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Qualitative Report: Beliefs and opinions relating to potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older people, and how these effects might be ameliorated.






















Abstract
Social, cognitive, and emotional damages could be associated to social exclusion. However, little research has been conducted to individuals with autism and even less so to elderly individuals with autism. This study aims to explore perceptions an elderly autistic individual may experience social exclusion and how to eliminate this. Two Psychology & Counselling undergraduate students participated in individual semi-structured interviews to discuss this topic. Thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) was used to conduct analysis of two transcripts from the interviews respectively. Findings from the transcripts were placed into themes to provide insight into perceptions of experiencing social exclusion. It has been discussed that cognitive and emotional repercussions can be experienced negative from social exclusion with education and improvement to workplace environments can be beneficial to reduce the risk of social exclusion. 
Introduction
The argument for human belonging has been argued for decades as an internal drive and a survival mechanism to connect with other humans on an emotional level to achieve positive experiences (Carvallo & Gabriel, 2006). The Need to Belong Theory would help to suggest this by creating group cooperation to complete survival tasks, such as hunting and predator defence, as well as creating meaningful relationships for offspring reproduction (Baumeister & Leary, 2995). This differs from the Freudian analysis that humans only drive for relationships in the effort for sex (Adelson, 1956); and more thought of as a drive for a connection to others that share the same goals.
However, those in some cases may not have the opportunity to share a sense of belonging and may feel to be excluded from groups. This impact of exclusions can lead to negative emotional experiences including depression, loneliness, low self-esteem, and anger (Abrams et al., 2005). A heightened reaction in left medial prefrontal lobe activation has been associated with generating highly negative emotions in correspondence to social exclusion which may result in depressive symptoms due to a lack of a support network and being excluded from socialising (Zhu et al., 2025). Despite this research clarifying an understanding on the cognitive mechanisms in play during social exclusion, this study looks at the point of view of individuals witnessing social exclusion and not those being directly affected by social exclusion. A decline of cognitive performance has also been indicated from the result of social exclusion as shown by Baumeister et al (2002) demonstrating a reduction in performing memory recall tasks and IQ after participants were identified as being likely susceptible to social exclusion. The reduction of this cognitive processing may be due to emotional reactions such as anxiety can help to suggest this deficit as an attentional shift to threat and/or fear of the repercussions of exclusion drawing attentional away to task performance (Baumeister & Tice, 1990). 

Efforts into researching social exclusion of the elderly has been made with Adamovic (2022) studying the emotional and cognitive effects of social exclusion in the workplace to find that workplace relationships that feel a sense of age dissimilarity are more likely to experience emotional exhaustion from exclusion, but experiences of social exclusion are not prevalent when cognitive similarities are apparent between co-workers, creating a sense of belonging.  Contemporary literature regarding elderly individuals with autism is sparse as a lot of research is based on experiences of children rather than adults where exploration is closely associated to cognitive functions such as memory, and psychometric approaches for screening ASD (autism spectrum disorder) in the elderly (Bennet, 2016). Cognitive disadvantages have been studied in aging adults with ASD including a reduction of CSTC circuits associated to the ability of reward-based learning (Cordova et al., 2024). However, this reduction link is not purely associated with ASD individuals and can be found across aging in general. Disadvantages of Theory of Mind has been associated with individuals with autism by showing an inability to process the understand of another’s mental state (Abu-akel, 2008). This can be shown through deficits of visual-dependent mechanisms from neural impairment of the right-medial temporal circuit used to understand another person’s mental state through eye expression, for example (Adler, 2010). Prevalence in the lack of Theory of Mind can still occur into adulthood if not developed sufficiently in childhood evident by a deficit in theory of mind tasks of limited eye recognition and emotional tones from voice (Kleinman et al., 2001). A deficit in Theory of Mind has been associated with emotional dysregulation linked to anxiety and depression leading to a higher likelihood of social isolation (Lo et al., 2025).  

		This report will examine the beliefs, ideas, and perceptions of the cognitive & emotional effects associated with social exclusion for the elderly with autism and how to limit this issue. Based on the literature provided, there will be an understanding that autistic individuals will suffer emotional and cognitive damages from social exclusion which could be caused by workplace education and behaviours, as well as a potential ASD individual being unable to read another’s mental state reducing the ability to connect in a group dynamic.








Method

Participants
Two female participants aged 19 & 30 respectfully are featured in this study in separate semi-structured interview process. Both participants are Psychology & Counselling undergraduates. For anonymity purposes, names are reduced to first name initials. Participant in transcript one is named ‘S’ and participant in transcript two is named ‘T.’

Data Collection 
The data was collected through two semi structured interviews. This was an ideal method to retrieve rich and personal data as own experiences are encouraged in this interview. Before the interview, the participant would read the Information Sheet (see APPENDIX A) and provide consent to take part in the study by signing the consent form (see APPENDIX B). If consent had been provided, the interview would commence. If not, the individual would not participant without any repercussions.  The interviews started by reading the scenario provided (See APPENDIX C). No heated debates were engaged during this session with encouragement to speak freely away from the questions to allow for extensive discussion. At times, the conversation did fall away from the main topic points in transcript one too much. It was ensured the topic would go back to the main discussion by using encouraging words, as well as reinterpreting the question to be understood better. Transcript two followed a more structured interview process as each question was answered appropriately. 12 open ended questions created the framework of this interview. This method of questioning was ideal to allow each participant to express their own views and experiences on the subject. Once the interviewed was completed, the participant would read the Debrief Form provided (see APENIDX D). It is important to recognise that there are some areas for improvement for future studies and research.
 
Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was conducting during the analysis of the transcript data from the participants. Thematic analysis is a tool used throughout qualitative research as a method to report on patterns, themes, and describe data to interpret what has been found (Braun & Clarke., 2006). Thematic analysis uses six steps to be conducted. Immersing and understanding the data, coding segment to capture concepts, generating the themes to be presented, reviewing said themes, defining those themes, conducting the report of the interpreted data.

Results
The transcript from each participant created an insight into beliefs and opinions of cognitive processes resulting in social exclusion of elder people with autism as well as drawing from experiences, and opinions on how to limit social exclusion in workplace environments. Thematic analysis of the two participant transcripts led to the interpretation of two themes and four sub-themes which are illustrated in Table 1 below. 


Table 1.
Themes, Sub-Themes and Illustrative Quotes

	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Illustrative quote

	Individual Differences
	Culture & Family
	T1(18): parents still can't believe it. I understand because they just thought she was socially normal

T1(39): they didn't get actually diagnosed, but we kind of just like figured it out, kind of that they probably have this like a similar thing. What's it called? Like I could see it in like childhood habits and stuff.

T1(201): I think in other cultures, they wouldn't receive as much support as Alan is getting from his parents to like pursue his hobbies, especially at this age, parents wouldn't usually still be helping you do your hobbies… T1(211): Why is he relying on his father? I just kept reading. I was like, what do you mean he relies on his father for his hobbies?... T1(221): even family can help steer into that direction of independence where so might be keeping reserved.

