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This study aimed to explore beliefs and opinions regarding the cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism, and how these effects may be reduced. A qualitative approach was adopted, using semi-structured interviews to collect data from participants. The data were analysed using thematic analysis. The findings identified several key themes, including the emotional impact of social exclusion, particularly loneliness and psychological distress, as well as reduced social interaction and communication difficulties. In addition, participants highlighted potential cognitive effects, including reduced mental stimulation and possible cognitive decline. The findings also emphasised the importance of support and intervention, with increased social engagement identified as a key factor in reducing the negative effects of exclusion. Overall, the study highlights that social exclusion is a complex and multifaceted issue, requiring targeted interventions to support older adults with autism and improve overall well-being.
Social exclusion refers to the extent to which individuals are unable to fully participate in everyday social, economic, and cultural life. It is not about being physically alone, but also includes limited access to social support, reduced interaction with others and fewer opportunities to engage in meaningful relationships. Later in life, social exclusion becomes more common due to factors such as declining health, reduced mobility and smaller social networks, which can make it harder for older adults to stay socially connected. Research suggests that social exclusion in older age is a complex and ongoing process that can affect multiple aspects of an individual’s life (Walsh et al., 2017). Furthermore, social isolation has been linked to poor mental health outcomes, with studies which portrays higher levels of loneliness and depressive symptoms among older adults who experience reduced social interaction (Dickens et al., 2011). As a result, older individuals are considered particularly vulnerable to the negative effects of social exclusion.
For individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), the risk of social exclusion can be even greater due to current difficulties with social communication and interaction. These challenges are a core feature of autism and can affect how individuals understand social situations, respond to others and build relationships (Santhanam & Hewitt, 2020). For example, individuals with ASD may struggle to interpret non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions or tone of voice. Also, they may find it difficult to maintain conversations or change their behaviour in different social settings. This is seen in the case of Alan, who finds it difficult to understand social rules and non-verbal communication. This makes it harder for him to form and maintain relationships with others. These ongoing social challenges can highlight the increased likelihood of exclusion, particularly in later life when opportunities for social interaction may already be reduced.
Social exclusion can have a huge impact on the emotional well-being of older adults. This is especially via the increased feelings of loneliness and psychological distress. Loneliness is very well known as the reason for social isolation and has been strongly linked to depression and anxiety in later stages of life (Courtin & Knapp, 2017; Wiwatkunupakarn et al., 2021). Minimising social contact and lack of support can contribute to a downfall in emotional well-being over time, with individuals becoming more vulnerable to ongoing negative mood states. This is shown in the interview findings, where participants kept highlighting loneliness as a central emotional consequence of social exclusion, with one participant describing individuals as feeling “very sad” and “depressed,” while another referred to loneliness as “the worst” outcome. Evidence shows that participants highlighted feelings of self-doubt, such as “what’s wrong with me?”, suggesting that the emotional effects aren't only loneliness to include negative self-perception. Overall, these findings suggest that social exclusion not only impacts emotional well-being directly but may also contribute to greater psychological difficulties over time.
Exploring further into emotional effects, social exclusion can also impact both social functioning and cognitive well-being in older adults. A lack of social interaction may lead to a fall in communication skills and limit opportunities to develop and maintain relationships, increasing the likelihood of social withdrawal over time. Research suggests that lower levels of social engagement are associated with poorer cognitive functioning later on in life, including declines in memory and overall mental processing (Evans et al., 2018). Furthermore, communication challenges and reduced interaction have been linked to both cognitive decline and poorer mental health outcomes in socially isolated older adults (Koszalinski & Olmos, 2022). These effects are reflected in the interview findings, where participants described how prolonged isolation may lead to a loss of communication ability and difficulty forming connections, with one participant suggesting that individuals may eventually “stop interacting with anybody.” Participants also highlighted that limited social exposure may trigger fixed patterns of thinking and reduce motivation to engage with others, further increasing the risk of long-term exclusion. Overall, these findings suggest that social exclusion can contribute to a cycle of decline, where reduced interaction leads to further social and cognitive difficulties.
Multiple research and journals on social exclusion in older adults have taken a quantitative approach, focusing on measurable outcomes such as levels of loneliness, health status and social participation (Silva et al., 2021). While this has provided valuable insights into the prevalence and impact of social isolation, it may not fully capture the personal experiences and meanings individuals attach to exclusion. Social exclusion is a complex and subjective experience, influenced by individual perception as well as social context (Nicholson, 2009). As a result, there is a need for qualitative research that explores how individuals understand and experience social exclusion in their own words. This provides more detail, and a deeper understanding can be taken, as using quantitative approaches can be misleading, as everyone has their own level of scoring. For example, doing a level of loneliness from 1 to 10 (10 being the loneliest), an 8 for one individual can be different to another. Therefore, the present study aims to explore beliefs and opinions relating to the cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism, and how these effects may be reduced.
Two participants in the same psychology class were taking part in this study using a convenience sampling approach.  Both participants were adults and were asked to share their beliefs and opinions regarding the potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism. No specific demographic restrictions were applied, as the focus of the study was to explore general perceptions rather than experiences from a particular population group. The participants provided informed consent before taking part, and confidentiality and anonymity were ensured throughout the research process.
