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Overview of Lecture

• Romantic relationships among adults 
with ASD

• Overview of PEERS
• PEERS intervention strategies

– Finding people to date during COVID-19
– Dating activity options during COVID-19
– Staying safe on dates
– Handling dating pressure from partners

• Video clip of PEERS Dating Bootcamp: 
Love on the Spectrum (Netflix)
– Making conversation during dates

• Overview of preliminary research
• Resources



Romantic Relationships Among 
Young Adults with ASD

Despite interest in dating, 
adults with ASD often 
struggle with developing 
romantic relationships

• Fewer romantic relationships
• Less likely to marry
• Greater incidence of stalking 

behavior
• Less sexual knowledge and 

awareness
• Greater risk for sexual 

exploitation and victimization
• Higher risk for financial 

exploitation 

(Stokes et al., 2005; Stokes et al., 2007; Howlin et al., 
2013; Orsmond et al., 2013; Howlin et al., 2014; Tobin et 

al., 2013; Reichow et al., 2010)



Lack of Services for Adults with ASD

• No evidence-based social skills 
interventions focused on dating 
skills for adults with ASD

• Overall lack of evidence-based 
treatments to improve social 
outcomes in adults with ASD
– Research funding has historically 

ignored adults with ASD
– Autism services cliff: Access to 

services greatly diminishes after the 
age of 21

• Interventions are failing to meet the 
changing and increasing social 
demands across development (Eaves et al., 2008; Taylor et al., 2011; 

Howlin et al., 2004; Hendricks et al., 2009)



Background 
about PEERS®

• International program

– Used in over 85 countries
– Programs have been translated 

into over a dozen languages
– Developed at UCLA in 2004

• Evidence-Based Social Skills 
Programs:

– PEERS® for Preschoolers
– PEERS® for Adolescents
– PEERS® for Young Adults

• Research Programs:
– PEERS® for Careers
– PEERS® L Dopa 
– PEERS® for Dating 



Unique Aspects 
of PEERS®

• One of the only evidence-
based social skills programs

– ONLY evidence-based social 
skills program for teens and 
adults with ASD and other social 
challenges

• Parent or caregiver assisted
– Social coaches are trained to 

provide support outside of the 
treatment setting

• Only teaches ecologically 
valid social skills

– Teaches rules and steps followed 
by socially successful people

• Cross-culturally adapted 
across the globe



PEERS® for Young Adults 
Targeted Social Skills

Friendship and Romantic Relationship 
Skills:

• Finding and choosing good friends
• Finding and choosing romantic partners 
• Conversational skills
• Starting and entering conversations
• Exiting conversations
• Electronic communication
• Appropriate use of humor
• Get-togethers
• Dating etiquette

– Letting someone know you like them
– Asking someone on a date
– Organizing and planning a date
– General dating do’s and don’ts



PEERS® for Young Adults 
Targeted Social Skills

Managing Conflict and Rejection Skills:

• Dating etiquette
– Taking no for an answer
– Politely turning someone down for a date
– Handling unwanted dating pressure

• Handling arguments
• Handling direct bullying

– Teasing and embarrassing feedback
– Physical bullying

• Handling indirect bullying
– Cyber bullying
– Rumors and gossip



Choosing Appropriate 
People to Date

• Dating is a choice
• We don’t get to date 

everyone
• Everyone doesn’t get 

to date us

• There are GOOD choices 
and there are BAD 
choices when it comes to 
dating (Laugeson 2017)



Dating Sources

QUESTION:

Where do people 
find romantic 
partners?



Appropriate Dating Sources
Mutual friends Online dating sites and dating apps

Friends of family members School, college, adult classes

Parties and get-togethers Meet-up groups

Social activities and gatherings Work place

Sporting events Neighborhood

Dog parks and local parks Sports clubs, private gyms,  
recreational centers

Recreational activities
(e.g., sports leagues and clubs)

Church, synagogue, mosque,  
temple, religious gatherings

Community gatherings (e.g.,  
concerts, fairs, farmer’s market)

Public places (e.g., coffee houses,  
bars, clubs)



Dating Sources
During COVID-19

QUESTIONS:

Where do people find 
romantic partners 
during COVID-19?

What are some 
appropriate dating 
apps?



Appropriate Dating Apps



Most Popular Dating Apps 
Before COVID-19  



Most Popular Dating Apps
During COVID-19  



Population Specific Dating Apps 



Autism Specific Dating App:
Hiki



Autism Specific Dating App:
Autism Date



Staying Safe during COVID-19

QUESTIONS:

How do you stay safe 
during in-person dates?