T1(321): I think even in Western culture, I don't think women are kind of raised in the same way to be like Alan somehow. I think where there's more of an expectation to conform. 



	
	Gender
	T1(183): As girls, they were masking a little bit too, like, intensely. They wouldn't let it show in that way kind of. That seems a bit too, what's it called, dependent for them to an extent.

T1(319): because he's a man. It wouldn't make sense for this whole scenario if you switch to women.

T1(329): I think there's more awareness for men on autism. There's more awareness on how it shows in men. So people, the exclusion… Wait, he's kind, it's kind of easier to tell that Alan is autistic and stuff, probably because they aren't really raised with the expectation to mask as much [AS WOMEN]. So if this was a woman, I think there would be much less social exclusion probably.


	
	Behaviours (Routine specific)
	T1(62): One of my sisters was like a little more energetic and stuff. Or because of their like specific interests, sometimes they just found everything, everyone else boring. 
T1(155): Like she chooses to book the same desk. The thing is you can't always do that. So it's like breaking their, they like doing a lot of routine stuff usually… I can tell that they’re more bothered by the change in routine

T1(232): Form a routine… make their own space because they're going to have to share a space eventually. So they can't really control their environment. But then when they have their own desk, they can kind of control us

T1(301): I think we talk about autistic people as a whole too much. Like every single person I know is just so different from each other.

T2(27): can be quite overwhelming… routine is important to people with autism

T2(153): Routine is quite important for people with ASD… routine is changed, iy can make everything else much more difficult. It’s the idea of knock-on effect… one thing go wrong, what’s to say the next thing will go wrong?


	
	Health
	T2(53): feel quite ill, like they might not even want to go in anymore.

	
Workplace Behaviours
	interaction Cues
	T1(48): sometimes they couldn't pick up on cues and stuff, especially like sarcasm and stuff sometimes, yeah. And like snarky remarks from people, stuff like that, they couldn't really pick up on.

T1(351): workplace manners and like language and stuff is so different from our normal way of speaking. Sometimes even if someone did learn how to like pick up on sarcasm or like cues and whatever, it might not apply in the workplace… much harder to pick up on what someone actually means because they're trying to be professional.

T1(367): difficult for them to interpret it, I guess. I think it would take a lot of mental effort

T1(444): they might like just give up on them on socialising because of how much effort it takes for them compared to others.

T2(66): lot of things to track and a lot of things to try to process and recognise

	
	isolation
	T1(98): For people with autism specifically, I guess it would be harder for them to pick up on the cues that would make someone usually understand that they don't like you, kind of. Like suggesting that you can do something else or something like that when they don't want you to be with them. Yeah, I think that might be a bit harder to pick up.
T1(111): a lot of people rely on facial cues too, I guess, and like hinting towards something, but then a lot of people that I know with autism wouldn't get it if it's like not direct information sometimes.

T1(134): they choose to exclude themselves from social interactions because they can tell that they have... stricter standards for who they have around them to an extent.
T1(164): social interactions with like guests and stuff, they would kind of be more agitated. 

T1(280): I think If we focus so much on them not being excluded, we also sometimes do too much and try to include

T1(237): completely making separate offices is probably the best option. So like, especially for like people with sensory issues and stuff.

T2(17): Someone who is not able to take part in day-to-day activities or someone who’s not able to be part of groups or teams or maybe is forced out of society for.

T2(81): only coping mechanism is to leave the room… distance themselves from the person, might avoid contact with them, or assume that the person is angry or upset with them. So it could really impact socializing.

T2(83): neurotypical and let’s say it hasn’t got much education on people with autism, is probably going to be offended. Or confused or both.
T2(100): When is the solidification of all the memories going to happen? They're only ever focused on how am I dealing with this situation? They're never dealing with the situation. So... I don't see how they'll have good memory from those spaces with memory at all, because their memory is, oh, I'm thinking about this and this is a problem for me.

T2(114): they havn’t got anyone to ask or turn to… might end up stuck with decisions… don’t feel comfortable enough…

T2(134): just sad, just loneliness, just sadness. Yeah, yeah, but it’s unfair.
T2(140): lower motivation quite a lot.

	
	Workplace inclusivity
	T1(283): Sometimes they just don't feel like socialising because it takes more effort for them to mask and stuff… even if they don't want to, sometimes they have to kind of socialize, so we shouldn't be just asking them to put their effort suddenly, like all the time… [RESEARCHER]: So, you think there's a social pressure to socialise then in working environments?... Yeah, there's like too extreme. Sometimes people try to be also too accommodating, not accommodating, too supportive. 
T1(450): But then if your workplace often has big gatherings, dinners, whatever, that everyone is expected to attend. Yeah. But then they never think about how. It might affect you or yourself. You might like start thinking about how they don't really care about how the others think or like they don't understand you.

T2(51): certainly changing probably going to make their work output go down. It might affect any relationship they do have with anybody in the workplace.

T2(88): this person is just really rude or dismissive when actually they’re just someone trying to regulate their nervous system and cope with so much sensory input. Yeah.

T2(169): Look at the design [OF THE WORKSPACE]… set up the spaces so that they're inclusive, offer more support, maybe like a buddy at work who's there who's going to be understanding and not think that the person's being funny if they leave the room quickly. Make sure they've got things like headphones if they need them. Make sure that they get maybe 5 minutes to go outside and pace if that helps them regulate… show the person that they're cared… they're still a human being, so they still feel those things.

T2(188): it should be company-wide changes because we need to accept everybody in. yeah. 
T2(197): designed for the community, let’s make sure its designed for all of the community… to listen, to be educated, to change… comfortable, welcomed, accepted and cherished as people, as members of the community


	
	
	





Theme 1: Individual Differences
	Individual differences was the first theme that was deemed relevant from the transcript. The participants would individually account for personal experience with individuals they know, or believe to know, have ASD. This interpretation of individual differences led to two sub-themes of ’Routine Behaviours,’ and ‘Communication & Social Cues.’

Sub-Theme 1: Routine Behaviours
Routine has often been interpreted as a trait of ASD which can be shown in both transcripts that refers to a disruption of a routine for individuals may affect social and workplace productivity leader to social exclusion. T would say “Routine is quite important for people with ASD… routine is changed, it can make everything else much more difficult. It’s the idea of knock-on effect… one thing go wrong, what’s to say the next thing will go wrong?” (LINE153). This “knock-on effect” suggests that one small change to the routine may disrupt the entire day for those with ASD leading to a deficiency of mental processing and engagement with others in the workplace which may result in social exclusion. S would also account for how important routine is for someone with ASD saying 
“she chooses to book the same desk. The thing is you can't always do that. So it's like breaking their, they like doing a lot of routine stuff usually… I can tell that they’re more bothered by the change in routine.” (LINE155). 
A break in an individual’s routine may affect their performance and sociability. Interestingly, S would state another point highlighting that not all individuals with ASD may share same trait of routine and may insinuate that everyone can be affected by this disruption. “I think we talk about autistic people as a whole too much. Like every single person I know is just so different from each other.” (LINE301)

Sub-Theme 2: Communication & Social Cues
	ASD individuals may have an inability to react to social cues and interpretations from others. S would highlight the difficulties someone may have experience in the workplace due to a differing communication style in a work environment “Sometimes they couldn't pick up on cues and stuff, especially like sarcasm and stuff sometimes, yeah. And like snarky remarks from people, stuff like that, they couldn't really pick up on.” LINE48. The inability to read social cues may result in their own isolation from these environments because of the difficulty in language. S would go on to say 
“Workplace manners and like language and stuff is so different from our normal way of speaking. Sometimes even if someone did learn how to like to pick up on sarcasm or like cues and whatever, it might not apply in the workplace… much harder to pick up on what someone actually means because they're trying to be professional.” (LINE351).
This different type of language may affect an individual’s ability to communicate as they may be unable to read situations which not only affects their social skills but their ability to perform the work required. T would also reiterate the mental effort it may take to read social cues “lot of things to track and a lot of things to try to process and recognise.” (LINE66). This amount of processing may affect their cognitive ability which may influence their ability to be social and to work well.

