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Welcome to the Wonder Years



Age at Which Adolescents Begin Pursuing Romantic 
Relationships

This can vary greatly.

27% of 12-year-olds 
Teens who report having 
been in a romantic
relationship within the 
past 18 months

      73% of 18-year-olds



Dating

Average duration of these relationships improves with age

5 months for adolescents under the age of 14 

21 months for adolescents over the age of 16



Dating

Limited research has been done looking at romance and sexuality among 
adolescents with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD).

What data there is suggests that on average ASD teens begin expressing 
romantic interest 1-2 years later than their non-ASD peers and have their 
first sexual experience 3-6 years later than their non-ASD peers.



Dating is not easy… 
for anybody

(As a teen, this is often how I felt 
when I was trying to talk to girls.) 



Today it is even harder

Precautions and anxieties related to Covid have added a new layer of 
complexity. 



Specific Challenges for Adolescents with ASD 

Dislike small talk

Difficulties reading social cues

Trouble understanding facial expressions

Not sure how to start a conversation

Hard to identify or express their feelings

   



Specific Challenges for Adolescents with ASD 

Uncomfortable with romantic/ sexual feelings

Difficulties understanding another’s point of 
view

Brutal honesty that hurts another’s feelings

Confused by non-literal language and things 
that go unsaid

Touching their genitals in public when stressed    



And then of course there is… flirting!

It is rather hard to define or break down what flirting is.

“Signs” of romantic interest are almost identical to 
signs that someone wishes to be friends.

Flirting is more like a feeling or a tone than a list of behaviors, which can 
be hard for ASD teens to grasp.  



There are many unwritten social rules around flirting

How to smile and make eye contact are good examples of this.

A typical teen might look at someone, make eye 
contact, smile, and then look away

An ASD teen might continue to stare, not 
knowing when to look away, and they might 
forget to smile. Others might misinterpret the 
teen as being creepy or angry. 



Another problem: Sensory Issues

For many individuals, the sensory demands can be quite stressful.

Dating often involves being in unfamiliar and crowded settings that can be too 
loud or too stimulating. 



Sensory Issues Related to Physical Intimacy

Physical intimacy is a common and expected part of dating. 

Intimacy can range from holding hands and hugging to explicit sexual 
contact. 

Physical intimacy can involve all of the five senses. Many ASD teens are 
unprepared for this. 



And   then there is your partner… 

Teens with ASD do not always consider that physical intimacy is as much a 
sensory experience for their date as it is for them.

ASD teens with poor hygiene often have not considered how their body odor 
or their breathe might affect their date’s comfort. 



A big obstacle can be low self-esteem



Self-Esteem

Many teens with ASD are highly critical of themselves and feel that they are 
not good enough or attractive enough to aquire someone’s interest. 

Many engage in self-deprecation and fatalistic thinking.

Many have social anxiety and/or a history of being misunderstood or 
rejected by peers. 



Self-Esteem

Low self-esteem can put one at risk for choosing the wrong partner and 
being taken advantage of. 

Many teens with ASD are quick to date the first person that shows interest 
in them, regardless of whether that person is a good match for them or not. 



Mutuality 

Some ASD teens have trouble understanding that a relationship should be 
reciprocal i.e. both partners should provide mutual love, respect and 
support. 

Many ASD teens look for someone that they can take care, because it feels 
good to be wanted and needed.

This creates a risk of choosing a partner that takes more than they give.



Mutuality

These kinds of relationships can become very one-sided, and the ASD teen 
might start to notice that their needs are not being considered equally. 

Unfortunately, they might quietly accept this arrangement for fear of losing 
the partner, creating a cycle of emotional injury and anxiety.



At Significant Risk for Being Taken Advantage of

Studies suggest that ASD teens are at greater risk for being used, rejected 
and/or assaulted than non-ASD peers. 

ASD teens often require explicit instruction in the differences between a 
healthy, an unhealthy and an abusive relationship. 



Increased Risk of Being Perceived as Insensitive and 
Possibly Abusive

Because it is challenging to consider the perspective and needs of the 
partner, ASD teens can be too focused on their own desires and preferences 
and have expectations that ignore the feelings of the partner. 

ASD teens (and frankly, all teens) benefit from explicit instruction regarding 
boundaries, consent, collaborative problem solving and the law. 



