
Love & autism



Our plan

1. Big ideas!
2. Lifespan approach
3. Research sampler

4. Resources
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https://siecus.org/siecus-state-profiles/







Dignity of risk 

*Amy Gravino



Talk to yourself about sexuality & relationships!



Let’s set the stage a bit

Prevalence of romantic 
relationships & 
intimacy

Safety

Preparedness

Identity & autism

Access to 
information



Right now!

You want to be the go-to

Create some support

Use direct and clear language at any age

Anatomy and Physiology 
Puberty and Adolescent Sexual
  Development 
Gender Identity and Expression 
Sexual Orientation and Identity 
Sexual Health 
Consent and Healthy Relationships 
Interpersonal Violence 

https://siecus.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/NSES-2020-2.pdf
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Younger kids

Body parts

Different family 
constellations

Boundaries
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Younger kids

Body parts

Different family 
constellations

Boundaries

Reading suggestions:
• Sincerely, Your Autistic Child
• Teaching Children with Down Syndrome about 

Their Bodies, Boundaries, and Sexuality
• https://www.amightygirl.com/blog?p=11069

Pro tip: use the 
word “some” 
when you can



Almost puberty!

Body parts→ Puberty & 
understanding yourself

Different family 
constellations→ healthy 
relationships

Media reflections

Boundaries→ More detailed Circles
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Almost puberty!

Body parts→ Puberty & 
understanding yourself

Different family 
constellations→ healthy 
relationships

Media reflections

Boundaries→ More detailed Circles

Reading suggestions:
• The Facts of Life and More
• S.E.X. The All-You-Need-To-

Know Sexuality Guide to get 
you Through Your Teens & 
Twenties

• Amaze.org
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Boundaries→ More detailed Circles
+Consent & assertiveness

Virtual safety/porn

Dating

Identity



Adolescence

Body parts→ Puberty→ Safe sex

Different family 
constellations→ healthy 
relationships

Boundaries→ More detailed Circles
+Consent & assertiveness

Virtual safety/porn

Identity

Dating



(Crehan et al., 2022)

Sexual orientation

Gender identity

Consent

Assertiveness

More info, please!



No, not here, never

Yes, when these conditions are met, 

sometimes



Adolescence

Body parts→ Puberty→ Safe sex

Different family 
constellations→ healthy 
relationships

Boundaries→ More detailed Circles
+Consent & assertiveness

Virtual safety/porn

Identity

Dating





Partner has 
shared interest

____________

Partner has 
shared interest

____________

Partner likes to …

____________

Is a friend

A partner who is 
funny

Partner likes to …

____________

Partner likes to …

____________
Kissing

Holding hands

Cuddling

Having sex
A partner who is 

quiet
A partner who is 

talkative
A partner who 
likes to go out

A partner who 
likes to stay in



“The 5 (Neurodivergent) Love Languages are:

Info dumping- [sharing a lot of details about one topic]
Parallel play/Body Doubling - sharing space together whilst 
doing different activities
Spoon Sharing/Support Swapping- sharing our energy
Please Crush My Soul Back Into My Body (deep pressure)
Penguin Pebbling - sharing small gifts or memes with 
neurodivergent friends/family (usually related to dedicated 
interests)”

-Ausomely Autistic (2023) on https://community.autism.org.uk/f/adults-on-
the-autistic-spectrum/31397/neurodivergent-love-languages

More details:
https://stimpunks.org/2022/01/22/the-five-neurodivergent-love-
languages-2/



Adolescence

Body parts→ Puberty→ Safe sex

Different family 
constellations→ healthy 
relationships

Boundaries→ More detailed Circles
+Consent & assertiveness

Virtual safety/porn

Identity

Dating

Reading suggestions:
• The Autism Relationships Workbook
• OAR Sex Ed for Self-Advocates
• Preparing for Life
• Queerly Autistic –Erin Ekins
• Spectrums – Maxfield Sparrow



Young adulthood and beyond!

Meeting other people with 
romantic opportunities*

Pregnancy, parenting, 
menopause

Online dating tips
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Project KISS
Gender and autism
@crehanlab

Sexuality statement
Healthy Relationships



Research 
sampler

Let’s Make a Match
Project KISS
Gender and autism
@crehanlab

Sexuality statement
Healthy Relationships



Our plan

1. Big ideas!
2. Lifespan approach
3. Research sampler

4. Resources



Building a care team

• A lot of  variability, individualized plans 

are likely

• Identify what resources you/the 

school/church/community has available. 

• Make a plan for who, how and when to 

approach the topics

• Set a reminder to follow up!



www.pegasuscaps.com
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From Jed Baker’s Preparing for Life



You could say “I’d rather not hug!” A 
real friend won’t get mad and will 

respect your boundaries.

You could say suggest an alternative 
“Hey, could we high five or fist bump 

instead?”

Your brother’s friend always gives you a big hug when they visit your 
house. You don’t really like hugging but you’re afraid it will hurt their 

feelings if you tell them to stop. What could you do?



Do they talk to you? 
Return your 

calls/texts/messages?

• Read their body language in person

• Use 2 message rule

Do they initiate 
contact with 

you?

• Do they call/text/message you first?

• Have they suggested spending time together?

Are you attracted 
to them?

• *Use previous activity to answer this 
questions

• Physically?

• Emotionally?

• Overlapping interests?

If you asked 
them on a 

date, did they 
say yes?

• If they said no, probably not a good romantic partner

• If they said they were busy then, you can ask one more time.
• If they said yes but after two messages, they don’t respond, 

they meant no

www.pegasuscaps.com



Evidence-based teaching tools

• Role of peers (e.g., leaders and consultation)
• Using educational supports or tools from other 

disciplines
• Visual strategies, video modeling
• Role play
• Review



A positive frame

Oh ya, and!



How can we approach this 
using a positive and affirming 

framework?

Revisit how you 
define relationships

Connect with others who 
support your vision

Find ways to facilitate 
connections

Discuss the benefits of 
romantic relationships



Thank you for listening!

Big thanks to our Community Advisory Board, 
Research Team, and participants!

• Study announcements 

– CrehanLab on Facebook and Instagram

• Training opportunities and parent groups

– PegasusCAPS on Facebook and Instagram

–www.pegasuscaps.com



Thank you for listening!
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