Theme 2: Workplace Behaviour
	 A common theme within the analysed transcript(s) is how an individual with ASD may be affected in the workplace that can result in social exclusion and how the workplace can help reduce that affect.

Sub-Theme 1: Isolation
Those with ASD may be susceptible to social exclusion due to other co-workers not being able to communicate effectively with them, resulting in isolation. T would say “Someone who is not able to take part in day-to-day activities or someone who’s not able to be part of groups or teams or maybe is forced out of society.” (LINE17). T would also refer to individuals with ASD would isolate themselves due to exclusions by saying “only coping mechanism is to leave the room… distance themselves from the person, might avoid contact with them, or assume that the person is angry or upset with them. So, it could really impact socializing.” (LINE81). However, S would counter this claim highlighting that ASD individuals may purposefully isolate themselves by saying “they choose to exclude themselves from social interactions because they can tell that they have stricter standards for who they have around them; to an extent.” S would account for personal experience of a family member “One of my sisters was like a little more energetic and stuff. Or because of their like specific interests, sometimes they just found everything, everyone else boring.” (LINE62). This act of self-isolation may be a common occurrence in those with ASD because they have found comfort in themselves and may struggle to share that with others. T would say that act of social isolation may be due to education. “Neurotypical and let’s say it hasn’t got much education on people with autism, is probably going to be offended. Or confused or both.” (LINE83). Neurotypical individuals may struggle to include those with ASD due to an insufficient knowledge on how to interact with them. T would say 
“When is the solidification of all the memories going to happen? They're only ever focused on how am I dealing with this situation? They're never dealing with the situation. So... I don't see how they'll have good memory from those spaces with memory at all, because their memory is, oh, I'm thinking about this and this is a problem for me.”
Highlighting the negative cognitive ability to interpret positive memories due to poor experiences of isolation.

Sub-Theme 2: Workplace inclusivity
A key question in the interview process was how companies, or the workplace, can help tailor their environment to be more inclusive to those with ASD. T would propose a positive change to be more inclusive by saying “certainly changing probably going to make their work output go down. It might affect any relationship they do have with anybody in the workplace.” (LINE51). T would later account
“Look at the design [OF THE WORKSPACE] … set up the spaces so that they're inclusive, offer more support, maybe like a buddy at work who's there who's going to be understanding and not think that the person's being funny if they leave the room quickly. Make sure they've got things like headphones if they need them. Make sure that they get maybe 5 minutes to go outside and pace if that helps them regulate… show the person that they're cared… they're still a human being, so they still feel those things.” (LINE169). 
The issued importance of creating an inclusive workplace may result in positive working relationships as well as providing an ideal setting for productivity. In the interview with S, there were apposing views suggesting there is a social pressure to be inclusive. 
“Sometimes they just don't feel like socialising because it takes more effort for them to mask and stuff… even if they don't want to, sometimes they have to kind of socialize, so we shouldn't be just asking them to put their effort suddenly, like all the time… [RESEARCHER]: So, you think there's a social pressure to socialise then in working environments?... Yeah, there's like too extreme. Sometimes people try to be also too accommodating, not accommodating, too supportive.” (LINE283).
S may be insinuating that there is an overcompensation to be inclusive to those with ASD and may suggest that these individuals don’t want to be social because of the increased mental strain it creates. S would also say “I think If we focus so much on them not being excluded, we also sometimes do too much and try to include.” (LINE280). Which may suggest that there should be an effort to integrate those with ASD into society, rather than being accommodating their needs.

Discussion
	
	Based on the analysed transcript, it would be concluded that individuals with ASD may suffer from cognitive, social, and emotional effects from social exclusion. This has been evident from the key themes highlighted above. Theme 1: Individual Differences Sub-Theme 2: Communication & Social Cues may demonstrate this the best as it examines how individuals with ASD may struggle to interact with other co-workers due to their potential inability to read facial expressions and abide to the professional language/ lingo which can affect their working experiences. 
	Memory became a noticeable talking point within the transcript highlighting that memory can be affected from social exclusion which can affect an individual’s further ability to connect with others based on previous negative memory reinforcements. This aligns with research by Crane et al (2010) highlighting an adult with ASD having impaired abilities to generate autobiographical memory which may be due to being hindered to represent the self as a memory from vivid emotional life events.

	From the discussions seen in Theme 2: Workplace Behaviour Sub-Theme 2: Workplace inclusivity, the workplace environment was argued to make improvements to accommodate those with ASD to ensure social exclusion doesn’t take place, as well as improving productivity. Systematic reviews of workplace accommodation have been reviewed by Heinze (2025) to understand where improvements can be made. Their research concluded that sensory changes, transportation, and supervisor support would be the required initiatives to be more inclusive to those with ASD within the workplace. This aligns to what has been discussed by the participants in the study. However, there is still a bridge that needs to be crossed to setting this structure in place. A further challenge is the employment of ASD individuals where extensive training and instruction may be needed to develop skills for the workplace which can come at a cost for companies and recruitment (Westbrook et al., 2012). An argument could be made that these individuals with ASD could benefit with no advantage and be treated as equally to those without SD. Participant S in transcript one would further emphasis this by highlighting the overgeneralisation of the disorder and allowing them to be who they are.

	To conclude this study, there are clear pathways to make employment better for individuals with ASD to reduce the risk of social exclusion and isolation to limit cognitive and emotional factors associated. However, it is believed this effort should go both ways with building environments and reinforcing education to benefit these individuals as well as those with ASD being more engrained into society and develop their own understanding of the world around them.

	A limitation to this study is that it does not account for true and personal accounts for an individual with ASD in the workplace and is only viewed from the lens of someone speculating on how an individual with this diagnosis may feel. This study can be improved by interviewing someone with ASD who can account for their own potential experiences with social exclusion. Additionally, interviewing an individual that works in a sector that can account for their own working experiences with someone diagnosed with ASD, or their view on improving workplace setting. The questions itself could see some improvement to be more considerate to elderly individuals with autism and not a general view of autism as well as the interviewing style to be more structured to stay on topic as best as possible. However, key insights and experiences were discovered from using a semi-structured style of questioning. 

















