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ASD & Its Affect on 
Functioning & Abilities? 
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Autistic Spectrum Disorder 
•  ASD is a lifelong neurological, developmental 

disorder which effects how people with ASD 
communicate, socialise and interact with others; 
and is characterised by restrictive, repetitive 
behaviours, interests and activities (fixations).   

•  It is a spectrum disorder representing a 
continuum of difficulties along different 
dimensions - mainly social, communication, and 
behavioural.  
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ASD Youth &  
Sensory Processing Difficulties 

•  Experience sensory overload (e.g. noises, lights, 
crowds) 

•  Difficulty coping with queues or crowds 
•  Sensitive to touch and items touching their skin. 
•  Aversion or fascination to certain textures (e.g. 

fabrics, taste) 
•  May isolate themselves or appear to “shut down”, 

or go inwards to manage sensory overload 
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Eye Contact 
 •  They will speak with you, but are unlikely 

to use eye contact.  
•  People affected by ASD are highly attuned 

to sensory details, and looking into 
someone’s eyes can cause an overload of 
stimulation/information.  

•  Many people with ASD can focus more on 
what you’re saying if they aren’t using all 
of their energy trying to maintain eye 
contact. 
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ASD Youth &  
Emotional Difficulties 

•  May have low self-esteem 
•  Difficulty labelling their own emotions; or that of 

others 
•  Levels of anxiety which seem excessive 

compared to the situation triggering them 
•  Low mood or depression; and it’s not unusual for 

them to have co-morbid psychological diagnoses. 
•  A desire to withdraw from the outside world 
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ASD Youth &  
Communication Problems 

•  Many have problems with the meaning and rhythm 
of words and sentences.  

•  Problems understanding body language and the 
meanings of different vocal tones. 

•  Focus on the literal meanings of words (concrete); 
and have difficulty with words that have multiple 
meanings. 

•  Slower processing of language 
•  Their voices may be:  monotone, loud, and/or with 

unusual intonations 
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ASD Youth & 
Processing Language 

•  Some autistic people struggle with 
processing communication, so it can take 
longer than we’re used to with neuro-
typicals for them to respond to our 
questions. 

•  They may respond “no” first; until they 
have time to process what they just heard 
– especially if it’s new or different. 
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Interpreting the Meaning of Age 
•  Some may not intuitively understand the age of 

another person; or the meaning of being that age.   
•  Individuals “socially” understand what’s 

appropriate or inappropriate for children of 
various ages; but they may lack that ability. 

•  For example, if a 7 year old child “likes” a young 
person or looks up to them, the young person with 
ASD may not recognize that it’s inappropriate / 
illegal for them to pursue a relationship with the 
child.   
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ASD & the Theory of Mind 

•  Theory of Mind asserts that “mindblindness” is 
at the root of social difficulties for those with 
ASD;  

•  meaning that people with ASD have difficulty 
attributing mental states (beliefs, desires, and 
intentions) to others versus themself, and also 
have difficulty understanding that others have 
internal states that differ from their own.  

(Loftin RL, &  Hartlage SA, 2015)  
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Why Teenagers with ASD have 
Difficulty with Social Situations: 

 •  Working out what other people are thinking and 
feeling 

•  Understanding facial expressions and body language 
•  Adjusting to new social situations 
•  Solving social problems, like what to do when you 

disagree with someone 
•  Understanding unwritten social rules 
•  Identifying and communicating shared interests 

with other teenagers 
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ASD & Psychosexual 
Aspects 
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ASD & Psychosexual Aspects 
•  There are higher numbers of LGBTQ individuals among 

those with ASD compared to general population; whilst 
common, not all will present with psychosexual features. 
(Dewinter, J., De Graaf, H., & Begeer, S., 2017) 

•  They may be more likely to be attracted to a PERSON, rather 
than a gender.  

•  May present with a range of psycho-sexual fixations which 
will require  inclusion in their treatment plan. 

