
Healthy relationships over lifespan

• Isabelle Hénault, Ph.D.

sexologist & psychologist

Montreal, Canada



Multidisciplinairy team
Clinique Autisme et Asperger de Montréal

http://www.clinique-autisme-asperger-mtl.ca/



Autism Profile

• Social skills: free of social rules
• Communication abilities: verbal and non 

verbal
• Theory of Mind: different ways of thinking?
• Emotions: detecting, reading, expressing
• Routines & rituals
• Sensory issues
• Lack of information and education

(romance, sexuality)



Issues of 
development

• Curiosity and exploration

• Social imitation: context, consent



Puberty

• Friendship & social skills
• Communication: verbal & non verbal, social interactions, sharing
• Intensity of relationship

• Appropriate: finding a balance
• Inappropriate
• Love & friendship, intimacy



Puberty

• Recognition of abusive/unfriendly 
relationship

• Dangerous relationship
• Qualities of a healthy relationship

• Sharing
• Communication
• Interest
• Respect, communication
• Steps in relationships



Making 
Waves 
Program

• Free PDF Program

• https://partnersforyouth.ca/programs/ma
king-waves/



Friendship

• Jed Baker:

How to be a good friend!



Exploring Affection 
(Attwood & Garnett)



The Understanding and 
Expression of Affection

• Ability to read the signals when someone 
expects affection.

• Ability to express the appropriate 

• level of affection.



The 
Understanding 
and Expression 
of Affection

• Affection to repair someone’s feelings.
• An immature expression of affection.
• A limited vocabulary of expression that 

may not include subtle or age appropriate 
expressions.

• Sometimes needing frequent expressions 
of affection for reassurance.



Different 
Perspective

• Intense dislike of public 
praise that includes 
words and gestures of 
affection.

• The capacity for affection, 
a cup versus a bucket.



Affection?
• Why are typical people so obsessed 

with expressing reciprocal love and 
affection?

• A hug can be an uncomfortable, 
constricting squeeze.

• Don’t cry because someone will 
squeeze you.

• Not comforted by affection to the 
degree that neurotypicals expect.



Empathy



Empathy

• Affection to repair feelings
• Frequency of affection 
• Sensory sensitivity and affection

• Different ways to express empathy/affection?
• Sixt sense and hyper empathy 



Empathy (T. Attwood)

• Cognitive empathy is the ability to determine what someone is 
feeling or thinking by ‘reading’ their facial expressions, gestures, 
vocal tone, and social context. An autistic person may need to use 
intellect rather than intuitive abilities to identify and process 
nonverbal communication.

• Emotional empathy is the ability to ‘feel’ the emotions of others.

• Behavioural empathy is knowing how to respond



Sixth sense & autism

Connexion
• Children
• Nature
• Animals

Hypersensitivity to capture 
external emotions (sponge)

Intuition





Communication (verbal 
and non-verbal)

Non-verbal language

• Eye contact

• Smile

• Posture

• Physical openness

• Distance



Tools
Don Gabor: How to start a 
conversation and make friends PDF

Story Cubes/Apps 
https://www.storycubes.com/



Reading body language cards

• https://sexedmart.com/product/reading-body-language-flirting-
flash-cards-download/





Legal 
aspects of 
ONLINE 
behaviours            

• Intervention models and education plan

• Notion private & public

• Limits : age groups

• Parental control

• Pornography (juvenile) : consent & 
protectionLaw: legal consequences

• How to navigate safely



Consent
• YAI.org: Sexual Consent 

questionnaire

• Theory of Mind

• Practical material

• Videos



I ask the other
person’s intentions

I tell the person my
thoughts and plan

OK or Not ok for the 
person? (consent)

If we both agree, we
can be together

YES NO

What is
consent?



YES at any time, I can change my mind

•I invite the person
in my room

 Yes

 No

•We kiss

 Yes

 No

•We touch each
other’s private 

parts

 Yes

 No

•We undress

 Yes

 No

•We touch each
other’s body

 Oui

 Non

•We start
foreplays and 

sexual behaviours

 Yes

 No



Signs
+

close to the other

I smile

I want to hugg

I want to touch

I say nice things

I want to kiss

?



Signs
-

Pushing the other

Crying

Rigid

Getting away

Warning words*

Unsure

Refusing



Stop !

I am not 
sure !

No !

I don’t
feel good!

It’s too
quick!

Not now!

I changed
my mind !

Wait !



o Flirting or stalking?

o Making new friends

o Love or abuse?

o http://socialsignalsed.com/cart66/

o Extrait sur Youtube: Social Signals

Video Mike’s Crush

http://socialsignalsed.com/cart66/
https://www.google.com/search?q=youtube+Mike's+crush&rlz=1C1AVNG_enCA717CA717&oq=youtube+Mike's+crush&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30l7j69i64.6268j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:fe8e1be9,vid:KWWlz0ctzW4,st:0
https://www.google.com/search?q=youtube+Mike's+crush&rlz=1C1AVNG_enCA717CA717&oq=youtube+Mike's+crush&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30l7j69i64.6268j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:fe8e1be9,vid:KWWlz0ctzW4,st:0


Friendship connexions



Thank you for 
listening!


