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Overview of Lecture

• Romantic relationships among 
autistic and neurodivergent youth

• Overview of PEERS®

• Neuroaffirming approach to 
learning social strategies

• PEERS® for Dating strategies

– Asking someone on a date

– Asking for a commitment

• Overview of preliminary research

• Resources



Romantic Relationships Among 

Autistic and Neurodivergent Youth

Despite interest in dating, 
autistic and neurodivergent 
adults often struggle with 
developing romantic 
relationships

• Fewer romantic relationships

• Less likely to marry

• Less sexual knowledge and 
awareness

• Greater risk for sexual 
exploitation and victimization

• Higher risk for financial 
exploitation

• Greater incidence of stalking 
behavior



Lack of Services and Supports

for Autistic and Neurodivergent Adults

• Overall lack of evidence-based 
programs to improve social outcomes 
in adults on the spectrum

– Research funding has historically 
ignored autistic adults

– Autism services cliff: Access to 
services greatly diminishes after the 
age of 21

• Lack of programs focused on dating 
skills for autistic and neurodivergent 
adults

• Supports are failing to meet the 
changing and increasing social 
demands across development



Background 

about PEERS®

• International program

– Developed at UCLA in 2004 by 
Dr. Elizabeth Laugeson
(UCLA PEERS Clinic Director)

– Programs have been translated 
into over a dozen languages

– Used in over 150 countries

– Over 75 scientific papers

• Evidence-Based Social Skills 

Programs:

– PEERS® for Preschoolers

– PEERS® for Adolescents

– PEERS® for Young Adults

• Research Programs:

– PEERS® for Careers

– PEERS® for Dating



Unique Aspects 

of PEERS®

• One of the only evidence-based 
social skills programs
– ONLY evidence-based social skills 

program for autistic teens and 
adults and those with other social 
challenges

• Social coaching
– Social coaches are trained to 

support participants outside of the 
group

• Only teaches ecologically valid 
social skills
– Presents socially helpful behaviors 

and socially risky behaviors

• Cross-culturally adapted across 
the globe
– Numerous scientific papers and 

manuals published outside of the 
U.S.



The Role of Neurodiversity in PEERS®

• Neurodiversity means people have 
different ways of thinking

• We should respect the role of 
neurodiversity when learning new 
social strategies

• Differences do not make us less or 
more than

• There are strengths in neurodiversity

• PEERS® is a strengths-based 
approach



Neuroaffirming Approach in PEERS®

The Importance of Choice

• Each week we review strategies in 
friendships and relationships that have been 
shown to be:

• Socially helpful

• Socially risky

• Learning and/or using the strategies taught 

in PEERS® should NOT be about changing 

a person

• Learning and using these strategies should 

be about enhancing social interactions so 

others can appreciate who we already are

• Ultimately, learning and/or using the skills 

taught in PEERS® is a CHOICE



• We value neurodiversity, acceptance, 
and authenticity

• We honor the diverse ways people 
experience the world

• We respect each person’s unique 
perspectives and communication styles

• We recognize there is no one right way 
to connect with others

• If using the strategies taught in PEERS® 

feels like camouflaging or masking 
and/or they don’t align with your goals, 
then you do not have to use them

• Learning and using the skills taught in 
PEERS® is a PERSONAL CHOICE

PEERS® Neuroaffirming Pledge



Overview of 

PEERS® for Young Adults

• Caregiver-assisted program

– Concurrent social coaching and 
young adult sessions

• 16-week curriculum

– 90-minute weekly sessions

• Young adults

– 18-38 years of age

• Focuses on relationship skills

• Friendships

• Handling conflict and rejection

• Dating (four sessions)



PEERS® for Young Adults
Dating Social Skills

• Four sessions on 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

– Taking no for an answer

– Politely turning someone down for a date

– Handling unwanted dating pressure



PEERS® for Young Adults:
Change in Dating Activity Among Full Sample

(Laugeson & Moody, 2020)
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PEERS® for Young Adults:
Change in Dating Frequency

(Number of Dates in the Previous Month Among Those Interested in Dating)
(Laugeson & Moody, 2020)

Self-Report Caregiver-Report

0

1

2

3

4

5

Hosted Invited Total

Baseline

Post-Intervention

**
**

***



PEERS®

Dating 

Bootcamps 

at UCLA

Two-day intensive topical 
boot camps for teens, 

adults, family members, 
and professionals

Saturday & Sunday 

9 AM – 3PM
1 ACCOMPANYING

Parent AttendS 
for FREE!

