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Autistic Traits of People Who Engage in Pup Play: Occurrence, Characteristics and 
Social Connections
Liam Wignall a, Rachel Moseley b, and Mark McCormack c

aSchool of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Brighton; bDepartment of Psychology, Bournemouth University; cSchool of Arts, Humanities 
and Social Sciences, University of Roehampton

ABSTRACT
Pup play is a kink or BDSM activity and subculture that provides opportunities for social and sexual play 
and exploration. While growing scholarly attention has focused on the diverse dynamics of pup play 
cultures, and reasons for participation within them, no research has considered how pup play may be 
attractive for neurodivergent people. This study sample consisted of 413 pup play practitioners from an 
international internet survey to examine the occurrence of autistic traits and explore characteristics and 
social connections of people with autistic traits who engage in pup play. Autistic traits were assessed 
using the Autism-Spectrum Quotient-Short Form (AQ-S), with 1 in 2 participants reporting a score that is 
indicative of an autism diagnosis, substantially higher than the prevalence of autism in the general 
population (1 in 44). Using linear and multinomial regression analyses, we found that people with high 
autistic traits preferred non-flexible roles in pup play, had lower identity resilience, and more restricted 
sociosexuality. People with high autistic traits were also less likely to belong to pup play social commu
nities or to closer-knit family/pack units despite wishing to and were also less likely to have a strong 
identification with pup play communities than people with low AQ-S scores. While these findings need to 
be treated as preliminary based on methodological and sample limitations, this research demonstrates 
the importance of considering intersections between autistic traits and sexual subcultures and provides 
evidence that sexuality research would be enhanced by a more inclusive approach to considering 
neurodivergence more broadly.

Introduction

Kink is an umbrella term for the spectrum of sexual or erotic 
activities outside of normative versions of sex, undertaken for 
sensory, emotional, or psychological pleasure. Like BDSM, it 
can include the exchange of power (or perception of this) and 
the inflicting or receiving of pain, but it incorporates a broader 
set of activities and interests than BDSM, such as the wearing 
of gear or the fetishization of body parts/objects. Kink is 
consensual, with a shared understanding that the activities 
are kinky (Wignall, 2022, p. 39). A systematic scoping review 
found 20% of people reported engaging in kink and 40–70% of 
people reported having kink related fantasies (Brown et al.,  
2020). In a Finnish sample, non-heterosexuals displayed 
almost twice as much interest in kink compared to heterosex
uals (Paarnio et al., 2022).

One kink interest that has grown in popularity over the 
last decade, predominantly within gay male subcultures, is 
pup play. Pup play is a form of role play in which people 
imitate a dog or puppy, engaging in associated behaviors 
including walking on all fours (hands and knees), barking, 
playing with “dog” toys and other “pups,” and often wearing 
pup play paraphernalia, including a pup hood, pup tail, and 
collar/leash (Wignall & McCormack, 2017). While indivi
duals can engage in pup play alone, it is mostly performed 

with other pups or “handlers” (a term for a dominant who 
looks after the pups; Daniels, 2005; Wignall et al., 2022).

Various rationales have been described for engaging in pup 
play, with two overarching motivations: sexual and social 
motivations (see St Clair, 2015; Wignall, 2022). Highlighting 
the former, some people engage in pup play for sexual or erotic 
pleasure, often incorporating elements of BDSM or other sex
ual activities alongside pup play such as wearing rubber/leather 
or explicitly enacting power dynamics (Wignall, 2022), as well 
as obtaining sexual or erotic pleasure from wearing pup play- 
related gear (Wignall & McCormack, 2017). Pup play also 
allows for individual expression and social connection, with 
individuals creating a unique “pup identity” and interacting 
with other pups/handlers and the broader kink subculture, 
forming social networks online and offline (Matchett & 
Berkowitz, 2023). Individuals can engage in pup play as a 
form of therapy, relaxation, or escapism from routine life 
(Lawson & Langdridge, 2019). The social connection and 
sense of community possible through pup play seems espe
cially attractive to individuals who struggle with their mental 
health (Wignall et al., 2022). Like other kink activities 
(Cascalheira et al., 2021), pup play may also allow individuals 
to reframe traumatic experiences, build self-worth, and 
reclaim feelings of empowerment. Other vulnerable or mar
ginalized groups, such as neurodivergent people, may be 
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especially drawn to the activity because of the social support 
aspect that is a valued and visible part of pup play 
communities.

Autism is a neurodevelopmental difference encompassing 
different ways of thinking, feeling, experiencing, and moving 
through the world (Lilley et al., 2022; MacLennan et al., 2022). 
The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) estimated that 1 in 44 
American children are autistic; more conservative estimations 
place this at 1 in every hundred people (Zeidan et al., 2022). 
Autism has been historically defined in relation to social “def
icits” and “disinterest” (Jaswal & Akhtar, 2019), yet this has 
been challenged by neurodivergent approaches that adopt the 
social model of disability (see Pellicano et al., 2022; Woods,  
2017). The social model of disability contends that people with 
impairments are disabled by dominant social attitudes and the 
social organization of society rather than any medical 
condition.