How do you stay safe on 
dates during COVID-19?



PEERS® Rules for Staying Safe 
During In-Person Dates

(Laugeson 2017)

• Don’t give out your personal
contact information at first for 
online dating 

• Check their social media and/or 
google your date before you meet
if you don’t know them well

• Let friends and family know where you
are and who you’re with

• Get yourself to and from the date

• Meet your date in a public place



• Don’t go anywhere alone with 
your date at first if you don’t 
know them well
• Don’t get in the car with your date

at first
• Don’t take your date home at first
• Don’t go to your date’s home at first

• Check in with friends and family 
before and after the date

• Can ask bartender for an “angel 
shot” if feeling unsafe (Laugeson 2017)

PEERS® Rules for Staying Safe 
During In-Person Dates



• Meet several times online 
before meeting in-person

• Make sure you are each 
symptom-free before 
meeting

• Check temperatures before 
meeting

• Consider getting a COVID-
19 test prior to the date

• Consider quarantining in a 
safe bubble for two weeks 
before meeting (Laugeson 2017)

PEERS® Rules for Staying Safe on
Dates During COVID-19



• Choose a safe meeting place with:
• Appropriate space to maintain 

social distancing
• Good ventilation
• Good cleaning procedures
• Access to restrooms with soap 

and water for hand washing 
• Decide when to wear face coverings 

and what type
• Agree to maintain social distancing 

throughout the date
• Avoid touching
• Use hand sanitizer frequently (Laugeson 2017)

PEERS® Rules for Staying Safe on
Dates During COVID-19



Dating during COVID-19

QUESTION:

Where are many 
dates taking place 
during COVID-19?



Online Dates

• Many dates are taking place 
online due to the COVID-19 
pandemic

• Popular platforms for online 
dates include:
– Facetime
– Google hangouts 
– House party
– Skype
– Zoom
– Whatsapp
– Discord
– Video chat through social media



Dating during COVID-19

QUESTIONS:

What do people do 
during online dates?

What do people do 
on in-person dates 
during COVID-19?



Common Activities for Online Dates

Interest Activity

Mealtime Make a meal together
Have food delivered at the same time
Have a glass of wine or beer together
Drink coffee together

Sports Watch sports together online

Videogames Play online videogames

Fitness Take a walk or hike together on your phones
Do a YouTube workout together

Books Go through your at-home library 

Tabletop boardgames Play games on Houseparty

Music Compare playlists

Movies / TV shows Netflix viewing party



Common Activities for In-Person Dates 
During COVID-19

Interest Activity
Mealtime Dine at an outdoor restaurant

Have a picnic in the park
Outdoor farmer’s market
Outdoor BBQ in a public park

Outdoor sports Go for a walk
Go for a bike ride
Outdoor rollerblading

Sports Watch sports together in an outdoor restaurant
Go golfing
Outdoor fitness class
Boating, kayaking

Nature Go for a hike
Meet in a public park 
Go to the beach



Handling Dating Pressure 
from a Partner 

QUESTIONS:

Do you have to meet in-person when 
dating during COVID-19?

What should you do if the person 
you are dating:

• Wants to get more serious than 
you do?

• Wants to get physically intimate 
before you do?

• Wants to meet in-person during 
COVID-19?



Handling Dating Pressure 
from a Partner 
(Bad Role Play)

Role play videos: www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources



PEERS® Steps for Handling 
Dating Pressure from a Partner

(Good Role Play)
1. Keep your cool 
2. Tell them what you DON’T want to 

do
• “I’m not comfortable with...”
• “I’m not ready to...”

3. Give a cover story 
• “I like to take things slow.”

4. Use “I” statements to tell them how 
you feel
• “I think I need more time to get 

to know you.”
5. Change the subject
6. Give a cover story and leave (if still 

pressured)
7. Remember dating is a choice

Role play videos: www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources



PEERS® Research Evidence 
within the United States



PEERS® Research Evidence
Outside of the United States



PEERS® for Young Adults

• Caregiver-assisted
– Concurrent social coaching and 

young adult sessions

• 16-week curriculum
– 90-minute weekly sessions 

• Young adults with ASD
– 18-38 years of age

• Focuses on relationship skills 
• Friendships
• Handling conflict and rejection
• Dating (ONLY four sessions)

(Laugeson 2017)



