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This research investigates the lived experiences of people with complex communication needs in developing 
romantic and sexual relationships. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities (2013) 
asserts people with disabilities have equal rights to others to participate in social relationships and acknowledges 
the additional barriers they face. Often the disability sector focuses on daily living skills and employment out-
comes, neglecting sexuality and intimacy needs (Valvano et al., 2014). Research acknowledges that people with 
congenital disabilities need a whole of life approach to exploring sexuality and intimate relationships (Wiegerink, 
Roebroeck, Bender, Stam, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2011). Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) litera-
ture discusses many of the identified issues, yet has a strong focus on sexual abuse protection (Collier, McGhie-
Richmond, Odette, & Pyne, 2006; Light & McNaughton, 2015), and also calls for improved sex education and on-
going relationship support (Collier et al., 2006). A recent systematic review ascertained that little is known about 
the lived experiences of people with complex communication needs in developing romantic or sexual relationships 
(Sellwood, Raghavendra, & Jewell, 2017). 

AIM

Hence, this research asks:

What are the lived experiences of people with complex communication needs in developing romantic or sexual 
relationships? 

What are the barriers and facilitators to developing romantic or sexual relationships for people with complex com-
munication needs?

METHOD

This research deliberately sought lived experiences and perspectives in an area that is seldom discussed openly, 
and uses a Critical Hermeneutics phenomenological approach to provide a deeper understanding of experiences. 
The methodology used is in-depth interviews. Following ethics approval, recruitment was conducted internation-
ally, through social media and listservs, the snowball method using e-mail, and direct approach. The inclusion cri-
teria were that participants: had to be 21 or older; have had a physical and communication disability since child-
hood; and use AAC. The interviews began with demographic questions then explored participants’ social life and 
romantic or sexual experiences. These questions were based on the International Classification of Functioning, 
Disability and Health (ICF). Interview transcripts were analysed using NVivo, a qualitative research application. 

RESULTS

Nine participants, aged from 21 to 70+, were interviewed. Their AAC strategies included dedicated AAC devices, 
mainstream technology and unaided strategies. The six female and three male participants discussed a total of 21 
experiences of relationships. Analysis of these experiences identified an approximately equal number of barriers 
and facilitators which impacted on the relationships. Some, such as the role of communication devices, was iden-
tified as both a barrier and a facilitator. Three themes emerged: personal attributes; interpersonal communication; 
and the power of others. 

CONCLUSION

The research suggests that people with complex communication needs can develop romantic and sexual relation-
ships. Yet, the main factors that can impact relationships are attitudes of others (e.g., family members, friends, 
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support staff, potential partners and strangers), their own attitudes and the ability to communicate when being 
intimate. The findings offer new insights into the lives of adults with complex communication needs. These could 
have implications for professionals supporting people with complex communication needs to enhance intimate 
relationships.

REFERENCES

Collier, B., McGhie-Richmond, D., Odette, F., & Pyne, J. (2006). Reducing the risk of sexual abuse for people who 
use augmentative and alternative communication. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 22(1), 62-75. doi
:doi:10.1080/07434610500387490

Light, J., & McNaughton, D. (2015). Designing AAC research and intervention to improve outcomes for individuals 
with complex communication needs. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 31(2), 85-96. doi:10.3109/074
34618.2015.1036458

Sellwood, D., Raghavendra, P., & Jewell, P. (2017). Sexuality and Intimacy for People with Congenital Physical and 
Communication Disabilities: Barriers and Facilitators: A Systematic Review. Sexuality and Disability, 35(2), 227–
244. doi:10.1007/s11195-017-9474-z

United Nations. (2013). Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Retrieved from http://www.un.org/
disabilities/default.asp?id=259

Valvano, A. K., West, L. M., Wilson, C. K., Macapagal, K. R., Penwell-Waines, L. M., Waller, J. L., & Stepleman, L. 
M. (2014). Health professions students’ perceptions of sexuality in patients with physical disability. Sexuality and 
Disability, 32(3), 413-427. 

Wiegerink, D., Roebroeck, M., Bender, J., Stam, H., & Cohen-Kettenis, P. (2011). Sexuality of young adults 
with cerebral palsy: Experienced limitations and needs. Sexuality and Disability, 29(2), 9. doi:10.1007/
s11195-010-9180-6

Evidence Area: AACcess diversity, AACcess culture, AACcess relationships, AACcess social media

Content Focus Area: Research Evidence 


	Welcome Message: The Hon. Kate Jones MP
	Welcome Message: Prof. Dr. Gregor Renner, ISAAC President 
	Welcome Message: ISAAC 2018 Co-Chairs
	Welcome Message: Franklin Smith, ISAAC Executive Director
	About the ISAAC 2018 Co-Chairs
	About ISAAC
	Acknowledgements
	General Conference Information
	Accessibility at ISAAC 2018
	Conference Protocols
	Pre-Conference Workshops
	AAC Camp
	ISAAC 2018 Film Festival
	ISAAC Meetings
	ISAAC Awards
	Other ISAAC Activities
	Social Events
	ISAAC 2018 Sponsors
	ISAAC 2018 Exhibitors
	Tobii Dynavox Learning Lounge
	Presentation Formats
	Invited Speakers
	Schedule
	Program at a Glance
	Poster Presentation Schedule
	Main Conference Abstracts

