
Your body, your voice: Sexuality, autonomy 
and disability

Moderator

Vlado Krstovski, Poraka

# EmpoweringFamilies

Speakers

Elisa Costantino, Activist
Margherita Mioni, Psychologist

With the support of With the patronage of



Your body, your voice: Sexuality, autonomy and 
disability

Moderator

Vlado Krstovski

# EmpoweringFamilies

Speaker

Elisa Costantino 

With the support of With the patronage of



Table of contents

• What is ableism?

• The pyramid of ableism

• How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled 

people?

• Accessible sex toys as a good practice

# EmpoweringFamilies



What is ableism? #EmpoweringFamilies

Ableism is discrimination against disabled people. 
More specifically, it is a system of power that 
disadvantages bodies and minds considered non-
conforming to the normative standard. 

Ableism is not being able to travel on our wheelchair 
on a plane. Ableism is not having the personal 
assistance we need to live. Ableism is excluding 
disabled people from social occasions. Ableism is 
believing that disability is a personal tragedy. 

The concept of ableism was developed by the 
disability rights movement during the 1960s and 1970s 
to challenge the concept of expectations regarding 
the capabilities of one's body and mind. 

However, it has had very little impact on public 
debate, partly due to the lack of attention paid to 
these issues, which have only recently begun to be 
discussed.



The pyramid of ableism #EmpoweringFamilies

It is a representation that illustrates discrimination – 
in this case, ableism – and is structured as a pyramid 
to show the impact that these types of discrimination 
have on the lives of the people they affect. It's 
important to remember that the boundary between 
the various manifestations of ableism is not as clear-
cut as one might think. In fact, multiple forms of 
ableism often occur together

Genocide 

Hate crimes

Violence
Eugenics

Negligence Segregation

Harassment
Exclusion

Paternalism

Disability = tragedy

Ableist jokes

Minimisation of ableism

Indifference



How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? #EmpoweringFamilies

• Stereotypes and ableist prejudices inevitably 
influence the way disabled people construct their 
identity

• Ableism can profoundly affect the sexuality of 
disabled people, both individually and socially

Let's see how 



How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? (1)#EmpoweringFamilies

Denial of sexuality: disabled people are 
often perceived as incapable of desire and 
pleasure, leading to the denial of their right 
to a full emotional and sexual life. In 
particular, disabled women are often seen 
as “undesirable” or “unsuitable” as 
partners or mothers
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How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? (2)  #EmpoweringFamilies

Hypersexualisation and fetishisation: some 
disabled people, especially those with 
cognitive disabilities, are subjected to 
hypersexualisation or fetishisation, 
whereby their disability becomes a 
transgressive “object of desire”
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How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? (3)  #EmpoweringFamilies

Physical barriers and lack of access: sexy 
shops and sex toys are often not physically 
or communicatively accessible. There is 
also a lack of sexual assistance services3



How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? (4)  #EmpoweringFamilies

Inadequate sex education: disabled people 
often receive less sex education, or none 
at all. This is again because disabled 
people are perceived as lacking desire and 
the capacity to experience pleasure. 
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How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? (5)  #EmpoweringFamilies

Ableism can be internalised: disabled 
people may begin to believe that they are 
not ‘worthy’ of love or desire and are 
undesirable. This can lead to shame and 
low self-esteem, affecting the way they 
experience their sexual identity and 
relationships
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How does ableism affect the sexuality of disabled people? (6)#EmpoweringFamilies

Culture, media and representation: the 
media rarely portray disabled people as 
desirable or sexually active figures. The 
lack of positive representations also 
reduces opportunities for identification and 
self-esteem
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A ccessible  sex toys as a good practice (1) #EmpoweringFamilies

Sexual accessibility is a right. Some brands are 
developing sex toys designed for people with motor 
or sensory disabilities, promoting autonomy and 
inclusive pleasure

For instance:
• SexJujube -

https://sexjujube.it/collections/innovating-connected-
technology/per-persone-con-disabilita_idoneo-per-
persone-con-disabilita

• HotOctopuss -
https://www.hotoctopuss.com/collections/all?page=1
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A ccessible  sex toys as a good practice (2) #EmpoweringFamilies

Symbol indicating accessibility 

Easy to hold and controllable 
by phone 

Design that is easy to use 
even for people with sensory 
disabilities 
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How is it that you work with people with disabilities on sexuality 
education?

As service provider, I had to face my ableism

# EmpoweringFamilies

My job: to support people wd to find/keep 

employment and live independently

People are not robot- at work they make 

connections, they relate to people, they might also 

fall in love. I don’t have the knowledge nor the skills 

to support them.

Who am I to tell you that your goal in life 

is to find a job and live independently?

What do they really want? What are 

their needs, dreams and goals in life?

I NEEDED TO GET BACK TO STUDY



What is sexuality? # EmpoweringFamilies

“…a central aspect of being human throughout life 
encompasses sex, gender identities and roles, sexual 
orientation, eroticism, pleasure, intimacy and 
reproduction. Sexuality is experienced and expressed 
in thoughts, fantasies, desires, beliefs, attitudes, 
values, behaviours, practices, roles and relationships. 
While sexuality can include all of these dimensions, 
not all of them are always experienced or expressed. 
Sexuality is influenced by the interaction of biological, 
psychological, social, economic, political, cultural, 
legal, historical, religious and spiritual factors.” (WHO, 
2006a)

These aspects change throughout life. Sexuality is a 
spectrum!

