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Investigation of Sexual Education
Programs for Adolescents With
Autism and the Role of Parents in

Providing Support

Anastasia Panagiotakopoulou’, llias Vasileiou?, Dimitra V. Katsarou®

ABSTRACT

Background: Sexual education of adolescents
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a
complex challenge, as the lack of specialized
programs limits effective learning. Adolescents
with ASD have difficulty understanding abstract
concepts such as consent, personal boundaries
and safety, which increases the risk of exploi-
tation. Objective: This study seeks to examine
the experiences and challenges parents face in
providing sexuality education to their children
with ASD, highlighting the need for programs
that respond to the particular needs of these
adolescents. Methods: The research was based
on a qualitative methodology, using semi-struc-
tured interviews with 10 parents of adolescents
with autism, aged 12-18 years. Thematic analy-
sis of the data revealed important categories
related fo sexuality, consent, personal bound-
aries, and safety. Results: Parents face serious
difficulties in communicating these issues with
their children. The lack of specialized tools and
limited support from the education system make
it difficult to provide sex education. The need
for practical examples and repeated teaching
was emphasized. Conclusion: The research
highlights the imperative to develop tailored
sex education programs that will help adoles-
cents with ASD understand critical concepts.
Collaboration between parents, educators
and health professionals is vital to strengthen
sexuality education and protect adolescents
from potential risks of exploitation.

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD),
sex education, adolescents, parents.
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Sex education is critical to adolescent
psychosexual development, and individu-
als on the autism spectrum face additional
challenges in this area (1). Sexuality is not
only aboutbiological processes, but extends
tosocial and emotional dimensions, such as
developing healthy interpersonal relation-
ships, understanding personal boundaries,
and consent (2). For adolescents with au-
tism, these concepts often remain abstract
anddifficulttounderstand, as the cognitive
and communication difficulties they face
make it difficult to grasp them (3, 4).

An additional barrier is the difficulty of
adolescents with autism torecognize social
and emotional cues, which affects their
ability to manage their behavior in social
situations (5). Although the importance
of sexuality education is clear, the lack of
specialized programs that respond to the
developmental and cognitive peculiarities
of adolescents with autism creates serious
gaps in their education (6, 7). Existing pro-
grams usually do not take these needs into
account, whichnegatively affectstheir men-
tal health and limits their ability to form
safe interpersonal relationships (8, 9).

Parents often shoulder the burden of
sexuality education, but they face signifi-
cant challenges. The lack of specialized
knowledge and tools, combined with insuf-
ficient supportfromthe educational system,
makes them uncertain about the right way
to guide their children (10-12). Collabora-
tion with professionals is critical, but is of-
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tenlacking, increasing parents' feelings of isolation (5).

Thus, the need for a systematic and holistic ap-
proachtothe sexual education of adolescents with au-
tism is imperative (13, 14). Such interventions should
incorporate both biological and social and emotional
aspects of sexuality in order to ensure their psycho-
emotional health. The present study focuses on the
evaluation of existing sex education programs, ex-
amining the role of parents and the need for greater
supportinorder to meetthe psychoeducational needs
of children with autism (1, 15-16).

2.OBJECTIVE

The aims of the study were threefold: (1) to explore
the experiences and challenges faced by parents of
adolescents with autismin providing sexuality educa-
tion, (2) to examine the support parents receive from
schools and health professionals in this context and
(3) to analyze the effect of the lack of specialized edu-
cational programs on the psychosexual development
of adolescents with autism.

3.MATERIAL AND METHODS

The present research followed the qualitative
methodological approach, seeking to delve into the
experiences and challenges experienced by parents
regarding the provision of sexuality education to ado-
lescents with ASD. The choice of qualitative methodol-
ogy is based on its ability to examine deeply personal
experiences and perceptions, thus allowing for the
analytical exploration of the subjective experiences
of the participants (17). The use of semi-structured
interviews enhances flexibility and adaptability in
exploring multidimensional issues, allowing the col-
lection of data that reflect the unique experiences of
each parent (18).

Participants were ten parents of adolescents with
autism, aged 12 to 18 years, who were recruited
through a private unit providing learning and psy-
chological support for children and adolescents (19).
These parents had an active role in their children's
sexuality education, thus ensuring the collection of
in-depth data regarding the practice and empirical
application of sexuality education (15). The selection
often participants wasacritical factor, ensuringabal-
ance between depth of analysis and the possibility of
drawing generalizable conclusions (17).