•  ASD & Gender Dysphoric symptoms are common                  
co-occurrences. GD symptoms may range from interest in 
cross-dressing (confusion about their gender role) to strong 
need to be surgically altered to reflect their inner gender.  
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Sexuality in Autism:  
Hypersexual & Paraphilic 

Behaviour in Women and Men 
with High Functioning Autism 

Spectrum Disorder 

Schottle, D., 2017 
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Significant Differences 
between ASD & HC 
(Adult Males)	

ASD (N=96)	 HCs (N=96)	 P-value	

Hypersexual (> 49)	 17 (30.4%)	 2 (3.5%)	 < 0.001*	

Masochistic fantasies	 22 (39.3%)	 6 (10.5%)	 < 0.001*	

Sadistic fantasies	 24 (42.9%)	 4 (7.0%)	 < 0.001*	

Voyeuristic fantasies	 22 (39.3%)	 6 (10.5%)	 < 0.001*	

Voyeuristic behaviours	 16 (28.6%)	 2 (3.5%)	 < 0.001*	

Frotteuristic fantasies	 15 (26.8%)	 0	 < 0.001*	

Frotteuristic 
behaviours	

9 (16.0%)	 0	 <0.003*	

Paedophilic sexual 
fantasies of female 
children	

16 (28.6%)	 0	 < 0.001*	
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No Significant Differences between 
ASD & HC (Adult Males)	

ASD	 HCs	 P-value	

Masochistic behaviours	 16 (28.6%)	 6 (10.5%)	 0.02	

Sadistic behaviours	 16 (28.6%)	 6 (10.5%)	 0.02	

Exhibitionistic fantasies	 6 (10.7%)	 2 (3.5%)	 0.14	

Exhibitionistic behaviours	 2 (3.6%)	 2 (3.5%)	 0.98	

Paedophilic sexual behaviours with 
female children	

0	 0	 n/A	

Paedophilic sexual fantasies of male 
children	

2 (3.6%)	 0	 0.15	

Paedophilic sexual behaviours with 
male children	

0	 0	 n/A	

Schottle, D., 2017 
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Implications:  Hypersexual & 
Paraphilic Behaviour 

•  Given the prevalence of psychosexual issues amongst the ASD 
population, it is important for clinicians to assess widely for 
possible: 
–  Hypersexuality  
–  Unhealthy  sexual fantasies / behaviours 
–  Other sexually inappropriate behaviours, in addition to the 

referring behaviour 
–  Possible gender dysphoric symptoms 

•  Research supports that simply raising the subject, will not 
induce their taking up such ideas; however will increase their 
ability to share their internal world more quickly in treatment. 
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ASD & Progression of Sexual 
Behaviour Problems (1/2) 

•  In a sample of 142 individuals with ASD, 
researchers found that the prevalence of sexual 
behaviour problems in children with ASD was 
43% (T1); and was 30% during adolescence (T2).  

•  Individuals with sexual problems as children 
(T1) showed more severe sexual problems at 
adolescence (T2) (p=.02).  
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ASD & Progression of Sexual 
Behaviour Problems (2/2) 

•  Sexual problems are not related to the severity of ASD 
symptoms.  

•  Children with sexual problems who have ASD are at 
risk for developing more severe sexual problem 
behaviour later in life. 
•  This supports early intervention for children with 

ASD who have exhibited problematic sexual 
behaviour during childhood. 

L.P., Dekker, L. P., Erasmus, MC, Louwerse, S. C., Tick, N. N., Verhulst, F. C., & 
Maras, A. (May, 2012).   
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What We All Need to 
Know… 

Including Parents/Carers 
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What Parents/Carers Need to Know (1/5) 

•  Many of the parents/carers attending NIAPP lack a 
practical understanding of how they child’s ASD 
diagnosis affects them; even though CAMHS explained 
it to them. 

•  This can lead to unreasonable expectations and 
frustrations: 

•  The same way we recommend clinicians try to break 
down Treatment Goals for the Child/Young Person in 
behavioural terms; needs to be shared with parents/
carers. 
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What Parents/Carers Need to Know (2/5) 
•  For example, parents may understand their child is not 

good at making friends; but may have never stopped to 
think about the many steps involved to make friends.   

•  In each of these “steps” there are opportunities for how 
parents/carers can better help their child 

•  Steps to make friends: 
–  Walk into room, where do I look, when do I give eye contact, 

how do I say hi, what tone of voice should I use, who talks 
first, what subject should I start with, how do I know when to 
start/stop talking, how close should I stand, remembering to 
ask them questions about themselves, why do I have to show 
I’m interested in them,  how do I arrange meeting up? 
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What Parents/Carers Need to Know 
(3/5) 

•  Notably, greater time spent in conversation 
and reading predicted future decreases in 
severity of social impairment.  

•  The way that adolescents with ASD spend 
their free time may have implications for 
their development and the course of their 
autism symptoms. 

Orsmond & Kuo, 2011 
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What Parents/Carers Need to Know (4/5) 
•  Parents/Carers need help to better understand how their 

child’s difficulties in understanding the intention of others 
impacts their child. 
–  Out of habit or frustration, parents may just simplify 

things to “rules” and reduce having helpful 
conversations; which we would want them to rebalance. 

