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Abstract
This study explored how undergraduate students perceive the cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), and how those effects might be ameliorated. Two undergraduate students were interviewed by separate members of the research team using a semi-structured schedule built around a written vignette (“Alan”, a 58-year-old autistic man) and broader probes drawn from the empirical literature. Transcripts were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic analysis. Three themes were interpreted: misreading difference, in which the social “norm” operated as an active exclusionary force; the hidden costs of prolonged exclusion across emotional, cognitive and relational domains, including the atrophy of social confidence; and pathways to inclusion through awareness and scaffolded re-entry. Findings broadly aligned with the double empathy problem (Milton, 2012) and recent work on loneliness in older autistic adults, suggesting lay understandings may already approximate scholarly accounts.


Introduction
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences in social communication, sensory processing and patterns of behaviour and interest (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Social exclusion denotes denied participation in social, economic or relational life; social isolation the objective absence of contact; and loneliness the subjective distress accompanying it (Lee, 2021; Williams & Nida, 2011). These overlap but differ: a person may be objectively connected yet feel excluded, particularly where interaction is effortful or misunderstood.
Older autistic adults occupy a distinctive position, most born before current diagnostic criteria existed and raised where autistic traits were pathologised, punished or ignored (Mason et al., 2022). Stewart et al. (2024) found loneliness in middle-aged and older autistic adults to be chronic and accumulating, frequently traced to unresolved childhood exclusion. A scoping review identified lack of social inclusion as a principal barrier to healthy ageing here (Stringfellow et al., 2024), and Lo et al. (2025) associated later-life autistic traits with social isolation, partly mediated by theory-of-mind differences.
These mechanisms are not located solely “in” the autistic person. Sasson et al. (2017) found neurotypical observers judged autistic adults negatively within seconds and reported reduced willingness to interact; the effects disappeared once conversational content was stripped of audio-visual cues, indicating that style rather than substance drove rejection. Milton’s (2012) double empathy problem reframes such findings as relational: difficulties in autistic–non-autistic interaction reflect a mutual breakdown in reciprocity between people of differing dispositions, not an impairment in one party. Milton, Gurbuz and López (2022) note a decade of supportive evidence, and Mitchell, Sheppard and Cassidy (2021) propose that recurrent breakdowns across the lifespan contribute to elevated mental health difficulty in autistic populations.
Coping often takes the form of camouflaging, suppressing autistic traits to “pass” as neurotypical, which Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) link to depression and anxiety. For older adults camouflaging across decades the cumulative cost is considerable, and Howlin (2013) documents how exclusion from employment removes a central arena for adult social participation. Roestorf et al. (2022) found quality of life remained poor or deteriorated where social engagement had declined.
Public understanding lags behind research, and both the population and much of the autism field attend predominantly to children and adolescents, leaving older autistic adults relatively invisible (Mason et al., 2022). Examining how non-autistic individuals reason about their situation reveals the lay frameworks within which exclusion is interpreted and indicates where education might be most effective. This study asks: how do undergraduate students perceive the risk of social exclusion on older people with autism, and how might negative effects be improved?
Method
Participants
Two undergraduate students were recruited by convenience sampling within the research team’s psychology department, each team member conducting one interview. To preserve anonymity both are given pseudonyms: “Bethan”, the female participant interviewed by team member AE, and “Sam”, interviewed by team member TC, whose gender was not disclosed and who is referred to as they/them. Demographic information was collected before interview.
Data Collection
A qualitative design was chosen because the research question concerns subjective perception and reasoning, which structured measures capture poorly. Semi-structured interviews were built around a written vignette (Appendix A) describing Alan, a 58-year-old autistic man whose father has become unwell and who faces reduced community access and workplace insecurity; this anchored questions in a concrete case while permitting wider discussion of older autistic adults. In private university psychology labs, participants received an information sheet (Appendix B), gave written consent (Appendix C) and completed a demographic form (Appendix D) before recording; the right to withdraw and anonymisation were reiterated. Interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes and were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim, after which participants received a debrief sheet (Appendix E) signposting support. Recordings were stored on OneDrive accessible only to the interviewer.
Data Analysis
Transcripts were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) reflexive thematic analysis across its six phases: familiarisation, initial coding, constructing candidate themes, reviewing, defining and naming, and reporting. Coding was inductive and latent, attending to underlying assumptions as well as explicit content. Annotated transcripts appear in Appendices F & G.

