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The results of this study found that participants’ understanding of autism weakly correlated with their attitudes towards autism. This correlation became stronger in study stage two. No significant differences were reported between participants understanding of autism or participants’ attitudes towards autism between study stages. Additionally, no significant differences were found between responses for participants in study stage two between each video condition. Qualitative responses given by participants in study stage two varied, with some participants expressing having learnt from the information provided in the video watched but others reporting having learnt nothing new. Similarly, there was a mix in responses to participants’ self-reported perspectives of autism, with some participants expressing a change in perspective during the study and some reporting no changes. Finally, thematic analysis of participants’ responses revealed that video B (Dawn’s Story) was much more emotive than video A (What is Autism?).

Findings from the current study indicate that participants generally held positive attitudes towards autism and had good knowledge of autism. This reflects previous findings by Kuzminski et al. (2019), who also observed generally good knowledge and positive perceptions towards autism in their Australian participant sample. This could imply that people have similar attitudes towards autism in Australia and Wales. Furthermore, both the current study as well as the research conducted by Kuzminski et al. (2019) used the Societal Attitudes Towards Autism (SATA) scale (Flood et al., 2013), meaning that the same measures were used between these studies to observe participants’ attitudes towards autism. Despite this, research by Jones et al. (2021) contrasts the findings of both the current study, as well as the research by Kuzminski et al. (2019), with their findings indicating that Australian participants had generally poor knowledge and awareness of autism. This suggests that perceptions surrounding autism spectrum disorder are not consistent even among participant sample from similar areas. However, the findings of these two Australian studies nevertheless suggest that participants’ attitudes towards autism may have been influenced by the understanding of autism. This aligns with the hypotheses of the current study; however, this effect was weak within the findings of the current study. Furthermore, research by Stevenson and Mowad (2019) found that participants held negative attitudes towards autism, similar to the participant sample observed by Jones et al. (2021). This further contrasts with the findings of the current study.

Previous research conducted by Norris et al. (2024) found that participants gave lower ratings to autistic interview candidates compared to non-autistic candidates when observed via video. This difference was not observed when candidates were rated using interview transcriptions. These findings suggest that participants in this study held fewer positive attitudes towards autistic individuals compared to non-autistic individuals. These findings contrast the current study, where participants reported having more positive attitudes towards autism. Additionally, the participants sample used in the current study were also found to have good awareness of autism, although the correlation observed between participants’ attitudes and understanding of autism in the current study was weak. Therefore, it remains unclear whether these variables have a strong effect on one another.

Another study exploring perceptions of autism by Sasson and Morrison (2019) found that participants reported better ratings of non-autistic controls compared to autistic game show candidates. A significant difference was observed in participants’ ratings of autistic candidates when an accurate diagnosis was provided for candidates. Participants who reported greater knowledge of autism prior to completing the study also rated autistic candidates more favourably compared to participants who did not have much knowledge of autism before completing the study. This suggests that participants’ attitudes towards autistic candidates improved upon gaining a further understanding of the candidates. Although the current study did observe a correlation between participants’ attitudes and understanding of autism, this does not strongly compare to the results observed by Sasson and Morrison (2019).

Similarly to the findings of Sasson and Morrison (2019), research by DeBrabander et al. (2019) found that participants, both autistic and non-autistic, had poorer impressions of autistic individuals compared to non-autistic individuals. For non-autistic participants only, impressions improved after receiving the diagnostic status of individuals. This could suggest that attitudes towards autism improve upon gaining more awareness of autism. These differences in findings indicate that the observations reported within the current study are not replicable in other research.

Furthermore, research by Zarokanellou et al. (2024) observed that participants reported more favourable attitudes towards autistic individuals compared to non-autistic individuals, and that participants’ impressions improved when the observed individual was labelled as autistic. Similar to the findings of Sasson and Morrison (2019), these findings similarly suggest that participants with low awareness of autism are more likely to have fewer positive attitudes towards autism. These results differ from those observed in the current study, where participants were primarily found to have positive attitudes towards autism that did not significantly change when their knowledge of autism changed. However, the methodology implemented within these studies of perceptions of autistic people do not mitigate the potential effects of social desirability. It is possible that participants may have falsely reported more positive attitudes towards autism in these studies when made aware of the individual’s diagnosis of autism, regardless of whether this diagnosis was genuine. This therefore limits the findings of these studies, as the confounding effects of social desirability have not been measured.

In contrast to much of previous literature, research by Mac Cárthaigh and López (2020) indicated that participants’ understanding of autism did not significantly impact their attitudes towards autism. This was also observed in the current study, which suggests that the findings of the current study may indeed be replicable.

In a study by Scheerer et al. (2022), participants reported higher ratings towards autistic adults after receiving an informative presentation compared to their rating before the presentation. The current study aimed to observe the differences in participants responses before and after watching a video about autism spectrum disorder. In the current study, no significant difference was found between participants’ responses before and after watching a video about autism. This contrasts Scheerer et al. (2022), as a significant difference was found in their research. However, there are key differences in the methodology between the research of Scheerer et al. (2022) and the current study, as the participant samples had some differences. The participant sample used in the study by Scheerer et al. (2022) consisted of teenagers who may not have had previous experience with autism, whereas the participant sample used in the current study consisted of undergraduate psychology students.


