Improving the Health and Well-being of Delawareans with Disabilities 
There is growing awareness that people with disabilities can and should achieve a healthy lifestyle. Having a disability should not prevent an individual from maintaining good health, engaging in appropriate exercise and physical activity, and/or feeling good about his or her health status. With the nation facing such serious health issues as obesity, high blood pressure, and asthma, it is important to provide opportunities for everyone, including individuals with disabilities, to live healthy and active lives.
Through Healthy Delawareans with Disabilities: Bridging the Gap (HDWD:BtG), the Center for Disabilities Studies (CDS) at the University of Delaware is working to improve the health status and well-being of people with disabilities in Delaware. Led by Ilka Riddle, Ph.D., this five-year project (2007-2012) is funded by the National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
HDWD:BtG staff members meet regularly with a 55-member advisory council representing 36 agencies. Together, they drafted a strategic plan for legislators, policymakers, state agencies, community organizations, and individuals with disabilities and their family members. It is intended to serve as a blueprint to advance the health status and well-being of Delawareans with disabilities. The final plan will be published in late spring 2009. To read the draft plan, please visit www.GoHDWD.org/strategic_plan.html.
Prevalence of Secondary Conditions

Having a disability may affect one’s perception of his or her health as well as one’s actual health status, as indicated by responses to Delaware’s 2006 Behavioral Risk Factor Survey (BRFS1), conducted annually as part of the nationwide Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS2). When this random-sample telephone survey asked Delaware’s adult population about behaviors that affect risk of disease and disability, 44 percent of adults with a disability considered themselves to have “fair” or “poor” health compared to fewer than 8 percent of adults without a disability. Adults with disabilities may give these responses because they view their disabilities as diminishing their health status, because they in fact do have more chronic diseases, or for other reasons. 

Delaware’s 2006 survey also showed that people with disabilities appear to have a higher risk for and incidence of a number of preventable conditions, which are called secondary conditions. Examples are obesity, arthritis, hypertension, and diabetes, all of which may develop as a result of the primary disabling condition. An article on page 3 explores the issue of secondary conditions and how early intervention may prevent or reduce them in people with disabilities.

Access to Health Care and Fitness Services

Many adults in Delaware and throughout the country are finding that quality health care is costly and difficult to access. For people with disabilities, there often are additional barriers, including inaccessible buildings, medical equipment, and information. Some of these barriers may play a role in the disparities that are seen between people who have disabilities and those without disabilities. Access to such health promotion programs as nutrition counseling, stress management, and smoking cessation also may be more limited for people with disabilities. For young adults with disabilities and special health care needs, there are additional challenges as they transition from pediatric to adult providers (see page 2). 
Exercise, as well as health care, plays an important role in living a healthy lifestyle. However, people with disabilities often find it difficult to exercise because of their disabilities and the physical barriers at many fitness facilities. There are significantly lower participation rates in physical activity among people with disabilities, as reported in the 2007 BRFSS. To provide more opportunities for exercise for people with disabilities, HDWD:BtG worked with an area fitness center on accessibility issues through a grant it received from the Delaware Developmental Disabilities Council (see page 4).

Since adopting a healthy lifestyle is important for everyone, it is vital that people with disabilities have access to information, supports, and services that allow them to eat well, exercise regularly, and take care of their emotional health. Healthy Delawareans with Disabilities: Bridging the Gap is an important new resource for Delawareans with disabilities to help them achieve the best health possible. 
1 Delaware Health and Social Services, Division of Public Health, www.dhss.delaware.gov/dhss/dph/dpc/brfsurveys.html.

2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, www.cdc.gov/BRFSS.