Topics Covered
Flirting with Potential Partners 

Letting Someone Know You Like Them 

Choosing Appropriate People to Date

Asking Someone on a Date 

Handling Rejection 

Turning Someone Down

Planning and Going on Dates 

Dating Do's and Don'ts

Handling Pressure from Partners

This boot camp is open to all, including teens, young adults, 

parents, and professionals.

Attendees are presented with targeted skills through 

didactic instruction, role-play demonstrations, and have the 

opportunity to practice newly-learned skills through 

behavioral rehearsal exercises. During these rehearsals, 

attendees are divided into small breakout groups to practice 

with direct coaching from our treatment team.

PEERS® SUMMER BOOT CAMPS

LOCATION
U C L A  S E M E L  I N S T I T U T E

LOS A N G E L E S ,  CA

DATE & TIME
A U G U S T  3 -  4  , 2 0 2 4  

S A T U R D A Y -  S U N D A Y  

9 A M  - 3 P M  PDT

PRESENTER
DR. EL INA VEYTSMAN

DIRECTOR OF CL IN ICAL SERVICES,

U C L A  P E E R S ®  CLI  NI C

LIGHT REFRESHMENTS & LUNCH WILL BE SERVED

TO REGISTER:
( 3 1 0  ) 2 6 7  - 3 3 7 7

P E E R S C L I N I C @ U C L A . E D U

S E M E L .  U C L A .  E D U /  P E E R S /  C O U R S E /  

P E E R S /  B O O T -  C A M P S

PEERS® DATING
Boot Camp
$500 PER ATTENDEE

mailto:PEERSCLINIC@UCLA.EDU


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 dating pressure from partners



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Dating Skills Knowledge
(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020)
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PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Pretest Self-Report of Dating Knowledge

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

(Laugeson, Moody, & Denluck, 2020)
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PEERS® Dating Bootcamp:
Likelihood Knowledge Gained Will Influence Dating Practices

(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 concerns

• Handling rejection



Purpose of the study

• Investigate the effectiveness of 

PEERS® for Dating

– 16-week didactic course

– 16-week follow-up assessment

• Target the development of social 

skills related to developing and 

maintaining romantic relationships

• Randomize dating coaching

– Dating coaches consisted of 

graduate and undergraduate 

students interested in providing 

dating coaching to autistic adults

PEERS® for Dating
Randomized Controlled Trial



• PEERS® for Dating Course

– 16-week course

– 2.5 hour weekly classes

– Tuesdays 5:00-7:30 PM PST

• Concurrent but separate 
homework review for young 
adult and dating coaching groups

• Combined didactics

• In-session behavioral rehearsal 
exercises

• Homework assignments

• Pre, post, and follow-up 
assessments

PEERS® for Dating
Randomized Controlled Trial



• Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

PEERS® for Dating was conducted 

fully REMOTE on Zoom

• First cohort started in Spring 2021

• Last cohort ended in Summer 2023

• >100 young adults participated

• >50 dating coaches recruited

PEERS® for Dating:
Remote Delivery



Overview of Lessons

• Conversational skills

• Starting, entering, and exiting 

conversations

• Electronic communication

• Letting someone know you like them

• Asking someone on a date

• Online dating *

• Going on dates

• Dating during COVID-19 *

• Relationship boundaries *

• Physical and sexual intimacy *

• Sexual safety *

• Handling arguments and 

disagreements

• Maintaining healthy relationships *

* New PEERS® Content





Asking Someone on a Date

QUESTIONS:

How do you ask 
someone on a date?

What are some 
socially risky 
behaviors for asking 
someone on a date?



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

Asking Someone on a Date
Socially Risky Behaviors

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


1. Wait for an appropriate time

2. Trade information

3. Mention your common interests

4. Ask what they’re doing at a 

certain time

• “So, what are you doing this weekend?”

5. Assess their interest

6. Use common interest as a reason 

for going out

7. Exchange contact information

8. Tell them when you’ll follow-up

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

Asking Someone on a Date
Socially Helpful Behaviors

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


Asking for a Commitment

QUESTIONS:

How do you take 
your relationship to 
the next level?

