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Abstract
Dating agencies are a small, but growing sector of social care provision for people with
intellectual disabilities. The research reported here is the first to explore, with 10 specialist agencies in the UK, why they were set up, how they operate, the barriers and problems
they encounter and their success or otherwise in facilitating relationships for people with
intellectual disabilities. A strong case is made for the proliferation of such services.
Keywords Dating · Intellectual disabilities · United Kingdom

Introduction
Historically, it was difficult for adults with intellectual disabilities to form relationships of
their own choosing [1, 2]. Negative attitudes towards their suitability for, and capabilities
regarding, relationships and sexuality led to eugenic practices such as institutionalization
(including segregated living), forced abortion and compulsory sterilization in many countries around the world [3, 4]. Adults with intellectual disabilities were simply not considered to have the same emotional, psychological or social needs for self-fulfilment as other
people [5] leading to a denial of their human right to express their sexuality in any form
[6].
Although there have been improvements in recent years, many people with intellectual
disabilities remain sexually disenfranchised [7]. The lack of importance attached to the
potential for them to experience personal fulfilment through intimate relationships is, it
has been argued, part of a larger problem: that of simply not recognizing the importance
of pleasure in people’s lives more generally, be it from food, music, clothes or any other
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measure of quality of life [8]. Salt et al. [9] state that intellectual disability “remains a risk
factor for failing to achieve both the social and psychological transitions associated with
adulthood” and this is significant because there is a strong connection between the quality
of social and personal relationships and good physical and mental health [10].
Romantic relationships are not the only kind which are difficult to achieve. Platonic ones
too can be elusive: evidence suggests that, compared to the general population, more people with intellectual disabilities report having no or very few friends [e.g. 11, 12] and also
higher rates of peer bullying, peer abuse and social exclusion [13].
Currently, the rights of people with intellectual disabilities to develop relationships are
supported by law, by policies and by guidance. Yet in a recent National Development Team
for Inclusion (NDTi) review of relationships for people with intellectual disabilities, Harflett and Turner [14] outlined the wide range of attitudinal and practical barriers people still
faced. They also stated (p.14):
Most of the research has focused on identifying barriers and making recommendations rather than looking at what works to support people with learning disabilities to
develop relationships.
The main aim of our research was to explore whether and how specialist dating agencies
worked to support people with intellectual disabilities to form and maintain relationships.

Literature Review
Mainstream Dating Agencies and Online Dating
Modern dating agencies fulfill broadly the same function as traditional matchmakers i.e.
third parties who have been bringing people together since antiquity [15]. In many different
societies, religions and cultures, such formal matchmaking still occurs though much of the
activity has now moved online [16].
Although actual agencies (i.e. with premises and staff who will meet personally with
members) do still exist “a ‘digital revolution’ is underway in regards to dating, courtship
and modern romance” [17, p. 271]. This means that today single people tend to look online
for prospective partners. Millions of people use such services and through them they have
a multitude of potential matches to choose from and can meet people far beyond their
own social circles and localities. Whilst choice is generally considered a good thing, the
apparently infinite possibilities offered by online dating sites, such as Tinder™, can pose
problems for its users, with some reporting being overwhelmed and with issues relating to
addiction [18].
A key difference between online dating and more traditional forms of matchmaking, is
that online dating relies predominantly on photographs and therefore physical attraction.
Evidence suggests that although dating profiles do have some limited verbal descriptions,
people base their romantic decisions primarily on the accompanying photographs [19].
Whilst both men and women look for a partner they find physically attractive, empirical
evidence going back decades [e.g. 20, 21] indicates that men report they value physical
attractiveness in a potential long term partner more than women do [22].
Feminist and disability scholars have long argued that in a society which reflects ableist
views, people with disabilities, especially women, are significantly disadvantaged when it
comes to being seen as potential romantic partners [23–25]. This poses an obvious problem
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for people with disabilities in presenting themselves on mainstream online dating sites. Not
all people with intellectual disabilities have access to computers, mobile phones and social
media [26] with which to engage in on-line dating experiences. But where they do, it is
easy to see that not being considered conventionally attractive [27], can lead to disappointment as potential partners swipe past their photographs on online dating sites. In relation to
women in particular, Araújo, Meira and Almeida [28, p. 419] conclude from their research
across many countries that “Some appearance stereotypes… in the physical world follow
[women] in the online world”. Negative experiences, such as continually being passed over
in favour of others, is known to be damaging to a person’s sexual self-esteem, especially if
they are already vulnerable [29] and can cause people to experience shame [30].