PEERS® for Young Adults:
Change in Dating Activity

(Laugeson & Moody, 2020)
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PEERS® for Young Adults:
Young Adult Self-Report of Change in Dating Frequency

(Number of Dates in the Previous Month)
(Laugeson & Moody, 2020)



PEERS® for Young Adults:
Caregiver Report of Change in Dating Frequency

(Number of Dates in the Previous Month)
(Laugeson & Moody, 2020)
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UCLA PEERS® for Dating



PEERS® 

Dating 
Bootcamps 
at UCLA

Two-day intensive topical 
boot camps for teens, 

adults, family members, 
and professionals:

Saturday & Sunday
9 AM – 3PM



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp
Topics Covered

• Conversational skills
• Letting someone know you like them
• Flirting
• Choosing appropriate people to date
• Online Dating
• Asking someone on a date
• Accepting rejection
• Turning someone down
• Planning and going on dates
• Dating do’s and don’ts
• Handling pressure from partners



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp: 
Love on the Spectrum (Netflix)



Love on the Spectrum – Netflix
Episode 3 Video Clip

Time code: 35:10 – 41:30 



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp: 
Love on the Spectrum (Netflix)



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Dating Skills Knowledge
(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020)

61%
Correct 

39%
Incorrect

91%
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PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Likelihood Knowledge Gained Will Influence Dating Practices

(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020) 



4%

33%

25%

29%

8%

Poor

Below Average

Average

Above Average

Excellent

PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Pretest Self-Report of Dating Knowledge

(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020)
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Post-Test Self-Report of Dating Knowledge

(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020)



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Additional Skills Requested

(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020)

• Setting up online dating 
profiles

• Sexuality
• Dating among LGBTQ
• Relationship boundaries
• Safety
• Handling rejection



UCLA 
PEERS® 

for Dating

• 16-week program
• Dating skills for 

adults with ASD  
(18-45 years of age)

• RCT examining the 
benefit of receiving 
dating coaching

• Starting January 2021





UCLA PEERS®

Young Adult
Telehealth 

Groups

MONDAYS

4:30–6:00 PM PST

6:30–8:00 PM PST



UCLA PEERS®

Adolescent 
Telehealth 

Groups

WEDNESDAYS

4:30–6:00 PM PST

6:30–8:00 PM PST



UCLA 
PEERS® 

Educational 
Classes

TUESDAYS

4:30 – 6:00 PM PST

6:30 – 8:00 PM PST



UCLA PEERS® Virtual Boot Camp

• 35 episodes

• Covers ALL the skills 
taught in PEERS®

• Go at your own pace

• Available on the UCLA 
PEERS YouTube 
Channel

• Access never expires



UCLA PEERS®

for Careers

• College to career 
transition program

• 20-week program 
for college students 
with ASD

THURSDAYS

5:00 – 7:30 PM



UCLA 
PEERS®

L-Dopa 
Research 

Study 

Return Start Date:

TBD



Role-Play Video Library

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources
www.routledge.com/cw/laugeson



The Science of Making Friends:
Helping Socially Challenged Teens and Young Adults 

• Parent book
• Friendship skills
• Handling peer 

rejection and conflict
• Parent section

– Narrative lessons
– Social coaching tips

• Chapter summaries 
for teens and young 
adults

• Chapter exercises / 
homework

• Companion DVD
– Role-play videos



PEERS® for Adolescents
Teleconferences for Professionals

• Certified Teleconferences at 
UCLA:
– April 19-21, 2021

• 14-week curriculum
• Weekly 90-minute teen sessions 

and parent sessions
• Parent handouts
• Addresses core deficits for ASD 
• Focuses on friendship skills and 

handling peer rejection and 
conflict

• Teaches ecologically valid social 
skills



PEERS® for Young Adults
Teleconferences for Professionals

• Certified Teleconferences at UCLA:
– February 3-5, 2021

• 16-week curriculum
• Weekly 90-minute young adult sessions and 

caregiver sessions
• Social coaching handouts
• Addresses core deficits for ASD 
• Focuses on friendship and relationships skills 

and handling peer rejection and conflict
• Teaches ecologically valid social skills



PEERS® for Adolescents
School-Based Certified Training

• Certified Trainings at UCLA
– June 23-25, 2021

• Teacher-facilitated curriculum 
• 16-week program
• Daily lesson plans 
• Focuses on friendship skills and 

strategies for handling peer 
rejection and conflict

• Includes weekly comprehensive 
parent handouts
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