Where Do Teens Get Their Information

Parents/ Family often focus is on abstinence, safe sex, reproduction
many do not talk sbout it (30-40%)
even less with LGBTQ+

Trusted adult (non-family) can be awkward, boundary issues

Peers greater influence than parents
still figuring it out themselves

Health class at school often focuses on puberty, reproduction, risk



Where Do Teens Get Their Information

Movies & TV distorted, teach bad life lessons
⅓ prime-time TV shows depict sexual behavior
⅓ of popular movies depict sexual intercourse
most scenes depict heterosexual, unmarried couples
typically virtually free of negative consequences
In 80% of scenes, no birth control is used and there are 

no consequences for unprotected sex

Books - fiction/nonfiction not interactive

Music very distorted imagery
since 1990’s overt sexuality has increased significantly



Where Do Teens Get Their Information

Studies suggest that the more adolescents view sex in the media, the more they 
tend to perceive it as realistic portrayals. 

Studies also suggest that more exposure to sexual content in the media is 
associated with more permissive attitudes around sex. 



And then there is the Internet



Internet

Social Media  Being anonymous allows one to explore identity in ways we could not 

Websites Informational 
Difficult for teens to distinguish high and low quality information
42% of adolescents report accidental exposure to online sex sites

Video Games Images of woman are often sexualized
Being aggressive is often rewarded in games

Pornography Can be confused as informative and normative



More on Pornography

Sexually Explicit Information & Material (SEIM) is…

Everywhere on the internet

Free

You can experience it anonymously

Focus is on pleasure, not risk (i.e. sex is unprotected, often depicts multiple 
partners, no-one becomes pregnant or contracts STD’s, violence is 
eroticized)

Generally from a male point of view



More on Pornography

23% of children ages 10-15 report seeing SEIM in the past year

70% of those children reported that the exposure was unwanted

93% of boys age 18 report having viewed SEIM in the past year

62% of girls age 18 report having viewed SEIM in the past year



More on Pornography

Studies suggest a positive correlation between exposure to SEIM and 
adolescent risky sexual behavior, including having sex at an early age, sex with 
many partners and teen pregnancy.  

There is research that suggests exposure to violent SEIM is associated with 
greater risk for violence in real world relationships. 



Sexting

Studies show a range of findings

2.5% - 19% of teens report creating nude or nearly nude images of self

7.1% - 38% of teens report having received such images

Studies of Facebook content 

25% of 10 - 19 year olds posted revealing photographs of themselves 
with descriptions of sexual behavior.



Sexting

Most adolescents that appear in these images are girls ages 16 - 17

Girls (67%) are more likely to report feeling pressured than boys (39%)



Sexting

Usually created in the context of a romantic relationship

Mostly about nudity, not sex 

54% reported that it was a positive or neutral experience

17% reported that it was a negative experience

29% reported a mixed response



Sexting & Sexual Behavior

There is a clear connection between sexting and being sexually active

In one study of middle school aged children...

students who received images were 6x more likely to be sexually active

students who sent images were 4x more likely to be sexually active



Suggestions for Parents

Encourage an open dialogue. Try not to lay down the rules, but rather listen to 
their perspective. 

Normalize their experience. The social rules of dating can be confusing to 
everyone.

Be proactive. Even if they are not currently expressing interest in dating, it is 
good to lay the groundwork for open and positive conversations. 



Suggestions for Parents

There are many topics that an ASD teen could benefit from having explicit 
teaching around

Healthy ways to show interest (i.e. compliments, non-verbal cues) 
Who might be an appropriate match
When/ Where/ How to ask someone out 
What would be an appropriate date
How does one sustain a conversation 
Dressing for the date/hygiene
Who pays
Dating someone within your friend group



Suggestions for Parents

There are many topics that an ASD teen could benefit from having explicit 
teaching around

Different levels of physical intimacy and the sensory nature of it
Risks and benefits of physical intimacy
Consent
Accepting rejection
Expressing one’s needs/ being attentive to one’s partner’s needs
Disclosing one’s autism diagnosis
Online dating safety (i.e sharing information)
Healthy vs. unhealthy vs. abusive relationships
How to break-up respectfully and safely



Suggestions for Parents

Don’t assume that they know more than they do

Don’t assume that they will only be attracted to peers of the opposite sex

Try not to have big reactions because you want to avoid shaming them. 
Shame typically shuts down the conversation. 



Autism & Dating

Thank you for this opportunity.

Are there any questions?