Specialist Dating Agencies for People with Intellectual Disabilities
It is not difficult to understand why many people with intellectual disabilities may seek formal help with finding a relationship, given the disadvantaged position they start from (see
above). Dating agencies are one obvious solution to the problem. Yet there are relatively
few of them1 and there is very little literature on dating agencies for people with intellectual disabilities. Three papers were found after extensive literature searches [31–33].
Both the Jenner and Gale papers [31, 32] report on the same dating agency: the Relationship Support Service (RSS), a pilot project set up by CONSENT, a sexuality support
service run by the National Health Service (NHS) for people with intellectual disabilities
in Hertfordshire, UK. The idea for the service came from service users asking for opportunities to meet new friends and potential partners. Jenner and Gale conducted a survey of
the experiences and views of 150 service users, family carers and support staff/professionals: 70% of service users said they had few opportunities to meet partners, with 75% of parents and 96% of staff agreeing with that statement. When asked if they would use a friendship/dating agency, the response was overwhelmingly positive, with 82% of service users
saying they would use one to find new friends and 78% to find a partner. Although parents
of adults with intellectual disabilities are often assumed to be conservative in their attitudes
to relationships, 98% of parents surveyed they would support their son and daughter to use
the service to find friends and 70% to find a partner.
From the outset, Jenner and Gale report that the service was always more than an introduction agency. It provided education and ongoing support around sex and relationships, as
well as workshops for parents and staff training. It was set up as a pilot project to run for a
year. It did not continue in the longer term due to lack of funding, rather than any lack of
members or lack of success in helping people form friendships and relationships. Indeed,
lack of funds was reported as the biggest obstacle to the successful running of the project.
Another major barrier, reported in both papers, was the gender imbalance of members: in
the early months, 73% of members were male, 27% female [31] and towards the end of
pilot project, this had barely changed to 71% male and 29% female [32].
Jones [33] reports on the establishment of the Mates ‘n’ Dates agency in Oxfordshire,
UK. It was run along very similar lines to RSS, in that it offered ongoing support and educational workshops, as well as matching individuals. It differed in two ways from RSS, in

1

There is no known register of dating agencies for people with intellectual disabilities in the UK, so exact
numbers are unknown. However, after extensive online searching and utilising existing networks and contacts in the field, we are confident in saying there were a total of 11 in the UK at the time of this research.
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that it also put on regular social events to bring people together and had a separate group
called Mingle for people with intellectual disabilities who identified themselves as lesbian,
gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT). Although exact numbers were not given, Jones also
reports a gender imbalance in members, with far more men than women. Mates ‘n’ Dates
was (and still is, over 12 years later) run by the charitable organization Guideposts Trust.
There is precious little written by people with intellectual disabilities themselves about
their use of dating agencies, but Jones [34], one of the co-founders of the biggest specialist dating agency, Stars in the Sky, London, wrote about her motivation for setting up the
agency, its successes and challenges. She writes from her own perspective of being a person with intellectual disabilities looking for love and struggling to find it. Fairman [35]
also wrote very enthusiastically about the specialist dating agency model, describing and
praising the work of Stars in the Sky, London, and hoping they would set up a branch in her
own area, so she could join. In this paper, we include data concerning the views of people
with intellectual disabilities using specialist dating agencies (see below).

Method
The data from dating agencies was collected for Study 1 of a programme of studies investigating support for adults with intellectual disabilities to form and maintain loving relationships. Other studies in the programme gathered data from 40 adults with intellectual disabilities and 40 family carers and support staff. Findings from the other studies are reported
elsewhere [36, 37]. The whole research programme ran from October 2017–April 2019.

