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Abstract: People with intellectual disabilities (ID) have high rates of overweight and obesity, heart and
metabolic diseases, and low motor development. These factors compromise functional independence
and autonomy in activities of daily living. The objective of this study was to clarify the design and
implementation of multicomponent physical exercise programs (MPEPs) and evaluate their effects on
physical fitness in people with ID. A search for scientific articles in English published before 2022 was
conducted using Web of Science, PubMed, Scopus, and Science Direct databases. Scientific papers
describing the effects of MPEPs on physical fitness in people with ID were considered. A total of
374 articles involving people with ID were included. Positive physical fitness outcomes were found
in interventions with MPEPs in its morphological components and to a lesser extent in the motor,
muscular, metabolic, and cardiorespiratory aspects in people with ID. Further research is needed to
standardize and elucidate the effects of the MPEP on other functional dimensions of physical fitness
to use them as a physical activity alternative to reduce sedentary behavior in people with ID.

Keywords: multicomponent exercise; exercise training; intellectual disability; physical fitness;
functional capacity

1. Introduction

The number of people with disabilities worldwide is close to one billion, which
amounts to 15% of the total population [1]. Of this percentage, between 1.5% to 2.5% corre-
sponds to people with intellectual disabilities (ID) [2], who present high rates of overweight
and obesity [3], cardiac and metabolic disease [4], low motor development [5], and reduced
muscular endurance, being twice as likely to develop chronic disease and living half as
long as people without disabilities [6]. In addition, this population is characterized by a
higher risk of falls and lower cardiorespiratory [7] and neuromuscular [8] development,
limitations in mobility, and balance and gait problems [9], correlating to higher risk of
falls [4], factors that compromise functional independence, and autonomy in activities
of daily living [10]. Overall, physical condition related to health of people with ID is
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diminished in comparison with the general population, which according to the Toronto
model considers five aspects of health-related fitness: morphological, muscular, motor
skills, cardiorespiratory, and metabolic [11,12]. In fact, motor skills of males with ID are
below the competence expected for children and adolescents without disabilities [13] and
the performance in handgrip strength is lower than general population of older adults
between 60 and 91 years of age [14].

In general, people with ID demonstrate low levels of physical activity and a high
prevalence of sedentary time, completing only 10.7% of the global physical activity rec-
ommendations for this population [15]. Also, adults with ID participate in sport and
physical activity at lower rates than general population, associated with physical mobility
impairment [16]. In this context, different therapeutic and methodological proposals have
sought to counteract the aforementioned conditions. Previous studies have shown positive
effects of different types of exercise training in people with ID. Interventions that combined
aerobic training with resistance, balance, and/or flexibility exercises showed statistically
significant cardiorespiratory fitness gains [17], while the application of a specific exercise
training program improved strength and balance in children with Down’s syndrome [18].
Exercise training has also demonstrated favorable effects on agility, power, and speed, but
not balance [19], and combined exercise training has contributed to significant positive
effects on aerobic capacity, muscle strength, total cholesterol levels, and resting systolic
blood pressure [20].

In this regard, multicomponent physical exercise programs (MPEPs) have emerged,
consisting of physical exercises for the maintenance and development of muscular strength,
cardiorespiratory endurance, balance, flexibility, and cognition, and which programs are
structured in different sequences of movements and levels of complexity [21]. These
programs are defined as a structured and safe proposal for integral physical conditioning,
which have been applied and have shown favorable results in the physical condition
and functional capacity of frail and self-sufficient elderly people [21]. Multicomponent
programs have also had favorable effects on the health of older adults with cognitive
impairment [22] in nursing homes [23] with degenerative pathologies such as dementia [24]
and Alzheimer’s disease [25]. In addition, they have been applied to people with ID,
showing favorable results in balance and fall-risk reduction [26], as well as in the control
of overweight and obesity in adults [27]. MPEPs have been shown to be an effective
therapeutic tool for the improvement of functional capacity and its transfer to activities
of daily living [28]. However, the protocols used in the design and implementation of
these programs and the effects on the physical fitness components of people with ID are
not entirely clear [11] as interventions are usually poorly described in terms of exercise
components and measurement protocols. Therefore, the aim of the present systematic
review was to clarify the design and implementation of MPEPs and evaluate their effects
on physical fitness in people with ID.