How do you ask 
your partner for a 
commitment?



Asking for a Commitment
Socially Risky Behaviors

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

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


1. Choose the right time & place

2. Ask if you can talk about 

something important

3. Give GENERAL compliments

about the relationship

4. Give GENERAL compliments 

about them

5. Share your feelings about them 

and your relationship

6. Assess their reaction

7. If negative, do not proceed and 

remember dating is a choice

8. If positive, suggest making a 

commitment

9. Define the commitment

10. End with positive affirmations 

and affection

Asking for a Commitment
Socially Helpful Behaviors

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

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources




PEERS® for Dating:
Preliminary Results
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UCLA 

PEERS®

for Dating

Research Study

• 20-week program

• Dating skills for 
autistic young adults

• Peer-mediated dating 
coaching

• NEW: In-person vs. 
remote delivery vs. 
control



UCLA 

PEERS®

for Careers 

Research Study

• 20-week program

• College to career 
transition program for 
autistic adults

• Peer-mediated career 
coaching

• NEW: Employer 
supports





UCLA

PEERS® for 

Young Adults
PEERS® for Young Adults
Social Skills Group

Developing and maintaining friendships 

Conversational skills

Entering and exiting conversations 

Appropriate use of humor

Handling direct and indirect bullying

Electronic communication 

Dating skills

Organizing get-togethers 

Handling disagreements 

Handling dating pressure

@uclapeers@UCLAPEERSUCLA PEERS Clinic

SOCIAL SKILLS PROGRAMS

UCLA PEERS®CLINIC

TELEHEALTH AND IN-PERSON OPTIONS AVAILABLE

NOW ENROLLING ADULTS 18-35 YEARS OLD

Participants will learn about:

For more information:

(310) 267-3377
peersclinic@ucla.edu 

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers

PEERS® for Young Adults is an evidence-based social skills intervention for adults who are interested 

in making and keeping friends and/or developing romantic relationships.

Young adults and social coaches (typically parents or other caregivers) attend 16 weekly group 

sessions for 90 minutes per week.

Participants are taught social skills through didactic lessons and role-play demonstrations, and 

practice these skills during group socialization activities.

Social coaches attend separate sessions simultaneously and are taught how to assist adults in 

making and keeping friends and/or dating.

LEARN MORE

• 16-week program

• 90-minute weekly 
groups

• Caregiver-assisted

• In-person and 
telehealth options 
available

mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers


UCLA

PEERS® for 

Adolescents

PEERS® for Adolescents
Social Skills Group

NOW ENROLLING FAMILIES (IN-PERSON AND TELEHEALTH AVAILABLE

Developing and maintaining friendships 

Conversational skills

Entering and exiting conversations 

Appropriate use of humor 

Handling disagreements

Electronic communication 

Being a good sport 

Organizing get-togethers 

Handling teasing and bullying 

Changing a reputation

Participants will learn about:

@uclapeers@UCLAPEERSUCLA PEERS Clinic

PEERS® for Adolescents is an evidence-based social skills intervention for adolescents in middle and 

high school who are interested in making and keeping friends and/or handling conflict and rejection. 

Adolescents and parents attend 16 weekly group sessions for 90 minutes per week.

Participants are taught social skills through didactic lessons and role-play demonstrations, and 

practice these skills during group socialization activities.

Parents attend separate sessions simultaneously and are taught how to assist adolescents in making 

and keeping friends (parent participation is required).

LEARN MORE

SOCIAL SKILLS PROGRAMS

UCLA PEERS®CLINIC

TELEHEALTH AND IN-PERSON OPTIONS AVAILABLE

For more information:

(310) 267-3377
peersclinic@ucla.edu 

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers

• 16-week program

• 90-minute weekly 
groups

• Parent-assisted

• In-person and 
telehealth options 
available

mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers


UCLA PEERS® Remote Educational Classes

Conversational skills 

Friendship skills 

Organizing get-togethers

Using social media to develop/maintain friendships

Conflict resolution 

Good sportsmanship

Changing a bad reputation 

Handling teasing and bullying

@uclapeers@UCLAPEERSUCLA PEERS Clinic

NOW ENROLLING FAMILIES WORLDWIDE

PEERS® is an evidence-based social skills intervention for motivated teens and young adults who 

are interested in making and keeping friends and/or handling conflict and rejection.

