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More case studies of diagnostic 

overshadowing are available in Mencap’s 

two reports Death by indifference  (2007)  

and Death by indifference – 74 deaths and 

counting – 5 years on (2012). 

People living with intellectual disability 

experience higher rates of health inequalities 

and avoidable deaths due to diagnostic 

overshadowing than the population as a 

whole.  

 

Diagnostic overshadowing is when a person’s physical 

symptoms are inadvertently attributed to an underlying 

intellectual disability by health or disability 

professionals. This creates a risk that a physical illness 

may be underdiagnosed or undertreated. 

What is diagnostic overshadowing? 

Scan the QR code with your 

smart device to access  

Communicating for end of life 

– a toolkit, including practical 

resources for carers of people 

with an intellectual disability. 

resources. 

This fact sheet is intended to help health professionals 

and disability workers support people with intellectual 

disabilities or other conditions such as autism. This 

resource should be read in conjunction with Li-Ve 

Tasmania’s Communicating for end of life – a toolkit 

and associated resources.  

Research shows that diagnostic overshadowing is not 

caused by a lack of care or willingness to help. It can, 

however, be associated with a lack of knowledge or 

experience treating or supporting someone with an 

intellectual disability. 

A person with an intellectual disability may exhibit a 

change in behaviour when they experience serious 

physical or mental illness, pain, anxiety, discomfort, or 

environmental change. This could be in the form of a 

new or unexplained behaviour, or an increase or 

decrease in an existing known behaviour.  

Understanding the reasons behind a behaviour change 

or a new behaviour of a person with an intellectual 

disability can eliminate the escalation of pain, and 

reduce hospital admission and avoidable deaths. 

Understanding diagnostic overshadowing 

Example 

A health professional is informed that their 

non-verbal patient with intellectual disability 

has started to repeatedly hit their cheek. 

The person sometimes exhibits challenging 

behaviour, and the clinician concludes the 

cheek-hitting is a normal behaviour for them. 

However, the person could be trying to 

communicate a sign of pain – a tooth ache, 

for example. 

Any change in the physical or mental 

function of a person with an intellectual 

disability should be taken seriously and new 

symptoms investigated swiftly.  

The University of Hertfordshire website is proactive on 

the importance of Annual Health Checks for People 

with Intellectual Disabilities in General Practice. The 

site includes a list of points to be addressed at patient 

visits. 

The Healthy Dying for People with Disability (HD4PWD) Program provides meaningful 
support and information for those people and the community of carers around them.

At HD4PWD we understand that reaching the end of one’s life is challenging, and for those with an intellectual disability,  
it can present a particularly complicated and confusing set of circumstances. To download your FREE toolkit scan the  
QR code or head to our website.

Our ‘diagnostic overshadowing’ 
fact sheet helps health care  
professionals and disability  
workers support people with  
intellectual disabilities, and can assist  
in properly diagnosing changes in 
that person’s condition instead of  
inadvertently attributing those 
changes to their disability. 

Diagnostic  
overshadowing 
- see all of me.

livetasmania.org/hd4pwd