Sexuality is not just related to behaviours/actions

Intersectionality matters
Bio-psycho-social framework



Sexuality and Disability: false myths # EmpoweringFamilies

• People with disabilities have more important things to worry about than sex.

• People with disabilities don't get married or have children.

• People with disabilities are hypersexual and uncontrollable.

• People with disabilities aren't interested in sex.



Working with families: what challenges? # EmpoweringFamilies

“If I talk to my child about sex, they'll go out and do it.”

Emotional and sexual development begins at birth. Not talking about these issues increases the incidence of 

inappropriate behavior.



Working with families: what challenges? # EmpoweringFamilies

“I'm not talking about it for now because he doesn't need it yet.”

People with disabilities who receive sexual support and education exhibit less promiscuous behavior.



Working with families: what challenges? # EmpoweringFamilies

• Families struggle to 

recognize sexuality as a 

need. 

• They tend to have a strong 

bond with their child even 

when they are adults

• The functional process of 

separation is not always 

ensured



Working with families: what requests? # EmpoweringFamilies

• Can you masturbate my son?

• Can you teach my son how to masturbate?

• Are you a matchmaker?

• Can you help my son to have sex with a sex worker?

• Can you teach my daughter that she can’t have babies?



Families often times:

• Ignore sexuality needs until some issue come up

# EmpoweringFamilies

• Project their expectations on their child.

“My son sends inappropriate pictures and texts to their 

classmates”

“My son has never had a girlfriend and never kissed a girl. It’s 

time”



Persons with disabilities and their wishes

• People with learning disabilities can have difficulties finding love for many reasons.

• People with learning disabilities said that having a partner who loved them and who 

provided company and support was very important to them.

• People enjoyed a physical relationship; this could be kissing, cuddling or having sex.

• People who had been abused in some way said it felt good to have a partner who loves 

and supports them.

• Good support from staff was important to help people to find love. 

# EmpoweringFamilies



Persons with disabilities and their wishes

• Genuine and lasting emotional connections.

• Educational resources on sexuality and relationships.

• Accessible places and activities for social and emotional encounters.

• Practical solutions to facilitate intimacy, such as assistive devices and technologies

• Freely express one's needs and desires.

• Need to raise awareness among non-disabled people about the challenges and 

experiences of people with disabilities.

# EmpoweringFamilies



Supporting people with disabilities: sexual rights

1. The right to equality and non-discrimination

2. The right to life, liberty, and security of the person

3. The right to autonomy and bodily integrity

4. The right to be free from torture and cruel, inhuman, or 
degrading treatment or punishment

5. The right to be free from all forms of violence and 
coercion

6. The right to privacy

7. The right to the highest attainable standard of health, 
including sexual health

8. The right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and 
its application

9. The right to information

10. The right to education and the right to comprehensive 

sexuality education

11. The right to enter, form, and dissolve marriage and other 
similar types of relationships based on equality and full 
and free consent

12. The right to decide whether to have children, the number 
and spacing of children

13. The right to the freedom of thought, opinion, and 
expression

14. The right to freedom of association and peaceful 
assembly

15. The right to participation in public and political life

16. The right to access to justice, remedies, and redress

# EmpoweringFamilies

world association for sexual health

https://www.worldsexualhealth.net/_files/ugd/793f03_779f193815894895b9d1480bde676c37.pdf?index=true


Supporting people with disabilities: define the needs

# EmpoweringFamilies

Who is 
expressing the 

need?

How was the 
need 

expressed and 
to whom?

What external 
events might 

have 
influenced the 

need?

Am I 
projecting my 
needs on my 

client?



Supporting people with disabilities: the UNESCO framework

# EmpoweringFamilies

International technical guidance on sexuality education

https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/international-technical-guidance-sexuality-education-evidence-informed-approach


Supporting people with disabilities: Visual Tools

# EmpoweringFamilies

Public or 
Private?

What to talk abou t 
on a first date

What NOT to talk 
abou t on a first date

What type of 
relationship?

Good touch/bad 
touch



Supporting people with disabilities: Emotions

# EmpoweringFamilies

AAC



Supporting people with disabilities: Tactile Tools, Sex toys and 

# EmpoweringFamilies



Supporting people with disabilities: Be creative

# EmpoweringFamilies



In the end:

# EmpoweringFamilies

• Deconstruct the concept of sex

• Unlearn the learnt

• Use a Person- centered approach (it’s not 

about you, staff member!)

• Find the need behind the request

• Use different approaches based on the specific 

needs

• Goal: prevention, not intervention

• Ask for advice and discuss the topic with 

colleagues to raise awareness and improve 

competencies. 

Interested in group discussions on this topic?



Thank you!
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@piaceremioni



Workshop 11

Workshop 13

Workshop 15

Workshop 12

Workshop 14

Margherita

Vittoria A

Vittoria C

Supp orting relationship - rich 
citizenship – there is another way!

Famil ies and disability services: from 
exclusion to co - creation

Communit y living through co - housing 
and personal assistance

Leveraging technology for empowering 
people and care and support ecosystems

Dopo d i noi and Som futur: When primary 
caregivers are no longer able to 

provide support

Workshops starting at 11:40

#EmpoweringFamilies

Vittoria B

Eleonora
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