Data Collection
We conducted semi—structured in depth interviews, and collected a small amount of quantitative data, from workers in 10 specialist dating agencies in the UK.2 All participants
were female and all but one were white. As well as their dating agency work, they had all
had experience of intellectual disability services and/or an adult family member with an
intellectual disability.
The interview schedule was devised specially for this research project (and is available
on request). Questions were asked about the setting up of the service, funding sources,
details of how it operated, who it provided a service to, safety and safeguarding concerns,
biggest challenges, etc.
Ethical approval was given by the Social Care REC (Ref No 17/IEC08/0053). Study
participants were recruited from those who expressed an interest in the project following
awareness raising via statutory and voluntary organizations and social networks including the Supported Loving Campaign. In the wider study, which also involved people with
disabilities, all of the study participants had capacity to consent, which was sought using
information sheets and consent forms, with easy read versions (including the use of pictures) for people with intellectual disabilities. Confidentiality, anonymity and voluntariness
were stressed to all participants before, and during the study. Mindful that some participants with intellectual disabilities might find it upsetting to talk about the difficulties they

2
One agency was no longer operating, but the co-founder and former worker nevertheless agreed to participate in the research. Nine of the dating agencies were in England and one was in Scotland.
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experienced in finding romantic relationships, we arranged for support to be in place for
them if they felt they needed it, though in the event, none did.

Data Analysis
A thematic analysis was conducted on the qualitative data and some descriptive statistics
were produced from the quantitative data. Each transcript was read repeatedly to ensure
familiarity with the data, then a line by line analysis and initial coding began. Codes
were grouped into initial themes, which were in turn re-ordered into over-arching and sub
themes (Braun and Clarke 2006). All transcripts were read and coded by two members
of the research team independently, with a high level of agreement regarding codes and
themes.

Findings
Dating Agencies
There was a high degree of similarity in the type of dating agency and the people they
served (see Table 1). They did however, vary significantly in size, with membership numbers ranging from 40 to 600. The agency which had up to 600 at its peak, served the whole
of London (and has since closed down). There was no overlap in members between the different agencies, as they were geographically widely spread across the UK.
The main funding streams for the agencies were the National Lottery Community
Fund,3 charitable foundations, fundraising and membership fees, and a small amount of
local authority funding.
Although differing in size, their aims and objectives were all the same i.e. to reduce
social isolation by providing safe opportunities for people with intellectual disabilities to
meet others for friendship and romance. All the agencies considered it important to offer a
personal service to their members: meeting with prospective members in person and spending time getting to know them and what they were looking for. Thus, none had adopted the
model of online dating services.
As one would expect, safety was high priority. No agency accepted members without
a disability, meaning that any person with an intellectual disability who was seeking a
non-disabled partner would have to go elsewhere. All agencies required references from
professionals who knew the person well before they would accept members. This was to
ensure that the people were (a) who they said they were (i.e. that they did have intellectual
disabilities) and; (b) that they did not pose any undue risk to others (e.g. through behaviors that were challenging and/or or criminal). Minor offences, especially those committed
some time ago, were not necessarily a bar to membership and would be considered on a
case by case basis. However, all agencies said people who had committed sexual or violent
offences would not be accepted. A number of agencies pointed out that seeking references
from professionals could be quite problematic, with lengthy delays holding up the progression of memberships, or professionals reluctant to provide references, as they were not sure
what they should or should not disclose.

3

Formerly known as the Big Lottery Fund.
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2017

2007
2008
2006–2016

2016

2017

Agency No. 3

Agency No. 4
Agency No. 5
Agency No. 6

Agency No. 7

Agency No. 8

Friendships and dating

Friendships and dating

Friendships and dating

Friendships and dating

Dating, but through Singles nights
only, not a matching agency
Friendships and dating
Friendships and social group
Friendships and dating

Friendships and dating

Originally dating, now social
events only

Type of agency

Intellectual disabilities and/or autism, 18+, live in
local areaa
Intellectual disabilities and/or autism, 18+, live in
local area
Intellectual disability and/or autism or acquired
brain injuryb, 18+, live in local area
Intellectual disabilities and/or autism, 18+, live in
local area

Intellectual disabilities, 18+, live in local area
Intellectual disabilities, 18+
Intellectual disabilities and/or autism, 18+

Intellectual disabilities and/or autism, 18+, live in
local area
Intellectual disabilities, 18+

Intellectual disabilities, 18+, live in local area

Membership criteria

Approx. 200 members

96 members

68 members

Approx. 250 members
287 members
During whole project fluctuated between
200 and 600 members
Approx. 40 members

Approx. 40 members

Approx. 130–150 members

As dating agency 80 members, no membership required for social events

No. of members

b

This agency stated that they did not accept members with physical disabilities only

This agency stated that if someone had a physical disability only, they would “probably still let them join if they wanted to, although we would explain that most of our members have a intellectual disability”.)

