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Aim 
To establish a) the effectiveness and b) the reliability  
of Talking Mats™, a visual communication 
framework, as a resource for adults with intellectual 
disability 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
48 adults with intellectual and communication 
disability were interviewed on 3 occasions about their 
views on life planning. The topics discussed were 
based on the World Health Organisation 
Classification. Visits 1 and 2 examined effectiveness 
by comparing views expressed through Talking 
Mats™ and views expressed through participants’ 
main communiction methods. Visit 3 examined 
reliability by comparing views using Talking Mats™ 
three months later. The 48 participants were divided 
into four groups according to their level of functional 
comprehension.  Interviews were video recorded and 
analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively. An 
effectiveness coding framework was develped to rate 
the interviews. 
 
Key Results 
1. Thirty out of 48 participants were identified as 

using Talking Mats™ both effectively and reliably 
2. Effective use of Talking Mats™ is linked to 

functional comprehension 
3. To use Talking Mats™ effectively people need to 

be able to process more than two key words at a 
time.  

4. The quality of the interaction is enhanced when 
using Talking Mats™ compared to main 
communication methods.   

5. Views are expressed on a much wider range of 
topics when Talking Mats™ are used compared to 
using main communication methods 

6. A group was identified as being on the ‘threshold 
of effectiveness’. 

 
Conclusions 
This study has shown that Talking Mats™ is a useful 
communication resource and has identified how it can 
benefit people with intellectual disability. For the 15 
participants who were not identified as effective users 

of Talking Mats™  aspects of improved interaction 
were still found. For the thirty identified as being 
effective users, the quality and quantity of 
information was significantly greater when using 
Talking Mats™. Additional factors were identified 
which impact on the quality of communcation. These 
factors will be particularly important for  the group 
identified as being on the threshold of effectiveness. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
It validates and establishes this clinical tool as an 
effective resource for improving  communication  for 
adults with an intellectual disability.  
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
Recent government reports and policy e.g. Adults 
with Incapacity (Scotland) Act and The Borders 
Report have stressed the importance of 
communication so that individuals can express their 
views and raise concerns. Talking Mats™ provides a 
low cost, simple, enjoyable, easily available resource 
that supports these policies. It can be used to cover a 
wide range of health topics e.g.consent to treatment, 
healthy eating, mood, transition, sexual awareness, 
issues of vulnerability.  
 
Where to next? 
• Investigate how people on the ‘threshold of 

effectiveness’ could be taught to use Talking 
Mats™ more effectively 

• Investigate the use of Talking Mats™ as a tool for 
detecting mood in people with intellectual 
disability 

• Investigate the use of Talking Mats™ with 
children 

• Investigate the use of Talking Mats™ with adults 
with intellectual disability who are obese 
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