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The Equality Act, 2010, is a law that was passed to help prevent discrimination against
people with physical and/or learning disabilities. It states that businesses and organisations
must make reasonable adjustments to allow disabled people to access their services or work
within them as an employee. That is to say, they must do what they reasonably can, to help
people who would otherwise struggle to get the same experience, care, opportunities, or
level of service as other people.

So, what does that mean for healthcare? There are some really good examples of the way
reasonable adjustments have been put into action, but there’s still a lot of work to be done.
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This factsheet is based on an article that appeared in the 
DSA’s Journal (147 Autumn/Winter 2023).

You may or may not have heard about ‘reasonable adjustments’, but
they can make a huge difference for people who have 
Down’s syndrome who need to go to hospital or visit the GP.

Some reasonable adjustments might be quite generic
and of use to everyone, but others depend on knowing
what sort of support an individual might need. 

For some people, waiting in a busy, noisy waiting area
might be too difficult, so a reasonable adjustment might
involve finding somewhere quieter to wait (if possible),
or giving them the first appointment of the day so the
waiting room is likely to be less busy, with less likelihood
of a long waiting time.
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The key word is ‘reasonable’ – sometimes it’s not possible to find a quieter space,
particularly in busy A&E departments, but the hospital has a duty to try. Physical access is
also important and reasonable adjustments might include ramps, lifts, wider doorways,
and railings.

A longer appointment time might also be a useful reasonable adjustment, to allow more
time for a person with a learning disability or sensory challenges to be able to get used to
the doctor or nurse, feel comfortable in the room, understand what is going on and take
part in any examination or tests.

Communication is vitally important for anyone when seeking help with their health. For
someone with speech and language difficulties, reasonable adjustments might include the
use of ‘easy read’ leaflets, pictures, photos or symbols, Makaton, or sign language. It might
involve just speaking a little more slowly and clearly, avoiding using jargon or complicated
phrases, explaining things well and avoiding being  in a noisy environment.

Another reasonable adjustment that was particularly important during the COVID-19
pandemic was to allow people with a learning disability to bring someone along to
healthcare appointments with them, at a time when most people had to attend alone. 

For some people, it might be reasonable for a hospital team to allow a family member or
carer to stay overnight with a person if they need to be admitted to hospital but would
find being on their own particularly difficult, whether due to anxiety, understanding or
communication, for example.

Some healthcare teams have put a lot of thought and work into what they can do beyond
the basics, to make access to healthcare easier for people with a learning disability. For
example, the team at an MRI scanning unit put together a series of photos for a young man
who needed an MRI scan but who was very nervous about going to new places. The photos
helped form a social story, so the man could learn about the department and what would
happen, before he got there. Videos can also be useful, like this one from Sheffield
Children’s Hospital.
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Desensitisation is another way to help make things
like blood tests or EEGs (which use electrodes to
measure the electrical activity in the brain, a bit like
an ECG for the heart) a bit easier to tolerate. This is
often led by learning disability nurses and involves
breaking down the procedure, explaining things
clearly and giving an opportunity to get used to
pieces of equipment or sometimes rooms or
environments.

Our pledge for people with
learning disabilities in the
Emergency Department

Listen to you.

We promise to:

Try to help you feel safe.

Listen to your grown ups.

Try to help you feel better.

Explain what we are doing.

Find you somewhere quiet to wait,
if possible.

Find out how best to communicate
with you.

https://youtu.be/c4gVGmllu7c
https://youtu.be/c4gVGmllu7c
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Although reasonable adjustments are required
by law, they are not always well known about.
Lots of work has been done in recent years to

raise awareness and remind healthcare
professionals about the, often very simple,

things they can do to make a difference for
their patients. Often, those same adjustments

can make things easier for the healthcare
professional, too!

The TEACH mnemonic is a widely used
example of this and covers a variety of things

that can make a difference.

The LD Pledge was first used in the Accident and Emergency department in Hull as a way to
remind not just patients, families and carers, but also staff about the simple things that can
be done to help support patients with a learning disability. It is now in use in many other
healthcare settings and has even been made into a YouTube video.

There are many different electronic patient record systems in use across the UK and there
are national recommendations that alerts should be added to patient’s electronic records if
they require reasonable adjustments or if they are at increased risk of serious illness. 

Another version is STEP IT UP – aimed for use
with neurodivergent patients, so including
those who are autistic or have difficulties
processing sensations, this focuses particularly
on communication.

Another framework, particularly for autistic
patients, is the Autistic SPACE:

sensory needs

predictability

acceptance

communication

empathy

S:

P:

A:

C:

E:

https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/media-library/documents/adult-social-services/teach-reasonable-adjustments.pdf
https://youtu.be/xYbcZjdYbG0
https://dontforgetthebubbles.com/step-it-up-communicating-with-neurodivergent-patients/
https://www.magonlinelibrary.com/doi/full/10.12968/hmed.2023.0006?rfr_dat=cr_pub++0pubmed&url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori%3Arid%3Acrossref.org
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You could also share some of the resources and examples in this factsheet with your local
hospital or GP surgery. It would be great to hear from people who have come across other
good examples, too. 

Projects are underway to evaluate how this could work in a more joined-up way nationally,
but in the meantime many healthcare organisations have started to put this in to practice
locally. In Hull, Downright Special (the local support group) has worked with hospital
clinicians to get an alert added to the records of children who have Down’s syndrome to
highlight that they may be at increased risk from sepsis. 

How can families and carers help with identifying reasonable adjustments that could be
made? 

Hospital, or health, passports can be useful for this. These are carried by the patient and
contain some really useful information that can be used by healthcare professionals, such as
how best to communicate with someone, how a person might show they are in pain, what
might make a person feel less anxious, what might make them feel scared, etc. If you don’t
have a hospital passport, ask at your local hospital or your community learning disability
team and they can help you get hold of one. Downright Special has put together their own
version, which is short and to the point, so easy to read and update when needed. 
 

https://www.downrightspecial.co.uk/
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CONTACT US
Down’s Syndrome Association

Langdon Down Centre,
2a Langdon Park, Teddington,

Middlesex, TW11 9PS

t. 0333 1212 3007

e. info@downs-syndrome.org.uk
e. training@downs-syndrome.org.uk

w.downs-syndrome.org.uk

Wales
e. wales@downs-syndrome.org.uk

Northern Ireland
e. enquiriesni@downs-syndrome.org.uk
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