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A mixed-neurological relationship is a
relationship
between a
typically developing person and a
person with
autism.
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Introduction to Autism in Adults:
Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder that aﬀects social interactions and communication, two of the most important aspects of intimate
adult relationships. High-functioning autism, formerly known as Asperger’s, is autism without intellectual or language impairment. Most of the
obvious signs of high-functioning autism diminish after childhood and
many adults with high-functioning autism marry and have children
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013, Attwood, 2015).
Many people with high-functioning autism remain undiagnosed. It is
common for couples to marry and have children without any knowledge
that one partner is on the autism spectrum. As autism has a genetic
component, a mixed-neurological couple may have children with autism.
Whenever a child is diagnosed, it is valuable for the parents to consider
whether one or both of them may also be on the spectrum (Brugha et
al., 2011; Lai & Baron-Cohen, 2015; Silberman, 2015).
Mixed-neurological couples face communication incompatibilities related to the diﬀerences in their brains. A typically developing person
uses an understanding of facial cues, body language and the other person’s perspective when communicating. A person with autism is less
aware of nuanced social cues and suﬀers from theory of mind deficits,
or what is also known as “mindblindness.” This means the partner with
autism won’t be able to immediately perceive the typically developing
partner’s perspective and will lack awareness of the typically developing
partner’s needs and desires (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Frith & Happe, 1999).
The diﬀerence in partners’ social skills and capacity for theory of mind
(ToM) usually creates a relationship in which the typically developing
partner acts as the emotional and social caregiver of the person with
autism (Aston, 2009).
Autism includes executive functioning deficits and many peo-
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ple with autism have diﬃculties with complex organized behaviors. Typically developing partners will often compensate by taking on a majority
of family responsibilities. Instead of relationships of equality, many
mixed-neurological relationships become like parent-child relationships (Wilson et al., 2014; Wilson et al., 2017).
People with autism tend to be very self-focused and may not recognize
the hard work of the typically developing partner. They have diﬃculty
understanding others’ intentions and may not perceive that the care the
typically developing partner oﬀers is positive.

Recognizing Mixed-Neurological Relationships:
Many adults with high-functioning autism are not diagnosed and many
resist and deny diagnosis. It is impossible and improper for a domestic
abuse professional to diagnose autism in clients or clients’ partners.
Even so, mixed-neurological couples are in great need of support. Many
go to domestic abuse professionals looking for resources and hoping
the abuse will be acknowledged.
Domestic abuse professionals can help by becoming aware of some of
the possible signs of mixed-neurological relationships. It is important to
keep in mind that all people with autism are diﬀerent and that no single
indicator is definitive.

Possible signs of mixed-neurological relationships:
• Presence of children who are diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder or ADHD
• Presence of children with phenomenal abilities or
IQs
mixedneurological.com
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• Presence of children who are not diagnosed with an autism
spectrum disorder but who have behaviors associated with
autism spectrum disorders; suspicion by one or both parents
that one or more children may be on the spectrum.
• In some (but not all!) cases, the partner with autism has what is
described as “odd” and “wooden” posture and bodily gestures. This partner may have few facial expressions, many facial expressions that are repeated often and seem memorized,
or what appear to be normal facial expressions (this may be
the partner with autism).
• Confusing, contradicting reports from the partners about abusive occurrences in the relationship
• Both partners seem to sincerely believe they are victims
• Both partners seem to sincerely express trauma
• The typically developing partner senses that the partner with
autism lacks understanding and makes excuses for abusive
behaviors
• The partner with autism demonstrates a lack of self-awareness
and complete confidence that everything that is wrong in the
relationship is the typically developing partner’s fault.
• The partner with autism displays diﬃculty understanding the
thoughts, feelings and intentions of the other partner and the
emotional consequences of his or her own behavior on the
other partner.
• The partner with autism demonstrates narcissistic tendencies.
• When the partner with autism is the perpetrator, the cycle of
violence will not include authentic apologies, but rather denial
or blaming the other partner for the abuse; when the
typically developing partner is the perpetrator, the cycle of violence may include authentic apologies.
mixedneurological.com
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Abuse Dynamics in Mixed-Neurological
Relationships:
Mixed-neurological relationships are vulnerable to physical, verbal, psychological, sexual and financial domestic abuse, with psychological
abuse being the most common (Rench, 2014). Both partners are vulnerable to experiencing trauma in the relationship.
People with autism have a diﬃcult time understanding how their own
actions aﬀect others and will often take actions that harm their spouses
without understanding how that harm will, in turn, aﬀect the relationship,
circumstances and escalate the conflict. This lack of understanding diminishes any incentives the partners with autism might otherwise have
to take actions that would reduce conflict. As a result, people with
autism are often instigators of conflict and abuse in adult relationships.
Over time, the typically developing partner acts in self-protection and
contributes to the conflict, creating a negative system for both partners.
Sometimes typically developing people seek out relationships with those
who have autism because their higher levels of social skills give them
power advantages. In some cases, typically developing partners will use
their power advantages abusively. Usually, however, typically developing people who fall in love with people with autism are natural and empathetic caregivers who enjoy helping others (Aston, 2009).
Partners with autism often incorrectly perceive that they are the victims of abuse even while they are the perpetrators. Their impairment in
capacity to understand how their actions aﬀect the circumstances and
their impairment in immediate empathy contribute to this lack of understanding. Their diminished capacity to comprehend their typically developing partners’ intentions plays a role in their misperceptions that
they are the victims (Marshack, 2009).
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Typically developing partners often unknowingly enable abusive behaviors from their partners, worsening the situation. They often have
advanced theory of mind skills and accurately perceive their partners’
with autism don’t intend to be abusive — even while the abuse is occurring. Yet sometimes partners with autism do intend to be vindictive
and abusive. Typically developing partners will often be too willing to
forgive abusive behaviors when in reality, quick, accurate feedback
about what is and isn’t acceptable is what people with autism really
need in order to learn how to behave appropriately in social situations.
In many cases, typically developing partners unhealthily excuse abusive
behaviors that are taken against them. No one should have to endure
abuse regardless of others’ intents and capacities to understand.
“Mindblindness” is not an excuse for being abusive.