Recent work shows that autistic people have their own 
distinct social and communicative style (Crompton et al.,  
2020; Howard & Sedgewick, 2021): for instance, tending 
toward a direct and honest style of speech, preferring deeper, 
more intimate conversation than socially expected small-talk, 
and finding eye contact painful, aversive or inconducive to 
communicating with and/or paying attention to others. The 
discord in communication which occurs between neurotypical 
and neurodivergent people can make relationships challenging 
(Davis & Crompton, 2021), and many autistic people learn to 
camouflage or hide their differences as a response to the stigma 
and social exclusion surrounding autism (Bradley et al., 2021; 
Han et al., 2022). Mental ill-health is extremely common in 
autistic people (Lai et al., 2019), in whom suicide rates are 
markedly elevated (Hedley et al., 2022; Moseley et al., 2022).

Relationships and sexuality in autistic adults are an under- 
researched topic, despite the importance of social connection 
and intimacy for wellbeing (Crompton et al., 2020). Through 
comparison with neurotypical peers, autistic relationships and 
expressions of sexuality have often been stigmatized 
(Bertilsdotter Rosqvist & Jackson-Perry, 2021), despite many 
autistic people expressing similar desires for intimacy, close
ness and sharing and similar means of achieving the same 
within relationships (Joyal et al., 2021; Sala et al., 2020), albeit 
with important adaptations for sensory and communication 
differences (Barnett & Maticka-Tyndale, 2015; Moseley et al.,  
2022). They do, however, also express a lack of confidence 
around the expectations, behavior, and communication needs 
of partners (and potential partners) and their own abilities to 
interpret and fulfil the same (Hancock et al., 2020; Sala et al.,  
2020). These and other barriers, such as their smaller social 
networks and reduced access to sex education, mean autistic 
people are less likely to experience and maintain satisfactory 
relationships (Barnett & Maticka-Tyndale, 2015; Yew et al.,  
2021), and are more vulnerable to exploitation and abuse 
(Griffiths et al., 2019; Pearson et al., 2022; Stewart et al., 2022).

These difficulties may also be amplified by being LGBT or 
having a minoritized gender and/or sexual identity, as is more 
common in autistic people (McQuaid et al., 2022; Warrier et al.,  
2020). Lack of opportunity for romantic or sexual experiences 
can be a barrier to realization of an LGBT or queer identity, as 
can difficulties identifying one’s own emotions and bodily 

sensations, and lack of mainstream LGBT representations; how
ever, LGBT autistic individuals can also face internalized stigma 
around one or more of their minoritized identities, or invalida
tion from people who conflate their autism and their gender or 
sexual identities (Hillier et al., 2020; McAuliffe et al., 2023). 
These studies suggest that while some autistic people receive 
understanding and acceptance from LGBT communities, others 
feel ostracized by their autism, particularly in the “gay scene” 
(Hogan & Micucci, 2020).

The prevalence and inclusion of autistic people in kink com
munities, which overlap substantially with LGBT communities, 
is presently unknown. Several aspects of kink may appeal to the 
cognitive and social profile of autistic people, including the clear 
and explicit communication of boundaries and preferences 
which may be absent from other sexual encounters, exploration 
of sensory experiences, and acceptance and celebration of living 
outside of normative expectations (Pliskin, 2022); with some 
studies supporting this (Pearson & Hodgetts, 2023; Schöttle et 
al., 2022; Seers & Hogg, 2021).

Pup play and the pup community may appeal to autistic 
individuals in similar ways, given the opportunity for relaxed 
and tactile play, and sexual and social interaction within pre
dictable, explicit guidelines (Wignall, 2022). Certain activities 
and approaches may be attractive to autistic processing styles: 
for instance, since the role of a handler demands high sensi
tivity to the non-verbal behaviors made by an individual whose 
gear might obscure their facial expressions, it is possible that 
autistic individuals might feel more comfortable as pups. 
Similarly, while some individuals adopt pup and handler 
roles in a flexible manner, autistic individuals might find it 
easier to build and inhabit a single role, which could be an 
important aspect of their self-identity in a world where autism 
is stigmatized. Early pup play cultures had a strong online 
presence (Wignall, 2017), which might also have been attrac
tive for autistic people who could participate without the 
pressure of initial in-person interaction. Social motivations 
for pup play might be very important for these often-margin
alized individuals, though the extent to which social motiva
tions are fulfilled might fall short, as reported in relation to 
LGBT communities.

Aims of Present Study

Using an international dataset of pup play practitioners, we 
explored the possible prevalence of autism through a com
monly used autism screening tool: the Autism-Spectrum 
Quotient-Short Form [AQ-S] (Hoekstra et al., 2011). We sec
ondly explored differences between pup play practitioners as a 
function of autistic traits. While exploring roles as pups or 
handlers, we hypothesized that individuals high in autistic 
traits might be more inclined toward identifying as pups com
pared to handlers. In that kink activities can be self-restorative 
and empowering for the survivors of abuse and trauma 
(Cascalheira et al., 2021), we queried whether individuals 
high in autistic traits, given their vulnerability to exploitation 
and abuse (Griffiths et al., 2019; Stewart et al., 2022), might 
identify strongly with their pup play identities and with the 
pup community as an integral element of their self-identity. 
While exploring social and sexual motivations for pup play 
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and the extent to which individuals were socially connected 
with others in this community, we predicted that social moti
vations for pup play might be particularly important for indi
viduals higher in autistic traits, although they might not have 
achieved social inclusion within this community. Since pup 
play practitioners are a scarcely researched demographic, we 
also explored whether individuals high in autistic traits dif
fered more generally in relation to their sexual identities and 
attitudes.

