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Why Virtual Reality Therapy for People with ID/DD?

• Immersive virtual environments

• Helps clients visualize 

• Adaptable to each person

• Interactive with the therapist in 
session

• Less stressful than in vivo
exposure therapies

• Can support other clinical 
modalities and interventions 

• Biofeedback through skin 
conductance and heat mapping



What is a disability? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6WmGhY8Q4I&feature=emb_logo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6WmGhY8Q4I&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K6WmGhY8Q4I&feature=emb_logo


Prevalence of Mental Illness for people with ID/DD
● 2012 Census: 1.2 Americans live with a disability (that is less than half of 1% of the US population)

● Psychiatric Disorders appear to be more common in people with ID/DD than in the general population.

○ Overall prevalence rates:  15%-30% 

● Early studies focused on clinic or institutional populations

● In Society: 2.6% ID have a SUD, general population 9.4%

● Sexual abuse incidents are almost four times as common in institutional settings as in the community

● Over 70% of people with disabilities reported they had been victims of abuse. 

● Some disability types had a higher incidence of abuse than others. For example, 74.8% ( mental health 
conditions); 67.1% (speech disability); 66.5% (autism); 62.5% (an intellectual or developmental disability); 
55.2% (mobility disability).

● For people with disabilities, 87.2% reported verbal-emotional abuse, 50.6% physical abuse, 41.6% sexual 
abuse, 37.3% neglect, and 31.5% financial abuse.

● More than 90% of people with disabilities who were victims of abuse said they had experienced such abuse 
on multiple occasions. Some 57% of these victims said they had been victims of abuse on more than 20 
occasions, with 46% saying it had happened too many times for them to even count.



What types of presenting problems can VRT help with?

• Anxiety Based Disorders

• Depression and Mood Based 
Disorders 

• Panic Disorders

• Substance Use Disorders

• Public Speaking 

• Sleep Hygiene

• And more!

• Relaxation and Mindfulness

• Exposure: Crowds, Darkness, 
Medical Appointments, 
Vaccines, Flying, Driving, 
Animals

• Attention Training

• Social Skills

• Memory

• Diaphragmatic Breathing

• Progressive Muscle Relaxation

• Imagery



How effective is it?

• https://drive.google.com/file/d/12CYD4tNoFyvCZA5xPlYfVVUoq4tAtvoj/view

https://drive.google.com/file/d/12CYD4tNoFyvCZA5xPlYfVVUoq4tAtvoj/view






Conducting Sessions

• Start with an introduction.  Set the tone and intention for the session

• Conduct a deep breathing activity before introducing the 
environment

• End with a calming intervention.  This could be relaxation on VR or in 
session with the therapist

• VRT should be no more than 20 minutes

• Rest of session is to debrief, work through the tough part, recognize 
successful areas and plan the next session

• Consider utilizing with other therapies





A few best practices:
● Research genetic disorders you may be unfamiliar with!

● Consider impairment and impact on the person

● When you can, consider collateral data from support systems.  This may include baseline behavior and observed changes in 

behavior.  

● Plan for additional sessions or longer intake

● Explain the process; check in for comprehension

● Explain the apparatus and what to expect

● Consider socially desirable  responses

● Consider the environment, lay out of your office, sensory needs of the client; consider processing time

● Repeat, review each session

●Give permission to correct you and model phrasing



Setting up your Counseling Space

• Reduce noise and stimulation as much as 
possible

• Give physical space

• Explain the process and check for 
comprehension

• Use first, then statements

• Check in how the person keeps track of 
appointments.  Don’t assume they will write 
down (e.g. how will you remember our next 
session?”)

• Do you ask to close the door?

• Space the chairs and coffee table

• Do you have visuals?



How can this augment other therapeutic 
interventions

• Learn how feelings are experienced in the body

• Process through immediate reactions

• Build coping skills and learn to trust their reactions 

• Gain practice applying them

• Homework between sessions

• Utilize with other visuals, social stories, decisional webs, power 
cards, etc!





Outcomes













Thoughts, Questions, Thank you!



• The role of virtual reality in the learning process of individuals with intellectual disabilities

• https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=120670486&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5SsKi4SLOWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA

•

• Training Caregivers to Provide Virtual Reality Intervention for Adults With Severe Intellectual and Developmental Disability

• https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=104976014&S=R&D=rzh&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5SsKq4SrWWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA

•

• Virtual reality: a look into the past to fuel the future

• https://publishing.rcseng.ac.uk/doi/epdf/10.1308/rcsbull.2015.424

•

• A review of interview preparation via virtual and mixed reality for individuals with intellectual and developmental disorder

• https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=137116309&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5SsKi4TLWWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA

•

• Combined Effects of Virtual Reality and Computer Game-Based Cognitive Therapy on the Development of Visual-Motor Integration in Children with Intellectual Disabilities: A Pilot Study

• https://downloads.hindawi.com/journals/oti/2021/6696779.pdf

•

• Brief Report: Improving Employment Interview Self-efcacy Among Adults with Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities Using Virtual Interactive Training Agents (ViTA)

• https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=148320310&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5Sr6y4TLSWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA

•

https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=120670486&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5SsKi4SLOWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA
https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=104976014&S=R&D=rzh&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5SsKq4SrWWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA
https://publishing.rcseng.ac.uk/doi/epdf/10.1308/rcsbull.2015.424
https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=137116309&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5SsKi4TLWWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA
https://downloads.hindawi.com/journals/oti/2021/6696779.pdf
https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=148320310&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5Sr6y4TLSWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA


• Virtual reality as means to improve physical fitness of individuals at a severe level of intellectual and developmental disability

• https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/271793/1-s2.0-S0891422210X0004X/1-s2.0-S0891422210000119/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-
Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjEJv%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2FwEaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJHMEUCIQD9O4bpaedioBbtkeI444G%2FINhLG91ToJZQo7yVz7q6kAIgHlyD9Zp4pqjpHG05yxKZu81yVQkCMv1x7A6GbSxyb60q%2BgMINBAEGgwwNTkwMDM1NDY4NjUiDBJQLW5XiLj8SS2HBSrXA7Xnj0t
YcfvCfm4%2Bi%2BNwbAsf2sGjewvAZnoUTt4BxCkUz06i5O842FxgHNXxrK2AljkNwsBwp0cC6x0D3SgAUfwpLZ5Y6YJmeT1I5DV8KUTcHPw4mrPKDxQUmo%2BNrsN7O9TKmGPgKD9Vf2Zzn86lFKf1SGCRXNMG0lOSza0Gend3QhvWWW5upxhzZ0yrZ102c%2FnWXZLmbsC0poVYNTp2vrxG4Sy%2F6zp9Q
FJxgT2A0TCFOLahnnSjKwoOAkl%2BTtY%2FiE%2BDDGxlqM2h8HQ649QPamT1%2FDQ%2BlICh3MbVRTEGa2nmq21IPd83zvBiTL1lDlt3PgRni46t%2FSsdhEHwsWaZYiklUIlI0hH6GknJOts%2FJqxGy4ocpEEWYwRepEO8tRd5F4M%2FjEKg%2F%2FkA8nyYxVH%2F%2Fi3mWhZXGBBSY3I5XFgrSvCMgv9MG
CS%2BWkVYxMn4UsHmsaFyU3myFKg5Int9WD0wSaP5nMqz1bxhWTYOKMds5Xug84r73o3pc6yt5eCV3SfdyJR1%2FONhFv6ab8R%2BJ9vNeyENu0iy6ogvkfoYzK2oh%2BfFKqrWAyBV4YEAa9xR0n3EO2dyWh%2FkI0b8jxIAdum%2FrL1L%2FHQzlimU28u5F0qQPjMQNCFa1qfM6jCgh52SBjqlAbQZcQYW
UsIlnoun08D%2Fpr16AVk%2BsLjszTcH8kQUR5eR%2FMR2ZyQ0l9sihGT24HbvN8yJhbGfrMdsAr85yV%2FaYRo%2BfFoHGFo8j6eW4X%2Fy6jt1n227484a%2BuZaeTDvKlzQ8xKZiNssntXaXVncZjmR7q3XB%2FMyMyguBSA%2Fb5pOV25WaqPyvDj40ahXrUDj%2BBzAc14KObuzIbThAzclldT3CTvfWQm%2
FNQ%3D%3D&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20220401T201808Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYX64OBI5F%2F20220401%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-
Signature=445e6dab13267317b0e4cc548a5d0bb08f8e1ae403b3b067b0ba0a1227db4a2a&hash=ea42af86dd39691a4a0c4183b9b909e0d21a89fc620358d3a32dd0b08a29a433&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S0891422210000119&tid=sp
df-e01a9aca-bc44-4940-af18-0582881ee641&sid=06449c462560f744b72b4308a93a2f94761fgxrqa&type=client&ua=4c035a5150515d55510c&rr=6f5403223c741971

•

• Using Virtual Interactive Training Agents (ViTA) with Adults with Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities

• https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=128167409&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5Sr6%2B4SK6WxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA

•

• Design of a Virtual Reality Tour System for People With Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities: A Case Study

• https://ieeexplore-ieee-org.libproxy.albany.edu/stamp/stamp.jsp?tp=&arnumber=8937822

•

• A Review of Virtual Reality Technologies in the Field of Communication Disability: Implications for Practice and Research

• https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/138089/4/Bryant%20et%20al%20%28accepted%29%20VR%20Comm%20Disability%20Revision%20Nov%202018.pdf

•

• The potential of virtual reality in social skills training for people with autistic spectrum disorders

• https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=6803953&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5Ssaa4TLGWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA

•

• Virtual reality: a look into the past to fuel the future

• https://www.proquest.com/docview/2259588229?accountid=14166&parentSessionId=DjVAF%2Fd8rijMO%2F0v2NA%2Fo6svAM4Gj0tY1%2BnWOjcYQHA%3D&pq-origsite=primo

•

https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/271793/1-s2.0-S0891422210X0004X/1-s2.0-S0891422210000119/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=
https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=128167409&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5Sr6%2B4SK6WxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA
https://ieeexplore-ieee-org.libproxy.albany.edu/stamp/stamp.jsp?tp=&arnumber=8937822
https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/138089/4/Bryant%20et%20al%20(accepted)%20VR%20Comm%20Disability%20Revision%20Nov%202018.pdf
https://content.ebscohost.com/ContentServer.asp?T=P&P=AN&K=6803953&S=R&D=a2h&EbscoContent=dGJyMMTo50Sepq84v%2BbwOLCmsEqeqK5Ssaa4TLGWxWXS&ContentCustomer=dGJyMPGqtk%2B3rK5MuePfgeyx44Dt6fIA
https://www.proquest.com/docview/2259588229?accountid=14166&parentSessionId=DjVAF/d8rijMO/0v2NA/o6svAM4Gj0tY1%2BnWOjcYQHA%3D&pq-origsite=primo
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