a

2007 (relaunched and
rebranded in 2016)
Agency No. 10 2007

2009

Agency No. 2

Agency No. 9

2015

Agency No. 1

Date agency started

Table 1  Profile of dating agencies
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In addition to seeking to screen out any inappropriate members, the agencies who
matched people for dates (only No. 3 did not), all provided chaperones for the first, or first
few, dates. Where members needed chaperoning in the longer term, one or two agencies
were able to provide this, but others were not and tried to facilitate such arrangements from
the members’ own networks of support, including their families. Some agencies did not see
this as problematic, although others did: “We don’t think anyone should have to have a date
with their parents there”. (6)
Most agencies encouraged some level of involvement of family carers or support staff
in their members’ dating activities, as they recognized that often people needed emotional
and practical help with arrangements, including travel. When people with intellectual disabilities still lived with their parents, or were in residential or supported accommodation,
then agencies took the view that, as long as the member was in agreement, it was unrealistic and probably counter-productive to try to exclude parents and staff. However, a minority
of agencies discouraged, particularly, parental involvement “because their beliefs or attitudes can heavily influence the situation and not always in a good way” (2).

Thematic Analysis
The thematic analysis resulted in four main themes, each consisting of two sub-themes
(Fig. 1).

Gender Imbalance
One of the biggest challenges to the smooth running of dating agencies was that they all
had far more men than women joining them. This pattern applied across all 10 agencies,
although one maintained a 50/50 gender split in membership by holding men on waiting
list until sufficient numbers of women joined. The extent of the gender imbalance varied
from the extreme 95% male/5% female to the somewhat more balanced 60% male/40%
female. The most common level of imbalance was 66% male/33% female.
In terms of the two sub- themes which fed into this main theme of gender imbalance,
one was general and one specifically related to people with intellectual disabilities.
Gender
imbalance

Not your average
dating agency

Part of
something
bigger

Managing
expectations

Broader context

High levels of
support

Wider service
structure

Helping men with
intellectual
disabilities to be
realistic

Vulnerability of
women with
intellectual
disabilities

Reconceptualising
success

Goodwill and cooperation of
others

Need for patience
and perseverance

Fig. 1  Main themes
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General Gendered Context for Dating
The general theme raised by dating agency staff was their knowledge of the overall context
for gender imbalance in dating agencies and sites. They believed, and evidence suggests
they are right, that men outnumber women on many of the biggest dating sites, e.g. Tinder™ [38]. This pattern was also found in the traditional newspaper ‘lonely hearts’ advertisements which preceded online dating [39]. Researchers such as Jagger suggest this is
because historically and culturally men have taken the initiative in romantic and sexual
encounters and thus it is also the case when it comes to ‘advertising’ oneself for love. Not
surprisingly, similar patterns are found amongst people with intellectual disabilities, since
having an intellectual impairment does not eradicate gendered behavior. Indeed, it has long
been argued that the opposite is the case, with both men and women with intellectual disabilities adopting sometimes quite rigid gendered stereotypes [40, 41]. Interviewees frequently mentioned differences in male and female sexuality as a reason for the higher numbers of male members in dating agencies. For example:
Sexual desire is more overt in men, they are more forthcoming about wanting a sexual relationship (3)
Male sexuality is more of an obvious need. Very few women came looking for relationships, most were looking for friendships. (6)