References

Abrams, D., Hogg, M. A., & Marques, J. M. (2005). The social psychology of inclusion and exclusion (1st ed.). Psychology Press. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203496176
Abu-Akel, A. (2008). Theory of mind in autism, schizophrenia, and in-between. The Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 31(3), 261–262. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X08004226


Adamovic, M. (2022). Explaining the Relationship Between Age Dissimilarity and Emotional Exhaustion: The Roles of Social Exclusion and Cognitive Dissimilarity. International Journal of Stress Management, 29(1), 88–96. https://doi.org/10.1037/str0000243

Adelson, J. (1956). Freud in America: some observations. The American Psychologist, 11(9), 467–470. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0047542

Adler, N., Nadler, B., Eviatar, Z., & Shamay-Tsoory, S. G. (2010). The relationship between theory of mind and autobiographical memory in high-functioning autism and Asperger syndrome. Psychiatry Research, 178(1), 214–216. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2009.11.015

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497–529. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497

Baumeister, R. F., Twenge, J. M., & Nuss, C. K. (2002). Effects of Social Exclusion on Cognitive Processes: Anticipated Aloneness Reduces Intelligent Thought. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83(4), 817–827. https://doi.org/10.1037//0022-3514.83.4.817

Baumeister, R. F., & Tice, D. M. (1990). Anxiety and Social Exclusion. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 9(2), 165. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.1990.9.2.165

Bennett, M. (2016). “What is Life Like in the Twilight Years?” A Letter About the Scant Amount of Literature on the Elderly with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 46(5), 1883–1884. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2710-z


Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Carvallo, M., & Gabriel, S. (2006). No Man Is an Island: The Need to Belong and Dismissing Avoidant Attachment Style. Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 32(5), 697–709. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167205285451

Cordova, M., Hau, J., Schadler, A., Wilkinson, M., Alemu, K., Shryock, I., Baker, A., Chaaban, C., Churchill, E., Fishman, I., Müller, R.-A., & Carper, R. A. (2024). Structure of subcortico-cortical tracts in middle-aged and older adults with autism spectrum disorder. Cerebral Cortex (New York, N.Y. 1991), 34(12). https://doi.org/10.1093/cercor/bhae457

Crane, L., Goddard, L., & Pring, L. (2010). Brief Report: Self-defining and Everyday Autobiographical Memories in Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorders. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 40(3), 383–391. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-009-0875-4

Heinze, C. (2025). Workplace Accommodations and Employment Outcomes Among Employees With Autism: A Systematic Review. Curēus (Palo Alto, CA), 17(12), e99353. https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.99353

Kleinman, J., Marciano, P. L., & Ault, R. L. (2001). Advanced Theory of Mind in High-Functioning Adults with Autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 31(1), 29–36. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1005657512379

Lo, G. H. M., Dale, C., Happé, F., & Stewart, G. R. (2025). Theory of Mind Mediates the Association Between Autistic Traits and Social Isolation in Middle‐Aged and Older Adults. Autism Research, 18(6), 1234–1244. https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.70036


Zhu, Z., Zhou, M., Wang, M., Pu, J., Tao, Y., & Ma, X. (2025). Mechanisms underlying the alleviation of negative emotions from social exclusion by interpersonal emotion regulation. Scientific Reports, 15(1), Article 31985. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-025-17749-w





Appendices
Appendix A: Information Sheet
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Study Information Sheet 

This document provides key information regarding the study and provides details about what will be expected of you as a participant. Therefore, please read this information carefully before providing consent to take part.

The purpose of this study is to explore people’s perceptions of the effects of social exclusion of elderly individuals with autism.

During this study you will be required to do the following: 

· Participants would read a scenario based on an individual with autism spectrum disorder
· Take part in a semi-structured interview with the researcher.

If you feel that participating in an interview on this topic could cause you distress, please do not agree to take part. 
At the end of the study, you will be provided with the study debrief form and can ask the researcher any questions you have. 
If you have any further questions or concerns about this study, please contact the research supervisor Dr. Judith Marshall on judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk

If you are happy to take part in this study, please click the button below to direct you to the consent form for the study.

If you feel you want to leave the study, you can do so at any time by notifying the researcher. Once the study has ended you will be asked if you want your data to be saved as part of the study. If you agree and select the option to submit, then your data will be anonymised and therefore untraceable to later delete. 

Appendix B: Consent form
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Study Consent Form

I understand that this research study is being carried out by a group of 2nd year Psychology Students for the purpose of a module assessment, and that taking part in this study will involve reading a scenario based on an individual with autism and being part of a semi-structured interview process with the researcher discussing the scenario.

I understand that this study will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.

I understand that participation in this study is voluntary, and I am free to withdraw participation at any time during or before the end of the study without giving a reason. 

I understand that once I complete the study my data will remain confidential and will not be traced back to me as a code will be assigned in place of my name and unique EMS identification number. The data collected will be stored indefinitely in accordance with the Data Protection Act.

I am aware that if I have concerns about the study, I can contact the researchers Harry Foster (2404429@student.uwtsd.ac.uk), Jack Young (2403899@student.uwtsd.ac.uk), Emma Guy (2416989@student.uwtsd.ac.uk), or Katie Harris (2408461@student.utwsd.ac.uk) at any time during or after the study, or contact the module lead Dr. Judith Marshall on (judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk), should I have any concerns.

I also understand that at the end of the study I will be provided with a debrief form.

Please tick the boxes below to confirm: 

¨ I am aged 18 years of age or over 

¨ I understand I can withdraw at any time without penalty 

¨ I understand my data will be held confidentially with a code assigned in place of my name 

