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[bookmark: _Toc237453400]Content notes
This report discusses sexual safety, sexual violence, and barriers to support experienced by neurodivergent women, trans and gender-diverse people. It includes content related to sexual harm, systemic exclusion, and discrimination in health, education, and service systems. The report also uses strengths-based and affirming language about disability, gender, and sexuality. 
If you need support at any time, you can contact:
· 1800RESPECT (Australia’s national sexual assault, domestic and family violence counselling service): 1800 737 732 or https://www.1800respect.org.au 
· Lifeline (24/7 crisis support): 13 11 14 or https://www.lifeline.org.au 
· QLife (LGBTIQ+ peer support and referral service): 1800 184 527 or https://qlife.org.au
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…for neurodivergent women, trans and gender-diverse people, sexual safety is not only about avoiding harm but also about being able to access positive, affirming, and self-determined sexual lives.
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The issue we explored
This project brought together lived experience researchers, community partners, and academic researchers over nine months to co-design a research proposal focused on sexual safety for neurodivergent women, trans and gender-diverse people in Victoria. 
The project took a strengths-based approach, centring pleasure, agency, and sexual wellbeing, rather than focusing only on risk and harm. We developed research questions and methods that are designed to understand how neurodivergent women, and trans and gender-diverse people experience, define, and negotiate sexual safety in their everyday lives from a strengths-based perspective.
[bookmark: _Toc230701996][bookmark: _Toc237453404]Why this issue matters
Much existing research and policy frames sexual safety for neurodivergent women, and trans and gender-diverse people through risk and harm, overlooking how people manage safety, relationships, and pleasure in everyday life. While there is strong evidence that these groups experience higher rates of sexual violence and face significant barriers to support, these barriers are often shaped by systems that are not inclusive or affirming, and by ableist assumptions that neurodivergent or disabled people are deviant or are not sexual, limiting recognition of sexual agency and rights.
Neurodivergent people also often receive limited or incomplete sex education, particularly in school-based segregated settings, with knowledge gaps evident in areas such as consent, communication, diverse relationships, and sexual practices. Emerging work is calling for disability-affirming, trauma-informed, and pleasure-centred approaches to sexual safety that foreground sexual agency and wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc230701997][bookmark: _Toc237453405]What was co-designed
Through a nine-month co-design process, we developed a research proposal that reframes sexual safety using a strengths-based and pleasure-centred approach. The co-design process involved lived experience researchers, community partners, and academic researchers working collaboratively across all stages of the project.
Together, we co-designed:
A research approach grounded in lived experience leadership. 
Key concepts for understanding sexual safety beyond risk and harm. 
Research questions that centre pleasure, agency, communication, and wellbeing. 
Ethical and qualitative methodological approaches for working with neurodivergent women, trans and gender-diverse communities. 
Recommendations for future co-design with neurodivergent communities.
[bookmark: _Toc230701998]

[bookmark: _Toc237453406]What were our key lessons from the co-design process
Co-design needs time, structure, and clear processes to support fair and meaningful participation. 
Inclusive, values-led leadership and skilled facilitation are essential for safety, access, and engagement. 
Inclusion must be intentionally designed and resourced, including flexibility, accessibility, and attention to cognitive load. 
Valuing and balancing the importance of both lived experience and professional expertise builds trust and strengthens collaboration. 
Strong partnerships and relationship-building add value but require adequate funding, time, and care. 
Dedicated funding is essential to centre lived experience and enable genuine co-design.
[bookmark: _Toc230701999][bookmark: _Toc237453407]What the future research could achieve
The co-designed research proposal provides a foundation for developing new ways of understanding and supporting sexual safety that are inclusive of pleasure, agency, and diversity.
Future research could:
Build evidence on what sexual wellbeing and safety look like for neurodivergent women, trans and gender-diverse communities.
Inform the development of inclusive sexual health education and resources. 
Improve service responses in health, education, and support settings. 
Contribute to policy frameworks that move beyond risk-only approaches. 
Support more affirming, accessible, and rights-based understandings of sexuality.
[bookmark: _Toc230702000][bookmark: _Toc237453408]What people with disability, policymakers, advocates, services and others need to know about this project
This project highlights that for neurodivergent women, trans and gender-diverse people, sexual safety is not only about avoiding harm but also about being able to access positive, affirming, and self-determined sexual lives.
However, there is still limited research in this area, meaning we know little about the barriers and enablers to affirming sexual experiences for this cohort. More research is needed, and it must be adequately funded and co-designed with lived experience expertise to ensure it reflects people’s realities and priorities, and produces knowledge that is both relevant and useful for policy and practice.
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