Data was collected using semi-structured interviews, which allowed participants to express their views in depth while still following a consistent set of questions. An interview schedule was developed by the research group based on the case study of Alan, focusing on beliefs and opinions relating to the cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as they provide flexibility and enable participants to give more detailed responses, while also allowing the interviewer to ask follow-up questions and explore answers further (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). Each participant took part in a one-to-one interview, which was conducted in person and audio recorded via Microsoft Teams with consent. The recordings were later transcribed on Teams for accurate analysis. Ethical considerations were addressed throughout the process, including informed consent, the right to withdraw, and the assurance of confidentiality and anonymity.
The data collected from the interviews were analysed using thematic analysis, following the approach analysed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This method was chosen as it allows for the identification and analysis of patterns (themes) within qualitative data. The transcripts were read multiple times to ensure familiarity with the data. The important and key information was then coded, and similar codes were grouped to form broader themes. These themes were reviewed to ensure they make sense and represent the data. The final themes were then used to analyse participants views and link them to the cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism.
A crucial theme identified from the interviews was that social exclusion may gradually damage emotional well-being by changing how individuals feel about themselves and their place in society. Participants did not describe loneliness as simply being alone, but as an experience linked to sadness, depression, shame and a loss of belonging. For example, one participant suggested that Alan may feel “very sad” and “depressed,” while another described loneliness as “the worst” consequence of exclusion. This suggests that exclusion may be emotionally harmful because it reinforces the belief that the individual is unwanted or different from others. This links to Fakoya et al. (2020), who highlights that loneliness and social isolation in older adults are associated with poorer well-being and psychological distress. However, the interview data adds depth by showing how this distress may develop internally, with participants referring to self-questioning, such as “what’s wrong with me?” This indicates that repeated exclusion may lead individuals to blame themselves, reducing confidence and self-worth over time. Therefore, the emotional impact of exclusion appears not only to include loneliness, but also a deeper approach and understanding of internalised rejection, of how social experiences shape negative self-perception.
A further theme identified from the interviews was the impact of social exclusion on social functioning, particularly in relation to communication difficulties and withdrawal from interaction. Participants suggested that prolonged exclusion may lead individuals to gradually reduce their engagement with others, with one participant stating that individuals may eventually “stop interacting with anybody.” This highlights that social exclusion is not only something experienced externally, but may also influence behaviour, leading individuals to actively avoid social situations over time. This pattern may develop as a coping mechanism, where repeated negative or uncomfortable social experiences result in reduced motivation to engage with others. This is supported by research which suggests that social isolation is associated with communication challenges and decreased social functioning in older adults (Koszalinski & Olmos, 2022). In addition, reduced opportunities for interaction may limit the development and maintenance of communication skills, further reinforcing withdrawal. Therefore, social exclusion may contribute to a cycle in which reduced interaction leads to weaker communication abilities, which in turn make future social engagement more difficult.
Further explanation of emotional and social impacts, participants also highlighted the potential cognitive effects of prolonged social exclusion. Reduced social interaction was described as limiting opportunities for mental stimulation, which may contribute to more patterns of thinking and reduced adaptability over time. This suggests that social exclusion may not only affect how individuals feel and behave, but also how they process and respond to information. Participants implied that a lack of engagement with others could reduce motivation and mental activity, potentially leading to a decline in overall cognitive functioning. This is supported by research which indicates that social isolation and loneliness are associated with cognitive decline in older adults, including impairments in memory and executive functioning (Cardona & Andrés, 2023). Furthermore, when combined with reduced communication and social withdrawal, these cognitive effects may contribute to a broader cycle of decline, where decreased interaction leads to reduced cognitive stimulation, further limiting an individual’s ability to engage socially. Therefore, social exclusion may have cumulative effects, impacting not only emotional and social well-being, but also cognitive functioning over time.
A final theme identified from the interviews was the importance of support and intervention in reducing the effects of social exclusion. Participants suggested that increasing opportunities for social interaction, such as through support networks or community involvement, could help individuals feel more connected and reduce feelings of isolation. This indicates that social inclusion may be improved through consistent engagement and a sense of belonging. These findings are supported by research which highlights that interventions aimed at increasing social participation can significantly reduce loneliness and improve well-being in older adults (Fakoya et al., 2020). In addition, technology-based interventions, such as digital communication tools, have been shown to help maintain social connections and reduce isolation, particularly for individuals with limited mobility or access to in person interaction (Chen & Schulz, 2016; Chipps et al., 2017). This portrays that both traditional and digital forms of support can play an important role in addressing social exclusion. Therefore, targeted interventions that promote social engagement and accessibility may be essential in reducing the long-term emotional, social and cognitive effects of exclusion.
In conclusion, the findings of this study highlight the significant impact of social exclusion on older adults with autism, particularly across emotional, social and cognitive domains. Participants consistently identified loneliness and psychological distress as key emotional outcomes, alongside reduced communication and social withdrawal, which may further limit opportunities for interaction. In addition, the findings suggest that prolonged social exclusion may contribute to reduced cognitive stimulation and potential cognitive decline, reinforcing the interconnected nature of these effects (Evans et al., 2018). Also, the study also highlights the role of support and intervention in reducing these negative outcomes, with increased social engagement and access to support networks identified as key factors in improving well-being. Overall, these findings emphasise that social exclusion is a complex and multifaceted issue, requiring targeted and accessible interventions to support older adults with autism and reduce the long-term impact of isolation.
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