Results
Three themes were interpreted: (1) misreading difference: the “norm” as exclusionary force; (2) the hidden costs of prolonged exclusion; and (3) pathways to inclusion. (Table 1)
Table 1
Themes, sub-themes, and illustrative quotations from both transcripts from Sam and Bethan
	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Illustrative quotation

	1. Misreading difference: the “norm” as exclusionary force
	1.1 Behaviour read as bizarre rather than self-soothing
	“This sounds bad but, walking into the breakroom of my job and seeing someone rocking on the chair in a corner… that’s a bit, a bit bizarre” (Sam)

	
	1.2 The “norm” as an active exclusionary force
	“When someone is not displaying these acts that are considered the ‘norm’, it can turn a lot of heads and it can receive a lot of negative backlash because it’s outside of people’s knowledge” (Bethan)

	
	1.3 Effort misread as choice
	“People are a lot less likely to approach you and try and have a conversation with you if you’re doing things that are perceived as different or weird” (Sam)

	2. The hidden costs of prolonged exclusion
	2.1 Emotional toll and the internalisation of unworthiness
	“They may always feel like they’re not worthy of a good friendship… below everyone” (Bethan); “people feeling as though they deserve to be isolated” (Sam)

	
	2.2 Cognitive narrowing and a closed epistemic world
	“Your points of view, your opinions are the only ones that you know and the only ones you think are fact and matter in your world” (Bethan)

	
	2.3 Skill atrophy and the fear of re-entry
	“It’s a big thing to go and try again… it’s not worth putting myself in that scary social situation” (Sam)

	3. Pathways to inclusion
	3.1 Awareness as prevention
	“There may be people that are different. There’s nothing wrong with them, they are just different” (Bethan)

	
	3.2 Practical, scaffolded re-entry
	“If you could supply a bus, or something, that picks everyone in the book club up… you’ll see a wider effect then across his life” (Sam)

