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The older clinical picture of autism in relationships was a deficit picture: the autistic person
was framed as missing something the non-autistic partner had. The more accurate framing,
supported by recent research, is that autistic and non-autistic adults read each other
differently in both directions.

Autism and Relationships:
Communication Without Translation
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IN SUMMARY

Autism and Relationships: Communication Without
Translation

What the framing actually means
• The double empathy problem is a two-way mismatch. Articulated by Damian Milton in 2012.

Difficulties between autistic and non-autistic people are not a one-sided failure of empathy in the autistic
person. They are a mutual mismatch in how each group reads and signals.

• The research has caught up. Crompton et al. 2020 showed autistic adults communicate information at
least as effectively with other autistic adults as non-autistic adults do with each other. Sheppard et al.
2016 found non-autistic raters less accurate at reading autistic facial expressions than non-autistic
ones. The breakdown is at the interface.

• The clinical implication is mutual. The mismatch in an autistic-non-autistic partnership is not a deficit
to be fixed in one person. It is a translation problem to be worked on by both.

The patterns worth knowing
• Directness read as cold. Autistic communication is often more literal and less surrounded by social

hedging. The non-autistic partner often reads directness as coldness or criticism. The autistic partner
often experiences indirect non-autistic communication as confusing or dishonest. Both reads are
honest; both miss what is happening for the other.

• Sensory needs treated as preferences. Noise, food textures, light, bedroom temperature, bedding
texture. Often read by the non-autistic partner as preferences that could be flexible. They are usually
neither preferences nor flexible. Treating them as actual neurological needs is one of the larger
relationship interventions available.

• The masking debt at home. Many autistic adults mask in public. The cost is paid at home: quiet,
withdrawal into a special interest, short-tempered evenings. The non-autistic partner sees the gap
between the public calm version and the private depleted version, and often reads it as personal
rejection. It is the bill from the masking, not the person.

• Processing time, plans and special interests. Autistic adults often need substantially longer to
process emotional content in real time. Spontaneous plans that feel friendly to the non-autistic partner
often feel demanding to the autistic partner. Special interests look like withdrawal of attention; they are
part of what regulates the nervous system. Naming all three directly avoids years of small friction.
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What helps
• Both partners learn about adult autism. From durable sources: NICE CG142, the National Autistic

Society, the Lancet Commission on Autism, the better books. When both partners understand the
framing, the difficulty shifts from personal interpretation to design problem.

• Direct communication as default; sensory accommodations as household facts. Say the thing.
Ask the question literally. Treat sensory needs as facts of the household, not preferences subject to
debate. Most autistic adults' sensory needs are quite cheap to accommodate once both partners accept
the accommodation is the answer.

• Explicit agreements about processing time and conflict. A short, agreed format for pausing and
resuming difficult conversations. 'I need an hour to think about this' should be a respected answer, not a
withdrawal.

• Use neurodiversity-literate couples therapy if you need it. Generic relationship counselling can
miss the structural pattern. A therapist familiar with adult autism is a different category of help. Get the
diagnosis if it has not happened; NeuroFX offers private adult autism assessment where NHS waits are
not workable.

WHEN TO SPEAK TO A PROFESSIONAL

Speak to your GP if autism is suspected and has not been formally assessed. Private adult autism
assessment with a CQC-registered provider is a legitimate parallel route where the NHS wait is not
workable. For relationship-specific help, a neurodiversity-literate couples therapist is more useful
than a generic one. Seek urgent help via 111, 999 or A&E for any acute mental health crisis or
significant safety concern, including where domestic abuse may be a factor; the National Domestic
Abuse Helpline is 0808 2000 247.

SOURCES

Milton 2012 (Disability and Society); Crompton et al. 2020 (Autism); Sheppard et al. 2016 (J Autism Dev Disord); Hull et al.
2017; Lancet Commission on Autism (Lord et al. 2022); National Autistic Society

NEXT STEPS

Speak to NeuroFX
Private ADHD and autism assessment for adults and children aged 6 and upwards.
CQC-registered. Bedford Consulting Rooms, 4 Goldington Road, Bedford MK40 3NF.
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