¨ I understand all the above information on this consent form

¨ I consent to taking part in this study 



Appendix C: Vignette

ECPS5014: Developmental Psychology and Individual Differences Scenario: Component 2 Assessment ALAN: Older man with Autism Spectrum Disorder Alan is a 58-year-old man with autism spectrum disorder. When he was young there was little support for him and his parents to access, and his difference was not always responded to appropriately, either in or out of school. Alan has always lived in his parents’ house, and he continues to live with his father following the death of his mother seven years ago. He has always relied on his parents to make important decisions on his behalf, as he gets overwhelmed when faced with serious choices. Alan’s neighbours are familiar with his lack of face-to-face interaction, and they have settled into a routine of merely saying “hello” to him, with no further interaction. Alan’s intelligence level is slightly below average, and he has been able to obtain employment in roles that require the completion of repetitive tasks that he can learn the required range of responses to. For the past fourteen years he has held a data entry post that allows him a quiet work environment and clear, specific step-by-step instructions for completing his day-to-day tasks. He works quickly and accurately and he has been praised for his work by the manager. Alan likes this environment, as he can become upset by loud noises and many people talking at once. He feels that being employed is an important part of adult life and feels he contributes financially at home. He takes pride in striving to be a reliable and productive employee, attending work on time and focusing on his tasks. However, while Alan undertakes his routine tasks to the required standard, his social skills are much poorer. Alan finds it difficult to understand the unspoken social rules of different relationships, and he also has difficulty adjusting his behaviour to that appropriate for different social situations. Alan tends to not notice, or not understand nonverbal cues relating to people’s feelings, such as facial expressions, particularly when there are several people around as this overwhelms his senses. This results in him taking literally what people say, for example, not understanding sarcasm and teasing in conversations. At school, this made him an easy target for mockery, and it continues to do so in his current workplace, as do his tics and hand-flapping in response to anxiety resulting from new situations or those he does not understand. Conversely, a lack of attention to signs of emotional responses means that Alan does not always realise when his own behaviour might have upset someone else. This upset can be caused by him switching off his attention and showing a lack of awareness of the presence of others who were speaking to him if the topic does not interest him. Since childhood, his own behaviours, and those of others, have resulted in Alan struggling to make friends and, although he has had some brief work-related friends in the past, He has not developed any deep and enduring relationships. Alan’s colleagues do not invite him out after work or even to sit with them at lunch time, as they find him effortful to attempt to talk with. Alan finds attempting to mimic their behaviours to fit in can make him feel anxious and exhausted, and both childhood and adult social experiences have led him to avoid unnecessary social interactions. With no experience of romantic relationships, Alan prefers to spend time with his father, who understands his special interests and hobbies, particularly the model-building club he has belonged to for 17 years. Alan is currently experiencing changes in several areas of his life. A new senior manager has taken over at work with the aim of re-structuring and streamlining operations. Alan has a strong need to know the facts of what is happening but instead is overhearing a lot of rumour at work. He knows that there has been an influx of young employees recently and he is afraid to ask the manager for the facts, in case he is told he is no longer needed. He now finds his workplace unwelcoming and has become suspicious of conversations. He has begun to spend time rocking in his chair instead of completing his work. His tics have got worse, and he often becomes irritable at home and work. At home, Alan’s elderly father has become ill and is requiring an increasing amount of support from Alan to look after himself. He is no longer able to drive Alan to the shops or to his clubs, so, the lack of an informal support network mean that Alan has become more solitary and has begun to feel tired and unwell all the time. Alan’s father has suggested contacting Social Services to ask for support, particularly with accessing healthcare and dealing with finances. However, Alan has become very afraid that other people will decide to separate him and his father. Consequently, he is now trying to cope with potentially serious changes at home and in work, when he has relied upon a routinised life, with others taking the various decision-making responsibilities. As a consequence of his father's illness and infirmity, Alan now spends most of his time at home alone, as well as working alone in work, and he is experiencing reduced mental stimulation and few opportunities for social connections.







Appendix D: Debrief Form
Debrief Form

Exploring The Effect of social exclusion in elderly individuals
Thank you for taking part in this research.
This study has been conducted to exploring the effect of Individuals cognitive, emotional, social effects of social exclusion in elderly individuals. In particular, the study aimed to investigate whether elderly members of the community are more vulnerable to social exclusion and scrutiny.
If you wish to withdraw your data, then please let the researcher know now. Y
our responses will be saved anonymously and there will be no way to later trace this data back to you.
As a reminder, your data will only be used for the purpose of this research and will be stored confidentially.  Any identifiable information provided by you will remain anonymous, and only aggregate data will be used. If you have any queries or concerns as a result of taking part in this study, please email the academic supervisor Dr. Judith Marshall (Judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk)
Alternatively, if you feel that participation in this study has caused any distress, please contact student support services via the Student Support Form

Thank you for your contribution in this study.
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
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	H: Well, right, so I've just started the recording now. So there's no video on this, it's just our voice, which should be transcribed. So thanks for taking time just to read that. 

H: Just wanted to start off just to understand. How familiar you are with autism spectrum disorder?

S: I'm quite familiar. One of my sisters is diagnosed.

H: OK, so you have quite a personal affinity with it. OK, that's good. So is there any experience you can draw from that, like they have it directly or indirectly with autism?

S: MMMMM. I think. [PAUSE] Having my sister get diagnosed helped me realise just how much masking works kind of on, especially with like women and stuff, because my parents still can't believe it. I understand because they just thought that she was so socially normal and stuff like that to them. I can see it because people like that would know about that kind of. So I know that it's not just one strict standard kind of. So what's it called? [PAUSE] I think I confuse it with ADHD A lot. That's the main thing that I like, what's it

called, think about right now.  Yeah, maybe because they both have similar symptoms sometimes.

H: Yeah, yeah, they both overlap and take elements from each other.  Yeah, that definitely makes sense.

H: And would you say that because you've kind of grown up in that experience with your sister, that’s something you just always lived with, it's always something you've always seen?

S: Kind of, I didn't really live with her, but because my other sisters are kind of similar in like a lot of things that they do, we kind of just like... diagnose them by association. We're like, they didn't get actually diagnosed, but we kind of just like figured it out, kind of that they probably have this like a similar thing. What's it called? Like I could see it in like childhood habits and stuff. I think one of them actually might have ADHD instead. But anyway, until they get diagnosed, I wouldn't know either.

S: So, socially, I could tell that sometimes they couldn't pick up on cues and stuff, especially like sarcasm and stuff sometimes, yeah. And like snarky remarks from people, stuff like that, they couldn't really pick up on. 

S: Oh, friendship wise, they just kind of had a hard time making friends sometimes. Yeah.

H: Is that because of like the cues that she might not be able to pick on or pick up off from interactions?

S: That too, but just, I'm trying to find, remember why exactly they had issues with friends. They just acted a bit different than that. Like the kids kind of noticed that they were. One of my sisters was like a little more energetic and stuff. Or because of their like specific interests, sometimes they just found everything, everyone else boring. 

H: Because of their different interests?

S: Yeah, they really focused on how everyone else is basic kind of because of how they have very niche interests kind of. Yeah, I think that's it for now. 

H: Okay. Now, that's interesting. 

H: Now, it sounds like you've had a lot of experience with that. You've seen it from both sides. How old are your sisters?

S: The ones I'm speaking of are 32 and 24. Okay. So it's more. The 32 year old is the diagnosed one.

H:  Okay, so when did she have that diagnosis?
S: Maybe 3 years-ish (Years ago). 

H: Okay, so quite recent and then more into adulthood then is when she's had. 

S: Yeah

H: Yeah. Okay, that's interesting.

H: All right, Brill, so I think you've kind of alluded to it a little bit with talking about experiences that your sisters had with other people, but when you hear the term social exclusion, what does that mean to you?

S: I think the way that people exclude others usually is indirect, probably. For people with autism specifically, I guess it would be harder for them to pick up on the cues that would make someone usually understand that they don't like you, kind of. Like suggesting that you can do something else or something like that when they don't want you to be with them. Yeah, I think that might be a bit harder to pick up on if you haven't been told. Like after we tell them, oh, that person meant this, they're like, oh, makes sense. Like there's a lot of reflection that has to be done sometimes on what people.

S: They look for social exclusion. I guess conversationally a lot of people rely on facial cues too, I guess, and like hinting towards something, but then a lot of people that I know with autism wouldn't get it if it's like not direct information sometimes. So when a lot of the conversation is just like implied kind of, I guess that they would feel excluded when they can't get what people are hinting towards. 