Vulnerability of Women with Intellectual Disabilities
The second sub-theme, which related specifically to people with intellectual disabilities,
concerned the vulnerability of women with intellectual disabilities to sexual exploitation
and abuse. Research evidence confirms the widespread belief in society that women generally, and those with intellectual disabilities specifically, are at heightened risk of sexual
abuse compared to male peers [42]. Consequently, both support staff and family carers feel
girls and women with intellectual disabilities need more protection, and a lower level of
sexual freedom, than boys and men [43, 44]. Service providers also feel pressured to prioritize safeguarding over all other outcomes, despite the fact that some level of experimentation and positive risk‐taking is required for healthy development and transition to adulthood [45]. Fears about women with intellectual disabilities potentially being abused during
the dating process were reported to us by many of the dating agency staff when they were
asked to explain the lower number of female members:
I think the main reason there were less girls was because the families were overprotective of them (1)
Reasons for gender imbalance? … A lot of the women have had previous abusive
relationships. (3)
The men are more like gung-ho, they know what they want, they are happy to get out
there and the parents have been more supportive. With women …yeah, parents are
definitely more protective of the women. (8)
Faced with the gender imbalance in members, most agencies had tried to overcome
this by offering membership fee discounts or even free membership to women, putting on
events to specifically attract women (‘Ladies nights”), approaching local groups for women
with intellectual disabilities. These had very limited or no effect, membership remained
imbalanced and this led to male members getting frustrated at the length of time it took to
find them a date.
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“Not Your Average Dating Agency”
High Levels of Support
The second main theme related to the differences between specialist agencies for people
with intellectual disabilities and mainstream ones. These agencies all gave far more support to people than a mainstream dating service would, both at the matching stage and
ongoing support throughout relationships. People were offered personal support before
dates, to help them prepare, during initial dates (through chaperones to provide support
and build confidence) and after dates in both the short and long term. In fact, many of
the agencies reported that individuals and couples who had met through their agency
may return months, sometimes years later, for ongoing relationship support.
The agencies also provided educational workshops on many topics relating to sexuality and relationships as well as a very wide range of social opportunities for their members including: discos; Karaoke nights and formal balls (e.g. at Christmas or Valentine’
Day); music festivals and camping trips; bowling; theatre trips; performing arts events
and everything in between.
This level of support led to people with intellectual disabilities experiencing a great
sense of loyalty to the dating agencies. The men and women with intellectual disabilities in our wider study reported seeing the dating agencies as organizations they really
identified with and belonged to:
Before I joined [agency no. 9] I was more like…shut off from the world really.
Now, I feel like I belong here.
Joining [agency no. 7) is the best thing I’ve ever done.
The feeling of being accepted, respected and valued within an organization has been
found elsewhere (in relation to self-advocacy groups) to be highly significant in terms of
a creating a sense of belonging [46].

Re‑Conceptualising Success
Mainstream dating services commonly promote themselves by stating the number of
successful long-term relationships and marriages they have helped to create. However,
in terms of these traditional markers of success for dating agencies, as Table 2 shows,
numbers for these were quite modest for the specialist dating agencies:
Whilst these figures may appear relatively disappointing, one striking aspect of our
findings was that the agencies had a much broader, and more fluid, definition of success than just marriages or long term relationships. They included in their ‘success rate’
people who may never have had a date, but who may have made a friend. They included
people who developed a social life after joining, when they had previously been socially
isolated. Some social events run by dating agencies attempted to differentiate themselves from other social events by deliberately incorporating elements to bring people
closer together e.g. at Karaoke nights songs had to be sang in a duet. They included
those people whose confidence had grown since becoming members. This broad definition of success is entirely justified in the context of the primary aim of all the agencies
being to reduce social isolation and provide opportunities for friendship and romance.
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Table 2  Long term relationships

How many long term relationships they have helped to create
Agency No. 1 (2015–2016)

1

Agency No. 2 (2009–)
Agency No. 3 (2017–)
Agency No. 4 (2007–)
Agency No. 5 (2008–)
Agency No. 6 (2006–2016)
Agency No. 7 (2016–)
Agency No. 8 (2017–)
Agency No. 9 (2007–)
Agency No. 10 (2007–)

7 (3 marriages, 3 engagements, 1 long term relationship)
0
10
1 (engagement)
30 (including 4 marriages and 1 gay blessing service)
4
5
10 (including 2 marriages)
5 (including 4 marriages)

Part of Something Bigger
Wider Service Structure
The third main theme relates to the organizational structure of the agencies. It appeared to be
an important factor that agencies were part of a bigger organization. Only two of the agencies
(Nos. 1 and 8) were independent entities and both were set up by family members concerned
about the lack of safe dating opportunities for their relative. One of them ceased the dating
side of its work after a year and subsequently concentrated solely on social events. The other
had set out to cover the whole of London and subsequently had to scale back to focus on one
part of the city. This agency had a complicated fee structure and was one of the two most
expensive agencies in the study. It seemed to be inherently more difficult for these standalone dating agencies to operate; neither were seeking to be profit making, but even covering
their costs was problematic, as they could not charge high fees due to the vast majority of
their client base being people with intellectual disabilities on low incomes.

Goodwill/Co‑operation of Others
The remaining eight agencies were all affiliated to, or run by charity or 3rd sector organizations. This proved to be very important, as these wider organizations not only funded
the agencies to some extent, but also provided a lot of support ‘in kind’ particularly office
space, help with fundraising and some running costs. This was important because it freed
up the agency staff to concentrate on their core mission i.e. to support people with intellectual disabilities to find dates and develop relationships. All ten agencies emphasised that
they relied a lot on the goodwill, co-operation and support of either their umbrella organization and/or other supportive services.

