Email Conversation with an Aspie seeking hope in relationship:

The following is a record of emails received by ASPIA in 2007 from a young man
with Asperger’s Syndrome discouraged by the negativity of literature on Asperger’s
Syndrome and relationships.

With the permission of “John”, as we will call him, we have reprinted the
conversation here to allow others to benefit from John’s questions and insight, and
ASPIA’S humble response.

John writes:
Hi,

When | was diagnosed with Aspergers Syndrome back in 1992, | was pretty much
carefree about the issue.

In fact it was not until later on in life when I'd just finished high school that | confirmed
to myself | had it, through a quick discussion with relevant parties concerned.

| then went on a fact-finding mission and started surveying as much current
information as | could on the disorder itself and the impact it had on the lives of those
born with it and people close to the person with it.

Some of the knowledge I've since familiarised myself with has worried me, in
particular the impact AS has on relationships.

It seems like a no-win situation for people with AS.

There is a common view that many with Aspergers Syndrome will not experience the
joy of relationships or at least long ones and this belief seems to be further
compressed into the books I've been reading.

In “Asperger’'s Syndrome and Adults...." a wife named Debbie writes:

"There is hope for the future, though maybe not for marriage. It is hope for awarness
of AS and for autistic disorders which act as a hidden handicap. When the general
public, the medical profession and those living with these circumstances have a
better understanding of the neurological differences between people, a brighter light
will shine for everyone.”

It is difficult for me to fathom what form this bright light will take.

The stories I've read up until tonight have involved husbands and wives leaving their
AS-afflicted partners in the long-run and that disappoints me because | would have
thought that with more information about the disorder coming to light, more
relationships could be saved and that single people with AS such as myself have
some hope of experiencing fulfilling lives.

I guess what I'm asking your organisation is whether | am wasting my time hoping to
find a partner one day if, in fact, this genetic condition has written off any chance of
relationship survival.



How has your organisation improved the lives of partners in relationships with people
with AS? I'd be interested to know how.

This is a difficult email to write as | do not like to openly admit | have Aspergers
Syndrome. However, my disappointment at reading about the sadness this condition
has inflicted has given me no other option but to discuss it out in the open.

| like to think that all is not lost and there are some success stories about
relationships involving partners with AS.

Regards,
John

ASPIA’s Reply

Dear John,
Your email is so well put, and | will try to answer you as best and fairly as | can.
| do not believe that all is lost, and yes, there are some success stories.

John, most of the people who attend our partner support group meetings are still with
their partners and some of them have been with them for a very long time, even
decades. In all of these cases, the non-Asperger partner wants to find support and
solutions that will enable them to remain in the relationship. It is actually very hard
for partners like myself to leave our Asperger partners because we care about our
Asperger partners, we are aware that they struggle in certain areas and we want to
support them, and we are constantly aware that the relationship has much potential if
we could just find a way to unlock it.

There are a number of very significant things that lead to a breakup.

One is that the relationship has been struggling for so long without help or any
awareness or understanding of Asperger's Syndrome. The long-term strain that
results, coupled with many dysfunctional methods and strategies that have been
developed in order to cope and survive, all lead to the relationship basically
collapsing and the non-Asperger partner is no longer emotionally strong enough to
continue, many go close to having nervous and physical breakdowns.

Another very significant problem in the relationship breaking down is that in the
majority of marriages the partner with Asperger's Syndrome or suspected of having
Asperger's Syndrome will remain in complete denial that there is a problem on
his/her part at all. This leaves the non-AS partner to do all the learning, all the
understanding, all the adjusting and adapting, while they continue to hold it all
together.

Another problem is that the person with AS is often very distracted by the things they
need to do in order to reduce their own anxiety, create their own predictable
environment and pursue their special interests or vocation, that they have very little
energy or attention left to attend to the needs of the partner, and are thought to be
oblivious to the needs of their partner. Many non-AS partners are completely drained
from emotionally nurturing their AS partners and coping with the inflexible behaviours



and attitudes of the person with AS. It is easy for the non-AS partner to feel that the
relationship is entirely about the needs of the person with AS and that they are only
there to keep the AS person enabled and secure.

| believe the only way there can be hope for an AS person in a relationship is if they
acknowledge that they have difficulties and are willing to co-operate with guidance in
order to find ways to meet the needs of the non-AS partner and the relationship. This
may mean having regular counselling with an experienced Psychologist, and it
definitely means listening to the partner and responding to their suggestions and
requests for helping to build the relationship and keep it happy. Non-AS partners
definitely need to learn and understand Asperger's Syndrome so that their
expectations and communication is appropriate and effective.

| believe that most neurotypical partners, certainly the ones | speak to, are very
nurturing people who will do anything to stay in their relationship with their AS
partner. In virtually every case the AS partner is the one that seems to bury their
head and remain in denial which ultimately ends up pushing the non-AS partner out
of the relationship because they no longer have the emotional resources to stay.

