INFORMATION THEORY AND THE STUDY OF 

SEXUALITY ON PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY 
 

The IIT methodology provides to a researcher with the capacity to analyze different 

aspects of sexuality. For example, IIT research has been conducted to analyze love 

relationships on typical individuals (Falconi and Mullet, 2003), sexual rights in adults 

(Esterle, Muñoz-Sastre, and Mullet, 2010) as well as sexual rights of people with intellectual 

disabilities (Morales, Lopez, Esterle, Muñoz-Sastre and Mullet, 2010; Morales, Lopez and 

Mullet, 2011).  

Inside the world of intellectual disability, the IIT approach allows to overcome previously 

described challenges to access persons from this population. Creation of factorial-based social 

scenarios describing live situations opens a door for ethical control as well as considerations 

for participants´ psychological integrity. Here, a typical scenario must include a possible real 

social interaction between two or more persons (characters). For example, Esterle, Muñoz 

Sastre and Mullet (2008) and Morales et al. (2010, 2011) required acceptability judgments 

towards sexuality and ID from parents and people related to ID. Here, different possible 

scenarios of sexual intercourse between two persons with intellectual disability were factor 

manipulated (contraception, severity of disability, etc.). Including relevant topics of the 

persons life generate willingness to participate. For instance, consider the following interview 

to two parents from an annual state meeting in intellectual disability: 

Researcher: It is difficult to find that parents talk about their children sexuality, isn´t it?  

 

Parent 1: Yes, but I am really interested in this topic since this is something I live every 

day. I do not have too much information.  
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Parent 2: I am also interested since I think that every mother here is looking for 

information on how to handle our children sexuality education. 

 

The IIT scenario construction also allows overcoming some typical cognitive limitations 

of people with ID by considering visual scenarios (Morales et al. 2012). 

 

Now, let us to exemplify scenario construction in a person perception research study that 

was carried out by Morales, Charles and Lopez (2012). In this study, they evaluated 

attractivity judgments from young and adult persons with or without intellectual disability. 

They used four different sources of information (Cognitive condition, Physical appearance, 

Social personality, Intellectual abilities). These sources were combined in an orthogonal way 

to generate sixteen scenarios. Each scenario described a hypothetical and concrete situation 

on a potential romantic partner. At the end of each scenario, a question appeared to ask for 

participant´s attractiveness judgment to the person described. Below the question, a 10-point 

scale response with a "Not at all attractive" as a left hand anchor and a "Very attractive" as a 

right hand anchor was presented. A possible scenario goes as follows: 

 

“In a meeting you are introduced to a young person with Down Syndrome. He is not very 

handsome and sometimes he is not careful about his physical appearance. He is shy and 

has a serious personality, he has few friends. Moreover, he is not very clever since he has 

learning problems and he finds difficult to solve problems. He is not very good at 

adapting himself to new situations.” 

 

As a potential romantic partner, how attractive is this person for you? 

 

Not attractive o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o------o-----o Very attractive 

 

Initially, in this study, 50 young lay people without ID (25 men and 25 women) were 

required to participate in the study. Their age range was between 17 and 23 years old (M= 

18.97, SD= 1.21). The data was analyzed with a 2x2x2x2 ANOVA. Data analysis was carried 

on considering Cognitive condition (with vs. without ID), Physical appearance (ugly vs. 

beautiful), Social personality (unsociable vs. very sociable), Intellectual span (no smart vs. 

smart). Here, only the interaction graphic obtained in the analysis of participants’ answers 

will be presented. This is because one of the most important aspects of IIT is to looking for 

cognitive rules throughout answer patterns and the main objective of this chapter is an 

illustration purpose of algebra cognitive analysis.  

First note, as it was expected, the cognitive condition of described person seems to be 

very important in the participant´s attractiveness judgment. The participant perceived as less 

attractive members of different population to them. That is, young lay people consider as less 

attractive persons with ID (M= 3.6) compare members of their own population, young lay 

people (M= 5.1). 

In addition, we can observe how intellectual dimensions produced the strongest effect 

followed by the physical factor and finally the social factor; this can be deduced by the values 

given by participants to each factor (valuation operator). On the other hand, it can be 

observed, the answer pattern showed that attractiveness judgments depended mainly on 

systematic interaction of three factors, cognitive condition, physical appearance and 

intellectual ability of potential partner.  
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Figure 3. The graph shows the interaction effect of Cognitive condition, Physical appearance, Social 

personality and Intellectual span on attractiveness judgments for young lay participants. 