Method

Participants

Six hundred and forty-seven participants were recruited as 
part of a larger mixed methods study. Data for 234 parti
cipants who did not complete the AQ-S were removed 
prior to analysis. The final sample consisted of 413 parti
cipants (average age 31.1 years [SD: 9.7, range: 18–79]). 
Participants were asked to provide information about gen
der, sexuality, and ethnicity in open text boxes, and these 
were then grouped into categories. Genders and sexual 
orientations are displayed in Table 1. Other than those 
who stated their gender as “trans man” or “trans 
woman,” an additional 59 participants identified as trans 
or as having a trans history (25 males, 1 female, 28 people 
who were non-binary, gender-fluid or genderqueer, and 5 
people who were agender). Geographic location and ethni
city are displayed in Table 2. Of note, where ethnicities are 
not provided, this is because of low numbers of responses 
(e.g., African American was provided by just one partici
pant so was coded as Bi-Racial/Multi-Racial).

Procedure and Materials

Ethical approval for the study was granted from Bournemouth 
University. Data were collected from March 2022 to May 2022. 
An online survey was advertised through various fora: as An 
International Study on Pup Play through a leading kink website 
(Recon.com), on the lead researcher’s social media accounts, 
and through snowball sampling using the lead researcher’s 
contacts within international pup play communities. The 
recruitment materials did not mention autism, nor were autis
tic spaces or networks targeted as part of the recruitment 
process.

Inclusion criteria specified participants must be aged 
18 years or older and engage in pup play (as a pup, handler, 
or both). Interested individuals were able to click a link to 
Qualtrics, a survey hosting platform, and were presented with 
an information sheet and required to confirm consent to 
access the survey. The survey took approximately 30–40 min
utes to complete; on completion, participants could separately 
submit their e-mail address into a prize draw for a $150 
voucher for a leading online kink store.

The survey began with some demographic questions 
(including age, gender, sexuality, and whether participants 
had any diagnosed or suspected mental health conditions), 
followed by questions about participants’ engagement with 
pup play (including their role and their motivations for 

engaging in pup play). Participants then completed several 
psychometric scales. The demographic questions, pup-related 
questions, and psychometric scales relevant to this paper, as 
per their roles in analyses, were:

Independent Variable: Autism-Spectrum Quotient Short- 
Form (AQ-S) Total Scores

Autistic traits, quantifiable features considered analogous to 
the diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum disorder, occur 
dimensionally within the general population and may reflect 
varying genetic liability for autism (Abu-Akel et al., 2019). The 
AQ-S (Hoekstra et al., 2011) is not a diagnostic test but a 
screening measure to indicate where full diagnostic assessment 
may be appropriate. It includes 28 items which map to sub
scales reflecting autistic-like social behavior, preference for 
routine, difficulty with attentional switching, social imagina
tion, and fascination with numbers/patterns, which converge 
on one higher-order factor reflecting autistic traits (total 
score). Responses to items range from “Strongly agree” (1), 
“Slightly agree” (2), “Slightly disagree” (3), and “Strongly dis
agree” (4), with higher scores indicative of more numerous 
autistic traits.1 The original study found that a >65 cutoff (total 
score) could differentiate autistic from non-autistic partici
pants with good sensitivity (.97) and specificity (.82), though 
a more stringent cutoff was offered at >70 (sensitivity .94, 
specificity .91). The present study utilized total AQ-S scores, 
which had good internal consistency (α = .85), as a continuous 
variable in all analyses.

Dependent Variables

Pup identity, motivations toward pup play, and 
engagement with the community
While participants completed quantitative and qualitative 
items concerning their activities, feelings and attitudes around 
pup play, the present analysis focused on several quantitative 
variables. These included:

Role during pup play. Asked whether they identified as pups 
or handlers, participants could respond “Pup” (280 partici
pants [coded 1]), “Pup and Handler (Pup-focused)” (74 parti
cipants [coded 2]), “Pup and Handler equally” (13 participants 
[coded 3]), “Handler and Pup (Handler-focused)” (10 partici
pants [coded 4]) “Handler” (35 participants [coded 5]).

Strength of identification with pup community. A modified 
version of the Four Item measure of Social Identification (FISI; 
see Postmes et al., 2013) was used to measure participants’ 
identification with a pup community, and the extent to which 
their pup identity was an important element of their self- 
identity. Participants were asked to rate four statements on 
different components on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

1Scoring of the AQ-S differs from its parent scale, the 50-item AQ: the original can 
be scored from 1–4, but is most frequently scored dichotomously with the two 
answers indicative of autism (“Strongly” or “Slightly” agree/disagree, depend
ing on the direction of the item) scored 1, the other two 0. As such, AQ-S scores 
as computed here cannot be transparently compared with scores based on 
other, dichotomously scored versions of the parent scale.
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(strongly agree) (“I identify with the pup community”; “I feel 
committed to the pup community”; “I am glad to be in the pup 
community”; “Being a pup/handler is an important part of 
how I see myself”). The measure had good reliability (α = .87).