–  A parent’s intention may have been to teach something; 
but the young person may have experienced it as being 
given out to. 

–  A parent’s intention may have been to express anger / 
frustration; but the young person may not have been 
aware their parent was feeling that way.   

Property of NOTA 2019 
 



What Parents/Carers Need to Know (5/5) 
•  Parents/Carers benefit from being taught about the various 

components/steps involved in the following areas  and other 
Treatment Goals for their child/young person who has ASD: 
–  That their child/young person has feelings – but they are 

internalized and not obvious to them or others.  
–  How their child’s ASD impacts their ability to show interest 

in others, asking questions of others, making friends, and 
emotional responses (remorse) 

–  Child/Young Person’s needs –vs- the needs of others 
–  Conversation and communication; and intentions  
–  The reality of what it means to have difficulty reading social 
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ASD & Impact on 
Clinical Practice 
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Primary Treatment Objective 
•  Reducing risk of further exhibition of Harmful 

Sexual Behaviour is our primary treatment 
objective 

•  ASD is a lifelong condition 
•  We can provide skills, techniques, and rules that 

they may be able to apply and use in their daily 
lives which will help them manage situations 
more safely. 

•  Ability to recall (and use) those skills when they 
need them will depend on the individual’s 
abilities and PRACTICE. 
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ASD & Treatment Planning (1/3)  

•  What sexual themes are present which if left 
unaddressed might cause them problems? Such 
as: 
–  Sexual urge control 
–  Unhealthy pornography use 
–  Sadomasochistic  
–  Paedophilic 
–  Fetishes 
–  Voyeurism 
–  Exhibitionism 
–  Masturbation Issues (e.g. location, frequency) 
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ASD & Treatment Planning (2/3)  

•  Specifically address identified psychosexual issues in treatment.   
•  Smaller Group or Individual Treatment should be considered 

for ASD youth for certain psychosexual issues; and in general. 
•  May require specific treatment for deviant sexual arousal; and/

or behaviour modification for healthier sexual behaviours/
fantasies.   

•  Reinforce what should be reinforced for them... 
•  Use rules and concrete expectations to manage concerning 

behaviours; and to set goal behaviours. 
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ASD & Treatment Planning (3/3)  

•  Apart from sexually specific treatment goals, the 
young person’s general strengths and weaknesses, in 
the context of having ASD, should be considered. 
–  Are they high enough functioning to benefit from input? 
–  What type of input might increase their ability to benefit? 
–  Are there any other complicating co-morbid diagnoses that 

may complicate their ability to benefit from treatment? 
–  What specific areas of input might they benefit from? 
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ASD & Some Treatment 
Goals 
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CBT 
•  Behavioural approach to their emotional world 
•  Tools to correct negative self-talk 
•  Pesky gNats CBT Programme for Children & 

Teenagers – fee based licensed software with  
therapeutic computer game, smart phone app 
and manuals, developed by Gary O’Reilly. 

•  Relaxation techniques & Emotional Regulation 
Skills 

•  Anxiety Management 
•  Involve parents to help reinforce learning and 

application 
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Social Skills – for ASD Youth 
(1/3)  

•  Eye Contact 
– Eye Contact uses energy they may be using to 

manage stimulating environments; so it’s not always 
reasonable or fair to expect them to use eye contact.   

– They need to be taught about their eye contact, how 
it’s helpful and in what situations so they can choose 
to practice and hopefully use eye contact when its 
important – but not in all instances unless they are 
able to. 
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Social Skills – for ASD Youth 
(2/3)  

•  Tone of voice   
– If this is an issue, they should be taught about the 

implications of how loudly they speak (e.g. when 
and where), how they intonate certain words and 
the different meanings that can have, and general 
tone of voice .      

•  How to ask questions  
– Asking questions of others is often difficult.  They 

need to be taught about showing an interest in 
others, how to phrase questions, and their tone of 
voice when asking questions. 
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Social Skills – for ASD Youth 
(3/3)  

•  Turn Taking in Conversations: 
– Taking turns in conversations is important in order 

to effectively participate in social communications. 
If they are not able to take turns during interactions, 
they may interrupt the other person who is speaking 
or may not actively listen.   

