
                                
    By Geoff Evans                                                                                        Copyright of the Options Group, 2007. All rights reserved.

Options Group Autism Information Sheet

SET UP AS 3 COLOUR – PMS 3415, PMS 2607 & BLACK

Support With Relationships, Developing Sexuality & 
Sexual Expression (Part Two)

In part one we looked at when is the best time to start with 
relationships and sex education, what type of information is 
needed, who will provide it and how will it be provided. 

In part two, we will be looking at specific difficulties faced by 
individuals with an autistic spectrum conditions in relation to 
special relationships and expressing their sexuality. I will seek 
to suggest some ways of approaching these difficulties but 
perhaps more importantly, draw your attention to relevant 
literature and resources.

Difficulties In Forming, Maintaining And Appropriately 
Ending Relationships

In autobiographical writings, a number of individuals with 
autism have written about how they approach these difficulties. 
Some avoid close personal relationships altogether (preferring 
this to the complexities of dating, forming and maintaining 
relationships and entire emotional trauma that this can involve). 
Others state that they desire personal and sexual relationships 
but require specific help and support. This can be difficult to 
provide as all relationships are different and unique, however 
some say that advice in the form of checklists and warnings 
about the pitfalls can be helpful. Marc Fleisher in his book 
‘Survival Strategies for People on the Autism Spectrum’ gives 
some indication of the type and level of advice that people 
with autism may require when engaging in social relationships. 
Jed Baker’s book ‘Social Skills Training’ provides some good 
programmes and exercises for developing and understanding 
relationships in general.

In recent years, a number of books have been written by 
individuals with Asperger’s Syndrome giving advice on all 
aspects of relationships based mainly on their own experiences. 
These books can provide professionals and parents with a 
much needed insight and some useful strategies. Some are 
written in the form of a self-help guide for the individual with 
Asperger’s Syndrome (see overleaf for a selection of these).

Alternatively, you may wish to consider writing your own guide 
for your child or the individual you are supporting. This could 
consist of a straightforward checklist of do’s and don’ts, social 
stories or ten top tips of how to cope with particular experiences 
for example, starting periods. What you include will depend 
very much on the needs of the individual with autism and the 
presentation will be dependent upon their preferred learning 
style. Do consider using available technology e.g. providing 
spoken advice on a MP3 player or a video social story on an 
MP4 player. This may be much easier to access than a lot 
of written information and will not draw as much attention in 
public places. The more involvement the individual with autism 
has the more successful the guide is likely to be.

Preparing For And Supporting During Puberty

Appropriate Behaviour and Sexual Activity

For many individuals with autism, puberty can be a very 
confusing and stressful experience due to their changing 
bodies, hormones and extra demands placed upon them.

Most will require precise and clear explanations about bodily 
changes and their different expectations and feelings (you may 
find the resources listed overleaf helpful in doing this).

Inappropriate sexual activity that can occur in puberty (such 
as unwanted touching, inappropriate masturbation and certain 
other behaviours that may be individual sexual expressions) 
often cause parents and professionals great concern. Whilst it 
is not possible to talk in any great depth about these, I will seek 
to share a few ideas and offer suggestions about where to look 
for further information.

Understanding what and when behaviours are or are not 
appropriate is very difficult for most young individuals on the 
autistic spectrum. This is particularly true in relation to all things 
sexual as these don’t get talked about openly and the rules are 
not always as clear as they need to be. With some things in life 
it is fairly straightforward, as we can have a rule that says you 
never do that. But with touching, masturbation and some other 
sexual activities, we don’t want to forbid it but we must ensure 
that they are engaged at the right time and in the appropriate
place.

In my experience, it is better to begin teaching appropriateness 
as early as possible and in a natural and positive way. If from an 
early age we have taught the child who and when we cuddle, 
they are more than likely to continue following these rules when 
urges and needs grow stronger. However, we must be mindful 
that the rules change over time and the way a four or five year 
old cuddles may not be appropriate for the sixteen year old. As 
always in autism we have to plan ahead and anticipate possible 
future difficulties. In all of these areas it is important to come 
from a positive standpoint and ensure that the young person 
knows exactly when, where, with who and (if appropriate) how 
they can engage in the activity.

Using visual support strategies will work for many young 
individuals with autism and you may wish to try the following.