Autism and Accountability:
While it is true that people with high-functioning autism are impaired in
understanding how their actions against their partners contribute to their
partners’ negative responses, in many cases they can and do recognize when they are hurting others. What is diﬀerent is that they do not
feel immediate empathy. That does not mean they do not know the other person is hurting — in most cases they do. What is diﬀerent is that
they do not feel pain with the other person the way a typically developing person does (Frith & Happe, 1999; Rogers, Dziobek, Hassenstab, &
Convit, 2007; Rueda, Fernández-Berrocal & Schonert-Reichl, 2014).
With diminished theory of mind (Baron-Cohen, 1995), people with
autism will often feel very justified in causing their partners harm. Without the capacity to understand their partners’ perspectives, they will feel
their partners are almost always in the wrong and deserve the poor
treatment.
People with autism must be held accountable for their hurtful
mixedneurological.com
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actions. It is through holding them accountable that they can learn to
not hurt others. Without the feedback of social cues and a sense of empathy, holding them accountable allows them to learn what behaviors
are inappropriate.
Ironically, people with autism often feel it is their duty to hold their typically developing partners’ accountable when in actuality, their typically
developing partners are often unhealthily enabling the abusive behaviors
of the partners with autism through oﬀering too much forgiveness.

Theory of Mind Deficits and Domestic
Abuse:
Partners with autism lack the immediate empathy and theory of mind
(Baron-Cohen, 1995; Frith & Happe, 1999) that would otherwise help
them understand that abusive aggressions are not justified.
Theory of mind deficits mean that partners with autism only have an
awareness of their own perspectives, not their typically developing
partners’ perspectives. Many partners with autism often believe that
they are being greatly wronged in a relationship when in actuality,
they remain unaware of their typically developing partners’ many contributions, services and eﬀorts.
Many people with theory of mind deficits become so genuinely convinced that they have been wronged and exploited (when in actuality
they have not) that they sincerely believe they are justified in disciplining their partners in order to “teach their partners lessons” or to convince their partners that their partners are being abusive. In most cases, partners without theory of mind deficits are not being abusive and
may even be excessively excusing the bad behaviors of the partner
with theory of mind deficits after sensing the deficits and perceiving a lack of intention to harm.
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Due to their theory of mind deficits, partners with autism can feel so
convinced that they are in the right and that their typically developing
partners are in the wrong that the partners with autism will knowingly
and intentionally take abusive actions and will understand that the
actions are harmful. They will knowingly and intentionally take these
harmful and abusive actions for the express purpose of trying to help
their typically developing partners comprehend that the typically developing partners are abusive and wrong.
Said succinctly: As a result of theory of mind deficits, partners with
autism may intentionally abuse their partners for the purpose of teaching their partners not to be abusive when, in fact, their partners are not
being abusive.
Partners with autism may even justify extreme levels of vindictiveness based on their misperceptions that they have been intentionally
harmed. They may have a history of anger management issues since
early childhood and due to theory of mind deficits may have a less effective cognitive brake on expressing anger (Attwood 2015).
If a typically developing partner actually has, in the past, taken an action that has harmed the partner with autism, the parter with autism
may use this wrong as further justification for knowingly taking abusive actions. The partner with autism will cite the typically developing
partners’ wrong from the past as the reason why the retaliation is appropriate and why the typically developing partner deserves to be hurt.
Immediate empathy deficits prevent partners with autism from experiencing their typically developing partners’ emotional and, sometimes,
physical pain while the abuse is taking place. Without immediate empathy as a deterrent for causing others harm, and with only the cognitive capacity to recognize their own perspectives, partners with autism
have the potential to be major perpetrators of abuse in adult relationships.
It is true that autism is a developmental disability and that individuals with autism need help and support. It is false to believe that all people with autism have the potential to bemixedneurological.com
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come so mistakenly convinced that they are right that they will intentionally and vindictively abuse their partners.
It is also true that mental health, domestic abuse, family law and
autism professionals will do more good for people with autism and
their families if the professionals recognize the potential extreme harm
that may occur when a powerful adult in a family has theory of mind
and immediate empathy deficits.