– They need to be taught skills to remember to take 
turns, how to transition, cues for when it is their 
turn, how to listen attentively and look for the cue 
while thinking of what they want to say which is on 
topic or linked to the subject.   
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Social Skill Training 
•  Explicitly teach rules of social conduct via social 

scripting (e.g. Role Plays)  
•  Watching Television (e.g. Atypcial, The Good 

Doctor) 
•  Video Modelling  
•  Social Media 
•  Joining Groups/Activities 
•  Prompt Cards 
•  Social Stories 
•  Involvement of parents/carers 
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“The Four Steps of 
Communication" 

•  “Think Social! A Social Thinking Curriculum for 
School-Age Students" programme (Winner, 2007) 
– Step 1:    Think about other people's thoughts and 

feelings as well as your own.  
– Step 2:    Establish physical presence; enter with 

your body attuned to the group.  
– Step 3:    Think with your eyes.  
– Step 4:    Use your words to relate to others. 
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Some Additional Social Tips 
For Parents & Professionals (1/2) 

•  Provide opportunities to practice every day social skills and 
use role plays regularly (e.g. why don’t we practice that). 

•  When abstract concepts are being explained, use visual aids.  
•  Avoid asking vague questions such as, “Why did you do that?” 

“What’s going on?” 
•  Be as concrete as possible. 
•  If they aren’t good at reading non-verbal cues, your use of 

facial expressions and other social cues to express a feeling or 
an idea may not work; so say what you mean and be specific. 
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Some Additional Social Tips 
For Parents & Professionals (2/2) 

•  Take a calm, quiet approach when talking to the young person 
•  Give them their own space, while ensuring that they don’t 

retreat from family life altogether 
•  Limit online activities to encourage face-to-face time with 

people 
•  Talk to them during a shared activity; not face to face.  
•  Use lots of subtle and genuine praise, as young people with 

ASD generally have low self-esteem and need more genuine 
praise then neuro-typical children.  
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Managing Feelings &  
Understanding the Feelings of Others 

(1/2)  
•  In addition to aspects usually addressed for this treatment 

goal, nuanced aspects for the ASD client include: 
–  Include behavioural/physical sensations of emotional 

states; being specific and concrete.  You may need to try 
different techniques to aid their understanding of what you 
are trying to explain; and verify they understand  

–  Teach visual cues to emotional states and what they may 
mean 

–  May not be helpful to differentiate between thoughts and 
feelings – as we usually do.  It may be more helpful, and less 
frustrating to let them focus on thoughts …about feelings. 
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Managing Feelings &  
Understanding the Feelings of Others 
–  Use Visual Aids, Face Cards (e.g. emotion cards, “What are 

they thinking/feeling” cards), Workbooks (e.g. Moodjuice) 
and use of mirrors – in session & at home 

–  Naming the concept of “Self & Others” 
•  Others don’t necessarily think/feel what they are 

thinking/feeling at the same time as they are 
•  Use this to assist enhancement of empathic abilities 

–  CBT to aid management & emotional regulation; 
particularly around anxiety management 

–  Relaxation techniques, Mindfulness, & Meditation 
–  Teach parents/carers what you are teaching the child/young 

person 
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Victim Empathy Input with ASD 
Youth (1/4) 

•  In the context of their social & emotional limitations, 
we must be realistic what VE input will achieve with 
ASD youth. 

•  Its hoped that teaching young people what impact 
their sexually abusive behaviour had on others will act 
as a deterrent.  

•  Often VE input seeks an emotional understanding of 
the impact of their behaviour on others; but with ASD 
youth our aim is more about a psycho-educational 
understanding. 

Property of NOTA 2019 
 



Victim Empathy Input with 
ASD Youth (2/4) 

•  But if you’re not good at thinking about another  person’s 
feelings; how then can VE input be of help?  

•  Parents/Carers want their child to “get it”; to understand 
the depth of impact.  We need to help parents/carers 
understand the signs that their child has “gotten it”; but 
that it won’t necessarily be in the typical way.   

•  How would they/we know their child “gets it”? 
•  Providing VE input from the perspective of “Fairness” 

may be beneficial with ASD youth; as they often have a 
strong sense of what’s fair or unfair that influences their 
behaviour. 
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Victim Empathy Input with 
ASD Youth (3/4) 

•  VE input will have an impact on the youth; 
remember, while ASD youth have emotional 
limitations – they experience their own feelings 
and often struggle to cope with intense 
emotional states. 

•  VE input may overwhelm the ASD youth; which 
is not conducive to retention, learning, or 
application. 

•  CBT techniques may help the young person cope 
with intense emotional states 
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Victim Empathy Input with ASD 
Youth (4/4) 

•  It is recommended to individually tailor the treatment 
approach for youth with ASD that takes into consideration: 
–  What specifically do you think they need to “get” in order to 

not sexually abuse again? 
–  Does that have anything to do with VE input? 