	
	3.3 The visibility gap for older autistic adults
	“The older generation get a bit left behind” (Sam)



Theme 1: Misreading difference – the “norm” as exclusionary force
These sub-themes each describe a facet of one process: in both interviews Alan’s exclusion was located not in his autism but in how an unaware public reads autistic behaviour.
1.1 Behaviour read as bizarre rather than self-soothing	
1.2 Bethan offered a balanced account, suggesting some observers might find rocking “frustrating and loud and annoying” while others would recognise anxiety regulation. Sam’s was more revealing because of an audible self-correction: “this sounds bad but, walking into the breakroom of my job and seeing someone rocking on the chair in a corner… that’s a bit, a bit bizarre”, immediately followed by qualification. The mid-sentence apology does important interpretive work, showing that even an empathic, reflective speaker holds an automatic default reading of autistic self-regulation as deviance rather than coping, and must consciously override it. The exclusionary reading is not malicious but the path of least cognitive effort — precisely the dynamic double empathy theory predicts.
1.2 The “norm” as an active exclusionary force
Bethan articulated the wider point most strongly: “within society there is like a expected norm on how to behave… when someone is not displaying these acts that are considered the ‘norm’, it can turn a lot of heads and it can receive a lot of negative backlash because it’s outside of people’s knowledge”. She reifies the norm — it is not people excluding but “the norm” doing so — and locates cause in ignorance rather than malice, a framing hopeful in implication that primes the awareness proposals of Theme 3.
1.3 Effort misread as choice
Both read the colleagues’ behaviour as misattribution. Sam described a feedback process in which behaviours “perceived as different or weird” make others less likely to approach, deepening exclusion. Both intuitively describe a fundamental attribution error: Alan’s withdrawal is attributed to disposition rather than the situational difficulty of workplace small talk for an autistic person. Together the sub-themes converge on a relational account — exclusion as something done to Alan by the unwritten rules of “normal” sociability, not produced by his autism.
Theme 2: The hidden costs of prolonged exclusion
These sub-themes describe what prolonged misreading does across emotional, cognitive and relational domains. Though each was prompted by the schedule, the interpretive value lies in how participants moved beyond it toward shared assumptions about cumulative damage.
2.1 Emotional toll and the internalisation of unworthiness
Bethan described depression, anxiety and having no one “to speak to about their feelings”, but the significant move was her observation that long-term exclusion “becomes the norm to them in their lives”. She reuses the word that did the excluding work in Theme 1, now applied to the excluded person’s internal world; the two norms reinforce one another and the loop closes. She extended this to self-evaluation — an excluded person “may always feel like they’re not worthy of a good friendship… below everyone” — and Sam independently reached the same point, that such people may feel “as though they deserve to be isolated”. That two separately interviewed participants both reached for the language of moral worth (worthy, deserve, below) suggests a shared cultural script in which exclusion produces not sadness but self-judgment, closer to internalised stigma than ordinary loneliness.
2.2 Cognitive narrowing and a closed epistemic world
Both moved beyond “you don’t learn new things” toward something subtler. Bethan proposed that an excluded person’s “points of view, your opinions are the only ones that you know and the only ones you think are fact and matter in your world”; Sam described becoming less “switched on”, losing the routine variation that “keeps your brain active”. Both construct cognition as socially distributed: thinking is partly done with other minds, and their absence collapses the inner world into epistemic isolation.
2.3 Skill atrophy and the fear of re-entry
Sam gave the most developed relational account, treating social skills as practised and decaying without use: “it’s a big thing to go and try again… it’s not worth putting myself in that scary social situation”. This is a self-reinforcing loop: avoidance offers short-term protection from discomfort while deepening isolation.
Both resisted a purely tragic framing. Bethan suggested Alan “could have this routine and this, like, safety bubble where he likes being alone”, and Sam separated chosen solitude — “for someone my age, being alone sometimes is quite nice” — from imposed solitude, “when you’re forced into it and you don’t have another option”. This refuses a deficit narrative: neither equates solitude with suffering, and both identify the collapse of choice as harmful.
Theme 3: Pathways to inclusion
The two routes proposed — awareness and practical reintegration — address the misreading of Theme 1 and the damage of Theme 2 respectively, while a third captures a spontaneous observation about whose autism receives attention.
3.1 Awareness as prevention
Bethan proposed mandatory workplace training and age-graded schooling, arguing pupils should learn that “there may be people that are different. There’s nothing wrong with them, they are just different”. This recurring framing of difference without deficit counters the exclusionary norm of Theme 1: if ignorance produces exclusion, knowledge undoes it.
3.2 Practical, scaffolded re-entry
Sam’s proposal was small but pointed — a bus to the book club, restoring lost logistical access — and its value lies in the theory of change: “you’ll see a wider effect then across his life”. This inverts the avoidance loop of Theme 2.3: where exclusion compounds, one restored access can begin a compounding recovery in which each re-engagement scaffolds the next.
3.3 The visibility gap for older autistic adults
Sam identified that attention sits with children and adolescents, and that “the older generation get a bit left behind” — mild language for a damning observation, implying research, services and public consciousness move forward without older autistic adults, and echoing the literature gap motivating this study.
Discussion
The three themes align closely with contemporary scholarship, notably in that lay reasoning in both interviews already approximated several core ideas in the literature.
The first theme maps onto Milton’s (2012) double empathy problem with precision: exclusion was located in relational breakdown rather than autistic deficit. Sasson et al.’s (2017) demonstration that negative impressions form within seconds on style rather than substance supports the dynamic interpreted in the self-correcting “this sounds bad but…” sequence — even reflective observers default to a deviance reading and must override it. Milton, Gurbuz and López (2022) argue that double empathy reframing shifts responsibility for repair away from the autistic individual, which is what the move toward awareness training in Theme 3 does.
The second theme connects to work describing long-term exclusion as sedimented into self-concept (Stewart et al., 2024). The independent convergence on the language of moral worth suggests a culturally available script rather than individual idiom, and Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) link sustained camouflaging to the depression and anxiety such internalisation predicts. Cognitive narrowing echoes evidence that social engagement supports cognitive functioning in ageing (Lo et al., 2025), and skill atrophy accords with Roestorf et al.’s (2022) finding that quality of life declines with reduced engagement. The ambivalence around solitude suggests interventions reducing “loneliness” should attend to whether solitude is chosen or imposed.
The third theme anticipates interventions argued for in the literature: awareness-raising contact, practical reintegration, and recognition of the neglect of older autistic adults (Mason et al., 2022; Stringfellow et al., 2024). Critically, neither interview proposed changing Alan; both targeted his environment, itself a relational framing.
Two undergraduate participants suit an exploratory study but limit the perspectives represented. Both were psychology students, which likely enriched analytic depth but may over-represent lay views as informed; a more heterogeneous sample would test whether the relational framing generalises. The single vignette anchored discussion productively but may have constrained imagination of alternatives. Consistent with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) emphasis on reflexivity, our own interest in a relational framing may have shaped which codes were salient; themes are best understood as actively interpreted rather than discovered. Future research might compare psychology students with less informed groups, test whether brief educational input shifts perceptions, and centre older autistic adults, who remain underrepresented in the literature concerned with their inclusion.
In conclusion this study explored how undergraduate students perceive the risk of social exclusion on older autistic adults and how effects might be ameliorated. Reflexive thematic analysis of two semi-structured interviews interpreted three themes: misreading of difference by an unaware public, the cumulative emotional, cognitive and relational costs of prolonged exclusion, and pathways to inclusion through awareness and scaffolded re-entry. Across all three, the analysis interpreted consistent gravitation toward a relational rather than individual account of exclusion, consistent with the double empathy problem (Milton, 2012) and work on loneliness in older autistic adults (Stewart et al., 2024). Older autistic adults remain comparatively neglected, and among the most consequential observations here was a participant’s recognition of that neglect.
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Appendix A
Beliefs and opinions relating to potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older people, and how these effects might be ameliorated.
 Opening Statement
Today we’ll be talking about older adults with ASD, its ok if you don’t have any experience, but feel free to bring any you may have. We’ll be using a case study example, Alan. The questions will pertain to Alan and his experiences but will also explore the wider implications for any older person/s with autism. Alan is a 58-year-old male with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Alan lives with his father, who has recently become unwell and needs extra care.  Alan’s fathers' illness has also meant that he is no longer able to get lifts to his usual hobby clubs. This has left Alan unable to be in the local community and his father is concerned for his future. Alan has a job, which he has enjoyed until recent company changes. He is now experiencing a lack of clarity around his job role and its future security.