H: Yeah, okay,  it's good you  covered across a lot of different systems there.

H: Again, you might, you might also alluded to this by having the experiences of and other people may have autism and how they deal with those social situations, but is there any, if maybe think about the environment itself around them, is there any contributing factors to that? 

S: People or like other stuff in there? 

H:  Yeah, like either people, maybe just like the facility that they're around, like if they're in work, if they're in schools, if they're in social environments. 

S: Sometimes they choose to exclude themselves from social interactions because they can tell that they have... stricter standards for who they have around them to an extent. The environment?

H: So, like, is there anything?
Let's say, so she sisters, does she work as well? [S NODS IN AGREEMENT] Yeah, so is there anything that you think might help or hinder her at work From being social?

S: maybe environment as in the workplace itself, they have this thing where they don't have fixed desks for the office. It’s like not everyone comes in every day, so then you have to book your desk and stuff. So, I think this answer she doesn't like this uncertainty that comes with it and stuff. 

H: As you go in and maybe a desk isn't available?

S: No, you have to book it. So it is available. It just moves around. You don't have one desk. Like she actually books her one desk unlike herself. Like she chooses to book the same desk. The thing is you can't always do that. So it's like breaking their, they like doing a lot of routine stuff usually. Yeah. So it's kind of ruins her routine and a lot of times.

S: We have someone coming over suddenly, like any sudden plans at home or something. I can tell that they're more bothered by the change in routine, they would suddenly be required to have social interactions with like guests and stuff, they would kind of be more agitated. 

H: Yeah, if it's not in that, it's not a, yeah, it's not that plan, there's something gonna change that. Again, you led on really nicely to my next question is, is having that routine, and say, is there like a reliance on family and to establish that connection, that social connection?

S: I think because of their ages, I'm not sure if this applies. 

H: Yeah, no, I guess so. 

S: I get so. A bit too independent for that.  [REFERRING TO HER SISTER]

H: So you still think there is some, like you just having a level of independence then away from the family?
S: I think, because... As girls, they were masking a little bit too, like, intensely. They wouldn't let it show in that way kind of. That seems a bit too, what's it called, dependent for them to an extent.

S: What do you mean by depending on family for what exactly like? 

H: So if we go back to the scenario here, Alan, a 58 year old man with autism, he struggles with being social, but I think it might be because he's been isolated so much back at home.
[S NODS IN UNDERSTANDING]
So, would you say that some people with autism might also have that effect or do you think it's more dependent on the person?

S: I think this case is a bit different. I think it's also a very cultural thing to an extent. I think in other cultures, they wouldn't receive as much support as Alan is getting from his parents to like pursue his hobbies, especially at this age, parents wouldn't usually still be helping you do your hobbies. Like if it was something that was like a physical disability, then yeah, parents would normally do it and like everywhere. Well, then for this one, in most places, parents would kind of expect you to just pursue your hobbies on your own. So they didn't really understand. Honestly, when I read that, I was like, why? Why is he relying on his father? I just kept reading. I was like, what do you mean he relies on his father for his hobbies? Like if he's independent enough to go to work and stuff, why can't he go to his hobbies? I just couldn't understand it, to be honest. 

H: Yeah, and like you alluded to there, there is that cultural difference.
[S NODS IN AGREEMENT]
that there's some people so independent and then it doesn't matter and even family can help steer into that direction of independence where so might be keeping reserved.

H: I think I think you've raised a really interesting point there. So again, if you  go back to  the workplace and those who may struggle, do you think there's anything that the workplace environment can change to make those with autism a lot better for them?

S: I think when it comes to environment itself, the whole desk standing thing, giving someone their own desk to like form a routine on and like make their own space because they're going to have to share a space eventually. So they can't really control their environment. But then when they have their own desk, they can kind of control us, at least the small desk that they have. Yeah, and completely making separate offices is probably the best option. So like, especially for like people with sensory issues and stuff.

H: Okay

S: Obviously a lot of people, a lot of offices won't be able to do that. [PAUSE] So, what was the question again?

H: Just like the environment, like you said, so kind of what you just said then, would it be with the case that an office environment may be tailored to those with autism.

S: The question was to get what can we change about the office? 

H:  yeah, what can we [AS A COMPANY] change?

S: Yeah, yeah. I think it would be good to like to provide those what's it called the... [MINICS PUTTING ON HEADPHONES] Not headphones, the ear…

H: Ear defenders?

S: Yeah, that one. Yeah. Yeah. 

S: I have actually I also have a niece that uses them because sometimes we're not sure, but like she's too young to like diagnose. Like with the current standards and stuff. But she uses the ear defenders sometimes when like sensory issues, whatever. 

H: When it get overwhelming?

S: Yeah, so I think that should be provided in like office areas where you know you're going to be sharing a small space with a lot of people. I think for most people actually it would be annoying, but like for people with sensory issues, I can't imagine how they'd be handling that. What else? I think group events and stuff should be given like it nothing should be sudden kind of like I think they're more bothered by sudden plans that break their routine yeah and stuff or like also not pressured to join social events because I think If we focus so much on them not being excluded, we also sometimes do too much and try to include them in things that they don't want to be included in. Sometimes they just don't feel like socialising because it takes more effort for them to mask and stuff. Yeah. Like even if they don't want to, sometimes they have to kind of socialize, so we shouldn't be just asking them to put their effort suddenly, like all the time, kind of. 

H: So, you think there's a social pressure to socialise then in working environments?

S: Yeah, there's like too extreme. Sometimes people try to be also too accommodating, not accommodating, too supportive. 

H: Yeah, I get what you mean. Yeah.

S: I think it depends on the person. I think we talk about autistic people as a whole too much. Like every single person I know is just so different from each other. My friends, even though we grew up in the same household almost and whatever, same parents, whatever, each one chosen in such different ways. So these things also, even though we put them as rules in the office, they just might not work for everyone. 

H: Yeah, and like you said, then with your sister is obviously so much different from Alan in this in this scenario, where you they've both been diagnosed with the same disorder, but are on different sides to it, where Alan's quite reserved and isolated, your seems Quiet outgoing, but settling in her routine.
S: For some, like, I think a lot of this is around how, like, everything that happens, I kind of think back, that's like, oh, because he's a man. It wouldn't make sense for this whole scenario if you switch to women. I couldn't imagine this happening to that extent. Like, I think even in Western culture, I don't think women are kind of raised in the same way to be like Alan somehow. I think where there's more of an expectation to conform. 

H: You think that men are quite stereotyped into this?

S: I think there's more awareness for men on autism. There's more awareness on how it shows in men. So people, the exclusion… Wait, he's kind, it's kind of easier to tell that Alan is autistic and stuff, probably because they aren't really raised with the expectation to mask as much [AS WOMEN]. So if this was a woman, I think there would be much less social exclusion probably. Like people eventually find that like can tell that you can't keep up with like social cues and whatever. But then it's a bit slower. Like I think there would be less exclusion actually.