Social and sexual motivations for pup play. To understand 
whether participants considered pup play more of a social or 
sexual activity (Wignall, 2022), participants were asked the 
following questions: “For you personally, how much is pup 
play more of a social activity, that’s about connecting with 
others playfully regardless of sex?”; “For you personally, how 
much is pup play more of a sexual activity, that’s being erotic 
and/or sexual with others?” and asked to indicate their answer 
on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 100 (completely).

Social group and pack membership. Participants were asked 
whether they belonged to any kind of social group that is part of 
a pup community (218 said yes [coded 1], 195 said no [coded 
2]), and then whether they belonged to a pack or chosen family 
(105 said yes [coded 1], 141 said no [coded 2], and 167 said that 
they did not but would like to [coded 3]).

Broader Identity and Sexuality
In addition to the variables focusing on identity and social/ 
sexual motivations during pup play, we examined broader 
aspects of participants’ sense of identity and sexuality. These 
included:

Identity Resilience. Identity resilience is conceptualized as a 
buffer in the face of life stress and challenges to one’s sense 
of identity and self-worth, being a state of “certainty of 
who one is and will remain despite individual and social 
changes that occur” (Breakwell et al., 2022). Having greater 
identity resilience is to have a more stable self-concept, one 
which facilitates adaptive coping (e.g., seeking of social 
support) during times of adversity and which can respond 
to circumstantial changes without serious damage to self- 
worth, self-efficacy, sense of uniqueness and self-continuity 

(Breakwell et al., 2022, p. 167). We adopted the psycho
metric test devised by these same authors, which includes 
16 items on four subscales of self-esteem, self-efficacy, self- 
continuity, and self-distinctiveness which converge on a 
higher-order identity factor. The scale is scored on a 5- 
point scale (“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”), with 
higher overall scores reflecting higher scores in each sub
scale and higher identity resilience as a whole. 
Unfortunately, one item from the Distinctiveness subscale 
failed to display to participants, such that they completed 
only 15 of the 16 items. The scale nevertheless showed 
high internal consistency for its total score (α = .85), 
which was used in the present analysis. The sample’s aver
age score was 52.39 (SD: 9.02, range: 15–75), approxi
mately equivalent to that reported by Jaspal and 
Breakwell (2022) in another sample of gay men (whose 
average was 52.89).

Sociosexuality. Participants completed the nine-item 
Sociosexual Orientation Inventory – Revised (SOI-R; Penke & 
Asendorpf, 2008) scale, which we used as our measure of socio
sexuality. The SOI-R includes three items, assessing previous 
behaviors (e.g., “With how many partners have you had sexual 
intercourse in the past 12 months?”), attitudes toward casual sex 
(e.g., “Sex without love is O.K.”), and sexual desires (e.g., “In 
everyday life, how often do you have spontaneous fantasies 
about having sex with someone you have just met?”). 
Participants rated each item using a nine-point Likert-type 
scale anchored numerically for previous behaviors, partially 
anchored from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 9 (“Strongly agree”) 
for nonmonogamy attitudes, and fully anchored from 1 
(“never”) to 9 (“at least once a day”) for sexual desires. The 
scores for all nine items were aggregated, with higher scores 
indicative of a heightened global sociosexual orientation (possi
ble range of scores: 9–81). Cronbach’s alpha for the total score 
showed good internal consistency in our sample (α = .84), whose 
average score was 53.45 (SD: 14.67, range: 11–81).

Table 1. Gender and sexuality information of participants (n = 413).

Gay Bisexual Pansexual Queer Straight Asexual Lesbian Demisexual Total

Male 248 41 21 17 5 4 – – 336
Trans male – 1 1 – – – – – 2
Female – 7 1 – 2 – 1 1 12
Trans female – – – 1 – – – – 1
Non-binary, gender-fluid or genderqueer 14 10 13 14 1 2 – – 54
Agender 1 1 2 2 – – – – 6
Intersex – 1 – – – – – – 1
Unsure – – – 1 – – – – 1
Total 263 61 38 35 8 6 1 1 413

Table 2. Geographic location and ethnicity of participants (n = 413).

African Asian Australian British European North American South American Unspecified Total

Asian – 18 – 2 – – – – 20
Hispanic – – – – – 15 – 5 20
Indigenous – – 1 – – 1 – 5 7
Bi-Racial and Multi-Racial 1 – 1 1 5 18 – 1 27
White 3 2 29 77 58 65 1 101 336
Other 1 – – – – – – 2 3
Total 5 20 31 80 63 99 1 114 413

THE JOURNAL OF SEX RESEARCH 333



Data Analysis

Autistic traits were normally distributed within the sample (W 
[413] = .996, p = .370). Skewness and kurtosis between −2 and 
+2 indicated that our continuous dependent variables (the 
FISI, the IRI, the SOI-R, social and sexual motivations for 
pup play) were also normally distributed, and homogeneity 
of variance was likewise confirmed.