A specially designed questionnaire was used to col-
lect the data, which included open-ended questions
that encouraged parents to describe their interac-
tions with their children around sexuality issues (18).
The questions covered a wide range of topics, such as
adolescent sexual development, challenges faced by
parents, as well as the support they received from the
education system and health professionals (20). The
questionnaire format allowed participants to express
their experiences freely and in detail, thus offering
rich data for analysis (18).

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, a
techniquethat allows for theidentification and inter-
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pretation of recurring patterns within the data (20).
Throughthematicanalysis, data were categorized into
key themes, such as understanding sexual develop-
ment, communication challenges with children, and
adolescent safety concerns (20). This method revealed
both common patterns and individual differences in
parents' experiences, thus offering a complete picture
ofthe difficulties they face when providing sex educa-
tion (15).

Theresearch process complied with ethical require-
ments, ensuring the protection of participants'rights.
Prior to participation, parents were fully informed
aboutthe aimsand procedures of the study and signed
a consent form. During the interviews, coded pseud-
onyms were used tomaintain anonymity,and thedata
was double-checked by the participants to confirm
accuracy (16). The parents' personal information re-
mained confidential and the data was used exclusively
for research purposes (20).

4. RESULTS

Analysis of the interviews revealed multiple levels
of challenges that emerge when providing sexuality
education to adolescents with autism (21). One of the
main issues was the difficulty in explaining funda-
mental concepts such as consent, safety and personal
boundaries (10). Often, children do not easily under-
stand abstract concepts such as the boundaries of
personal space, which makes communication around
thesetopicsdifficult (12). This difficulty is compound-
ed by the inability of adolescents to recognize social
messages and nonverbal cues associated with sexual
behavior, further complicating the educational pro-
cess (1, 3).

Challenge Solution

Use simple tools with pictures and
easy examples

Difficulty understanding
the consent concept

Lack of educational
programs

Creation of specialized programs
adapted to the needs of ASD

Provide guidance and tools for dis-
cussions at home

Failure of parents to
provide education

Improving collaboration between
schools, parents and sexuality edu-
cation specialists

Lack of support from
schools

Table 1. Challenges and solutions faced by parents

Inaddition, there was a strong need for more practi-
cal and personalized training programs. Existing sex
education programs, as reported by the participants,
arenot sufficiently adapted tothe communication and
cognitive needs of children with ASD, making their
implementation difficult (5). In their view, training
should include practical examples and repeated guid-
ance to facilitate understanding of critical concepts
such as consent and privacy (8, 11).

Atthe sametime, concern hasbeen expressed about
their safety, as children with autism often do not rec-
ognize situations of danger or cannot manage sexual
situations that may put them at risk, such as sexual
abuse or harassment (4). Incidents were reported
where they were unable to perceive the violation of
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Problem Quote

with autism, which will be further elabo-

Lack of understanding
of personal boundar-
ies

rated in the discussion.

"...does not understand in some circumstances the
distinction between private and public" (P1)

5. DISCUSSION

Communication dif-

ficulties topic in detail" (P7)

"I personally do not feel comfortable discussing this

The results of the present research

Need for educational

material [about sexuality] (P4)

"I don't think any effort is being made in this direction"

underline the imperative need for the
development and implementation of

Difficulty managing

emotions outbursts" (P2)

"We have stronger feelings of rage, anger and some

specialized sexual education programs
that respond to the particularities of

Concern about chil-

dren's safety o
ways manage it

"..I think it should be one of the main aspects of edu-
cation, especially for teenagers, as parents can't al-

adolescents with autism (5, 25). Although
parentsrecognize theimportance of sex-

Communication dif-

ficulties topic in detail" (P7)

"I personally do not feel comfortable discussing this

uality education, the lack of appropriate
tools and programs makes it difficult to

Need for educational

material [about sexuality] (P4)

"l don't think any effort is being made in this direction"

provide this education to their children
(10). Parents often report feeling unsure

Difficulty managing

emotions outbursts" (P2)

"We have stronger feelings of rage, anger and some

about how to approach topics such as
body changes during puberty, safety and

Concern about chil-

dren’s safety ways manage it" (P5)

"...I think it should be one of the main aspects of edu-
cation, especially for feenagers, as parents can't al-

personalboundaries, and traditional sex
education offered in schools does not ad-
equately meet the needs of adolescents

Table 2. Probles that emerged from the interviews with parents

Details

Create materials with simple ex-
amples and images that facilitate
understanding

Suggestion

Develop specialized
training tools

Improving school-
parent cooperation

Strengthening cooperation to share
information and common strategies

Involvement of health
professionals and sex
education specialists

Provision of guidance and support to
parents by professionals for the best
education of their children

Table 3. Proposed solutions to improve sexuality education

their personal boundaries, which heightened concerns
about their safety in public spaces and social interac-
tions (22).

