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Autism and close 
relationships

Clarifying the challenge and 
the challenge of clarifying

Peter Vermeulen, PhD

www.petervermeulen.be

Teaching about relationships

Part 1: sexuality
(Hellemans, Vermeulen, Conix, & Delameillieure, 2006)

Part 2: relationships
(Vermeulen & Carette,  2011)

An autism friendly program for education on sex and relationships
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The challenges
Autistic people have a hard time engaging in friendship 
and other close social relationships:

• Not knowing what to do and say, how and when

• Anxiety and worries

• Doing and saying the “wrong” things

• Being excluded

• Being very vulnerable (bullying)

• …

Smaller social network
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Less friends

93

7

At least one good friend

71

29

34

66

TD
Special 
needs ASD

Research Hanne Creupelandt (2009)

• 25 youngsters without ID; 14-19 year

• Structured interview about (11) friendship
dimensions
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Hanne Creupelandt
(2009)

% mentionedDimension

80Equality

80Companionship

72Support

68Attractive quality

48Frequency

44Trust

32Reciprocity

32Stability

20Conflict management

16Across different contexts

Friendship: loneliness and less satisfaction
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Lower reported quality of friendship

• Shorter duration

• Less in common

• Satisfaction, but lower

I am alone and have 
no one to play with More loneliness

Different experience (?)
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It gets harder with age

Autistic adolescents:

• Less frequent contact with friends compared to when they were 
younger
(Rotherham-Fuller e.a., 2010)

• Don’t see themselves very competent (Locke e.a., 2010)

• 40% no contact with friends outside school

• More than half never invited by friends
(Shattuck e.a., 2011)

…and all of this compared to adolescents with other conditions

Putting into practice is difficult

Been together with your friends the previous year?

noyes
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60% has a best friend

• But 30% meets that friend less than once a month

• Many feel lonely

• Loneliness  depression  anxiety 

• Loneliness  life satisfaction  self-esteem 
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• Intimate

• Relational

• Collective 

15

16



Autismus und enge Beziehungen

© Peter Vermeulen  - Autism in Context 9

No lack of interest or motivation

Most autistic people have the need to relate and be connected

Pyramid of universal human needs

Abraham Maslow
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Autistic people have same basic needs

Deci & Ryan:
Self-Determination Theory (SDT)

Fulfilment

Ten basic needs of autistic children

Being understood

Clarity

Predictability

Autonomy

Connection

Good agreements and 
rules

Positive self-esteem

Contentment

Meaning

Encouragement
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Priority: social skills training

21

22



Autismus und enge Beziehungen

© Peter Vermeulen  - Autism in Context 12

Priority: social skills training

Teaching social skills

Is often training of generic 
skills in off-line training 
situations

Starting a conversation

Step 1: Think of what you’d like to say 

Step 2: Make sure you have the other person’s 
attention. Look at the person.

Step 3: Ask a question or make a comment.

Step 4: Listen carefully while the other person 
responds. 
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Very bold statement

If we want to help people with ASD in 
their relationships, 
social skills training 

is not the best, nor the first strategy!

Relational competence

• Requires more than social skills!

• Social skills are context dependent:

• In social interaction, PERCEPTION is pivotal: 

– Reading the context

– It requires that you 
focus on the “right things”!
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Atypical scanning in autism

• A = material instruction

• B = social instruction

Benson, V. (2009). Atypical saccadic scanning in autistic spectrum disorder. Neuropsychologia (47) 4, 1178-1182. 

Social perception (Klin et al, 2002)
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Social skills and social scripts

• People with autism can learn a lot of social 
scripts and skills…

• But have difficulties with contextual changes 
(flexibility) (Loth a.o., 2008; 2010)

Loth a.o. (2010)

• Contextual variations are often seen as central or as fixed rules, 
even in those who pass high level ToM tests

• e.g. having a dessert when going to a restaurant
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Foundation = contextual sensitivity

Social 
skills

Contextual sensitivity

Adults with autism 
perform well 
even on 
more advanced tests of 
Theory of Mind
(Roeyers a.o., 2001; Chevallier a.o., 
2010; Spek, 2010; Begeer a.o., 2010)

Reading the Mind in the Eyes
(Baron-Cohen a.o., 1997)

Autistic people do have a Theory of Mind!