Managing Expectations
The final main theme related to managing expectations and there were two sub-components of this.
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Helping Men with Intellectual Disabilities to be More Realistic
Elsewhere in the specialist dating agency literature it has been noted that some men with
intellectual disabilities were “exacting in their requirements”, indeed unrealistic, when it
came to women they wanted to meet [33, p. 12] and we found the same in this research.
Agencies reported that often, men would have unrealistic ideals of what their date should
look like:
The men all wanted a Bay Watch girl. (1)
They have a picture in their head about the perfect person they want to meet. (7)
Agency workers reported having to spend time working sensitively with such members
to help them understand that by being so specific about what they were looking for, they
were inevitably limiting their options and setting themselves up for disappointment. The
men had to be helped to understand that the agency simply could not provide what they
were looking for: “We don’t have a magic box of girls they can choose from.” (10)

Need for Patience and Perseverance
The second way in which agencies had to help people manage their expectations was by
helping people understand that it can take a long time to find the right person and not to
expect instant success. Agencies found that when people with intellectual disabilities were
unused to dating, they may expect to fall in love with the first person they meet and were
disappointed when this did not happen or when their feelings were not reciprocated. Agencies had to sometimes work hard with individuals to help them understand that finding the
right person can take some time and not to give up too easily: “When people don’t have
any experience, they just don’t know how relationships work—it’s understandable…that
knowledge can only really come from experience” (8)

The Views of People with Intellectual Disabilities About Dating Agencies
As stated above, in another study in the wider research programme, we interviewed 40
adults with intellectual disabilities about their experiences, expectations and hopes around
love and romance with part of the interview focusing on how they viewed dating agencies.
We report on the relevant findings regarding dating agencies here.
Only one-third of our sample had any experience of dating agencies, therefore the data
is small, but nevertheless important.
The views of people with intellectual disabilities on mainstream dating were universally
negative, with actual agencies being described as being far too expensive and not really
helping individuals: “All they are interested in is getting your money.” Some people had
tried mainstream speed dating and found that it had not worked for them: “You have to be
really, really quick, it was like a job interview…it didn’t work, because it takes me about
half an hour to get my words out.”
None of those who had tried online dating had positive experiences:
They used to pick on me. They saw my picture and they was playing a game with
me…internet dating is not a good place, you get people looking for sex, you get people looking to take the mickey out of you…it was extremely bad, I think it’s full of
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weirdos out there.
I have been on Tinder, but I didn’t have a very good experience. This guy said he
liked me and all that, then he started to send me pictures of his you-know-what.
There was particular concern that online, you never really knew who were talking to,
whether they were trustworthy and therefore the general consensus was that it was very
risky:
You never know if they’re going to be a paedophile or a murderer
It could be somebody pretending to be somebody else.
The low self-esteem of some people with intellectual disabilities was also evident, as
some participants expressed beliefs that a ‘normal’ person would not be attracted to them.
Therefore they thought there was something suspicious about anyone who said they were:
I’m thinking…why would those girls want to meet me? I mean, they can find a better
date than me.
Why would…there’s always a little bit of a question mark over someone who is interested in someone with that has a learning disability.
However, when it came to their experience of using specialist dating agencies for people with intellectual disabilities, the picture was quite different. Most of our sample were
very positive, both about the social events they went to, but also the one-to-one dates. In
particular, people spoke about appreciating the chaperones they had for their first few dates
(“I just felt like I was safe, knowing she was there if anything went wrong”) and about the
ongoing advice and support they received regarding relationships.
It was also clear that some people appreciated knowing they would be matched for a
date with another person with a disability and this gave them reassurance that they would
find acceptance rather than rejection:
If they’re like me, then I’m happy to give it a go
I want to find someone who will accept my disability and if they’ve got one themselves, then they will.
However, there were some dissenting voices and these were people who were frustrated
by having to wait a long time to be matched for a date and those who felt they had been
matched with people less able than themselves.