Lack of appropriate tools and guidance is another
barrier to providing sexuality education (6, 9). Many
participants reported that expert support is limited,
so they rely mainly on their own efforts (23). This
situation often burdens them psychologically, as
they feel that they bear the entire responsibility for
the psychosexual education of the children without
adequate support (5).

Limited assistance from schools was alsoidentified
as a key barrier to the educational process. Adequate
sexuality education is not provided to adolescents
with autism, which shifts the responsibility solely
to guardians (14). Many felt isolated in this process,
as support from teachers and health professionals
is insufficient or non-existent, increasing stress and
feelings of isolation (10, 24).

Overall, the need for enhanced collaboration be-
tween educators, health professionals and families
was highlighted in order to ensure better and more
comprehensive provision of sexuality education to
adolescents with autism (16). Such cooperation is
considered vitalto properly support them and protect
them from potential risks.

These findings highlight the importance of devel-
oping specialized strategies for educating adolescents
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with autism.

The absence of tailored programs not
only affects understanding of issues such as safety
and personal boundaries, but can also cause signifi-
cant problems with self-esteem and confusion about
their sexualidentity (15, 26). Adolescents with autism
experience cognitive and communication difficulties
that make it difficult to process abstract concepts,
which reinforces the need for educational programs
thatexplainthesetopicsinaclear and understandable
way (15). The consequences ofthislack of educationare
wide-ranging and negatively affect the psychosexual
development of adolescents with autism, leaving them
exposed to an increased risk of exploitation (8).

Theinability of adolescents tounderstand and con-
troltheir sexuality often causes feelings of frustration,
leading to disturbances in their psycho-emotional
balance (4). This emotional distress is likely to have
long-term effects on their social development, as the
inability to manage sexuality limits their ability to
develop healthy interpersonal relationships (8). At
the same time, the absence of appropriate tools and
educational resources makes communication between
parents and their children complicated and insuffi-
cient. This difficulty in the communication context
increasestherisk of sexual exploitation, as adolescents
with autism have difficulty recognizing when their
personal boundaries are being violated (25). This gap
in their psychosexual education reinforces the need
for specialized programs that focus not only on under-
standing sexuality but also on protecting adolescents
from dangerous situations (1, 22).

Lack of support from schools and health profes-
sionals is another factor that weighs on caregivers.
Caregivers often feel isolated and helpless, unable to
provide their children with the guidance they need (5,
12). Thisisolation heightenstheir concern for the safe-
ty of their children, as they cannot recognize danger-
ous situations or manage their sexual urges (9). Many
parents who participated in the survey reported that
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the lack of cooperation between school and parents
further burdensthe process of sexuality education, as
the school environment rarely provides specialized in-
formation about the needs of adolescents with autism
(2). Theinadequacy of this cooperation intensifies the
feelings of uncertainty experienced by parents, while
at the same time reducing the effectiveness of the sex
education provided to their children.

Theneed tostrengthentraininginthe management
of social and emotional situationsis also evident. The
social difficulties faced by adolescents with autism
increase their vulnerability, making them more sus-
ceptibleto exploitation (8, 9). Therefore, psychosexual
education should focus on understanding social cues
and teaching self-protection skills (8). The ability to
recognize social cues that may indicate danger or
inappropriate behavior is critical to the safety of ado-
lescents with ASD. The development of self-protection
skills, with appropriate support from school and
health professionals, will help boost adolescents' self-
confidence and safety.

Theanalysisoftheinterviewsrevealed that collabo-
ration between schools, family and health profession-
alsisessential to address these challenges (5). Lack of
cooperation makes it difficult to develop coordinated
strategies to provide comprehensive education, rein-
forcing parental isolation and hindering adolescent
psychosexual development (7). The creation of stable
cooperation structures would significantly improve
the quality of education and its effectiveness (21).
Research participants emphasized the need for a sys-
tematic approach involving the cooperation of all
stakeholders, which is not often the case today (2).