Power Diﬀerences in Mixed-Neurological
Relationships:
There are often major power diﬀerences in mixed relationships. The typically developing partner will have more social skills and therefore more
social power. The typically developing partner will also have more ability to predict the outcome of interactions and may use that ability to lead
the direction of the relationship or the family.
The partner with autism may use more traditional methods of power.
Money, children, and physical size may be used against the typically developing partner. People with autism also become adept at using social
shame to control their spouses.
While people with autism do not easily recognize social cues or the nuances of interpersonal interactions, they will commonly gather allies
and seek to convince friends and extended family members of what
they sincerely believe: that the typically developing person is the source
of all the problems.
Many typically developing partners have not yet developed adequate
voice to protect themselves from the social shaming. Their well-developed theory of mind skills may lead them to believe that if they
stand up for themselves publicly, others will perceive their will-
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ingness to publicly criticize their partners as a character flaw. They may
often try — and fail — to manage the humiliation alone at home. These
typically developing partners can often be served through assertiveness
training and learning the power of voice.

The Cycle of Violence and Mixed-Neurological Relationships:
Just as in other relationships, domestic abuse in mixed-neurological relationships occurs in a pattern.
When the typically developing partner is the perpetrator, a relatively
standard cycle of violence will most likely occur. The typically developing partner will take abusive actions to control the partner with autism
and will then likely feel remorseful about harms done, will apologize or
bring flowers, and will then repeat the abuse again later. Typically developing perpetrators in mixed-neurological relationships will likely use
their social and relationship advantages to control the partner with
autism and the relationship in a manner that is beneficial to the typically
developing partner rather than the partner with autism or the family as a
whole.
When partner with autism is the perpetrator, the cycle of violence will
be less obviously pronounced to external observers. The partner with
autism will likely believe that harms done were both justified and deserved and will not feel inclined to authentically apologize. Apologies
that do occur will likely be rote and may be made only for the purpose of
fulfilling one of the many social conventions people with autism memorize in order to survive in a typically developing world. Partners with
autism may minimize the abuse or blame the abuse on their victims
rather than ever taking accountability for it.
Typically developing victims in mixed-neurological relationships
will likely have been experiencing long periods of abuse
mixedneurological.com
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without respite that comes with intermittent elaborate apologies and
flowers. They will likely have adjusted to a longterm low quality of relationship without the emotional support expected and experienced by
typically developing partners married to other typically developing people.
Typically developing spouses who are victims in abusive mixed-neurological marriages may be a population more in need of support than
others. Many are turned away from domestic violence shelters that do
not have information about mixed-neurological relationships. If they admit to domestic abuse professionals that they believe their partners
have autism, many are advised that they should take care of their partners because autism is a disability. Great care should be taken to avoid
giving this harmful advice. Abuse victims should never be advised to
be caregivers.