John, your email indicates that you are very aware of many things, including your
own Asperger's Syndrome. | believe your best plan would be to regularly work with a
therapist on learning about what's involved in a successful relationship, attend social
skills groups if available and try not to let yourself become completely caught up in
your own world - practise reaching out to others and make sure your friendships and
relationships are based on mutual terms not just your own.

| know | have written a lot and | hope | haven't overwhelmed you. Please email me
again if you want some more clarification. | want you to get the message that there is
hope! But you need to hear that the hope is based on the person with AS being able
to move towards their partner and not remain insulated in their own world because
this causes disconnection in relationship.

Sincerely, and with best wishes,
Carol Grigg

ASPIA INC

WWwWw.aspia.org.au

John’s Reply:

Hi Carol

Thanks for your reply.

It was helpful, encouraging yet still straight down the middle and to the point.

For a long-time | didn't like the idea of accepting my diagnosis. To me it indicated
weakness and helplessness. It was a blow to my pride. And as a result | found
myself on the defensive when the subject matter was raised or the subject was used

by others to explain problems in my life.

| think accepting that there is nothing 'wrong' with having a disorder or disability is the
first step to healing the bruised 'ego’ of the person with AS. It's like any problem



really. Once you admit it, then you can do a u-turn on the road that is your life and
perhaps start travelling in the right direction.

This is where | feel I've made progress.

I'm encouraged by the idea of working in a social skills group. | don't think this can
hurt and it may help me find a bit more of the confidence that | perhaps lack during
various social functions.

| talk to people but find it difficult gauge long conversations with new people because
I find that subject matter may be limited. This is why I'm constantly trying to read up
on as many subjects and issues outside my favourite spheres of interest so that | can
enjoy the diversity of life and culture.

Though | am currently single, this was not the case for two years and | do believe
that my AS caused problems such as "spending too much time in my world" when |
should have been putting more time and energy into find a balance. | now
understand the loneliness that | perhaps made the other feel. It's not a great feeling.

With developed strategies, communication with an experienced Psychologist on a
regular basis and an honest commitment to learning about self-improvement | think
you're right. Not all is lost and a success story can come of my life.

My biggest fear though is that my AS costs me the ability to initiate relationships and
that saddens me because underneath the limited eye-to-eye contact and the
sometimes poor non-verbal intuition is a good heart. And there is a desire to find a
way to learn how to communicate.

What I need to figure out is to differentiate between actually 'expressing' emotions
and not trying to imitate what | think are the correct feelings to have.

| really take heart from the email you sent me. It's given me a source of ideas on how
I can improve my life and that can only be a good thing. Though I'm single now, |
don't plan this to always be the case and should | be fortunate enough to one day
find a partner, I'd like to think that i have improved as a human being to ensure that
no other person has to endure the sadness I've read about.

It's hard to sometimes agree with the criticial analysis that | find in literature because
a) it hurts and the truth hurts b) the problems that are raised by non-AS partners are
hard to be interpreted as problems by those with AS because this behaviour seems
instinctive.

Your email has signalled to me that there is a lot of hard work ahead but as I'm not
one afraid of hard work, this really shouldn't worry me.

| will continue to read www.aspia.org.au and keep in contact.

| do thank you for your email because | have to say that it provided a positive balance
to what | have read so far in my quest to take a greater part in the race that is life.

ASPIA’s Reply:
Hi John,



| really appreciated your response, and | do wish you all the very best. I'm really
impressed with both of your emails, and you've confirmed to me my belief that people
with Asperger's Syndrome are really wonderful people who mean well, but just have
difficulty in expressing this in ways that people understand. It is a shame that life can
be so damaging to people with social awkwardness, and that this can affect
confidence. It can be tough enough for those of us who don't have social difficulty.
I'm very shy in person and lack a lot of confidence speaking in a group, but I'm
working on it.

John, while I've been reading your emails and responding I've been thinking what a
wonderful example you could be to others who have Asperger's Syndrome who may
be seeking, like you are, for some hope in relationships. | wondered how you would
feel if | were to put our communication onto the ASPIA website so that other people
with Aspergers can read it and be helped? Of course, | would remove your name
and any information that could identify you, so it would be anonymous.

Please let me know if you would feel comfortable with this. You would be helping the
network of Asperger families who are also seeking hope for their future. Your
insight could be very valuable to many people.

Sincerely,
Carol

John’s Reply:
Hi Carol

Happy to help where | can.
Thanks

John



