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Autism is a lifelong form of neurodivergence, which influences the
way somebody experiences and interacts with the world around
them. This means that autism is a natural variation in human
experience. You may hear an autistic person refer to themselves
as neurodivergent.
 
Autism is considered a disability under the Equality Act 2010. This
means autistic individuals have legal protections against
discrimination and are entitled to support in education,
workplaces and services. Many people feel that being autistic is
not disabling itself, but that barriers in society disable and
disadvantage autistic people.

Autism is not a mental health issue, although many autistic people
experience mental health issues, often in part caused by stress of
living in a society which does not accommodate for or understand
their way of processing. Autism is also not a reflection of
somebody’s intelligence. Some autistic people have other learning
differences and needs, some don’t. Autistic people may also have
other forms of neurodivergence such as ADHD, Dyslexia and
Dyscalculia.
 
Being autistic influences the way that somebody communicates
with other people, processes information and experiences sensory
stimuli. Sometimes you can tell someone is autistic through the
way they behave. Sometimes autism may present more internally.
There is no one way to look or be autistic and every autistic person
will have different strengths and support needs.

The information in this guide should not be used as a substitute to
getting to know the individual. However, it may give you some
helpful things to consider so you can build better relationships with
the autistic people in your life.

What is autism?



Communication

Use ambiguous and general statements
May utilise sarcasm or humour such that
their words do not match what they say
May rely on non-verbal cues or unspoken
implications
May lie or withhold information in order to
keep social harmony

Prefer precise and detailed
communication, with focus on specific
and clear details
Communicate in a way which is direct,
factual and to the point
Process the words you say literally e.g. put
the kettle on
Be aware of subtle changes in energy and
tone but be unsure what has caused these
Prioritise honesty over social approval

Communication can be thought of as a way that two or more people
build a shared understanding through words, images, gestures etc.
Differences between neurotypical and autistic communication can
sometimes lead to misunderstandings or uncertainty. This is not the
autistic person's fault and can be thought of as a double empathy
problem, whereby both individuals are struggling to understand the
other's way of communicating.

An autistic person may:

A neurotypical person may:



Ensure instructions are clear and unambiguous

Explain why something is happening and provide context
specific information

Be precise about what is happening and when it is
happening

Don’t assume rudeness if someone communicates in a
direct and honest manner

Consider the literal meaning of your words

Pace what you are saying so there is sufficient processing
time for both people

Allow for alternative forms of communication, for example
writing things down, pre-recording voice notes or using AAC
(augmentative and alternative communication) devices

Neither of these communication styles is wrong, but you
can see how misunderstandings and breakdowns in
communication may happen. As a minority group, autistic
individuals are often already working hard to understand
and engage in neurotypical communication styles. This
can be draining, leading to fatigue and burnout. 

What are some things you can
do to ensure communication 
works better for autistic people?

Communication (continued)



An autistic person who is hypersensitive to noise may find it very difficult
to filter out background noise and may therefore become overwhelmed
in a busy environment where there are lots of conversations happening
at once. They may not be able to filter noise or focus on what they are
doing, and the stimulus may begin to feel painful or overwhelming. This
can lead to anxiety, confusion or feeling unwell. You may observe a
shutdown whereby somebody becomes less responsive and appears to
withdraw or freeze. Alternatively, you may see a meltdown where there is
a loss of self-regulation and an outward display of distress such as
crying, shouting or hitting things.

Sensory Processing

Sensory processing refers to the way our brain organises and
interprets information received through the senses. This can include
external stimuli such as noise and light, and how we experience
internal sensations such as temperature or where our body is in
space. Many autistic individuals will experience hypo or
hypersensitivity in one or more of these areas. 

An autistic individual who is hyposensitive to smell may not know that
their food has gone off as they cannot smell the bad odour. This could
lead to sickness. They also may not be aware of the smell of their own

body odour as they simply cannot smell it in the way that somebody
else can. This could lead to judgement from others around them.

Hypersensitivity

Hyposensitivity



It is important to note that hyper or hypo sensitivities are not
always experienced as a bad thing. There can be joy in being
greatly attuned to music, nature or certain textures. However
sensory overwhelm can be a barrier for autistic people,
preventing them from engaging in certain parts of society.
Managing the sensory environment appropriately is key for
autistic mental health and success and there are things we can
all do to support this. 

What are some things you can do?

Consider the sensory environment where you are meeting.
Are there bright lights, background noises or strong smells
such as a scent diffuser? Consider ways you could limit
these, for example using softer light from a lamp,
removing a ticking clock or a scented item from the room.
Think about ways you may be inadvertently contributing
to sensory overwhelm, for example insistence on a certain
dress code or meeting at a certain time of day

Reduce rigid expectations about sitting still whilst
communicating. Many autistic people stim. This is a
repetitive moment which helps to regulate their sensory
and nervous system. Some autistic people may need to
pace, use a fidget toy or sit beneath a weighted blanket.
These things are coping strategies and shouldn’t be
discouraged

If hosting a situation where there are lots of people
present, plan for allocated quiet spaces and break-times

Finally, listen to what an autistic person is telling you. If
they say something is overwhelming, then it is
overwhelming. It doesn’t matter that it doesn’t feel that
way to you. You’re not experiencing it in the same way.

Sensory Processing (continued)



Recognise autistic strengths

You may have heard it said that autistic people are rigid thinkers or
have inflexible thinking. Ironically this is a very rigid and inflexible
way of understanding the autistic brain. Autistic individuals are
often very good at ‘thinking outside the box,’ noticing patterns,
spotting errors that others have missed and challenging
conventional ways of doing things. These skills come from an
autistic ability to notice and focus on small details. Some autistic
people report experiencing challenges at work, school or in other
contexts, as they are not afraid to ask questions about why
something is done the way it is. If it doesn’t make sense and there is
a more efficient or equitable way to do it, then they may well point
this out. It is not rudeness, defiance or troublemaking. It is a logical,
problem-solving approach.

Autistic individuals are often very good at hyper focusing on
specific tasks or information. This is an intense, prolonged state of
concentration, particularly on an area of interest or a problem
which needs to be solved. Whilst these skills are highly useful, they
do mean autistic individuals may experience difficulties in certain
environments, for example a noisy classroom or an open plan
office. It is painful to experience constant interruption, and an
autistic brain can become overwhelmed by sudden unexpected
changes in plan or task.

What can you do to ensure you recognise
and support autistic strengths?

Reduce need for constant task switching, with allocated time for
specific tasks and clear expectations around when you’ll be
moving on to the next activity
Provide a quiet and sensory friendly environment for an autistic
person to complete tasks in
Find out about what interests them and why. They may have a
wealth of insights and knowledge to share



Following the point above, we cannot reiterate enough how
important it is to listen to the autistic people in your life, in
whichever way they choose to communicate with you. 

Autistic individuals have often had their experiences dismissed,
and so listening, learning and adjusting appropriately is simple,
yet so important. 

There is a wealth of information about autism out there.
However, some of this is of better quality than others. If you’d like
to understand more about autism, we would recommend visiting
our website (autisticgirlsnetwork.org) where you can also find a
list of further reading and resources.

Recognise autistic strengths (continued)

Listen to suggestions. Just because something has always
been done in the same way, it doesn’t necessarily mean it
is the right way. You may be challenged to consider new
perspectives, and to think about ways the current way of
doing things is disadvantaging certain people

http://autisticgirlsnetwork.org/