Divorce in Mixed-Neurological Relationships:
Divorce in mixed-neurological relationships can be traumatic and expensive.
People with autism lack the theory of mind (or ability to see their spouses’ perspectives) and immediate empathy (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Frith &
Happe, 1999) that would otherwise help them understand the wisdom of
putting a halt to their own aggressions during divorce. Without that understanding, unethical attorneys can exploit them by “helping” them use
the law to “get the most” out of divorce rather than finding solutions
that work for the family as a whole. More ethical attorneys may also unknowingly support partners with autism without a full understanding of
the major harm that is occurring (Jennings, 2005).
The partners with autism lack insight into how their own ac-
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tions in the divorce will aﬀect the circumstances or how their aggressions will ultimately end up hurting their children and harming the family
financially. Attorneys who do not have qualms about stirring up marital
conflict and harming children will take advantage of this lack of insight
and will agree to aggressions rather than refusing the business or challenging their clients’ vindictiveness or beliefs that marital property does
not need to be shared equally.
It is not uncommon for partners going through divorce to have diﬀerent
ideas about what is “fair.” In mixed-neurological relationships, however,
the partner with autism’s theory of mind deficits and lack of immediate
empathy prevents insight into the typically developing partner’s intentions and perspective. The partner with autism will usually believe that
what is “fair” is for the partner with autism to take all or almost all of
the resources.
The partner with autism may be excessively pedantic, over-focusing on
irrelevant details and may have immature conflict resolution strategies that remain at the level of an ‘eye for an eye’ and ‘you started it so I
can use any retribution that I like.’
This dynamic is especially diﬃcult in marriages in which one partner
has been the provider and the other has raised the children. If the partner with autism is the provider, he or she may feel that there is no need
to pay alimony and that the children should lose the other parent. If the
partner with autism has cared for the children, he or she may feel that
the provider must continue to sacrifice everything even if that means
that the provider must work full time while paying child support and alimony and with hardly enough money to pay for reasonable housing.
In most cases, the typically developing partner would have been willing
to agree to an equitable solution early on in the divorce. Theory of
mind skills help people understand why it is in their own best interests
and the family’s best interests to stop fighting. Their perspective taking
skills help them have a more accurate understanding of what is
closer to fair.
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Many mixed-neurological divorces cost far too much money and go on
for years even when the family’s collective net worth does not justify the
fight. This dynamic is very traumatic for families and children, overloads courtrooms with unnecessary cases of fighting ex-spouses, and
costs the tax payer. Abolishing fault divorce and having laws that require
the use of equations will do much to end high-conflict mixed-neurological divorce.
Countries and states that don’t have laws that protect both spouses
equally make it very diﬃcult for unhappy spouses to achieve divorce,
especially when children are present. This inequality is destructive because mixed-neurological marriages are vulnerable to trauma and domestic abuse and children and both spouses can be harmed when divorce isn’t easily attainable.
Autism’s impairment in theory of mind makes it diﬃcult for parents
with autism to understand children’s needs. During divorce, typically developing parents may be aware that their partners with autism are valuable assets as parents, but that they have an inability to perceive children’s emotional and social needs. Typically developing partners may
feel very concerned about children during the partner with autism’s future parenting time and many typically developing spouses report staying in unhappy and even abusive marriages because they are worried
about divorce conflict and what will happen to the children after divorce (Jennings, 2005).

Helping and Supporting the Typically
Developing Partner:
Typically developing partners in mixed-neurological relationships need to be believed (Grigg, 2012; Marshack, 2009;
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Mendes, 2015). They have likely been experiencing very diﬃcult circumstances for long periods of time without any authentic apologies or
respite. Telling a typically developing partner that abuse is not occurring
because their partner does not apologize and there is therefore no cycle
of violence is adding insult to injury.
In some cases, mixed-neurological relationships may be far more diﬃcult and abusive than standard abusive relationships. Denial of abuse
and blaming the victim is more diﬃcult on the victim than sincere intermittent apologies and recognition of harm done.
Many typically developing partners may sincerely not be able to leave
their relationships. Due to autism’s genetic component, there are children with special needs who require a great deal of attention and care.
The typically developing partner may not believe that appropriate childcare will be possible after divorce. Many times partners with autism use
money to maintain power in the relationships, making it very diﬃcult
for typically developing partners to find the means to leave.
Typically developing partners may also sense their partners’ disabilities
and may not hold their partners accountable for abuse, even making excuses for abusive actions taken against them. Domestic abuse professionals can help typically developing partners by assisting them in accepting that regardless of their partners’ intentions or social understanding of relationships, their partners’ actions are received as abuse and
are unacceptable.
Typically developing partners may also often need help managing social
isolation and the diﬃculties associated with not being believed by family members and communities that do not understand autism or the dynamics of mixed-neurological relationships (Grigg, 2012; Mendes, 2015).
Typically developing partners who choose divorce may need help managing very high levels of conflict. As the partner with autism
will have diﬃculties seeing that the typically developing partner

mixedneurological.com

15 of 23

has a perspective or needs, the partner with autism may try to “take all”
during divorce, forcing the typically developing partner to fight back in
order to leave the marriage with some semblance of fairness.
Many typically developing partners truly do understand the importance
of finding solutions that are good for the family as a whole, including
and sometimes even especially their partners with autism. Use of force
in the legal system initiated by the partners with autism may make
achieving an equitable solution very diﬃcult. Typically developing partners need support during this process.

