
 

Causes of disabilities and special needs  

Understanding the causes of disabilities and special needs involves examining various factors that can affect 

an individual before, during, and after birth. These factors are generally categorized into three main periods: 

prenatal (before birth), perinatal (around the time of birth), and postnatal (after birth). 

1. Genetic and Hereditary Factors 

• Genetic Disorders: Conditions such as Down syndrome, Fragile X syndrome, or other chromosomal 

abnormalities can cause developmental delays. 

• Inherited Metabolic Disorders: Conditions like phenylketonuria (PKU) can affect brain development and 

lead to delays. 

2. Environmental Factors a) Prenatal Factors 

• Maternal Health: Poor maternal nutrition, chronic illnesses, or infections during pregnancy (like rubella 

or toxoplasmosis) can affect fetal development. 

• Substance Exposure: Alcohol, tobacco, and drug use during pregnancy can lead to fetal alcohol 

syndrome or other developmental issues. 

• Exposure to Toxins: E.g., environmental toxins like lead or mercury during pregnancy can impair brain 

development. 

b) Birth-Related (Perinatal) Factors  

• Premature Birth: Babies born 37 weeks before are at higher risk for developmental delays, such as motor 

skills and cognitive function. 

• Low Birth Weight: Infants with low birth weight may face challenges in physical and cognitive 

development. 

• Birth Complications: Lack of oxygen (hypoxia) during birth or trauma during delivery can lead to 

developmental issues. 

c) Postnatal Factors 

• Infections: Severe or repeated infections, e.g., meningitis or encephalitis, can damage the brain. 

• Malnutrition: Chronic malnutrition, particularly in the first few years of life, can severely impact physical 

and cognitive development. 

• Exposure to Environmental Toxins: e.g., exposure to toxins like lead in the postnatal environment. 

d)Other Environmental and Psychosocial Factors 

• Neglect and Abuse: Lack of emotional and physical care, or exposure to violence and trauma, can lead 

to delays in emotional and social domains. 

• Lack of Stimulation: Limited interaction, play, and learning opportunities may cause delays in language, 

cognitive, and social skills. 

• Poverty: This may lead to inadequate nutrition, poor healthcare access, and unsafe living conditions. 



e) Chronic Health Conditions 

• Chronic Illnesses: e.g., asthma, diabetes, or congenital heart disease can affect a child’s physical 

development and energy levels. 

• Neurological Conditions: e.g., cerebral palsy, epilepsy, or autism spectrum disorder can cause delays in 

motor skills, communication, and social interactions. 

f) Mental Health of Caregivers 

• Parental Mental Health: Maternal depression, anxiety, or other mental health issues can affect bonding 

and attachment, affecting emotional and social development. This can easily lead to special needs 

issues among children. 

g) Multifactorial Influences 

• Interaction of Multiple Factors:  

▪ Combination of genetic, environmental, and social factors. 

▪ E.g., a child born prematurely to a mother with inadequate prenatal care who also grows up 

in a low-stimulation environment is at higher risk for developmental delays. 

h) Cultural and Societal Factors 

• Cultural Practices: Certain cultural practices or beliefs may inadvertently contribute to developmental 

delays, e.g., restrictive infant-rearing practices or lack of early educational opportunities. 

 

 

 

i) Unexplained Causes 

In some cases, the cause of developmental delays may not be identifiable, even after  

thorough medical and developmental assessments. 
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