31

32



Autismus und enge Beziehungen

© Peter Vermeulen  - Autism in Context 17

Context and mind reading
Difference between  static and a-contextual (laboratory) tasks and 
more dynamic, naturalistic, contextualized tasks

Reading the Mind in the Eyes
(Baron-Cohen a.o., 1997)

Reading the Mind in Films
(Golan a.o., 2008)

Context and social cognition

Source: Baez & Ibanez (2014)

33

34



Autismus und enge Beziehungen

© Peter Vermeulen  - Autism in Context 18

ToM-training: little effect on real life

0
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50

60

70

ToM-test emotional awareness empathy CSBQ: social behaviour

Pre

Post

*: significant effect

*

Foundation = contextual sensitivity

Theory Theory 
of

Mind

Contextual sensitivity
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Knowledge of social rules

Contextual sensitivity

Social 
skills

Theory of 
Mind

Social 
knowledge

Competence in relationships
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Autism as context blindness

Context blindness:
Reduced ability to use the context 
spontaneously in understanding and 
predicting the world

Relationships
Are a contextually influenced open system

Closed systems Open systems

If x, then y If x, then maybe y

Outcome based on 
rules and laws

Outcome based on 
“many things”

Lawson, J. (2003). Depth Accessibility Difficulties: An alternative conceptualisation of autism spectrum conditions. J. for 
the Theory of Social Behaviour 33(2), 189-202.
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Closed and open systems

• Closed systems:

– No contextual influence

– Context is fixed and static

• Open systems:

– Huge contextual influence

– Dynamic context 
(context reacts!)

Input: 2

Operation: add 2

Output: 4

Input: Peter Vermeulen

Operation:  Give a present

Output: ???

Keys to 
successful 
friendship
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The concept of “a relationship” is very vague and abstract.

Relationships are 1000 times 
more difficult than math!

It is not the concepts or words that are difficult 
(empathy, love, responsibility, …° but knowing 
how to put these in practice, taking into account
context. There are no absolute rules in 
relationships, no formula’s

Relations are for an autistic brain

illogical and unpredictable!

We will have to clarify all those things 
that are obvious for people who are 

context sensitive
in a very, very concrete way!
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Success in relationships:

A matter of“good guessing”, based
on contextual sensitivity

Implicit and explicit brain processes

EXPLICIT PROCESSES

High level, slow, conscious,  
require mental effort

IMPLICIT PROCESSES

Low level, fast, unconscious, 
automatic
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The fast and implicit ‘guessing’ is affected

We cannot teach the fast, implicit, context 
sensitive processes

But maybe we can take a (slower) detour…

Giving knowledge
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Knowledge is the basis!!

• Clarifying the unwritten laws and rules of friendship

• Clarifying the numerous things that are ‘taken for granted’ 
in friendship

• Clarifying those things that are thought to be ‘obvious’

Professional relations

Self-protection Family relations

Friendship

Love relation

Basic concepts
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Basic concepts

What is 
friendship?

Course of a 
friendship

Different kinds of 
relationships

Feelings

Expectations

Intentions & 
effects

Relaties@autisme.kom

Friendship

• Friendship is the relationship you have with a friend

• A friend can be a boy or a girl

• A friend can live nearby or far away
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The course of a friendship

The end of friendship
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Also obvious or not? 

Tips for arguing with a friend
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“Mathematicalizing” relationships

Make it mathematical and visual and I’ll understand it

+

-

behaviorintention effect

positive / good positive / good

negative / badnegative / bad

BULLYING

TEASING

INAPPROPRIATE 
JOKE

UNINTENTIONAL
HURT

UNSUCCESSFUL
BULLYING!
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When teaching concepts

Make it concrete!!!