2. Materials and Methods

This systematic review used the guidelines proposed by the preferred reporting
items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) [29]. In November 2022, the
lead author systematically reviewed four electronic databases (Web of Science, PubMed,
Scopus, and ScienceDirect) on the application of MPEPs and their effects on physical fitness
components of people with ID. Similar to what is proposed by the Toronto model, composed
of five components: morphological, muscular, cardiorespiratory, metabolic, and motor [11],
other scientific studies published in peer-reviewed journals until 28 October 2022, were
considered eligible. The search terms used for this review were constructed using the
PICO strategy [30]: (a) the population was made of people with ID; (b) physical activity
interventions that declare the use of MPEP; (c) any type of comparison before and post-
intervention, both intra- and intergroups; (d) results in physical fitness and its components;
(e) experimental and quasi-experimental studies; (f) original articles written in English. The
keywords used for the search were: “Multicomponent exercise program”, “Multicomponent
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training”, “Multicomponent exercise”, “Intellectual disability”, “Intellectual disabilities”
and “Mental retardation”, using the Boolean operator “AND” and the search combinations
presented in Table 1. Original scientific publications written in English were considered,
obtaining a total of 374 articles, of which 168 articles were eliminated because they were
duplicates. It is important to mention that in the search for information, specific areas of
research were not considered in order to have a broader scope of information.

Table 1. Search combinations in databases.

Keyword Keyword Science

(Topic 1) BO (Topic 2) Pubmed Scopus WoS Direct
Multicomponent exercise program “AND” Intellectual disabilit * 13 5 7 41
Multicomponent exercise program “AND” Mental retardation 10 0 2 10
Multicomponent training “AND” Intellectual disabilit * 34 10 11 77
Multicomponent training “AND” Mental retardation 30 0 0 17
Multicomponent exercise “AND” Intellectual disabilit * 21 8 6 43
Multicomponent exercise “AND” Mental retardation 18 0 0 11
Total articles 126 23 26 199

BO: Boolean operator; intellectual disabilit *: disability and disabilities.

In the selection of the study sample, the following inclusion criteria were considered:
(a) original scientific studies considering all design types; (b) articles that considered
MPEP and its relationship with the different components of physical condition related
to health in people with ID as main variables; (c) studies that presented measurable
outcomes related to all components of physical fitness; (d) all types of exercise intervention;
(e) studies that stated the training protocol used. The exclusion criteria were based on:
(a) results not related specifically to participants with ID; (b) MPEPs not included as a
main way of physical activity. For the application of the aforementioned criteria, the
reading of the title and abstract was considered to apply the first inclusion criterion. To
apply the second and third criteria, we read the article, analyzing the methodology and
main results obtained in the physical condition and health variables. After applying these
criteria, 195 articles were eliminated, leaving 11 articles read in full, of which 6 were finally
selected for the present review. To organize the data obtained from the selected studies in
a structured manner, a previously designed template was used to synthesize the content
in relation to the previously defined variables: (1) authors and references of the article,
(2) methodological design and sample of participants, (3) intervention protocol and study
variables, (4) characteristics of the program applied, and (5) most relevant conclusions of
each study.

Population and Sample of Scientific Studies

Based on the procedure described and the search strategy employed, the total number
of studies corresponded to 374 articles extracted from Web of Science and Scopus databases,
and PubMed and ScienceDirect search engines. After coding, duplicates were eliminated
and the inclusion criteria described above were applied, obtaining a total of 6 scientific
articles, as shown in the flow chart in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Flow chart of the search performed considering the PRISMA statement [29].
3. Results

A total of 11 articles were related to MPEPs in people with ID. However, this systematic
review considered 6 of the 11 studies due to the relevance and type of research, corresponding
to 54.5 % of the scientific production in this subject applied to this population.

