
AAIDD’s UNIQUE NICHE IN THE INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY WORLD  
 

AADIDD Publishes the Widely Accepted Definition of Mental Retardation  
 
Since 1876, the American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 
(AAIDD) has led the field of developmental disabilities by officially defining the 
condition known as “mental retardation”. A diagnostic and classification system 
remains important in today’s society because it is used to determine who can access 
publicly funded services and supports.  
The current AAIDD definition of mental retardation was developed by an international 
committee of disability experts and is based on the latest research findings, 
contemporary practices, and a new understanding of how our modern society views 
the concept of disability. The 10

th 
Edition of the Association’s classification manual 

Mental Retardation: Definition, Classification, and Systems of Supports reflects the 
growing consensus in the field that mental retardation is seen as a condition that can 
be enhanced by providing appropriate supports, rather than being viewed as an 
absolute life-long trait. A critical implication of this supports-based approach to 
diagnosing mental retardation is the focus on the individual and his or her unique 
strengths, abilities and needs. This rapidly emerging trend advances individualized 
services and supports rather than using pre-existing diagnostic categories to place 
people into traditional models of service.  
 
Today AAIDD offers the only supports-based definition and classification system, 
making it the most progressive disability diagnostic system available for people with 
this significant intellectual disability.  
 
AAIDD Accomplishments In Our Definitional Work:  
 

• Publishing the 10
th 

Edition of Mental Retardation: Definition, Classification, and 
Systems of Supports.  

• Developing a companion workbook that can be used by front line workers to 
support people with disabilities.  

 
• Publishing the 10th Edition in a variety of languages including English, Spanish, 

French, Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, and Mandarin.  
 
• Conducting special Training Institutes throughout the United States and in other 

countries on the AAIDD definition and classification system.  
 
 

AAIDD Leads the Way In Supports  
 
AAIDD has been a leading force in advocating for the supports paradigm — a new 
positive and forward-thinking approach that shifts the focus from deficits in the 
individual with disabilities, to one that recognizes unique personal strengths and 
identifies needed supports. Through the supports lens, mental retardation is viewed as 