Contextualize!!!

Contextualize everything you teach!

• In autism, abstraction is even easier than concretization

• When teaching about relationships, make things so 
concrete that you can ‘see’ it

– Concrete in situations (where and when?)

– Concrete in people (who?)

– Concrete in behavior (what?)
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Expectations

• What are expectations?

Expectations

• What are expectations?

• What people expect in a relationship

• Different expectations in different relationships
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Make it concrete

My 
relationship 
with Ellen

Balance of give and take

Doing things I like
Ellen listening to me
Ellen giving me a gift

Doing things Ellen likes
Me listening to Ellen
Me giving Ellen a gift

Make it concrete, visual and mathematical

My 
choice

Ellen’s
choice

Shopping

Cycling

Watching
TV

Swimming

My
choice
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Don’t forget to make it concrete!

Supporting each other

Practical support:
helping with homework

Emotional support:
listening to each other

Contextualize

Supporting each other: chores in the household
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Not only think sheets or work sheets!

Variation in educational strategies: reading, watching, listening, 
doing:

• Google images about friendship / relationships

• Watching movies about friendship or relationships (Mary & 
Max, Mozart & The Whale, …)

• Making a friendship advertisement

Make it concrete and promote transfer to real context

• Translate the knowledge into practical strategies that can be 
implemented in real contexts

• Organise friendship activities

• CONTEXTUALIZE!
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Making your own friendship profile

Working on connections 

• Offering activities that create relatedness

– Gratitude activities

– Doing things together

– Organize social activities
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Two main sources of friendship

Shared interest Support and help

Getting and staying connected

• Explain relationships in a very concrete and contextualized 
way

• Organise bonding activities, just as you would organise 
other activities

• Teach relationship skills to peers: ‘how to relate to an 
autistic person?’
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Nobody’s perfect

• Allow a margin of error

• “Good enough” relationships

• Teach social skills to the peers / partner

• Teach about “not knowing”

Who needs empathy training?

Damian Milton
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Yes-, no- and doubt-feelings

DOUBT FEELINGNO FEELINGYES FEELING 

When something happens and
you don’t know whether you like 
it or not

When something happens that
you don’t like

When something happens that
you like

You don’t know if it is good or 
bad

When something happens that 
makes you feel bad

When something happens that 
makes you feel good

My example:My example:My example:

What can you do when you have a DOUBT-FEELING?

DOUBT-feeling = I don’t know if I like it or not what the other person 
does to me, or what the other person is asking me to do

When you have a DOUBT-feeling:

• Go and find someone you trust

• Talk about what happens / happened

Thinking with 2 people about a situation can help you to find out 
whether the situation is actually a Yes-situation or a No-situation

Who can you go to to discuss a DOUBT-feeling?

________________________________________   
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Socially appropriate = how women do it

Strong focus on “soft social skills”:

• Empathy

• Emotional engagement

• Non-confrontational interactions

• Verbality

Teaching relationship skills

• Do not only teach the skills that are traditionally 
considered to be “nice”: teach those skills that are 
“effective”

• Accept neurodiversity in relationships
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In autism: 
69,7% non-hetero

Only 47% of the men 
and 24% of the woman 
hetero

Autistic women: 23,3% 
asexual

More variation and 
fluidity

Atypical attraction in autism

I feel attracted to 
certain personalities 
rather than a certain 

sex
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Accept (neuro)diversity in relationships

What if you don’t have friends

• Alternatives

• What can you do when 
you are lonely?

• A pet as friend
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What can you do when you feel lonely?

My relationships

ME

Parents & 
sisterSpouse

Psychiatrist

Neighbour

Tennis club

Colleagues at 
work
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Getting and staying connected

• Explain relationships in a very concrete and contextualized 
way

• Organise relationships, just as you would organise other 
activities

• Teaching relationship skills: don’t try to normalize. Teach 
what is helpful and functional: empowering approach

• Teach social skills to peers: ‘how to befriend an autistic 
person?’
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!

www.petervermeulen.be
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