This means, that when a potential partner has the same cognitive conditions, the effect of 

Intelligence and physical factor over attractiveness judgments was stronger, but if the 

potential partner's cognitive condition was different then a decrement of the effect of 

Intelligence and Physical appearance over attractiveness rating is obtained. 

This very same study was applied to people with intellectual disabilities. Here, Morales, 

Charles and Lopez slightly adapted the instrument in such a way that persons with DS could 

participate in the study. First of all, the scenery repertoire was reduced from 16 to 8 sketches. 

The reason was that participants with DS were not interested in other people outside their 

own condition. Additionally, some of the participants suffer hypothyroidism. This medical 

condition affects their sustained attention capacity. Therefore, the study duration must be 

short.  

Another cognitive consideration was that short term memory capacity to sustain verbal 

material in this population is low. Then, collateral extra material (for example keywords 

related to the factor) was always available to help them. These adaptations were enough to 

obtain the required performance on the study because the participants´ cognitive level was not 

low. However, the case for individuals with ID having reading deficits demands scenario 

construction based on visual scenarios (Morales et al., 2012).  

Finally, instructions about how to proceed in the study are a central aspect whenever a 

researcher has to deal with Persons with ID. In this study, participants were required to think 

on specific personal traits of a potential romantic partner and practice trails to get familiar 

with the judgment task were considered. Once the study task was clear for the participants, 

they were allowed to proceed with the study. Results from the study can be observed in 

Figure 4. 

A relevant consideration form the graph is that in contrast to typical individuals, 

participants with ID evaluated the physical appearance factor as the most relevant followed 

by the intellectual factor an finally the social factor. However, the social factor seems to be 

more relevant to persons with ID than typical individuals (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. The graph shows the interaction effect of Physical appearance, Social personality and 

Intellectual span on attractiveness judgments for participants with Down syndrome. 

 

Figure 5. The graph shows the interaction effect of Physical appearance, Social personality and 

Intellectual span on attractiveness judgments for only one participant with Down syndrome. 

Now, let us to consider how the IIT technique can be used as a single subject design. 

Here, the eight scenarios of the person perception on attractiveness were randomly presented 

in several occasions. The obtained data pattern is shown in Figure 5. To only this participant, 

the physical appearance is not as relevant as it was for its group. A summative rule is 

presented by this participant. That is, the most relevant factors seem to contribute 

independently and linearly to the participant´s judgment on attractiveness. 

Analysis of individual differences is relevant to intellectual disability because relevant 

comparisons (valuation and integration) from a person against its own group can be 

identified. 
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The IIT methodology can also be used to analyze how typical individuals perceive people 

with ID. Consider as an example a sample of teachers taking the 16 scenarios test previously 

considered. These are teachers of the sample with SD in the study. Specifically, the teachers 

were required to judge how attractive a character from the scenario would be for a person 

with SD. The obtained data pattern for this sample is presented in Figure 6. It looks like the 

teachers think that individuals with SD feel more attracted to members of their own condition 

than to typical individuals. 

The relevance of this kind of research rests on the capacity to analyze judgment processes 

from people related to ID. This is relevant, since people´s reactions toward sexuality of 

intellectual challenged persons are guide by internal perception and judgments, then these can 

be put under IIT scrutiny (Block, 2000, Fedoroff, Fedoroff and Ilic, 2000). For example, 

cultural stereotypes like the one in Thailand where people with intellectual disabilities 

become sinners as soon as they become conscious about their sexuality. Here, a religious 

factor must be considered in order to expel from the person with ID´s mind 

(Cheausuwantavee, 2002). How this religious factor is integrated by typical individuals 

whenever they judge ID sexual rights in Thailand is unknown. Another common stereotype is 

that ID are asexual beings or hypersexual. What the perceived factors are and how these are 

mentally combined to arrive to this kind of conclusions demand new research trends.  

 

 

Figure 6. The graph shows the interaction effect of Cognitive condition, Physical appearance, Social 

personality and Intellectual span on perceived attractiveness judgments of persons with Down 

syndrome for special education teachers. 

The truth is that beliefs about sexuality and ID have a profound effect on the quality of 

life this population has. This has led to a considerable increase on the number of research 

works exploring attitudes toward sexuality on ID, using different methods (qualitative and 

quantitative), instruments (e.g., questionnaires, interviews, experimental designs), samples 

(e.g., lay people, teachers, administrators and special education careers, persons with 

intellectual disabilities), over different countries (e.g., USA, Switzerland, Australia, Greece, 

Ireland, France, etc.) (Morales et al., 2011). However, there remains a demand for a theory to 
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integrate such a vast empirical corpus. As it will be discussed later, the IIT approach might be 

a next step in this direction. 