The descriptive results of each selected study (n = 6) [31-36] are presented below in
the Table 2. The following coding was used to extract the data: (1) author(s) and year
of publication, (2) participants, (3) age, (4) study design, (5) physical activity protocol,
(6) frequency, (7) session duration, (8) program duration, (9) intensity, (10) variables,
(11) outcomes, and (12) complementary interventions.

Table 2. Characteristics of multicomponent physical exercise programs and protocols applied in
people with ID.
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93? : anc} years ptlot, at home, per week min weeks oderate ence and from 5 to change
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bliri‘de.d strengt}{ physical terol, T
analysis. training function and repetitions
and quality of in sit-to-
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mance.

All the selected protocols considered participants with ID in their sample, where
all articles focused on the adult population (aged 18 years and older), except one that
considered adolescents (>13 years) [32]. Inclusion criteria were based on population with
ID and obesity [31,33]. In terms of study design, some correspond to randomized controlled
trials [26,31,34], one open study [33], one quasi-experimental study with a non-equivalent
control group [27], and one pre- and post-test trial [32].

In most of the studies, the duration of the intervention was established between
16 and 48 weeks, with a frequency of between one and five days a week. The average
duration of each session was between 40 and 60 min, and the intensity was stated in only
three of the studies analyzed.

In all the interventions, it is observed that the protocols included different types of
exercise, mainly sub-aerobic or aerobic resistance exercises (walking, running, sports) and
static and dynamic muscular strength exercises. Some protocols included other interven-
tions such as muscle stretching exercises [34] or recreational exercises [31-33]. One study
placed special emphasis on static and dynamic balance exercises as a consideration of
coordinative components [26]. Most studies considered the components of physical fitness,
based on the morphological component, specifically on anthropometric measures such
as weight, height, BMI, waist circumference, and/or body fat percentage. The cardiores-
piratory component was considered in two studies [27,32], with interventions aimed at
improving blood pressure, blood markers, and lung function. Only one of the studies
looked at health-related quality of life [32], and another looked at sedentary behavior [33].

Some studies considered the motor and muscular component as qualities to be im-
proved in the interventions, whose training protocols considered maximal strength training,
functional capacity, static/dynamic balance, and risk of falling [26,34].
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Regarding the results obtained, in most studies considered, favorable modifications
were observed in some morphological and metabolic components’ variables [27,31-33].
Other studies showed positive results in the motor component, with improvements in
muscle strength, static/dynamic balance, and functional capacity as the resulting quali-
ties [26,34]. Almost all of the selected studies included complementary interventions to the
multicomponent physical exercise program, which consisted of theoretical counseling on
topics relevant to the intervention, such as behavioral changes, active aging, motivational
strategies, and family support, except for one intervention [34]. Most studies included a
complementary nutritional approach as part of the intervention program [27,31-33].

4. Discussion

The present study aimed to evaluate the effects of MPEPs in people with ID. Positive
results were found in the application of the MPEP in the physical condition of people with
ID, especially in the morphological components, as well as in the motor, muscular and
cardiorespiratory components, functional capacity, and balance in the participants.

In this context, people with ID have a higher prevalence of overweight and obesity [35],
motor impairments, functional limitations, and decreased physical fitness involving re-
duced aerobic capacity and muscle strength [36]. Thus, the MPEPs considered in this
review emerge as an innovative intervention proposal to improve the common alterations
of people with ID. However, although all studies show favorable results in this popula-
tion’s physical condition and health, there is no consensus on the implementation of MPEP
protocols, differing in terms of frequency, duration, intensity, physical components, and
types of exercise.