H: I think you're raising really, really good points, and...Yeah, and then there's so many different factors that go into this, you say gender and culture.
H: And again, like all the points you raised of like being social in the in the workplace, do you think that? Adults with ASD understand interpret social cues at work. I see you said before that some may struggle with facial recognition and sarcasm, do you think that's also a contributing factor as to why people might not be as social?

S: I think so? I guess, because workplace manners and like language and stuff is so different from our normal way of speaking. Sometimes even if someone did learn how to like pick up on sarcasm or like cues and whatever, it might not apply in the workplace because the way that people hint to where something is so different. It's much harder to pick up on what someone actually means because they're trying to be professional. So I think that might be one of the things that people with autism might struggle with because everyone is trying to be so professional. They might not understand the intention behind like heavily coded messages of like professionalism, like politeness and stuff, so the message might not like reach if someone's trying to tell you that this thing was rude or something like that. If they try to put it, word it very intricately and stuff to like not obviously show that you were being rude, something like that, it might take, be difficult for them to interpret it, I guess. I think it would take a lot of mental effort

T( to just keep watching out for every comment, just like check. Was this sarcastic? Was it not sarcastic? Because you can't tell and you're like just spending a lot of mental energy trying to figure out if someone is trying to like hint to something or not. 

H: That makes sense

S: I feel like I keep going off topic.

H:  No, no, you're absolutely staying on top. This is great.

H: So from that, from those experiences of exclusion, do you think that will have some influence on different cognitive processes such as attention, memory, decision making?

S: I think they might like focus on the intentions or like meaning behind this is even more than other people sometimes due to like them knowing that they can't pick up easily. I guess that's one way that their thinking might change. What else? I don't want in Alan's case, it also mentions that he starts assuming stuff about everyone's like other social intent like conversations or something like I think anyway.

S: So yeah, if you've already established that those people, somehow, somehow you found out that they don't actually like you or something from their tone or whatever. Oh yeah, they have like...Even though you have a hard time picking up on different tones, you figure out that they don't like you. They might, what's it called? spend a lot of time trying to interpret friendliness from other coworkers too, kind of. 

H: It's like what you said before, is because if you're always thinking about what this other person is saying, then you're going to be distracted from other elements of your work, aren't you? Because everybody operates differently, everyone thinks differently, everyone makes jokes differently or communicates differently. 

S: In cultures where a lot of workplace stuff depends on socialising and stuff and networking, whatever, this might be especially difficult for these people because... A lot of networking depends on you not being direct somehow, like trying to be, to make it seem like you just want to be friends, but you're networking, all of that stuff. I think it might be harder for people with autism to kind of pretend. So, what's it about to have a different intention, I guess, from the conversation? 
S: just to like ask kind of, yeah, or the opposite, actually.
S: No, I don't think masking covers that part.


S: What was the question actually?

H: No, no, I think you definitely answered [THE QUESTION]. You probably actually led into the next question. Well, by saying about the masking of, you know, does that exclusion actually affect the emotional side? Where do you get, do you become more anxious? Is there a more sense of loneliness? Is there a deficit in self-esteem?

S: Yeah, they'd probably be exhausted and stuff after all of this interpretation and think like, start to think about how unfair it is that they have to put all of this effort kind of. And then if someone kind of gets tired of interpreting all day and whatever and trying to like mask and whatever. 

S: Wait, I had a point where I kind of, it just got off.

S: Oh, they might like just give up on them on socialising because of how much effort it takes for them compared to others. And that's how they end up lonelier, I guess. Especially if the social interactions themselves are like always dependent on big group setting social interactions. Pretty sure like one-on-one interactions should be like manageable, probably. But then if your workplace often has big gatherings, dinners, whatever, that everyone is expected to attend. Yeah. But then they never think about how. It might affect you or yourself. You might like start thinking about how they don't really care about how the others think or like they don't understand you and stuff. 

H: Yeah, it's like if such a big group you're unable to build connections because you can widespread across everybody.

S: HMMM… I meant more that they, you like, think that they're not being considered. Okay. Of your autism kind of. 

H: Okay I’m with you. 

S: When they keep expecting you to show up for like large group gatherings. 

H: Yeah it doesn’t suit ]THEM]. It’s not tailored to them. 

S: Yeah, like they're not inclusive.

H: Yeah. Okay. Brilliant. I think we’ve got through everything there. You’ve done really well, I appreciate it. Is there any final thoughts you’d like to share?

S: No, I don’t think so. 

H: Okay. Brilliant. Well, thanks for doing that for me. I’ll end the recording now.
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	Okay. So, the first question is, how familiar would you say you are with autism?

T: Very familiar. I’ve worked in a school and had a one-to-one who had autism and I’ve got a fair few people in my personal life who are younger who have autism. 

Perfect. Can you tell me about any experiences you’ve had directly or indirectly with autistic adults? 

T: Yeah, no worries. I’ve got friends who I’ve had since school who are on the spectrum, and I attend a class as well with an older lady with autism and I’m pretty sure. I have fairly regular acquaintances as well that also have told me there on the spectrum. So yeah, quite a few. 

So, when you hear the term social exclusion, what does this mean to you?

T: Um. Someone who is not able to take part in day-to-day activities or someone who’s not able to be part of groups or teams or maybe is forced out of society for some reason. 

Okay. In your opinion, what kind of situations or environments might contribute to social exclusion for older autistic adults?

T: Yeah. Okay. Gosh, I think probably quite a lot. One environment. So I’m immediately thinking of education, I think, because of where we are. I’m thinking of someone who’s older goes into education, maybe if they’ve gone to college later or they’ve gone to university later, that can be quite overwhelming. At transportation as well, yeah, so places like trains, buses. Must be incredibly overwhelming as well. And it just occurred to me as well, buses are normally late and trains get cancelled. That must be awful considering how much routine is important to people with autism. So those spaces I feel like would be particularly… Uh, triggering, I think would be the right word, or just regulating, yeah, maybe if ok. 

So, on the topic of routines, some autistic adults may have lived very routine-based or isolated lives, sometimes relying heavily on family. How do you think this might shape their experiences of social connection later in life and in a working environment?

T: I feel like if anyone is really used to having the same person around all the time, it doesn’t give you a lot of variety. So, if there’s someone who has found themselves in a really separate team with the same people in their family constantly, the level of exposure is really low. So if they’re going into work, then they might find themselves struggling more than they might have if they’d have had more exposure to different people. That make sense? 

Yeah. How do you think workplace changes or uncertainty might affect an older autistic adult who depends on structure and predictability?

T: Probably quite heavily if someone’s going into work every day and they’re relying on that workplace to be structured. And familiar and its certainly changing probably going to make their work output go down. It might affect any relationship they do have with anybody in the workplace. Could even probably make them feel quite ill, like they might not even want to go in anymore. If it’s causing them sensory input problems or if it’s affecting them. Day-to-day, I imagine that’s going to stack and stack and stack and just become overwhelming. 

Okay, thank you. How might an adult with autism understand and interpret social cues in a work environment? 