Two potential confounds (correlates) of autistic traits were 
age, where participants with higher autistic traits tended to be 
younger (r [411] = −.11, p = .028), and mental health conditions. 
Participants were asked whether they had any diagnosed mental 
health conditions (“yes” (coded 1), “I think I do, but I am not 
diagnosed” (also coded 1), or “no” (coded 2)); as is typically the 
case in autistic populations (Lai et al., 2019), participants with 
higher AQ-S scores tended to endorse diagnosed or suspected 
mental health condition(s) (r [413] = −.33, p < .001). As such, all 
subsequent regression analyses controlled for these two covari
ates in order to examine changes to dependent variables and/or 
group categorization as a function of AQ-S scores.

Dependent variables related to pup play included four nom
inal variables (role during pup play, whether participants 
belonged to a pack [and if not, whether they wanted to], and 
whether they were a member of any pup play communities) and 
three continuous variables (ranking of social and sexual motiva
tions for pup play, and FISI scores reflecting strength of pup play 
identity). While these variables were treated as separate outcome 
variables and were not highly correlated with one another (VIF 
between 1.03–1.2), there were, notably, relationships between 
some of them: individuals who were not in a pack/family and 
expressed no desire to be so tended not to be involved in any 
pup play social communities (rs = .15, p = .002); those who were 
not part of social communities tended to endorse less social 
(r = −.18, p < .001) and more sexual (r = .14, p = .006) 

motivations for pup play; greater social motivation was asso
ciated with lower sexual motivation and vice versa (r = −.42, 
p < .001).

For the four nominal variables, three multinomial regres
sions (p-values corrected to .017) were used to examine 
whether individuals with higher AQ-S scores: were particularly 
likely to identify with pup play roles as solely pups, pup and 
handler (pup-focused), pup and handler equally, pup and 
handler (handler-focused), or solely handlers; were more or 
less likely to belong to a pack or wish to belong to a pack; and 
were more or less likely to belong to a pup play social com
munity (“pup community”). Confidence intervals were set at 
95%, and the reference category was always the first.

For the three continuous variables, three linear regressions 
(p-values corrected to .017) examined changes to social motiva
tions for pup play, sexual motivations for pup play, and strength 
of identification with pup play communities (with FISI scores as 
a function of AQ-S scores). For each, age and the presence/ 
absence of mental health conditions were entered in the first 
block of the model, with autistic traits in the second (VIF 
between 1.06–1.8 indicated no problematic multicollinearity).

Dependent variables pertaining to broader identity resili
ence and sociosexuality included continuous IRI and SOI-R 
scores. Both were analyzed using linear regression (p corrected 
to .025), modeled as above.

Results

Distribution of Autistic Traits among Participants

The complete sample had an average AQ-S score of 65.83 (SD: 
9.02, range 29–100). The distribution of participant AQ-S 
scores is displayed in Figure 1. Approximately 35.4% (146 
out of 413) of the sample scored above the stringent cutoff of 

Figure 1. The distribution of autistic traits among participants. Note: Those individuals whose scores were below the most lenient cutoff (65) are indicated in red; those 
whose scores were between the lenient and stricter cutoff (65–70) in light blue; and those whose scores were 70 or above in dark blue.
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70 or above; 55.7% (230) scored at or above the more lenient 
cutoff of 65.

Characteristics of Pup Play as a Function of Autistic Traits

Multinomial Regression
Together, autistic traits, the dichotomous presence or absence 
of mental illness, and age predicted a small but significant 
amount of the variance in participants’ pup play roles (χ2 

[12] = 33.01, Nagelkerke R2 = .09, p < .001). AQ-S scores 
were the only variable which significantly differed between 
certain endorsed roles (χ2 [4] = 12.16, p = .016). With pups 
as the reference category which all others were compared 
against, participants with higher AQ-S scores were more likely 
to endorse a pup role than: i) one which involved being both 
pup and handler but pup-focused (B = −.03, Wald χ2 = 5.69, 
p = .017, OR: .97, CI: .95, 1.00); and ii) one which involved 
being pup and handler but handler-focused (B = −.08, Wald 
χ2 = 5.81, p = .016, OR: .93, CI: .87, .99). AQ-S scores did not 
differ significantly between those participants who were solely 
pups and those who were solely handlers, or between those 
who were solely pups and those who took on both roles 
equally.

Regarding pack membership and involvement in a pup 
community, whether participants belonged to a pack/ 
family could be significantly predicted by our model 
with all three variables (χ2 [6] = 14.867, Nagelkerke 
R2 = .04, p = .021), although this effect did not reach 
significance according to our adjusted threshold 
(p = .017). The model’s near significance was driven by 
an effect of autistic traits (χ2 [2] =7.238, p = .027) where, 
in contrast with the reference group of individuals who 
belong to a pack/family, individuals with higher traits 
were more likely to endorse their desire to belong to a 
pack/family while not actually being so (B = .03, Wald 
χ2 = 6.337, p = .012, OR: 1.03, CI: 1.01, 1.06).