Teens and/or young adults attend 16 weekly classes over Zoom for 90-minutes each week, plus an 

optional 5 weeks of dating skills.

Participants are taught social skills through didactic lessons and role-play demonstrations, and 

practice these skills during online socialization activities.

Social coaches attend separate classes simultaneously and are taught how to assist their teens in 

making and keeping friends.

Groups for adolescents and groups for young adults are now enrolling!

Participants will learn about:

To enroll, please contact:

(310) 267-3377

peersclinic@ucla.edu

For more information, visit

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers

PEERS® Online Social Skills Classes
Plus Optional Dating Lessons!

NOW ENROLLING ADOLESCENTS AND YOUNG ADULTS

Flirting

Rules for online dating

Letting someone know you like them 

Assessing romantic interest 

Creating online dating profiles

Asking someone on a date 

Handling rejection

Going on dates 

Dating do's and don'ts

Handling dating pressure

Participants are taught evidence-based dating skills through didactic lessons and role-play 

demonstrations.

Skills are practiced during online socialization activities.

Dating coaches attend separate classes simultaneously and are taught how to assist 

teens/young adults in developing and maintaining romantic relationships.

Classes are taught over Zoom for 90-minutes each week.

Participants will learn about:

To enroll, please contact:

(310) 267-3377

peersclinic@ucla.edu

For more information, visit

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers

@uclapeers@UCLAPEERSUCLA PEERS Clinic

PEERS
® 
5-Week Dating Classes

Available Online!

mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers
mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers


UCLA PEERS® for Preschoolers

Having successful play dates 

Listening and following directions 

Meeting and greeting friends 

Sharing and giving turns

Asking friends to play 

Joining ongoing play

Keeping cool during play 

Being a good sport

Transitioning to new play activities 

Asking and giving help

Using volume control 

Maintaining body boundaries

@uclapeers@UCLAPEERSUCLA PEERS Clinic

SOCIAL SKILLS PROGRAMS

UCLA PEERS®CLINIC

PEERS® for Preschoolers is an evidence-based social skills program to teach children between 

4 to 6 years of age how to make and keep friends.

Parents attend 16 weekly group sessions for 90 minutes per week over Zoom.

Parents will be taught how to coach their child on targeted social skills related to friendship 

development through didactic lessons, role-play videos and puppet shows for children.

Parents are provided resources to practice these skills during weekly homework assignments, and 

are given feedback on their social coaching.

Parents will learn how to provide coaching on: LEARN MORE

PEERS® for Preschoolers
Online Educational Classes for Parents

NOW ENROLLING FAMILIES WORLDWIDE

To enroll, please contact:

(310) 267-3377

peersclinic@ucla.edu

For more information, visit

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers

PEERS® for Preschoolers
Social Skills Group

Keep cool during play 

Be a good sport

Transition to new play activities 

Ask and give help

Use good volume control 

Maintain good body boundaries

@uclapeers@UCLAPEERSUCLA PEERS Clinic

SOCIAL SKILLS PROGRAMS

UCLA PEERS® CLINIC

IN-PERSON & PARENT-ONLY TELEHEALTH OPTIONS

Participants will learn about: 

Listen and follow directions 

Ask and use names

Greet friends

Share and give turns 

Ask friends to play 

Join ongoing games

LEARN MORE

NOW ENROLLING FAMILIES

PEERS® for Preschoolers is an evidence-based social skills program to teach children between the 

ages of 4 to 6 years how to make and keep friends.

Participants attend 16 weekly group sessions for 90 minutes per week.

Participants are taught social skills through didactic lessons, puppet shows, and role-play

demonstrations, and practice these skills during group socialization activities and weekly homework 

assignments.

Parent participation is required.

For more information:

(310) 267-3377
peersclinic@ucla.edu 

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers

mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers
mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers


Two-day intensive 
topical boot camps

Saturday

9 AM – 3PM (PT)

Sunday

9 AM – 3 PM (PT)

PEERS®

Boot Camps 

at UCLA

U C L A P E E R S ® C L I N I C

PEERS® SUMMER Boot Camps 2024
JOIN THIS SUMMER!
Open to teens, young adults, parents, and professionals! 