1. Alan’s colleagues rarely invite him to join them for after-work drinks or to sit with them at lunch. They feel conversations with him take more effort than with others. How do you think this might affect Alan?

2. Alan is becoming increasingly more stressed at work, and he has begun to rock in his chair. Repetitive behaviours, such as rocking, are common among autistic individuals. How do you think these behaviours are generally perceived by others?
3. Social exclusion can affect people in a range of ways. What do you believe are the emotional consequences — such as effects on mood, self-worth, or mental health — for older adults with autism who experience ongoing social exclusion?
4. Beyond emotional effects, social exclusion may also have cognitive consequences. What do you believe the impact of prolonged social exclusion might be on the cognitive functioning of older adults with autism — for example, in areas such as memory, concentration, or cognitive decline?
5. Social exclusion can also reshape a person's social identity and relationships over time. How do you think ongoing exclusion might affect the way older adults with autism engage with others, form connections, or perceive their place in society.
6. Research has been done into different intervention types that may help people like Alan become less isolated. Considering the cognitive, emotional, and social affects we reflected on, what would you like to see done, no matter how novel, to help older adults with ASD feel more socially included
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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 investigate beliefs and opinions relating to potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older people, and how these effects might be ameliorated.

During this study you will be required to do the following:
· Fill in your demographic information of age and gender.
· Take part in a 15 minute semi-structured interview with a researcher.
· You will be asked your opinions and beliefs about the potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older people
· You will also be asked to share you opinion on how you believe that effects of these effects (stated above) maybe be alleviated
· The interview will be audio-recorded, this will be transcribed and the original audio deleted to ensure anonymity and GDPR laws are followed
· At the end of the study, you will be provided with the study debrief.

If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please contact the research supervisor Judith Marshall on judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk 

If you feel you want to withdraw your participation from the study, you can do so at any time by closing the browser on your device. If you withdraw, your data will be deleted and not used as partial data will not be analysed. 
This study involves the conversations around the isolation of older people with autism, if you feel you would not be comfortable answering questions on this topic, or any related topic therein, then you are advised not to take part in this study. 
If you are happy to take part in this study, please select below to continue to the 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 completing a short demographics form and then a semi-structured interview.

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 at any time during or after the study; Tegan Cartlidge -  1400899@student.uwtsd.ac.uk, Emily Lewis-Richards- 2419999@student.uwtsd.ac.uk,                                                Al Evans - 2416173@student.uwtsd.ac.uk,						 Roxanne Osmundsen - 1451247@student.uwtsd.ac.uk, 				Shadan Zeinelabdien Taha Elsherif - 2436823@student.uwtsd.ac.uk,		 Eliza Milne – 2400240@student.uwtsd.ac.uk, 						    or the module lead 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 
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Demographic Information Form

Participant ID: .............       
Date of interview: .............
Time of interview: ..............

Age (please write): .......
Gender (please tick):
Male 
Female
Non-binary
Prefer-not to say 
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Exploring the potential cognitive, emotional, and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism

Thank you for taking part in this study.  

This study explores students’ beliefs and opinions on the potential cognitive, emotional, and social effects of social exclusion on older people and adults with autism. We also aim to explore how these effects might be ameliorated/improved

The study aims to explore, through qualitative interviews, whether student's perceptions shape how they interpret the cognitive, emotional, and social effects of social exclusion on older adults with autism. It will also explore students' views on how to possibly reduce the cognitive, emotional, and social effects.

If you wish to withdraw your data from the study, you must tell the interviewer now.  After this point, your data will become anonymised, and it will not be possible to trace it back to you. The information you have provided will be transcribed and the raw data will only be available to the interviewer. The anonymised data will be available to the research team and the academic supervisor, Dr Judith Marshall. All data will be coded, and any names will be replaced with a number to avoid any identifiable information being shared. All written/physical data will be stored securely in a locked cabinet, and once transcribed, all transcripts will be stored securely in a cloud-based environment.

If taking part in this study has raised any concerns or if you have any questions about the study, please contact the academic supervisor Dr Judith Marshall at Judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk. Student Services also offer Wellbeing advise and support as required.

Thank you once again for taking time to participate in this study and your valuable contribution to this research.

BSc Psychology
BSc Psychology and Counselling
BSC Psychology and Criminology
University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Swansea
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