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Learning objectives 

• To gain an understanding of the sexual rights of people with 
intellectual disability (ID). 

 

• To gain an awareness of the knowledge required before 
teaching/discussing consent to sexual activity. 

 

• To develop knowledge of the consent continuum and progressive 
consent. 

 

• To obtain the skills to discuss consent with an individual with an ID. 

 

 

 



Understanding Sexuality 

 

“Sexuality is an important part of the 
personality of everyone: man, woman 
and child. 

  

It is a basic need and aspect of being a 
person. 

  

It influences thoughts, feelings, actions 
and how we mix with other people.” 

  
    

World Health Organization (1975) 

Social Psychological 

Biological Values 

Human 

Sexuality 



Rights based approach 

• To information and services 

• Normalisation and gaining valued social roles  

• Self-determination 

• Person-centred approaches 

 

Dempsey . I., & Nankervis . K. (2006) 

 



Policy and legislation  
• UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

• WHO Promoting Sexual and Reproductive Health for Persons with Disabilities 

• Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) 

• Equal Opportunity Act 2010 (Vic) 

• Disability Act 2006 (Vic) 

• Guardianship and Administration Act 1986 (Vic) 

• Personal relationships, sexuality and sexual health policy and guidelines 2006 (Vic) 

 



Things a person needs to know before they 

can consent to sex. 
• What sex is – oral, vaginal, anal, other sexy stuff like 

mutual masturbation 

• Reasons for sex 

• Benefits and risks of sex 

• How to practice safer sex 

• The laws about sex 

• What consent is 

• How you give / ask for consent 



 

 

Do you know the laws 

about sex? 



Not a law but 

very important 



Age of consent  

Healthy Communities(2012) 



What is consent?  

 

Australian Institute of Family Studies  (2013) 

Understanding 

Standard of 
behaviour 

Consequences Respect 

Competence Permission for 

something to 

happen or 

agreement to do 

something 



Informed decision making 
In order for the person with an intellectual disability to be able 
to make an informed decision and therefore provide consent, 
it is essential that: 

 
• The information is clearly communicated 

 
• The person’s comprehension is taken into 

account 
 

• The person is provided with sufficient time 
 

• The person is given appropriate support 

Villamanta Publishing Service (1997) 



Choice VS Consent 

• Informed choices may not be agreed as good 

choices 

 

• Value standards should not be higher for 

individuals with intellectual disabilities 



When you have concerns about sexual  

decisions? 
 • Support workers don’t have power to prevent 

consensual sexual activity 

• Guardianship rarely involves sexual decision 

making 

• Concerns can be addressed by talking to the 

person, offering education and/or encouraging 

different choices.  

 

 

Department of Human Services (2006) 
Villamanta Disability Rights Legal 
Service Inc. (2008) 



Common misconceptions of consent  

 

 

 Yes No 

Agreement                Force 



What the law says about consent and sex 

 
According to the law, consent to sex does NOT occur if someone: 

• has sex because they are forced to or are frightened they or 

someone else will be harmed or forced to have sex 

• has sex because they are locked up or aren't free to leave, are 

asleep, unconscious or intoxicated and can't freely agree 

• doesn’t understand that what is happening is sexual 

• thinks that the person they are with is someone else 

• thinks that what is happening is a medical procedure 

 



The consent continuum  

 

 

 
Enthusiastic 

Yes 
No Pressure Coercion Force 

Kelly, L. 1987;  Powell, A 2010, : Implett, EA and 

Peplau, LA 2003. 



The consent continuum: Choices that are 

respected 
 

 

 
Yes Maybe 

Respectful 
No 

CHOICE: RESPECTED  

Adapted from,:Kelly, L. 1987;  Powell, A 

2010, : Implett, EA and Peplau, LA 2003 



Teaching about saying YES: 

 
It's OK to say “Yes" if you want to have sex.  

Remember: 

• You can say YES to sex if it is something you want and you 
are not breaking the laws about sex 

• Sex should make you feel good 

• It is important that your body feels aroused (sexy) otherwise 
sex may hurt 

• Saying YES to one sexual activity doesn’t mean that you are 
saying YES to everything 

Kelly, L. 1987;  Powell, A 2010, :  

Implett, EA and Peplau, LA 2003 



The consent continuum: Choices not 

respected  
 

 

 

Pressure Threat Force 

CHOICE: NOT RESPECTED  

Adapted from: Kelly, L. 1987;  Powell, A 

2010, : Implett, EA and Peplau, LA 2003 



Teaching about saying NO: 

 It's OK to say "No" if you don't want to have sex.  

Remember: 

• You are in charge of your body and you have the right to 
say what happens to it. 

• You don't have to have sex with someone if you don't 
want to, even if you are married to them or have had sex 
with them before. 

• It is against the law for someone to have sex with you 
when you don't want to. 

Kelly, L. 1987;  Powell, A 2010, :  

Implett, EA and Peplau, LA 2003 



  
  

YES MAYBE NO = RESPECT NO = PRESSURE  NO = THREAT NO = FORCE 

Example responses: “Yes please! 

That would be great” 

“I am not sure...” 

“Where, When, Who will you 

tell, What kind of sex do you 

want?” 

“No Thanks, I am happy just 

doing what we are doing” 

“No thanks, not right now” 

PRESSURE statement 

 “But if you love me you 

should have sex with me” 

“I have bought you a gift that 

means you have to give me 

something” 

THREAT statement 

“I will break up with you” 

I will  have sex with your 

best friend”  

“I’ll make everyone hate 

you” 

NO words, just physically 

made to have sex 

  

Example feelings: Happy 

Excited 

Aroused 

Unsure 

Confused 

Bit anxious 

Respected 

Happy 

Choice Heard 

Pushed 

Obligated 

Uncomfortable 

Scared 

Worried 

Afraid 

Pain 

Terrified 

Frightened 

Recommended Actions: Private place 

Safe sex 

Talk about it Suggest something else Take a break or leave 

 “I need the toilet”  

Tell someone you trust 

Get away  

  

“ I have to go” 

Tell someone you trust 

Get away  

Call the POLICE “000” 

Tell someone you trust 

 

“DO YOU WANT TO HAVE SEX/TOUCH PRIVATE PARTS?”           
   CHOICES: RESPECTED    CHOICES: NOT RESPECTED 

 



Progressive consent: “Is it ok if we” 

• Kiss 

• Kissing with tongue 

• Kissing with tongue and hug very close 

• Kissing with tongue, hug very close and touch over clothes 

• … 

• …… 

• ………. 

• Have sex 

 

 

Kelly, L. 1987;  Powell, A 2010, :  

Implett, EA and Peplau, LA 2003 



Identifying uneasy feelings 

• Important to help people with ID to identify feelings that 

signal they are uncomfortable with a type of sexual 

activity or contact. 

 

• ‘TOO CLOSE’ activity can help with this 



Consent Continuum 



Consent Continuum 



Consent Continuum 



Consent Continuum 



Consent Continuum 



Discussion & practice activity 

With the person sitting next to you 

 

• Discuss how you could use this model of consent? 

 

• Each take a turn to practice being a worker/parent who is 
using this model of consent with an individual with ID. 

 

• List any questions and discuss any concerns 

 

• Feedback to the group and discussion questions 
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Questions? 



Box Hill 

901 Whitehorse Road 
Box Hill 3128 
T/ 03 9257 0100 

 

www.fpv.org.au 

 

Family Planning Victoria 

Action Centre 

First Floor 

94 Elizabeth Street 

Melbourne 3000 

(under 25s only) 

 

Free call 1800 013 952 