Discussion
There is very little extant literature with which to compare our findings, but that which
does exist [31–33], reports findings very much in line with those reported here. This is
despite a period of some 10–13 years having passed since the previous research studies
were published. Areas of commonality in findings relate to the gender imbalance and the
wide ranging nature of relationship support offered to people with intellectual disabilities.
Although gender issues emerged as a very strong finding in this research, there are other
equality and diversity issues to consider. All the agencies were, in principle, inclusive to all
people with intellectual disabilities, though in practice most had very few LGBT members.
This meant that it was very difficult to match LGBT people for dates, which was obviously
frustrating for them. Some agencies sought to support their LGBT applicants or members
by referring them elsewhere, though all acknowledged that mainstream LGBT groups were
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unlikely to offer the levels of support people with intellectual disabilities needed. Some
agencies had set up separate social and support groups for people with intellectual disabilities who identified as LGBT, which they reported were successful and popular with
members. However, these LGBT groups were reported to be most frequently used by male
members, with women very much in the minority [see also 46].
Similar to the above, whilst in principle the dating agencies were open to people of all
ethnic and cultural backgrounds, only the two based in London had an ethnically diverse
membership. The other eight agencies had an overwhelmingly white British membership,
despite efforts to recruit members from more diverse communities. In one area (Yorkshire,
UK) an alternative social group for adults with intellectual disabilities from South Asian
communities has been formed. Hum Tum describes itself as a culturally-sensitive alternative to existing friendship projects for people with intellectual disabilities, one which recognizes the cultural and religious preferences of its members by holding male-only and
female-only events at venues that do not serve alcohol.
Whilst all the agencies were open to all people with intellectual disabilities over the age
of 18, the age profiles of their members tended to be younger, with the majority of agencies reporting that most members were in early to middle adulthood (18–44 years). Only a
minority of agencies reported having a good number of members in the 45–60 age range
and only a very few members over the age of 60 were reported. This is perhaps not surprising, but does suggest the relationship needs of the over 45 s may be being neglected and
agencies may need to be pro-active in making sure they attract and meet the needs of the
older age group.
Though not usually thought of as an equality or diversity issue, we certainly found there
were particular issues for people with intellectual disabilities who lived in rural areas. All
the agencies outside of London covered large geographical areas, sometimes whole counties. The disadvantages faced by people with intellectual disabilities living in rural areas
were clear and related largely to poor or non-existent public transport, which made it very
difficult for them to broaden their social and relationship horizons.

Limitations
This research had limitations, as all studies do. Firstly, it is not an independent evaluation
of the dating agency services, but rather relies on self-reports from those people who ran
(and used) them, thus there may be unknown biases. Secondly, it is limited to one country,
the UK, and different results may have been found from dating agencies in other countries.
Nevertheless, it does give the first overview of why and how such services operate and so
will hopefully encourage others to explore the model.

Conclusion
With the rise of online dating, the stigma which was once attached to using a ‘lonely
hearts’ advert, a dating site or agency has largely disappeared [47]. Whilst informal support
from family, friends and support staff is obviously important, dating agencies, as a model
of formal relationship support for adults with intellectual disabilities also have a clear role.
Indeed, we argue in this paper that dating agencies for people with intellectual disabilities are an important counter-balance to some of the negative and infantilising attitudes

13

Sexuality and Disability (2020) 38:3–18

16

which still exist towards people with intellectual disabilities. They can, and do, help people
with intellectual disabilities achieve valued social roles as adults in their own communities
through making friends, finding partners and living an ‘ordinary’ life.
The authors are aware that in promoting a segregated service, they are going against
the policy and practice thrust of integrating people with intellectual disabilities into mainstream services, which is not something to be done lightly. However, this recommendation
is in response to the lived experience of people with intellectual disabilities in the world as
it is, rather than the world as we would like it to be. One of the few other authors to write
about dating agencies for people with intellectual disabilities concluded that:
The Dating Agency movement is going right against this philosophy [of inclusion].
According to the logic of normalisation, pressure should be put on mainstream dating agencies, night clubs and other services for sex and romance to accommodate the
needs of people with learning disabilities. But this is not going to happen and there is
a great challenge for service providers when individuals ask to live aspects of life in a
segregated rather than ‘socially included’ way [46, p. 19].
Jones came to the above conclusion after hearing, as we did, from people with intellectual disabilities that mainstream dating options rarely worked out well for them, often
costing them a great deal of money and risking their dignity and safety [33].
Most people with intellectual disabilities are aware that they have intellectual disabilities
and they are aware that other people tend to view them negatively [47]. It is not surprising
then that many people with intellectual disabilities positively want to use a specialist dating
service, where they stand less chance of being ridiculed, insulted, or ignored.
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