There is evidence in favor of structured physical exercise programs in special popula-
tions, which has demonstrated changes in body composition in people with ID [37], as well
as those who are inclined to present these programs playfully seeking to report benefits
in cardiometabolic health and adherence to them [38]. In addition, combined exercise
programs have shown positive effects on total cholesterol levels, blood pressure, aerobic
capacity, and muscle strength [20]. In the same line of work, a 10-month intervention
based on structured motor games of strength and endurance showed positive results in
adiposity and lean mass levels in a sample of male Down’s syndrome patients [39]. The
studies selected for the present review have been applied in adults with ID, in which sense
Bull et al. [40] indicate that adults living with disabilities should perform 150-300 min/wk
of moderate-intensity aerobic activity, or 75-150 min/wk of vigorous, functionally oriented,
multicomponent strength and balance exercises. However, in spite of the guidelines, the
practical and methodological orientations are not clear in the arrangement of the com-
ponents suggested for the structure of training sessions and programs for the physical
condition and health improvement of people with ID. In fact, it is noted that some au-
thors [41] have based their studies on previous interventions that have yielded favorable
results and have replicated those models without proposing a standard structure for MPEPs.
In this sense, it can be seen that the physical components to be promoted through the phys-
ical exercise protocols analyzed are very different. There is no consensus on the main
physical capacities to which these physical exercise programs should be oriented. Thus,
considering that the level of physical fitness of the population with ID is lower compared
to those without disability and decreases over the years, it causes them to have a higher
risk of health deterioration associated with aging and low physical fitness [42]. Therefore,
it is essential to expand research on the subject to establish structured a MPEP that can
facilitate its implementation in people with ID to achieve the expected objectives at the
physical and functional level.

On the other hand, the protocols analyzed for the present review mainly focus on the
participants’ body composition, privileging results in objectively measured anthropometric
variables, particularly weight, BMI, and waist circumference. In fact, four of the six studies
considered do not target their interventions towards physical-functional components,
aspects that should become more relevant for the transfer to working life in people with
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ID [43]. This is why the learning acquired in school education should be transferred to the
labor field, considering the high prevalence of obesity, overweight, and sedentary behaviors
of people with ID [44]. However, in spite of the potential benefits of the MPEP, their use,
research, and understanding by physical educators and related professionals, as well as
their incorporation in the preparation of adolescents and adults for working life from the
school stage, have not yet become widespread.

Among the strengths of the interventions, it is inferred that the multicomponent
factor could increase the adherence of the participants to the exercise program due to the
continuous creativity and flexibility in the development and modification of the programs
to meet the changing needs of participants, which will help to maintain the performance of
physical exercise over time [45,46], consequently improving the quality of life of people
with ID in the long term. Despite the above, only one study [27] stated a frequency of
3-5 weekly sessions, a key element for the generation of habits and adherence to physical
exercise programs [47]. In addition, all of the selected studies incorporated complementary
interventions to physical exercise such as education, counseling, and behavior modification
strategies, in addition to motivation techniques and family support, emphasizing the great
importance of social and family support in the adoption and maintenance of physical
activity patterns, as opposed to the literature reviewed, which is mostly based on purely
physical exercise interventions.

Among the limitations of the selected studies, it was determined that all of them were
carried out in adolescents and adults, not considering the child population nor an analysis
by sex in the responses to these interventions. In terms of intervention protocols, the least-
considered element in the structuring of the MPEP was the intensity of the intervention,
which in many of the studies is not stated or specified. In addition, the heterogeneity in
time in the average duration of the MPEP was 21 weeks, with a range between 10 and
48 weeks, which does not allow for establishing concrete conclusions to the effects of
MPEPs in shorter periods on the different physical fitness components. This opens the door
to future lines of research, where studies not only consider morphological aspects but also
focus on motor, metabolic and functional components through different methodologies
applied to people with ID in their life course. Among the limitations of the present review,
we can list the lack of consideration of other aspects that could have affected the obtained
results, such as nutrition and diet, lifestyle, and program adherence. Also, we did not
conduct a meta-analysis to assess the results, nor did we consider the quality of the evidence
and the strength of the recommendations [48] to derive conclusions on the selected studies,
which can be improved in future review articles.

5. Conclusions

This systematic review contains data to support that interventions with MPEPs could
have positive outcomes in physical fitness of people with ID, demonstrating improvements
in body composition, muscle strength, balance, and functional capacity. However, MPEP
are not standardized in terms of protocols and components of the physical condition in
which they are applied and mostly focus on improving morphological components related
to changes in body composition and to a lesser extent to the motor, muscular, metabolic, and
cardiorespiratory aspects. Further research is needed to fully conclude knowledge of their
effects and standardize their structure to consider them as an alternative for compliance
with physical activity recommendations, adherence, and reduction of sedentary behavior
in people with ID.
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