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Appropriate Touch

Understanding Appropriate Touch: A Guide for Children and Young
People with Autism
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(‘1. Understanding Autism and
Toileting Challenges

Understanding appropriate touch is an essential life skill that helps children and
young people navigate social interactions and personal relationships. For children
with autism, differences in sensory perception, communication styles, and social
understanding can make these interactions more challenging. Some may seek out
physical contact and struggle with recognising personal boundaries, while others
may find touch distressing or overwhelming.

This guide aims to provide clear,
structured information to help
children, parents, and caregivers
understand the importance of
appropriate touch. It offers practical
advice on setting personal
boundaries, recognising unsafe touch,
and communicating needs
confidently. By building a strong
understanding of personal space and
consent, children can develop safe,
respectful, and positive relationships.




(‘2. Why Understanding Touch is
Important

Touch is a fundamental aspect of human connection. It helps individuals express
emotions, provide comfort, and strengthen relationships. However, it is equally
important to understand that not all touch is appropriate or welcome. Teaching
children to recognise when touch is acceptable and when it is not can help protect
their well-being and ensure they develop healthy social boundaries.

For children with autism, understanding touch can be particularly complex. Some
may have heightened sensory sensitivity, making physical contact feel
overwhelming, while others may not easily recognise when their touch is too forceful
or intrusive. Teaching children about appropriate touch helps them feel more secure
in their interactions and allows them to develop confidence in setting and
respecting personal boundaries. It also provides them with the tools to
communicate discomfort and seek help when needed.




3. Different Types of Touch

Not all forms of touch are the same, and learning to distinguish between different
types of physical contact is crucial for navigating social situations effectively. Some
types of touch are safe and appropriate in certain contexts, while others may be
unwelcome or even unsafe.

Safe & Positive Touch

Safe and positive touch includes interactions that are comforting, supportive, and
socially acceptable. This can include a hug from a parent, a handshake when
greeting someone, or a reassuring pat on the back from a teacher. Everyday
interactions, such as holding hands when crossing the road or a doctor performing a
medical check-up, also fall into this category. These types of touch are generally
acceptable when they occur with mutual consent and in appropriate situations.

Unwanted or inappropriate touch

Unwanted or inappropriate touch, on the other hand, refers to any physical contact
that is forced, uncomfortable, or makes a person feel anxious or unsafe. This can
include someone touching without asking, an overly tight hug when it is not wanted,
or someone persistently touching even after being told no. It is also important to
understand that touching private areas—those covered by underwear—is only
appropriate in specific situations, such as medical examinations or personal care by
a trusted adult.

Teaching children to differentiate between these types of touch can help them build
confidence in identifying what feels safe and what does not. Providing clear, real-life
examples and discussing scenarios can reinforce their understanding and help them
respond appropriately in different situations.
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(‘4. Consent and Personal
Boundaries

Consent is an essential concept in understanding appropriate touch. It means that
both people involved in a physical interaction agree to it and feel comfortable.
Teaching children that they have the right to say no to any touch they do not want is
key in helping them develop a sense of personal agency over their own body

Personal boundaries differ from person to
person, and it is important to respect others’
comfort levels regarding physical contact. Some
people enjoy hugging or hand-holding, while
others may prefer minimal physical interaction.
Learning to recognise when someone is
uncomfortable and respecting their wishes is
just as important as setting one’s own
boundaries.

Caregivers and educators can support children
in understanding consent by modelling
appropriate behaviour. This includes asking
before giving hugs, respecting when a child
does not want to be touched, and reinforcing
that no one should be pressured into physical
contact. Practising different social situations
through role-playing can also help children
become more familiar with the concept of
consent in everyday interactions.




5. Recognising Uncomfortable or
Unsafe Touch

It is crucial that children learn to identify and respond to touch that makes them
feel uncomfortable or unsafe. While some children may naturally recognise
discomfort, others may need explicit guidance in understanding how their body
reacts to certain types of contact

Understanding the Signs of Uncomfortable Touch

Uncomfortable touch may not always be obvious, especially for children who are
still developing their ability to interpret body signals. It can manifest in various
ways, including feeling anxious, uneasy, or wanting to move away. Sometimes, a
child may not realise why a certain touch feels wrong but may experience
physical signs such as a racing heartbeat, sweating, or a sudden need to escape
the situation. It is important to teach children to listen to these signals and trust
their instincts if something feels off. Reinforcing that they are allowed to say no
to any touch they do not like is an essential step in keeping them safe.

Identifying Unsafe or Inappropriate Touch

Unsafe touch goes beyond discomfort and includes any physical contact that is
harmful, forceful, or violates personal boundaries. This can involve unwanted
hugging, tickling that continues after being told to stop, or any touch that feels
secretive or forced. A clear rule to teach children is that touch involving private
areas—those covered by underwear—is not appropriate unless it is for medical
care or hygiene needs and is done by a trusted adult with their consent. Children
should also be made aware that unsafe touch can sometimes come from people
they know, not just strangers. Helping children understand that no one has the
right to touch them in a way that makes them feel bad is crucial in empowering
them to recognise and avoid unsafe situations.