Likewise, while the model predicting membership of a pup 
community was not significant by our corrected significance 
threshold (χ2 [3] = 7.88, Nagelkerke R2 = .03, p = .049), autistic 
traits as a variable made a significant contribution within this 
model (χ2 [1] = 7.79, p = .005), reflecting that participants with 
higher autistic traits were less likely to belong to a pup com
munity (B = .03, Wald χ2 = 7.57, p = .006, OR: 1.03, CI: 
1.01, 1.05).

Linear Regression
Modeled alongside age and mental health conditions, autistic 
traits did not significantly predict social (F [3, 410] = .49, 
R2 = .00, p = .685) or sexual motivations (F [3, 410] = 1.37, 
R2 = .01, p = .252) for pup play, suggesting that those high or 
low in autistic traits did not differ in their self-reported moti
vations for pup play.

Taken separately, age and mental health status did not 
significantly predict strength of pup play identity (F [2, 
405] = 2.360, p = .096). The addition of autistic traits to 
the model significantly increased the amount of variance 
explained [F [1, 404] = 4.368], but only from 1% to 5%. 

Accordingly, the model was still not significant in accor
dance with our corrected threshold (F [3, 407] = 3.04, 
R2 = .02, p = .029), indicating a tendency for lower FISI 
scores in participants with higher autistic traits (β = −.11, 
p = .037). As such, our hypothesis of stronger identifica
tion with pup play communities in those with higher 
autistic traits was not supported; rather, the data suggests 
that people with higher autistic traits may have a weaker 
sense of identification with pup play communities.

Broader Identity Resilience and Sociosexuality

While age and sex alone significantly predicted identity resi
lience (F [2, 408] = 37.81, p < .001), explaining 16% of the 
variance, the addition of autistic traits to the model resulted in 
a sizable increase to 29% of variance explained (F change [1, 
407] = 73.83, p < .001). In this model (F [3, 407] = 54.32, 
R2 = .29, p < .001), higher autistic traits (β = −.38, p < .001) and 
the presence of diagnosed or suspected mental health condi
tions (β = −.37, p < .001) were associated with lower identity 
resilience.

Sociosexuality was not predicted by age and mental health 
status alone (p = .221), but the second level model including 
AQ-S scores significantly predicted 7% of the variance in 
sociosexuality (F [3, 407] = 10.898, R2 = .07, p < .001), with 
participants with more autistic traits exhibiting lower scores in 
sociosexuality (β = −.28, p < .001). As such, participants with 
more autistic traits had more conservative approaches to 
casual sex (“restricted sociosexuality”), whether attitudinally 
or behaviorally.

Discussion

This study examined the occurrence, characteristics, and social 
connections of autistic traits among people who engage in pup 
play, using data from an international study of pup play parti
cipants. More than one in two participants (55.7%) had AQ-S 
scores above 65; just over one in three (35.4%) scored 70 or over, 
a cutoff which is indicative of individuals with an autism diag
nosis, with a sensitivity and specificity of .97 and .94, respectively 
(Hoekstra et al., 2011). The AQ-S is not a diagnostic instrument 
and so the number of participants who would meet present 
diagnostic criteria for autism is likely lower than one in three, 
even if one in three scored above the stringent AQ-S cutoff. 
Nevertheless, the AQ-S and its parent scale possess moderate 
convergent validity with gold-standard diagnostic measures 
(r = .7, in Lugo-Marín et al., 2019), and are more inclined, if 
anything, to false negatives rather than false positives (Bezemer 
et al., 2021). As such, that so many individuals scored above both 
cutoffs suggests that the prevalence of autism in the sample 
exceeded the 1% estimated prevalence of autism in the general 
population (Zeidan et al., 2022).

While elevated autistic traits are found in LGBT popula
tions, evidence suggests higher autistic traits are likely in 
individuals who express sexualities outside of normative het
erosexual and gay identity categories (Rudolph et al., 2018), 
and in those who are trans or gender-variant (Pasterski et al.,  
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2014; Warrier et al., 2020). There is no evidence that cisgender 
gay men, the majority of our sample, tend toward higher rates 
of autistic traits. As such, the elevated rates of autistic traits in 
our sample do not seem to be an artifact of having an LGBT 
(and primarily gay male) sample, but rather support the con
tention that pup play may be of particular interest and appeal 
to people with autistic traits and, indeed, autistic people.

In explaining this elevated occurrence, we caution against 
simplistic readings that posit a biological or psychological 
rationale based on deficit models of these groups, given the 
stigma that is experienced by kinky people and autistic people 
(Boyd-Rogers & Maddox, 2022; Han et al., 2022). Instead, 
adopting the social model of disability, we suggest that pup 
play may be compatible with an autistic profile in several 
regards. While mainstream norms of sex are often implicit, 
kink scenes often have explicit and codified discussions of 
consent and sexual interests (Fanghanel, 2020), thus avoiding 
some of the difficulties reported by autistic people around 
negotiating sexual encounters (Barnett & Maticka-Tyndale,  
2015; Hancock et al., 2020). Meeting potential partners can 
also be difficult for autistic people, given the stigma attached to 
autism and the associated anxiety (Jones et al., 2021), and the 
communication barriers between autistic minorities and the 
neurotypical majority (Davis & Crompton, 2021; Yew et al.,  
2021). The high visibility of pup play communities online, 
including social media (Wignall, 2017), might facilitate an 
easier introduction to the community than traditional in-per
son interactions at kink events (Steinmetz & Maginn, 2014), 
providing a circumscribed setting in which to interact.