•  If not, the purpose of input may be to help parents feel 
their child “gets it”; which may benefit their relationship 
with their child and how they treat them.  

•  If so, use specific concrete tools/training materials with 
the child/young person to teach them about victim 
impact; and avoid tools that may be too abstract. 
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Victim Impact Resources (1/3) 

•  Finklehor’s Traumogenic Model – 
– Concrete information 
– Young person can acquire facts as to the different 

ways a person may be affected by having been 
sexually abused 

•  Therapeutic stories 
– Please Tell: A Child's Story About Sexual Abuse  
– Includes drawings made by a child; which may 

help our clients connect with what it was like for 
younger victims of CSA.   
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Victim Impact Resources (2/3) 
•  Videos sharing survivor’s personal stories 

– Research which available video’s are best suited to 
the client 

– Seeing someone tell how they were affected may 
be helpful for some young people 

– The closer the scenario in the video to their own 
situation, the more likely they are to make 
connections.   

– The further away the scenario, the more likely it 
will be too abstract for the client to make 
connections. 
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Victim Impact Resources (3/3) 
•  Role playing as their victim while being 

interviewed by a Social Worker (played by 
their therapist) – in 1st person as their victim 
– It is difficult for ASD youth to put themselves into 

the shoes of their victim, and recount what it was 
like for the victim when they were abused; 

– However, by saying it aloud in the first person 
(e.g. and then he did that to me), mimics the 
young person saying it as if it happened to them – 
which may assist their understanding. 
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Dating & Relationships 
•  The basics of friendship and social skills 

should be addressed first (see Social Skills) 
•  Some ASD youth may be more resistive to 

daily hygiene.  As such, general self care and 
grooming information may be helpful. 

•  Being themselves –vs- fitting in?  Which is 
better for the young person?   

•  Making themselves happy – vs – making their 
partner happy (reciprocity) 
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Dating & Relationships 
•  Scripts to ask someone out / chat someone up 
•  Scripts to manage rejection 
•  Scripts to manage acceptance of offer 
•  Scripts / role plays of how to move from 

physical proximity to a kiss (or other intimate 
behaviour) 
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Sex Education: Teaching principles  
 •  Must be learned in a highly structured, highly 

individualized manner  
•  Use simple, direct language – avoid metaphors  
•  Teach simple “discrimination skills” e.g when and 

where to …undress, masturbate, touch others  
•  Use many different scenarios  
•  Employ lots of visual aids 
•  If doing group work beware of what they are being 

exposed to – which may be unhelpful or 
misunderstood (concrete interpretation) 
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Sex Education Topics  
 •  Physiological aspects of sexuality including body parts, 

reproduction, erogenous zones, and sexual arousal  
•  Having sex –vs- being a good lover 
•  Nuances of Consent 
•  Understanding love, friendship and relationship 

boundaries  
•  Sexual orientation and male/female distinctions  
•  Pornography 
•  Sexism and violence in romantic relationships  
•  Sexual risks and prevention including pregnancy, 

STDs  

Property of NOTA 2019 
 



Tips:  Managing Sexual Behaviour 
•  The Rules (example – rules should be modified according to the case): 

– The other person has to be at least two years 
older or younger than you while you are a 
teenager. (Add appropriate rule for 18+) 

– The other person cannot be related to you 
– You have to get to know them first, before you try 

to kiss them or do anything sexual. 
– You have to have clear consent before you do 

anything; that they give freely and without any 
pressure from you. 
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Tips:  Managing Sexual Behaviour 
•  Traffic Light Tools – may be better to focus 

on red and green sexual behaviours; amber 
may be too ambiguous and therefore not 
concrete enough. 

•  Developing visual aids with the young person 
as to what are red/green behaviours; and 
keeping that accessible 

•  Laminated cards to serve as reminders when 
they are out socially – that no one else would 
understand but them 
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Tips:  Urge Control  
“Wallet Cards” 

Laminated for their Wallets 
Side 1 Side 2 

•  Are	you	uncomfortable	
with	Granny	seeing	or	
hearing	this?	

•  Are	there	consequences?	
•  Is	it	going	to	hurt	

someone?	

•  If	you	answer	YES;	Don’t	
do	it!!	

Think Before 
You Act ! 
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Tips:  Managing Sexual Behaviour 
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And for those who need a 
constant reminder :- ) 

Joking :- ) 
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Questions? 
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