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Abstract
The following research will describe the components of intimacy among people afflicted
with mental retardation and understanding the significance of intimate relations by these
people.
The research will present a description of the "emotional value" - individual
strengthening and feeling of capability, social contribution — interpersonal relations with
the neighbors, and family contribution — how the relations with the expanded family are
affected (more or less strong, etc.) The meetings with the couples living together will
bring an authentic, meaningful human picture. The research will map and document the
intimate experience as presented by the couples. We will see how the relationship
influences the future. We will ask the question: is there a division of tasks in an intimate
relationship and if so, what is its nature. The purpose of this research is exposing the
principal aspects of the intimate experience among people with mental retardation,
finding the characteristics of their relationship, and finding patterns.
Little research has been done or is being done nowadays in the field of intimate relations
among mentally retarded people. This in itself is an interesting issue following the
professional debate emphasized by the "quality of life" approach (Reiter 1999). The
purpose of this research is contributing to strengthen this population and their feeling of
capability. The research will increase the awareness of the subject of intimate relationship
among the general population and the therapists.
Gilat (1999) claims that general research which has been done on intimate relationship
shows that it is characterized by contradictory factors of distance and closeness. Each
member of the couple keeps his identity and autonomy on the one hand and closeness and
cooperation on the other hand in the constant process of regulating the distance and
adapting the individual or common space (of the couple) to every day situations. The
characteristics of the couple relationship include both characteristics of situation (daily
situations of tension and stress) and personal characteristics of each member of the

couple.
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Janette Mattinson and the couple Michael and Anna Crapt, 1979, conducted a survey in
England on the daily life of people with mental retardation, their adaptability and their
relationships. Craft were surprised to see that the intimate life of these people

led to significant improvement in their personal life and their behavior. One conclusion
was that these people reveal a surprising capability of improvement, of looking after of
themselves at a late stage in their life, (after starting living together). Couples with
advanced physical and mental limitations which led to hospitalization in the past, were
able now, living together, to support each other and with the help of the community to
reach a stage of independence where they could get the most of their potential.

Hence several research questions are asked:

The main research question: what is the pattern of relationship among people with mental
retardation (as reported by them), accompanied by several characteristics and secondary
questions which focus the subject and bring to awareness further specific and more
detailed fields in the holistic experience.

1-What are the relations among 3 married couples with mental retardation?

2-What is the meaning of intimate relationship for each member of the couple with
mental retardation?

3-What is the emotional value a-from social point of view (how is the relationship
accepted by the neighbors), b-from the family point of view - how, in their opinion, does
the close family/environment understand their relationship and what are the reactions?
4-Have there been any changes since they started living together? What is the difference
between living together or by themselves?

5-Comparison between the perception of a person with special needs (mentally retarded)
of the intimate relations of their parents, brothers, sisters, versus their own intimate
relations — do they compare between their intimacy and others'?

6-How, in their opinion, will the relationship affect the future?

7-How do the couple share tasks? (interpersonal communication, receiving guests,

conversation).

8-How do they share tasks with the extended family?

If other questions arise throughout the research they will be answered in due course.
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In order to spot the understanding of the participants concerning intimate relations, a
high quality constructive approach has been used, which facilitates a study of complex
phenomena from the point of view of the participants.

Several means of research have been used in order to answer the research questions:
1-Focus groups (Poston et al., 2003, Fontana & Frey, 2000). A pilot study was conducted
on the understanding of people with mental retardation of the subject of intimacy .
2-External means: notes, recordings, questionnaires.

Questionnaires have been distributed among all the participants: 6 participants (v annex
b: questionnaires). The questionnaires were based on the themes raised by the
participants in the focus groups and on the research questions.

The analysis of the information has been done by induction, by means of categories set
up from the data itself.

The principal findings of the ethnographic analysis:

Main themes raised by the participants in the focus groups:

1-Spending time together in public places at night — the participants mentioned the fact
they loved having a nice time together with their partner. They spoke frequently about the
pleasure of inviting their partner out, to a restaurant, etc., the desire to be seen in a public
place like all the ordinary people who get out at night, in the proximity of their hostel and
in the community.

2-Love: - the participants mentioned the notion of "love": an abstract notion that keeps a
very important place and at the same time fulfills a physical need. The comprehensive

meaning of love — both as an answer to a spiritual need and as fulfillment by sexual

intercourse. Quotes: "we can also be together without speaking...", "sometimes I think
of something and she knows what I am thinking of...", "sometimes he rings up just when
I am thinking of him..." "it's fun being in love...", "kisses, hugging, smiles, being
together..."

3-Leisure - spending time together. The participants have expressed their desire to go

together to different courses (some of them even did this). They mentioned several
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common fields of interest - music courses, drumming. The participants spoke about an
experience which creates common interest, thus strengthening the couple's bond.

Quote: "We go together to an organ course and then we continue listening to music at our
apartment..."

4-These three aforementioned subjects were brought up in the focus groups. Apparently
the participants were very concerned about these subjects which came up in all the
conversations.

It should be mentioned that other subjects were brought up as well at the meetings.

The findings of the personal interviews.

This research is based on deep examination of the intimate life of people with mental
retardation. The observations, the interviews bring an authentic and meaningful picture
from the point of view of the participants. The research is a picture of this group, it has
documented and expressed the feelings, desires and choices of mentally retarded people
who choose to live together as a couple and experience intimacy in its all aspects. The
contribution of this research is important both for people involved in behavioral studies
and for all levels of population.

This research presents the principal components of the quality of life regarding intimacy.
Categories regarding the intimacy of the participants have been mapped, which help us
draw conclusions concerning the intimate life of people with mental retardation from
aspects which have not yet been studied.

The challenge is enormous: to lay out before people with mental retardation all the
possibilities which are available to the whole population, moreover, to expose them to
internal forces which so often are easier and more comfortable to be ignored by society.
We, as educators and as simple people should make a change, should help these people
with special needs lead an independent life.

The theoretical contribution.
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The practical contribution. This research has revealed to the therapists the need for talks
and support groups. The participants expressed their will to continue the meetings and the
talks. This will enable building a group-therapy model as an answer to the need for
cooperation and serious debates on the experiences and life of this population.

Another contribution is a non judgmental approach — each person is entitled to choose his
way of life (as long as he does not harm himself or his surroundings).

The protective attitude of society perpetuates the dependence of the person with special
needs. On the other hand the approach presented in this research brings a challenge to the
population both from a theoretical point of view and the examination of their choices, and
from a practical point of view of the way they will lead their life and fulfill their desire of

living together as a couple and at the same time preserve their identity.
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