 

 

4. SOME INITIAL CONTRIBUTIONS FROM THE IIT  

APPROACH TO STUDY ATTITUDES TOWARD SEXUALITY  

AND INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES 
 

The measurement of attitudes towards sexuality and ID throughout different groups of the 

society is relevant by considering that these groups are those that determine the social, 

educational and family environments in which people with ID grow up. Regarding this, the 

international studies suggest that there is a growing trend towards a more open approach 

(Murray and Mines, 1994). However, latest evidence from independent studies pointed out 

differences on the acceptance level among groups, including those ones within a same social 

context (e.g., Cuskelly and Bryde, 2004; Oliver, Anthony, Leimkuhl and Skillman, 2002). It 

has been observed that there is still a wide range of views on sexuality and ID, ranging from 

liberal attitudes (Christian, Stinson and Dotson, 2002) to restrictive positions (Löfgren-

Martensen, 2004).  

Despite the cognitive nature underlying the acceptability judgment variability has not 

been clearly defined, the evidence suggests that attitude variations towards sexuality and ID is 

related to a variety of factors related to the sample (e.g., group membership, demographic 

characteristics of the group), the disability nature (e.g., the disability etiology, the severity of 

disability) the contextual factors (e.g., cultural or racial terms). For example, in a study 

conducted in Australia, Cuskelly and Bryde (2004) found positive attitudes in parents, staff 

and general community towards sexuality on people having moderate ID, however, 

differences were observed between parents and support staff attitudes that appeared to be 

associated with an age factor. Moreover, even when people from the Australian community as 

well as parents and support staff generally expressed positive attitudes towards sexuality on 

people with moderate ID, they were slightly less positive than when they were considering 

people without disabilities (Cuskelly and Gilmore, 2007). In Ireland, Drummond (2006) 

found that attitudes toward sexuality and ID from primary caregivers are influenced by 

variables such as age, education level, religion and gender. Complementary evidence came 

from a study conducted in Greece, where Karellou (2007) observed that education level 

influences parental attitudes toward sexuality. Specifically, he found that, in contrast to 

parents with low education, parents with higher levels of education were more contemporary 

and less discriminative about sexuality in people with learning difficulties. 

Furthermore, the attitudes toward sexual rights of people with ID significantly differed 

depending on the degree of disability, as was founded in the Wolfe´s study (1997). He 

observed that among special education administrators and teachers, the severity of disability 

was a relevant factor to elaborate the acceptability judgment for sexual intimacy in this 

population. Also, it has been founded; the attitudes toward sexuality vary significantly 

considering the evaluated aspect (sex, marriage, parenthood, etc.). As Cuskelly and Bryde 

(2004) noted, some aspects of sexuality were evaluated less positively than others, here both 

parents and staff, had a lower acceptability to paternity issues compared with other sexual life 
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aspects in ID (also see Oliver, Anthony, Leimkuhl and Skillman, 2002). In contrast, this was 

not obtained from the general community views.  

Some other variables like closeness or proximity to persons with ID seem to affect 

acceptability judgment. However this affection varies through different kind of samples. 

While Scotti, Slack, Bowman and Morris (1996) found that in college students, contact 

variables seem to influence the degree of acceptance on the sexuality of people with ID, in 

Greece, Karellou (2003) found that contact variables as well as gender and social class had 

not a consistent effect on sexuality and ID attitudes compared with education level and age. 

Such studies have provided valuable information regarding the influence of several 

factors on judgments about sexuality and ID. However, little is known about how these 

factors interact and how they are integrated to judgment formation. Moreover, there are few 

comparative studies contrasting attitudes between different samples of the same social group 

(e.g., see Löfgren-Martensen, 2004, Cuskelly and Bryde, 2004, Esterle et al., 2008) or 

comparing attitudes on sexual and ID throughout similar groups of diverse cultures (e.g., see 

Morales et al., 2010). These limitations might be related to the diversity of instruments and 

methods used, since this makes difficult to compare and integrate in a straight way the 

academic findings, because the metric nature is not the same throughout the different studies. 