What to Do If a Child Experiences Unsafe Touch

If a child ever experiences touch that makes them feel unsafe, they should be
encouraged to seek help immediately. It is essential that they know who to turn
to, whether it is a parent, teacher, or another trusted adult. Practising how to
report concerns and ensuring they feel confident speaking up can make a big
difference in their ability to seek help when needed. Caregivers should create a
safe and open environment where children feel comfortable discussing their
concerns without fear of blame or punishment. Letting children know they will
always be believed and supported is one of the most important aspects of
keeping them safe from harm.



c‘6. How to Communicate
Boundaries

Teaching children to communicate their boundaries effectively helps them feel
more in control of their personal space. Expressing discomfort can be done in

multiple ways, and children should be encouraged to use both verbal and non-

verbal communication to express their needs.

Clear verbal communication is an
important skill. Teaching children
phrases such as “No, I don’t like

v

that,” or “I need space” can help - -
them set firm boundaries. In addition m

to words, body language plays a @ (‘J "
significant role. Moving away, ‘ 4
crossing arms, or holding up a hand AN

to signal “stop” are all effective ways
to express discomfort without
speaking.

It is also essential to encourage children to seek help if they experience
persistent unwanted touch. Reinforcing the idea that they can always talk to a
trusted adult—whether a parent, teacher, or family member—about their concerns
can give them the confidence to report any issues.
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. Supporting Children with Autism

in Learning About Touch

Children with autism may require additional support when learning about touch and
personal boundaries. Providing clear explanations, visual supports, and structured
reinforcement can help them grasp these concepts more effectively.




8. Understanding and Managing
Self-Touching Behaviours

It is natural for children to explore their bodies, and
for autistic children, self-touching can sometimes be
a way to seek comfort, regulate sensory input, or
manage anxiety. However, when self-touching
becomes inappropriate, particularly in public or in a
sexual manner, it is important to guide children in
understanding appropriate boundaries while offering
them alternative coping strategies.

Recognising Why Self-Touching Occurs

Self-touching can serve different purposes for autistic children. Some may engage in it
due to sensory seeking, as repetitive touch can provide comfort. Others may do so due to
curiosity about their bodies or as a way of self-soothing when feeling anxious or
overwhelmed. Understanding the reason behind the behaviour is key to addressing it in a
supportive way rather than discouraging it outright.

Setting Boundaries and Reinforcing Privacy

Teaching children that certain behaviours, including self-touching, are private and should
only happen in appropriate places is essential. Using clear, simple language, caregivers
can explain that while it is normal to explore their bodies, private behaviours should take
place in private spaces, such as a bedroom or bathroom. Visual schedules and social
stories can help reinforce these boundaries in a structured way.

Setting Boundaries and Reinforcing Privacy

If self-touching is being used as a sensory regulation tool or as a response to stress,
offering alternative strategies can help. Providing sensory toys, fidget items, or weighted
blankets can redirect the need for repetitive touch. If the behaviour is linked to anxiety,
deep breathing exercises, movement breaks, or a calming routine may help the child
regulate their emotions in a different way.

Maintaining a Supportive Approach

It is important to address self-touching in a way that does not shame or punish the child.
Instead, the focus should be on reinforcing boundaries with positive, clear guidance.
Caregivers and educators should approach the topic with patience, ensuring the child
understands expectations while feeling supported and respected.



9. Resources and Further Reading

For more information on ADHD and ASD, the following organisations offer guidance
and support:

NSPCC - PANTS Campaign

The NSPCC’s PANTS campaign teaches children the importance of body safety using
the simple “PANTS” rule. This resource helps children understand personal boundaries
and recognise unsafe situations in a child-friendly and accessible way.

National Autistic Society (www.autism.org.uk)

The National Autistic Society provides extensive information and support for autistic
individuals and their families. They offer guidance on social understanding,
relationships, and personal safety, including how to navigate appropriate touch.

Childline (www.childline.org.uk)

Childline is a confidential service where children and young people can seek advice on
any concerns they have, including issues around touch, boundaries, and personal safety.
They provide online resources, a helpline, and support chat services.

The Anna Freud Centre_(www.annafreud.org)

This organisation focuses on children’s mental health and well-being. They offer support
on understanding emotions, relationships, and how to develop confidence in setting
personal boundaries.

Sexual Health and Relationships Education (SHARE) Programme
(www.brook.org.uk)

Brook’s SHARE programme provides age-appropriate sexual health and relationship
education. They offer guidance on body autonomy, consent, and understanding
appropriate behaviour in different social settings.


https://www.autism.org.uk/
http://www.childline.org.uk/
http://www.annafreud.org/
http://www.brook.org.uk/
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professionals navigate autism with knowledge and empowerment.

We champion the rights of autistic people, striving to create a more
inclusive society while ensuring our services remain accessible,
reliable, and built on trust.”
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