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may develop subtle learning problems, some may have an 
intellectual disability, and still others may have sensory and 
motor impairments.

Neonatal Complications
Complications surrounding the birth process may cause 
intellectual disability and other developmental delays. One 
common example is anoxia (oxygen deprivation) or hypoxia 
(insufficient oxygen). Anoxia may occur because of dam-
age to the umbilical cord or as a result of a prolonged and 
difficult delivery. Obstetrical or birth trauma, such as the 
improper use of forceps, may cause excessive pressure on the 
skull, which in turn may damage a portion of the infant’s 
brain. A breech presentation is another illustration of a neo-
natal problem. In a breech delivery, the infant exits the birth 
canal buttocks first instead of the more typical headfirst pre-
sentation. This fetal delivery position raises concerns about 
the possibility of damage to the umbilical cord and a height-
ened threat of injury to the baby’s head because of the greater 
intensity and frequency of uterine contractions later in the 
birth process. Worries about the infant’s skull also arise when 
a precipitous birth (one lasting less than two hours) occurs. 
The gentle molding of the skull may not take place during 
a precipitous birth, thus increasing the risk of tissue damage 
and intellectual disability (Drew & Hardman, 2007).

Postnatal Factors
Infections and Intoxicants
Lead and mercury are two examples of environmental toxins 
that can cause intellectual disability. Lead poisoning is a 

serious public health problem. Because of its highly toxic nature, lead is no longer 
used in the manufacturing of gasoline or paint. But even though it is no longer 
commercially available, some youngsters are still at risk for lead poisoning. Children 
who live in older homes or apartments may ingest lead by eating peeling paint chips 
containing lead. Lead poisoning can cause seizures, brain damage, and disorders of 
the central nervous system.

Infections represent another source of concern for young children. Meningitis, 
a viral infection, causes damage to the covering of the brain known as the meninges. 
Meningitis may result from complications associated with typical childhood diseases 
such as mumps, measles, or chicken pox. Because it is capable of causing brain damage, 
intellectual disability is a distinct possibility. Equally devastating is encephalitis, which 
is an inflammation of the brain tissue. Encephalitis may cause damage to the central 
nervous system and can result from complications of infections typically associated 
with childhood, such as mumps or measles.

Environmental Factors
A wide variety of environmental or psychosocial influences are often associated with 
intellectual disability, especially instances of mild intellectual disability. Debilitating 
factors may include nutritional problems, adverse living conditions, inadequate health 
care, and a lack of early cognitive stimulation. Many of these factors are associated with 
lower socioeconomic status (Witwer, Lawton, & Aman, 2014). Child abuse and neglect 

anoxia: Loss of or inadequate supply 
of oxygen associated with the birth 
process and frequently resulting in 
brain damage. 

hypoxia: Insufficient amount of oxygen 
to the brain; can result in brain damage.

birth trauma: Difficulties associated 
with the delivery of the fetus.

breech presentation: Fetus exits the 
birth canal buttocks first rather than the 
more typical headfirst presentation.

precipitous birth: Birth that occurs in 
less than two hours.

lead poisoning: An environmental 
toxin used at one time in the 
manufacture of gasoline and paint; 
ingestion of lead can cause seizures, 
brain damage, and impaired central 
nervous system functioning.

Complications surrounding the birth process may cause 
intellectual disability and other developmental delays.
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