Esterle et al. (2008) approached the metric issue using the Information Integration Theory 

point of view (Anderson, 1982; 1991, 1996). They observed not only the relevance of 

individual and contextual factors (gender, autonomy, contraception, etc.) on acceptability 

judgments, but they could also determine how these factors interacted and were cognitively 

integrated to form judgments about sexuality in a French sample. In order to do this, Esterle et 

al. (2008) used six different factors or pieces of information: Gender (Female vs. Male) x 

Etiology of disability (Genetic vs. Congenital) x Autonomy (Dependent vs. relatively 

independent) x Contraception (use vs. not use) x Partner´s age (similar vs. much older) x 

Partner´s disability (without vs. with disability). These factors were combined in an 

orthogonal way to generate scenarios. Each scenario described a hypothetical and concrete 

situation on sexual intercourse between a person with ID and a different sex partner. 

Participants were required to evaluate cases and to express their opinion through a continuous 

acceptability scale. For example: 

 

“Rosa Cantu, 19 years old, has regular sexual intercourse with Aaron Trujillo, 22 years 

old. Rosa has a learning disability. She has trisomia 21 (Down syndrome). However, she 

has a relatively autonomous social life, this thanks to a favorable environment. Aaron has 

no learning disability. Rosa and Aaron use contraception devices”. 

 

To what extent do you consider that sex between Rosa and Aaron is, in the present form, 

acceptable? 

 

Not at all o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o-----o Completely 

 

Their results showed that the French sample’s acceptability judgments depended mainly 

on systematic interaction of four factors, contraception, autonomy, partner's age and disability 

of the partner. A multiplicative cognitive rule underlies the participant´s evaluation process. 

Esterle et al.´s study (2008) is relevant because it shows a way to compare judgments 

toward sexuality and ID from different groups using a standard scale. For example, Morales, 
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et al. (2010) replicated Esterle et al. study (2008) in a 120 Mexican adult sample, and they 

found that only three out of the four factors from the French study had significant effects: 

contraception, autonomy and partner´s age. In contrast with the French sample, the Mexican 

participants strictly used a summative cognitive integration rule to combine factors.  

Both Esterle et al. (2008) and Morales et al. (2010), show that comparative research on 

attitudes toward sexuality and ID from samples of different social contexts, contribute 

significantly to understand acceptability and cognitive integration mechanism in this area. 

Specifically, both samples seem to vary over just one factor. However, some other questions 

arise by considering this comparative approach. For example, is it possible to find differences 

among groups that belong to the same social context? If this so, in what manner do they vary?  

 

 

Figure 7. Contraception, Autonomy and Age Effect on acceptability judgments for young participants 

(top panels), and adults participants (bottom panels). A strict additive rule can be observed to the judges 

from both groups (young and adult people). 

By considering this comparative approach, Morales, Lopez, Charles, Tuero and Mullet 

(2011) explored the age effect (young vs. adults) on acceptability judgment toward sexuality 

and ID by using the same methodology and instruments. It was found that even when small 
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performance differences were detected (Young people Mean: 4.5 vs. Adults Mean: 5), both 

groups used the same cognitive integration rule (Figure 7). This is relevant because even 

when it is known, the age has an effect over the acceptability judgment (Drummond, 2006), it 

was not known if this age factor had an impact over integration mechanisms.  

 

 

Figure 8. Contraception, Autonomy and Age effect on acceptability judgments for mainly acceptable 

cluster (top panels), mainly unacceptable cluster (middle panels), and depending on circumstances 

cluster (bottom panels). 
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Additionally, Morales et al. (2011) by using cluster analysis compared group point of 

views. They identified that three different philosophies; unconditional, conservative, and 

conditional, lie beneath participants’ acceptability judgments. They are presented in Figure 8. 

The first identified philosophy shows a relatively favorable index of acceptability (Mean = 

6.5). This is so even when no contraception actions are taken. A second philosophy is typified 

for a non favorable attitude towards sexuality and ID even when contraceptive methods are 

considered (Mean = 3.1). Finally, a third group is identified by a moderate good attitude 

towards people with ID having their own sexuality (M= 5.2). This group attitude was based 

on the presence/absence of contraception use (Figure 8).  

Here, it is important to note that even though factors (Autonomy, contraception, partner 

age) are combined in a similar way throughout the three clusters, the valuation of factors was 

different for each group. This implies that response variability can be influenced not only by 

cultural differences but also by particular context variables. In another study, Morales et al. 

