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What is a Neurodiverse Relationship? 

 

Relationships that involve people with an Autism Spectrum Condition 

(ASC) are often described as neurodiverse. Neurodiverse relationships 

can include either, both people who have an ASC, or else one person with 

an ASC and one person without an ASC (i.e., a person who is considered 

neurotypical). Neurodiverse relationships that include one person with 

an ASC and one person who is neurotypical (NT) may encounter 

considerable challenges, given that autism is a condition that impacts on 

an individual’s communication and social abilities, whereas people who 

are NT tend to have instinctive social skills. The giving and receiving of 

emotional support through reciprocity is a fundamental component of 

interpersonal interaction for NT individuals in their relationships. 

However, the opposite is usually the case for autistic people. They can 

experience a great deal of stress and anxiety when faced with the 

conventional expectancies of engaging in social interaction and 

reciprocity in close relationships. Thus, the different interaction capacities 
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and requirements between autistic and NT individuals, when integrated 

in one relationship, may be an extensive source of miscommunication. 

Although a common misconception is that adults on the autism spectrum 

do not want romantic relationships (Moreno, Wheeler, & Parkinson, 

2012), many autistic adults are usually as interested in such relationships 

as NT adults. Consequently, many adults with ASC initiate romantic 

interest, form romantic attachments, progress along the relationship 

continuum, and enter into long-term relationships (Henault, 2006; 

Moreno et al., 2012). Not only are the higher functioning adults with ASC 

likely to have partners and children, but they are often proficient at hiding 

their symptoms (Attwood, 2007, 2015). By using their intellect to mask 

deficiencies in public, the coping skills of these adults can contribute to 

the hidden quality of many adults with ASC (Attwood, 2007, 2015). 

While forming healthy, loving relationships is cultivated through the 

ability to give and receive healthy reciprocal interaction, individuals with 

ASC have difficulties with the social aspects of life, such as social 

interaction abilities and social functioning. Therefore, they have social 

impairments that can interfere with their capacity to engage in, contribute 

to, and persevere with, the ongoing reciprocal interaction necessary to 

sustain relationship health. The day-to-day reality of living with high 

skills in certain areas coupled with low skills in others may cause unseen 

turmoil behind closed doors. Edwards (2008) reports that, “all people 

with ASD have problems with communication…[often] giving a false 

impression of their comprehension” (p. 52). Consequently, many 

extremely able autistic adults may commonly struggle with day-to-day 

life skills (Edwards, 2008). Given that adults with ASC can often feel most 

comfortable within the intimate relationships of a family, they may 

exhibit more of their ASC characteristics in private. An outcome of this 

unseen aspect is that, others outside the confines of the home regularly do 

not observe the resulting struggles that they, and their families confront. 

At the same time, their special abilities, talents, and interests can help 

them to rise to the top of their field (Howlin, 2000). While this often means 

that they do well in their vocational pursuits, their struggles within the 

home environment with seemingly simple instructions, and their 
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inabilities to perform what is generally viewed as straightforward 

mundane tasks, can perpetuate the hidden quality of ASC (Bresnahan, Li, 

& Susser, 2009; Edwards, 2008; Elichaoff, 2015; Howlin, 2000). The result 

is a divide between the public and private manifestations of neurodiverse 

relationships, with the healthy reciprocal interaction that NT adults 

usually expect, challenging to achieve in these relationships. 

Dr. Bronwyn Wilson  
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