In this context, we hypothesized that people with autistic 
traits might prefer a pup role during pup play. There are fewer 
rules and responsibilities associated with being a pup com
pared to a handler, while handlers are required to interpret the 
needs and behavior of their pup(s). Furthermore, the gear 
associated with being a pup can restrict sound and vision 
which may be beneficial for some autistic people who may 
have sensory sensitivities (Gray et al., 2021). However, this role 
hypothesis was only partially supported: statistical contrasts in 
multinomial regression suggested that people high in autistic 
traits tended to prefer a pup role as opposed to one that was 
flexible (both flexible but pup-focused and flexible but hand
ler-focused), but pups and handlers did not differ statistically 
in autistic traits. A preference for a single role rather than one 
that incorporates a degree of flexibility and role-change would 
be consistent with an autistic profile and was likewise partially 
supported (other than the finding that high-trait individuals 
were no more likely to endorse a pup-only role than one that 
was totally equal), but we suggest that these findings are 
tentative at present and should be interpreted with caution. 
Approximately 23% of participants endorsed a “switching” 
role (whether pup-focused, handler-focused, or totally equal), 
while pups comprised almost 68% of our sample (the small 
remainder identifying as handlers). While this partly reflects 
the popularity of the pup role against that of handler (Wignall 
et al., 2022), the imbalance in our sample precludes confident 
interpretation of these findings until more rigorous 
replication.

Regarding strength of association with a pup community, 
our hypothesis of stronger association for people with autistic 

traits was not supported. Rather, higher autistic traits tended to 
be associated with lower FISI scores, suggesting a weaker sense 
of identification with the pup community, although this rela
tionship did not survive statistical correction. We also found 
that those with high autistic traits tended toward lower like
lihood of belonging to pup play communities and were most 
likely to endorse not belonging to a family/pack while wanting 
to. Further research is needed to investigate these findings, but 
several interpretations might be posited based on existing 
research. First, it is important to recognize that autistic people 
are a marginalized group who are at higher risk of social 
exclusion and victimization (Jones et al., 2021). While some 
engage in camouflaging behaviors as a means of self-protection 
(Bradley et al., 2021; Han et al., 2022), others report avoiding 
contact with other people out of fear (Jones et al., 2021). It may 
be that they avoid close engagement with pup communities for 
similar reasons. The hybrid (online and offline) nature of pup 
communities may facilitate access for neurodivergent people, 
but they may remain in the online sphere and thus have less 
strong attachments to pup play communities. It is also possible 
that due to marginalization, social anxiety or other reasons, 
people with autistic traits (and indeed autistic people) might 
prefer pup play as a solo or dyadic practice and identity, rather 
than the community aspects. Notably, the four items of the 
FISI capture not only self-identification with the community, 
but self-identification with one’s role during pup play. As such, 
future measures might tease apart these two potentially contra
dictory elements and investigate more subtle differences in the 
way people with high autistic traits engage with pup play and 
other practitioners.

We also examined broader identity resilience and attitudes, 
desires and behaviors around sex and relationships, finding 
that autistic traits are negatively associated with identity resi
lience, explaining an extra 13% of the variance in identity 
resilience. This finding is consistent with the literature suggest
ing lower self-esteem and self-efficacy in autistic adults and 
individuals with higher autistic traits (Buckley et al., 2021; 
Nguyen et al., 2020), and better wellbeing in those with a 
strong sense of positive distinctiveness (Cooper et al., 2021). 
In the absence of more rigorous measures of psychopathology 
and other personality attributes, however, part of the variance 
attributed here to autistic traits may be influenced by third 
factors. Finally, we found that people with higher autistic traits 
had lower sociosexuality scores. This corresponds with existing 
research on autistic people (Del Giudice et al., 2014; Ponzi et 
al., 2016), where people with higher autistic traits prefer pre
dictability and relationship stability, low novelty-seeking and 
risk taking, and experience greater stress in sexual/courtship 
situations.

Limitations

There were several limitations to this research, including the 
predominantly community-based sample and recruitment 
processes, meaning that the findings related to occurrence 
cannot be generalized to population-wide prevalence. The 
sample primarily consisted of White, gay men which, although 
typical of pup play communities (Wignall et al., 2022), limits 
generalization to more diverse samples. Indeed, in the absence 
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of any suitable comparison groups (such as gay men who do 
not engage in pup play) and given the greater gender and 
sexual diversity of the autistic community (McQuaid et al.,  
2022; Warrier et al., 2020), we cannot negate the possibility 
that the higher autistic traits of our sample are associated with 
their minoritized gender/sexual identities, rather than solely 
reflecting a particular inclination of high-trait individuals 
toward pup play.