(2011) explored the familiarity effect on acceptability judgments. They compared attitudes 

towards sexual intercourse among persons with ID, from several Mexican samples (lay 

population parents, parents with ID or cerebral palsy (CP) offspring and careers on ID). As in 

the second experiment, they used the instrument designed by Esterle et al. (2008).  

Here, the results pointed out differences in attitude between parents of persons with ID by 

trisomia 21 and parents of persons with ID by a neuromotor disorder. Then, it may be 

erroneous to consider parents of personas with ID as a homogeneous group regarding 

attitudes to sexuality. On the other hand, as in the study with Mexican young and adults, three 

different basic philosophies regarding the expression of sexuality of persons with ID were 

observed. First, a more liberal approximation was detected over the highest percentage of 

persons with ID’s parents and careers related to ID. A more conservative vision was observed 

over a considerable number of People with CP’s parents and lay parents. Finally, a 

depending-on-circumstances acceptance was present over a relative high percentage of lay 

parents and parents of people with ID.  

Here it is necessary to point out that, as in the first experiment (Morales et al., 2010), in 

this last study, the most important factors for all clusters were Contraception, Autonomy and 

Age of the partner. In addition, it was founded, one of the three identified groups, mainly 

acceptable cluster, embraced gender as a relevant factor to judge acceptability for sexual 

intercourse among persons with ID. This point was no discussed in the original article by 

space matter. However, this result is interesting since the conceptualization of women in 

Mexico over the last century had been presided by gender stereotypes. For example, studies 

from the 1980s showed that in some Mexican rural sub-cultures, women were seen as 

completely dependent on men, destined to suffer, with weak character and her decency was 

defined in terms of virginity. This vision strongly influenced the sexual role among Mexican 

men and women e.g., see Lara, 1990, Diaz-Guerrero, 1995).  

Today, this perception has been changing towards a role of equality; however, under 

certain circumstances (e.g., extreme poverty, geographic location, and disability), these 

stereotypes tend to appear again, most of the time on implicit people´s judgments or attitudes. 

This happens more frequently over controversial issues as sexual rights among people with 

ID. For instance, in a study carried out in Mexico, Garcia (1999) noted that Mexican parents 

with ID offspring thought that the consequences for young women with ID having sex are the 

result of a hoax (being seduced rather than having their own initiative), whereas for young 

women without ID, those consequences are the result of inappropriate sexual behavior. This 
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observation is relevant when it is considered the implicit meaning about female sexuality into 

the sampled group. It also denotes the strong sense of protection that Mexican parents 

experience especially towards their daughters. This is consistent with a vision of a collectivist 

society. 

Generally speaking, research from Morales et al.
 
(2010) and Morales et al. (2011) shows 

the possibility to implement new empirical directions inside the study of sexuality and ID 

from an IIT point of view.  

This is relevant for developing countries that search new ways to consider sexuality and 

ID. For example, even though in Mexico there are about 290,000 people with ID (INEGI, 

2000), there is a small number of scientific works related to the sexual life in ID. Most of the 

available records on this issue are reflections on the importance of considering sexuality in ID 

as an educational priority (e.g., Torres, Beltran and Gamboa, 1996; Torres and Beltran, 1999) 

or general review articles on this topic (e.g., Torres and Beltran, 2002; Conod and Servais, 

2008; Katz and Lazcano-Ponce, 2008).  

The lack of scientific research production in this area is because sexuality (especially 

persons with ID) remains a sensitive point to be addressed within the Mexican society. For 

instance, around the 1930s, the Public Education Secretary (SEP), which is the main 

government institution ruling education in Mexico, made a first valuable attempt to include 

sexual education in school programs. However, due to a demonstration against this initiative 

from mothers of families, the implementation of the program had to be discarded (Torres and 

Beltran, 2002). 

Recently, in 2009, a similar event happened in a Mexican city. Here, people burned 

textbooks published by the SEP, complaining of how sexual contents were presented. 

However, the Morales et al. studies provide encouraging data since it indicates that although 

there are groups with low acceptability towards sexual rights of people with ID, the groups 

with closer proximity to this population, as well as a part of ordinary people, begins to show 

more openness toward sexual expression in ID. Still, more academic research is needed to 

create a broader picture of attitude transformation towards sexuality rights and ID. Regarding 

this, IIT is a very valuable methodological approach to obtain this kind of information. 

Furthermore, since ITT has showed to have ecological validity; evidence coming from the 

cognitive algebra methodology will contribute useful evidence to generate sexual education 

programs inside a socio-cultural context in which the most vulnerable groups are developing.  
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