Previous research conducted by Dickter et al. (2020) observed that participants were found to have negative implicit biases towards autism despite having positive explicit attitudes towards autism. This suggests that participants may be influenced by social desirability when describing their attitudes towards autism. This effect could additionally have been implied to influence previous findings regarding perceptions of autism (Sasson & Morrison, 2019; Zarokanellou et al., 2024). In relevance to the current study, this could suggest that participants gave socially desirable answers to the survey questions. It is also possible that participants’ answers given in stage two may have been influenced in this way by the video they watched, however, this difference was not significant.

Previous explorations into ways of processing information have indicated that personal accounts and stories are more effective at allowing for people to understand and take in new information compared to more formal methods without the integration of storytelling (Bove & Tryon, 2018; Butcher, 2006). Unlike the implications of this research, the current study did not observe any significant differences between participants’ survey responses between those who watched video A (a brief, impersonal introduction to autism spectrum disorder) and those who watched video B (a recording of a personal interview with an autistic adult) in study stage two.

A previous study by Morris et al. (2024) found that those with more experience of autism (having an autistic sibling) also had a greater understanding of autism. This did not impact participants’ attitudes towards autism. This somewhat reflects the findings of the current study, where no strong correlations were observed between participants’ attitudes and understanding of autism. However, findings from the interviews conducted in study stage two indicated that participants who already have prior experiences with autism did not report any differences in their understanding of autism after watching a video about autism in the study. This correlates with the findings of Morris et al. (2024), who also observed that participants with previous experience with autism reported having a greater understanding of autism. Research by Jones et al. (2021) also found that those with previous experience with autistic people also had greater autism awareness. The current study also observed this during the stage two interviews, where some participants mentioned having previous experience with autism.

Research by Cage et al. (2019) has examined participants’ perceptions of autistic people via the use of a vignette. In this study, participants reported feeling that the autistic individual described to them was ‘different’ to them, which contrasts the findings of the current study, where some participants who watched video B in study stage two expressed that the woman shown in the video seemed no different from a ‘normal person’. Both the research by Cage et al. (2019), as well as the findings of the current study, report that participants held good awareness of autism and were both measured using the Autism Awareness Survey (Tipton & Blacher, 2014). The contrast between these findings may suggest that participants may have responded differently due to the format that an autistic individual was presented to them in. In contrast to Cage et al. (2019), where participants were shown an impersonal vignette describing an autistic person, participants in the current study who watched video B were shown a personal account and recording of an autistic individual. This may have influenced participants’ responses to the qualitative questions asked by the researcher, as the thematic analysis of participants’ responses revealed that many participants who watched video B felt a sense of sympathy or empathy towards to individual shown in the video.

Although the current study has contributed to the field of autism research, there are several limitations to this research. Firstly, participants were immediately informed that the study aimed to explore their understandings of and attitudes towards autism. This may have influenced participants to give socially desirable responses. Additionally, it was unknown if participants had previous experience with autism, or if any participants were autistic themselves. Although, some participants expressed their level of experience with autism during the interviews in stage two. Overall, the participant sample was generally informed about autism spectrum disorder, which impacted the results of the study. It is also worth noting that participants in level five had received a lecture related to autism spectrum disorder prior to completing study stage two. Although the timing of this lecture was out of the control of the researcher, this external factor should be considered when conducting future research.

The pilot conducted for the qualitative questions on study stage two consisted of only three participants, which may have limited the findings of the pilot. Additionally, this pilot could not take place in the psychology labs at UWTSD, meaning that the study environment used in the pilot was different to the conditions that stage two participants would experience. Furthermore, pilot participants were family members of the researcher, meaning that they may have prior expectations or knowledge of the study procedure and aims. This may have impacted the responses given by pilot participants. If similar research were to be conducted in the future, these potential biases may be avoided by using a larger pilot sample including participants not related to the researcher.

When completing either stage of the study, some participants inputted their EMS user ID or university ID code instead of their EMS ID as asked by the researcher. Fortunately, this did not impact the linking of participants responses between study stages as participants who returned for stage two input the same code in both stages. However, both mistaken codes given by some participants could be used to identify participants to the researcher, meaning that the data held by the researcher would not remain anonymous. Despite this limitation, these provided ID codes were used by the researcher solely for the purpose of linking participant data between study stages. No identification codes were included in the final data sample used for analysis. To mitigate this risk in the future, an example of an EMS ID code could be included alongside a description of the code in the demographics form filled out by participants.

To conclude, the findings of the current study provide mixed results that contradict much of previous research into perceptions of autism (e.g., Norris et al., 2024; Scheerer et al., 2022). Despite this, these findings are not completely unfamiliar to the field of autism research (e.g., Mac Cárthaigh & López, 2020; Morris et al., 2024), although these findings are not commonly observed. The limitations presented in this study may suggest that further research into peoples’ attitudes towards and understandings of autism should aim to encompass a wider range of participants in their sample to include various perspectives relating to previous autism knowledge and experience. Furthermore, comparative research across cultures may reveal additional insights into global perspective regarding autism spectrum disorder.