T: I mean, if we’re still talking about someone who maybe is growing up about the same people every day and have the same kind of interactions and they’re used to those all the time then they might find the individual differences of how people respond to others quite challenging. So if they’re… finding themselves in situations with lots of people, if they’re struggling to recognise emotions or cues in one person, put that person in a busy break room or in a teacher’s lounge or … Gosh, anywhere where there’s lots of people. Theres a lot of things to track and a lot of things to try to process and recognise and realise on top of being at work. Potentially on top of also having one of these workplace changes. It sounds. Impossible. A lot, yeah. 

Okay. So do you think misunderstandings in communication could contribute to exclusion or social distance? 

T: So communication breakdowns here? 

Yeah.

T: Probably quite a bit because people don’t respond very well when they think that they’ve offended someone, if that makes sense. The thing that’s in my head is if somebody’s in that break room with people unable to read the cues, and they’re suddenly finding out that their only coping mechanism is to leave the room, probably quite quickly and without an explanation, the person left in the room, who maybe is neurotypical and let’s say it hasn’t got much education on people with autism, is probably going to be offended. Or confused or both. Yeah. So may distance themselves from the person, might avoid contact with them, or assume that the person is angry or upset with them. So it could really impact socializing, especially if people are sharing that information or witnessing it. They could really take it in the wrong way and say, oh, this person is just really rude or dismissive when actually they’re just someone trying to regulate their nervous system and cope with so much sensory input. Yeah. 

Do you think experiences of exclusion might influence cognitive processes such as memory, attention or decision making in older adults and if so, what way? 

T: Gosh, yeah. Im just thinking if someone is… struggling in work and having all of these things happening that we’ve already mentioned like, I'll go back to the break room. They left the break room and all these things have happened. They might go home and think about it, and then they're worried about their relationships, and then they're worried about work, and then they're worried about the changes, and then they're worried about everything else. When is the solidification of all the memories going to happen? They're only ever focused on how am I dealing with this situation? They're never dealing with the situation. So... I don't see how they'll have good memory from those spaces with memory at all, because their memory is, oh, I'm thinking about this and this is a problem for me. And how do I get out of this situation? Not these are the people in the room. This is what the room looks like. This is what we're doing today. So it's almost like anxiety filled memories rather than oh, today I did this in work and then I had lunch and then I spoke to Sandra at the desk. Yeah. 

Still the same question a minute, but do you think that exclusion might influence decision making? 

T: Gosh. Yeah… Like… if you’re at work, and I think if there’s an older person at work who’s got autism and they’re struggling with something and they havn’t got anyone to ask or turn to, they might end up stuck with decisions because they cant elaborate, they cant go to their team, they can’t maybe go to their manager because they don’t feel comfortable enough too. So they might end up stuck in decision paralysis. They might end up having to make all the decisions on their own, but then also worrying that they’re not the right decisions, they cant run past anyone. And then in thinking about all those things, might not even get to the process of making the decision. So yeah, Hugely. 

Okay, thank you. So, how might exclusion affect emotions, including anxiety, loneliness, or self-esteem? 

T: trying to put myself in the space of… that older autistic person who’s been building this scenario. Yeah, anxiety really sticks out for me there. Like, I can’t imagine that. How that must feel. If you have to go into the room, go into the building knowing you’re going to struggle, or that you may struggle or you may misinterpret, or things may change and that will throw you off and other people seem like it they can go think. It might leave them feeling quite low about themselves. And yeah, I can’t imagine that has a good impact on self-esteem at all, probably knock their confidence for six as well along with it. Ohh, and I can’t imagine just sad, just loneliness, just sadness. Yeah, yeah, but it’s unfair. 

So what impact do you think exclusion could have on an older adult, autistic adult’s motivation or ability to engage in activities, hobbies or social groups?

T: If I was having to go through work, that’s already a lot of energy expected. I don’t, I don’t think. To get past that point. I think it would probably lower motivation quite a lot. If you feel excluded, you might just feel like there’s no point because if you’re… in a world everyday where you’re not feeling part of it, that can blend into the time you do get dismounted doing something that you like. 

Yeah, okay. So, how might reduced social contact or routine disrupt. Sorry, I’m going to start again. 

T: no worries. 

How might reduced social contact or routine disruption affect someone’s day-to-day life? 

T: Gosh, quite a lot. Routine, I feel like routine is quite important for people with ASD. Just from my own knowledge base, if routine is changed, iy can make everything else much more difficult. It’s the idea of knock-on effect, like once you have one thing go wrong, what’s to say the next thing will go wrong? And if the only thing that goes right, is the entire day going the same as how you want it to, it’s almost a guaranteed knock-on effect. If one thing, like of your bus is late, then you’re probably late to work. Then you probably can’t do the same thing you normally do when you get in, which will start your work later and that’s going to just knock on and knock on and knock on and knock on. So. Yes, so we’re getting detrimental. Its gonna be detrimential to the … the whole functioning, I imagine. 

Okay. So what kind of support do you think could reduce the negative effects of social exclusion for older autistic adults?

T: Mm. I think. Autistic older adults who haven't had access to early intervention for whatever reason, they're in the space they're in now, so if they're in work now... then we need to change the workplaces, look at the design, look at how we can set up the spaces so that they're inclusive, offer more support, maybe like a buddy at work who's there who's going to be understanding and not think that the person's being funny if they leave the room quickly. Make sure they've got things like headphones if they need them. Make sure that they get maybe 5 minutes to go outside and pace if that helps them regulate. You know, make sure they always have their favourite mouth. Just even small things, I feel like would be really, really important to show the person that they're cared about. Because even if someone is unable to show you that they can see that you're showing them care, maybe if they're not giving you the same social cues, they're still a human being, so they still feel those things. So if you're going, I've made sure that your mug's here today and no one else has used it, or I've actually put some headphones on your table, or today, the meeting is getting really loud in that room, so do you want to join online and just have a camera on? Those little things could mean the world to somebody, because it's like, I see you, I care about you, and I want you to be comfortable. And knowing that might then open up more acceptance by other people, open up more conversations that aren't having to be had by the older autistic person. It's not then their responsibility to educate other people. It should be the workplace. So the boss, HR, whoever, as long as that person's made it. What's the word? Like, given a... I forgot the word, given permission for it to be disclosed elsewhere. Yeah, then it should be company-wide changes because we need to accept everybody in. yeah. 

So the last question is, are there particular services, environments or community changes that you believe would help create a more inclusive experience? Similar to the last one. 

T: Yeah, no, like definitely, I think the community one’s important cause I think you talked about routines changing, structures changing, um, to move like a workspace, like similar vein, like… If there’s a community space designed for the community, let’s make sure its designed for all of the community, or at least as many people as we can think of, and then we admit when we got it wrong, we add more things in later. Like that willingness to listen, to be educated, to change, and then move forward, is the most important aspect of that, so… like the people who are willing to talk about their experience, ask them. Get them to have conversations with people if they’ve comfortable to do so. Find out what would make them feel more comfortable, welcomed, accepted and cherished as people, as members of the community. I think that would make a massive difference. I mean, you mentioned self-esteem earlier. 

Thank you. That’s the interview finished. Do you have any questions? 

T: Nope. Thank you. 
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