The present study examined potential autism through the 
metric of autistic traits, quantifiable features considered ana
logous to autism and possibly reflective of genetic liability to 
the same (Abu-Akel et al., 2019). This approach is common 
given that many autistic adults remain undiagnosed for a 
variety of social reasons: many grew up prior to improved 
clinical recognition of autism in people without intellectual 
disability, and barriers to obtaining a diagnosis only increase 
with age (de Broize et al., 2022; Crane et al., 2018; Wigham et 
al., 2022). However, the chief limitation to using such screen
ing measures as indicative of autism is that while the AQ-S 
possesses high specificity and sensitivity for autism (Hoekstra 
et al., 2011), it is also sensitive to factors which were not 
measured and controlled for here, such as generalized anxiety 
and social anxiety in marginalized groups (Nobili et al., 2018). 
Without clinically validating the presence or absence of autism 
in participants, it is impossible to ascertain that those over 
cutoff were autistic or whether traits were artificially inflated 
by the presence of a confound like anxiety (particularly as 
many participants self-reported mental health difficulties). 
Relatedly, it is important to recognize that correlation analysis 
cannot ascertain a causative role of a specific feature, such as 
autistic traits (or autism), in the development and expression 
of sexual preferences. Given these issues, we caution against 
interpretation of the findings in absolute terms, particularly 
given the risks that invalid assumptions could pose to already 
marginalized groups. Importantly, even if levels of autism are 
lower than the AQ-S scores suggest, the results still point to the 
presence of significant neurodivergence in the sample and a 
need to understand neurodiversity in sex research.

Future Directions

This study constitutes a preliminary investigation, and the 
findings require replication and point to a clear need for 
more research on autism and kink, as well as neurodiver
gence in sex research more generally. Alongside more 
rigorous quantitative approaches, understanding the mean
ing of relationships suggested in the present data (such as 
the weaker identification of high-trait adults with the pup 
community), if valid, necessitates use of qualitative meth
odologies to understand the motivations and experiences of 
autistic people who engage in pup play, including per
ceived benefits and issues they may encounter. While the 
FISI allowed some insight into attachment to the pup 
community, much more nuanced questions are required 
to understand identity and community attachment in 
these participants. Such research should connect with a 
broader body of research on the intersections between 
autism and sexuality that extend beyond deficit models. 
This research may focus on kink more generally, on 

other forms of sexualized leisure, and the intersections of 
technology and sexuality for autistic people. This latter 
area offers significant avenues for considering how the 
internet may enhance accessibility and positive engagement 
in sexual communities for autistic people. It is also impor
tant to consider other aspects of neurodivergent identity 
and experiences, such as anxiety and experiences of mar
ginalization, which might influence courtship behavior and 
sexual and gender role preferences within the neurodiver
gent community.

Beyond formally recognized (diagnosed) autism, autistic 
traits are influential to the romantic and sexual behavior of 
individuals throughout the general population, despite their 
surprising omission from research in this field. In addition to 
their associations with mental ill-health (Liew et al., 2015; 
Pelton et al., 2020), several studies link autistic traits with 
lower relationship satisfaction, lower sexual satisfaction, and 
courtship difficulties (Beffel et al., 2021; Byers & Nichols, 2014; 
Pollmann et al., 2010). Thus, an autism diagnosis is not 
required for high quality sexuality research to expand beyond 
neurotypical samples and adopt neurodiverse approaches, par
ticularly given the barriers which prevent some from obtaining 
diagnosis (Wigham et al., 2022), and even the stigma which 
leads some to avoid disclosing their diagnosis (Farsinejad et al.,  
2022). By studying diverse sexual behaviors in the context of 
neurodivergent features as well as in self-identifying and diag
nosed individuals, future research could contribute to the 
growing literature on neurodivergence that seeks to challenge 
both infantilization and pathologizing approaches, particularly 
as it is applied to sexuality (Bennett et al., 2018; Egner, 2019; 
Kattari et al., 2021). We argue this is particularly important in 
relation to the intersectional experiences of individuals who 
are LGBT, whose sexual orientations are often invalidated due 
to their neurodivergence, especially if they also have an intel
lectual disability (Abbott, 2020; McAuliffe et al., 2023).

In conclusion, this study has examined autistic traits of a 
large community sample of people who engage in pup play. 
Finding a high occurrence of people with autistic traits above 
the cutoffs which typically indicate possible autism, we found 
that participants with autistic traits preferred non-flexible roles 
(pup or handler), were less likely to belong to pup play social 
communities or to closer-knit family/pack units despite 
wishing to, and perhaps accordingly had lower identification 
with pup play communities than participants with low ASQ 
scores. They also tended to demonstrate lower identity resi
lience and more restricted sociosexuality. In so doing, we show 
that there is a need to consider intersections of autism and 
sexual subcultures in social science research, and to expand 
this to consider neurodivergence and sexual cultures more 
broadly. We call for more research on this topic, including 
qualitative research that centers the experiences of neurodi
vergent people in non-stigmatizing ways, in line with the 
growing research on neurodivergence that has yet to be 
embraced by sex researchers.
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