The provision of tailored sex education programs,
which will include clear instructions and practi-
cal applications, is considered necessary. The use of
multisensory methods, such as pictures, videos and
interactive exercises, willimprove the understanding
of abstract concepts and facilitate their practical ap-
plication by adolescents with autism, helping themto
develop safe and healthy social relationships, while at
the same time reducing the risks of exploitation ( 25).
This approach aims to bridge existing gaps in educa-
tion and strengthen the ability of adolescents with au-
tismto protect themselves from dangerous situations,
improving their quality of life and sense of safety for
both themselves and their parents.

Suggestions

Analysis of interview data highlights the need to
improve existing sex education programs for adoles-
cents with autism spectrumdisorder (4). First,itisnec-
essarytodevelopeducationaltoolsthat willbeadapted
totheir cognitive peculiarities. These tools need tobe
designed in simple, understandable language, incor-
porating practical examples from everyday life and
illustrated scenarios tounderstand topics such asthe
human body, interpersonal relationships, safety and
personal boundaries (21). In addition, tools should
support repetitive learning, which is critical for ado-
lescents with autism, who need frequent repetition to
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reinforce concepts (5). Collaboration between parents
and schools is critical to the success of sex education.
Caregivers need support from schools, while teachers
would benefit from training themselves to meet the
needs of adolescents with autism, with the help of spe-
cialists in the field of therapeutic interventions (25).
Consistent and open communication between parents
and teachers is essential to creating an environment
of interaction that enhances the effectiveness of edu-
cation (9). The implementation of common strategies
contributestobetter meeting the needs of adolescents
with ASD, improving the quality of the educational
process (14).

Atthe sametime, research showsthat many guard-
ians feel embarrassed and uncertain when they have
to communicate with their children about sexuality
issues (23). Lack of support from schools heightens
feelings of isolation, necessitating greater involve-
ment of educators and health professionals (25). The
creation of programs that respond to the above needs
will strengthen the self-confidence of the guardians
and equip them with the necessary tools to support
the psychosexual development of their children (25).

Finally, the active participation of health profes-
sionals in sexuality education is critical. Caregivers
often report insufficient specialist support, which
creates gaps in comprehensive education provision
(24). Professionals such as psychologists and psycho-
sexual development specialists can provide practical
advice and guidance to enhance adolescent sexuality
education (12). Collaboration between parents, educa-
tors, and health professionals is necessary to develop
a comprehensive program that effectively meets the
needs of adolescents with autism and supports them
more effectively (23).

6.CONCLUSION

The present study, through the analysis of inter-
views with parents of adolescents with autism spec-
trumdisorder, highlighted the significant challenges
that families face in providing sexuality education.
Guardians highlighted the lack of specialized pro-
grams and tools that meet the particular needs of
adolescents with ASD, creating gaps in information
about topics such as sexuality, human relationships,
consent and personal boundaries (4). Thislack height-
ens parents' feelings of anxiety and helplessness, as
they struggle to protect their children from potential
dangers such as exploitation and abuse (22).

The findings also highlight that communication
between parents and teachers is often insufficient,
while the involvement of health professionals in the
education of adolescents with autism remains limited
(7). Parents expressed the need for greater collabora-
tion with teachers and the development of specialized
strategies that take into account the special needs of
adolescents with ASD (24). Thelack of this cooperation
creates feelings of isolation for parents and adoles-
cents, asthenecessary support for their psychosexual
development is not provided (14).

ORIGINAL PAPER « Mater Sociomed. 2024; 36(2): 155-159



Investigation of Sexual Education Programs for Adolescents With Autism and the Role of Parents in Providing Support

The study highlighted the critical importance of
implementing tailored sex education programs for
adolescents with ASD. Parents emphasized the need
for educational materials based on visual examples
and simple language, while expert guidance is essen-
tial to provide the appropriate tools to support their
children's development (5). Creating programs that
include not only educational tools for understanding
abstract concepts, but also a broader collaboration
between schools, parents and health professionals,
is critical for the psychosexual development of ado-
lescents with ASD. This will help parents feel better
equipped and teens develop important social skills.
Cooperation between parents, schools and health
professionals is considered essential for the holistic
psychosexual development of adolescents with au-
tism (25).

o Participant Consent Form: All participants were fully in-
formed about the subject and objectives of the study, as
well as their rights and obligations during the research. A
written consent form was signed before the interviews be-
gan.
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stage of preparing this article. Writing A.P. Conceptualiza-
tion LV. Research A.P. Data Analyisi D.V.K. Editing D.V.K. Fi-
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