Helping and Supporting the Partner With
Autism:
Many of today’s adults with autism didn’t have the advantage of a childhood diagnosis and early intervention. Many have very bravely and successfully learned compensatory strategies that help them navigate
adulthood. They often memorize rules of social behaviors to get along at
work and in friendships. Marriage and adult relationships can be problematic after long days of social interactions that leave partners with
autism too tired to continue to manage their public faces (Lai & BaronCohen, 2015; Silberman, 2015).
Often, when partners with autism do work to apply their memorized
rules to the more emotionally nuanced aspects of marriage, they find
that the memorized rules that are successful in the workplace are not
successful in the home. They often cannot figure out why their typically
developing partners are so dissatisfied. Partners with autism will respond to resulting frustration by being controlling or taking actions that
make sense to them but are received by their typically developing partners as abusive (Grigg, 2012).
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Adults with autism need feedback from the environment that will help
them understand what kinds of behaviors are appropriate, including
what behaviors are appropriate in marriage and adult relationships.
Holding them accountable and helping them understand others’ perspectives, including their spouses’ perspectives, will aid them in making
behavioral adjustments so they can be more successful in life and in all
of their relationships.
There are too few resources available for adults with autism at
present, but there are, in general, more resources available for partners
with autism than for their typically developing spouses (Bostock-Ling,
Cumming & Bundy, 2012). When possible, refer a partner with autism
on to an autism professional who will likely know more about how to
communicate with people on the spectrum. The right help from the right
professional may do more to help the partner with autism find the social
success they want and deserve than assuming that the services developed for typically developing people will be adequate.

Our Values:
1. We believe that all people are of equal worth and value, regardless
of neurological diﬀerences. We believe in neurodiversity.
2. We adjust our understandings based on what research tells us
about mixed-neurological relationships.
3. We believe mental health professionals, families, communities, religious leaders and society need a better understanding of mixedneurological marriages so that both partners’ needs and concerns
are believed and taken seriously and so that both partners are
supported equally.
4. We believe that all marriages and intimate adult relationships should be relationships of equality.
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5. We believe that the perspectives of both spouses are equally
valuable.
6. We seek to support both members of mixed-neurological marriages without favoring the typically developing spouse or the
spouse with autism.
7. We believe that both members of all marriages need and deserve
emotional support from their spouses.
8. We believe that both members of all marriages need and deserve
to share emotional and sexual intimacy with their spouses.
9. We believe that the neurological incompatibilities in mixed-neurological marriages aﬀect communication and social interaction between the spouses and can cause distress in both partners and
their children.
10. We believe both partners in mixed-neurological marriages are vulnerable to trauma in their relationships.
11. We believe that mixed-neurological marriages are vulnerable to
domestic abuse.
12. We believe that domestic abuse, whether physical, verbal, psychological, sexual or financial, is unacceptable.
13. We believe that using money or children to coerce a spouse to
consent sexually is a form of sexual assault.
14. We believe every individual has an inherent right to choose when
to enter a marriage and when to leave a marriage.
15. We believe that using money or children to coerce a spouse to
stay in a marriage is unethical and destructive to individuals, families, children, communities and society.
16. We believe that encouraging others to stay in marriages
that include domestic abuse is unethical and harmful to
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individuals, families, children, communities and society.
17. We believe that the claim that divorce is always bad for children is
false.
18. We believe the divorce process can be particularly diﬃcult for
mixed-neurological couples.
19. We believe religious leaders can improve their communities
through learning about mixed-neurological marriage and divorce
and providing support to both partners regardless of the decisions
they make.
20. We believe that legislators and court oﬃcials need a better understanding of mixed-neurological divorce in order to design and implement procedures that protect families from unnecessary distress.
21. We believe attorneys often unknowingly take advantage of autism
during high-conflict divorce and that autism education could help
attorneys make ethical decisions that support mixed-neurological
families.
22. We believe that both partners should leave divorce as financial
equals and that laws that work to ensure children are well taken
care of after divorce are paramount.
23. We believe that married people, divorced people, and single people all have equal worth and value.
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Who Anne is:
REAL stands for Resources and Education about Autism and Love.
Anne’s website oﬀers pamphlets, white papers, and online courses
about neurodiverse ASD marriages.

Anne’s consulting and coaching business supports typically developing partners as they gain independence, voice
and positive friendships outside of marriage and partners with autism. Her
clients explore perspective taking, enlarging their support systems, and finding solutions that benefit everyone. Anne is
comfortable with divorce and will support
either member of a partnership through
the divorce process. She does not work
with couples.
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