Colouring body maps to illustrate where you can touch on 
specific individuals or groups of people. For example:

•	Green - allowed to touch
•	Yellow - touching with permission
•	Red - never touch

Remember that as with any approach, it has to specific to the
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Options Group’s specialist services for children, young people and adults with Autistic Spectrum Conditions

Community Support 
Services 

For people aged 18+

Bredon House - 
Worcestershire
Applegate House - 
North Lincolnshire

Specialist Schools
For young people aged 8-19

Barton School and 
The Bridge@Barton School - 
North Lincolnshire
Higford School - Shropshire
Kinsale School - Flintshire

AALPS Services
Transitions Services for 

people aged 16+ 

AALPS North - 
North Lincolnshire
AALPS Midlands - 
Worcestershire
AALPS Cymru - Flintshire

Adult Residential Services        
For people aged 18+

Watermill House - 
North Lincolnshire
Watermill Lodge - 
North Lincolnshire
The Thicket - West Yorkshire
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individual’s world, experiences and levels of understanding.

One way of addressing and teaching about private and public
behaviours is to develop a photo game. For this you would 
photograph a number of places familiar to the child e.g. 
garden, toilet and supermarket and then ask questions about 
each place. For example:

•	Would you have a wee here?
•	Would you take your clothes off here?

Correct answers can be rewarded and the appropriate 
behaviour explained for others.

Circles is an approach developed by Marklyn P Champagne 
and Leslie Walker-Hirsch. This seeks to teach about different 
types of relationships and the corresponding behaviour that is
appropriate for each one. You start by putting a dot or photo 
of your child in the centre of a large piece of paper with ever 
increasing circles around it. Each circle identifies a group of 
people and what behaviour is acceptable in relation to them.
For example, the Private Circle (the circle closest to them) would 
include immediate family and appropriate behaviour would be 
close hugs etc. The outer circle would be for strangers and 
behaviour would include walking past them, not talking to them.

Social Stories have proved an excellent way of addressing 
these kinds of issues for some individuals with autism. A good 
example of such a story can be found in Carol Smith’s book 
‘Social Stories’. This deals with teaching appropriate self
touching.

Systems such as, PECS (Picture Exchange Communication 
System) and symbol packages like Communicate 2 provide 
useful ways of communicating about these issues. You may 
wish to try Power Cards to teach appropriate behaviour. 
Information on Power Cards can be found below.

Some adolescents may respond to agony columns. This 
approach involves writing a letter outlining a specific problem 
and then getting someone significant to the individual with 
autism to write a reply offering advice.

It is worth remembering that not all behaviours that appear 
sexual are actually that. For example, a young man who often
took his trousers and pants off and displayed his private parts
was trying to indicate that he had grown during puberty and 
now required larger underpants - a problem easily solved once
we understood.

Another key element of supporting in this area is to understand
our own feelings and responses in order to better support 
the individual with autism. It is easy to get difficulties out of 
proportion without realising it. One person described a teenager 
as ‘always masturbating’, this meant that she was unable to 
see all of the things that he was doing and achieving. When 
I asked her “does he do it when eating?” She replied “no”. 
“Well what about when playing football?” “No” and so on. It 
eventually became clear that he did this three or four times a 
day, which is not uncommon for a fourteen year old. She had 
got it out of all proportion due to her personal feelings about 
the activity.

Information & How To Check Out Understanding

One thing is fairly certain, that if we don’t inform the individual 
with autism someone else may and we will have little or no 
control over what they are told.

There is also a danger that the child will seek to provide their 
own explanation as to what is happening to them. For example, 
one young adolescent boy became upset about wet dreams as 
he thought he had gone back to wetting the bed. Another cut 
himself badly when trying to shave off his pubic hair fearing he 
was changing into a monkey. Both could have possibly been 
avoided by providing them the right information in advance.

Further advice, reading and resources

Making Sense of Sex - A Forthright Guide to Puberty, Sex and Relationships for People with Asperger’s Syndrome - Sarah
Attwood (2008 Jessica Kingsley)
Asperger Syndrome and Sexuality - From Adolescence through Adulthood - Isabelle Henault (2005 Jessica Kingsley)
Freaks, Geeks and Asperger Syndrome - A User Guide to Adolescence - Luke Jackson (2002)
Talking Together About . . . (3 Book Series: 1. Growing Up, 2. Sex & Relationships, 3. Contraception) - Lorna Scott and Lesley
Kerr-Edwards (Family Planning Association)
Adolescents on the Autism Spectrum - Chantale Sicile-Kira (2006 Vermilion)
The Other Half of Asperger Syndrome: A Guide to Living in an Intimate Relationship with a Partner who has Asperger Syndrome 
- Maxine Aston (2001 NAS)
Asperger Syndrome and Long Term Relationships - Ashley Stanford (2003 Jessica Kingsley)
Social Skills Training: For Children and Adolescents with Asperger Syndrome and Social Communication Problems - Jed Baker 
(2003 Autism Asperger Publishing Company)
Writing and Developing Social Stories: Practical Interventions in Autism - Carol Smith (2003 Blackwells)
Power Cards - Motivating Children and Youths with Autism - Elisa Gagnon (Autism Asperger Publishing Company)
For information on the Circles Video, see www.stanfield.com