Attendees are presented with targeted skills through didactic 

instruction, role-play demonstrations, and have the opportunity to

practice newly-learned skills through behavioral rehearsal exercises. 

During these rehearsals, attendees are divided into small breakout 

groups to practice with direct coaching from our treatment team.

S E M E L .  U C L A .  E D U /  P E E R S /  C O U R S E /  P E E R S /  B O O T -  C A M P S

LOCATION
U C L A  S E M E L  I N S T I T U T E  F O R  

N E U R O S C I E N C E  A N D  H U M A N  

B E H A V I O R ,  L O S  A N G E L E S ,  C A

PRESENTER
DR. ELINA VEYTSMAN

DIRECTOR OF CLINICAL SERVICES, 

UCLA PEERS® CLINIC

TIME
S A T U R D A Y -  S U N D A Y  

9  A M  -  3  P M  P D T

1 ACCOMPANYING 
PARENT ATTENDS

FOR FREE!

J U N E  2 2  -  2 3  , 2 0 2 4

CONVERSATion Boot CAMp
J U L Y  13 -  14  , 2 0 2 4

Friendship BOOT CAMP
A U G U S T  3 -  4  , 2 0 2 4

Dating BOOT CAMP
S E P T E M B E R  7  -  8  , 2 0 2 4

BULLY-PROOFING Boot CAMp
O C T O B E R  5  -  6  , 2 0 2 4

Friendship BOOT CAMP
T O  R E G I S T E R :

P E E R S C L I N I C @ U C L A . E D U  

( 3 1 0  ) 2 6 7  -  3 3 7 7

mailto:PEERSCLINIC@UCLA.EDU




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



PEERS® Dating Bootcamp: 

Love on the Spectrum (Netflix)



FREE 

PEERS®

Role-Play 

Video Library

FOR MORE  INFORMATION:  

310 - 26 - PEERS

PEERSCLIN IC@ UCLA. EDU

UCLA 
PEERS® CLINIC

FREE ROLE-PLAY VIDEOS

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources

http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/resources


FREE PEERS® App



• Parent book

• Friendship skills

• Handling peer rejection 
and conflict

• Parent social coaching 
tips

• Chapter summaries for 
teens and young adults

• Chapter exercises / 
homework

• Companion role-play 
videos

The Science of Making Friends



PEERS®

Treatment 

Manuals

Preschoolers 

Adolescents 

Young Adults
PEERS

® 
for 

Preschoolers
Friendship Skills for Autistic and 

Neurodivergent Children

ELIZABETH LAUGESON, MINA PARK 

AND JENNIFER SANDERSON



PEERS®

Certified 

Professional 

Training

Live on Zoom

TO REGISTER
(310) 267-3377

peersclinic@ucla.edu 

www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/training

ATTENDEES WILL RECEIVE
• Either an eBook OR paperback copy of 

the PEERS® Manual

• Over 100 role-play videos

• PowerPoint slides for telehealth delivery

PEERS® SOCIAL SKILLS TRAININGS

$500 PER TRAINING
F E B  21 - 2 3  , 2 0 2 4  & S E P T  18 - 2 0  , 2 0 2 4

PEERS® for young adults TRAINING
A P R  2 4  - 2 6  , 2 0 2 4  & N O V  13 - 15 , 2 0 2 4

PEERS® for ADOLESCENTS TRAINING
J U N  2 6  - 2 8  , 2 0 2 4

PEERS® School-Based TRAINING
J A N  2 9  - 31 , 2 0 2 5

PEERS® FOR PRESCHOOLERS TRAINING

For mental health professionals, school-based professionals, medical professionals, speech 

and language pathologists, occupational, recreational, and behavioral therapists, researchers, 

and other professionals who work with youth and adults with social challenges.

USED IN 150+ COUNTRIES 24 HOURS OF TRAINING OVER 3 DAYS

Director of the UCLA PEERS ®  Clinic

UCLA PEERS® CERTIFIED 
TELECONFERENCES FOR PROVIDERS

Developed at UCLA by Dr. Elizabeth Laugeson,

Three-day 

Certified 

Teleconferences

8:00 AM – 5:00 PM

mailto:peersclinic@ucla.edu
http://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers/training
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