
 

Summary of Friendships family workshop 
 

Quick recap 

We present a family workshop on the topic of friendships and socialising, emphasizing the unique 
challenges autistic individuals face in social interactions and the importance of understanding and 
support from neurotypical individuals. We discuss the potential for overwhelming situations to lead 
to shutdown, meltdown, or burnout, and highlight the importance of recognising these signs and 
providing support to prevent burnout. We also stress the need for understanding and accepting 
autistic individuals' social interactions and interests, the challenges they face in navigating 
communication differences and conflicts in a school environment, and the importance of energy 
management and special interests for young people. 
 

Topics Covered 

●​ Parents to keep open communication with schools about their autistic child's needs and 
challenges. 

●​ Parents to advocate for extra calm breaks and sensory accommodations for their autistic 
child at school. 

●​ Parents to support and encourage out-of-school activities and clubs for their autistic child 
to reduce pressure and provide different social environments. 

●​ Parents to listen, support, and empathize with their autistic child's friendship challenges 
without pressuring them to change. 

●​ Parents to respect their autistic child's boundaries if they express the need for space from a 
friendship. 

●​ Parents to reassure their autistic child that their interests and preferences are valid. 
●​ Parents to use social stories and model conversations to help their autistic child practice 

asserting boundaries. 
●​ Parents to consider alternative sports and activities that may be more suitable for their 

autistic child's needs. 
●​ Parents to involve their autistic child in planning social events and provide detailed 

information beforehand to reduce anxiety. 



 

●​ Parents to educate themselves and others about the double empathy problem and 
communication differences in autism. 

 

Summary 

Navigating Friendships and Socialising Challenges 
Here is a family workshop on the topic of friendships and socialising, focusing on the challenges 
faced by autistic young people. We emphasise the concept of neurodiversity, explaining that 
neurodivergent individuals, such as autistic or ADHD folk, experience the world differently and thus 
friendships differently. We highlight the uncertainty and anxiety that can arise from social 
interactions, and stress that these challenges do not stem from any wrongdoing on the part of the 
autistic individual, but rather from differing communication styles and ways of enjoying socialising. 
We encouraged understanding and support to help autistic young people navigate these 
challenges. 
 

Navigating Neurodivergent Socialisation Challenges 
We discuss the challenges of socialising for neurodivergent individuals, particularly those for 
autistic individuals. We highlight the potential for overwhelming situations, such as crowded places 
with multiple conversations, to lead to shutdown, meltdown, or burnout. Shutdown is characterised 
by withdrawal and inward response, while meltdown is an external response to overwhelming 
anxiety, often mistaken for a tantrum. Burnout, the most severe consequence, involves exhaustion 
and difficulty engaging in social activities. We emphasise the importance of recognising these signs 
and providing support to prevent burnout. We also mention AGN's efforts to provide family 
workshops and training within schools to help navigate these challenges. 
 

Accepting Autistic Individuals in Society 
We emphasise the importance of understanding and accepting autistic individuals, particularly 
young people, in their social interactions and interests. We highlight the need to reduce pressure on 
autistic individuals to conform to neurotypical norms and encourage them to assert their 
preferences and boundaries. We also discuss the potential for autistic individuals to be intensely 
loyal, empathetic, and creative, and the importance of recognising these traits. We note that autistic 
individuals may have varying levels of sociability and may prefer online friendships due to comfort 



 

and safety. We stress the need for early support and understanding to help autistic individuals 
navigate challenges in school and the workplace. 
 

Autistic Girls Navigating Communication Differences 
We discuss the challenges faced by autistic girls in navigating communication differences, social 
interactions, and conflicts in a school environment. We emphasise the importance of understanding 
and empathy from both neurotypical and autistic individuals to avoid conflicts and 
misunderstandings. We also highlight the difficulties autistic individuals may face in reading subtle 
cues, maintaining eye contact, and understanding social norms. We introduce the concept of the 
"double empathy problem," where both parties need to understand each other's communication 
styles. We conclude by stressing the need for autistic individuals to express their boundaries and 
needs without fear of exclusion or rejection. 
 

Masking Exhaustion and Its Effects 
We discuss the exhausting nature of masking, especially in school settings, for individuals who 
don't fit in. We highlight how this constant masking could lead to increased exhaustion, the need for 
more frequent breaks, and the difficulty in participating in all activities due to anxiety. We emphasise 
the importance of choosing calm and rest, even if it feels isolating, and suggest strategies like ear 
defenders, headphones, and calm breaks in events. We also address the issue of public meltdowns 
resulting from prolonged masking and emphasise the need for understanding and support from 
parents and peers. 
 

Balancing Special Interests and Energy 
We discuss the importance of energy management and special interests for young people. We 
emphasise the need to balance special interests with other aspects of life, such as homework and 
family time, to avoid feelings of isolation and anxiety. We also highlight the potential challenges of 
intense friendships, where one person may feel constantly needed or unable to pursue other 
interests. We suggest that energy accounting and managing time effectively could help young 
people navigate these issues. We promise to provide more detailed information on energy 
accounting in future workshops. 
 



 

Supporting Autistic Friendships and Socialisation 
We discuss the challenges autistic individuals face in forming and maintaining friendships. We 
emphasise the importance of understanding and respecting their needs, boundaries, and sensory 
differences. We suggest various strategies to help autistic young people navigate social situations, 
such as engaging in out-of-school activities, joining clubs or activities that suit their interests, and 
maintaining open communication with schools. We also stress the need for parents to be 
supportive and empathetic, and to avoid pressuring their children to conform to societal norms. We 
conclude by encouraging parents to plan leisure time and social events with their children, taking 
into account their unique needs and preferences. 
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