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Abstract  



 

 

 

 

Literature review  

This report explores undergraduate students' perceptions of the social exclusion and isolation 

experienced adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). It examines how students 

understand the factors that contribute to social exclusion, the potential impact on individuals' 

wellbeing, and ways in which these negative effects may be reduced. 

Siersbaek et al.  (2023) argues that social exclusion is defined as a process in which 

individuals are pushed to the margins of society and prevented from fully participating in 

economic, social, political, and cultural life. As well as multidimensional experience that 

extends beyond poverty and includes limited access to healthcare, education, housing, social 

networks, and community participation. Social exclusion is often associated with stigma, 

discrimination, homelessness, substance dependence, incarceration, and other forms of 

marginalisation. Furthermore, the authors argue that social exclusion accumulates across the 

life course, with multiple disadvantages intersecting and contributing to poorer physical and 

mental health outcomes.  

Seçer et al. (2025) examined the relationship between autism traits, social camouflaging, 

social exclusion, stigma, and mental wellbeing in 548 adults. However, the findings showed 

that individuals with higher levels of autism traits were more likely to engage in social 

camouflaging, whereby they mask autistic characteristics to fit into social situations. Social 

exclusion and public stigma increased the likelihood of camouflaging, placing additional 

psychological strain on individuals. As well as camouflaging may help individuals avoid 

social rejection, it was associated with poorer mental wellbeing. In addition, the study argues 

the importance of reducing stigma and promoting inclusive environments where autistic 

individuals can participate without feeling pressured to conceal their autistic identities. 

According to the NHS, (2002) Older adults are particularly vulnerable to loneliness and 

social isolation due to factors such as retirement, bereavement, declining health, reduced 

mobility, and shrinking social networks. As well as these experiences can lead to feelings of 



vulnerability, depression, and a decline in physical and mental wellbeing. Furthermore, the 

NHS suggests that social isolation can limit opportunities for social interaction and 

community participation, increasing the risk of social exclusion among older people. 

As well as this report examines experiences of social exclusion and isolation and explores 

undergraduate students’ perceptions of the risks and potential impacts of social exclusion 

among older adults and adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Furthermore, the study 

aims to understand how students perceive the factors that contribute to social exclusion and 

the possible ways in which its negative effects may be reduced. In addition, qualitative 

research approach was adopted to gain a deeper understanding of participants’ views and 

interpretations. Qualitative methods allow researchers to explore personal perspectives and 

experiences in detail, although findings are often based on smaller samples. 

 

 

Methods  

 

Participants 

Demographic information was collected from each participant. As part of the group 

preparation process, an application for ethical approval was completed collaboratively by all 

group members before data collection began. Each group member interviewed one 

participant, resulting in two interview transcripts being analysed in this study. Both 

participants were female undergraduate students. The first participant was aged 19 years, 

while the second participant was aged 36 years. Prior to participation, both participants 

provided informed consent by signing a consent form. Participants were informed of their 

right to withdraw from the study at any time without providing a reason. 

 

 

A qualitative research design was adopted using semi-structured interviews to investigate 

undergraduate students' perceptions of social exclusion affecting older adults and adults with 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD). As well as this approach enabled participants to provide 



detailed insights into their views and interpretations of the case scenario. The interview data 

were analysed using thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes within 

participants' responses. 

Date Collection  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather qualitative data. Before data collection 

began, the research group collaboratively developed five interview questions based on a case 

scenario involving Alan, an older man with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), provided by the 

lecturer. These questions were designed to explore participants’ perceptions of social 

exclusion and the potential challenges faced by autistic adults and older adults. 

Five interview question asked: example of one was “Due to Alan becoming increasingly 

more stressed at work, he has begun to rock in his chair. How do you think others perceive 

this?” 

This question aimed to examine how autistic behaviours are interpreted by others and how 

these interpretations may contribute to stigma and social exclusion. However, the full set of 

interview questions is included in the appendices. 

Interviews were recorded using Microsoft Teams on encrypted, password-protected 

university devices. Transcriptions were completed in private settings to ensure confidentiality 

and prevent accidental disclosure of identifiable information. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained through a group application completed prior to data collection. 

Participants received an information sheet and a debrief sheet outlining the study aims, 

confidentiality procedures, and support contacts, including the academic supervisor and 

university wellbeing services. 

All data were stored securely on encrypted, password-protected university systems. 

Transcripts were anonymised through pseudonyms, and only the research team and academic 

supervisor had access to the anonymised data. No data were shared outside the university or 

stored in external repositories. 

 



 

                                                                  Results  

 

The themes in this study were developed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six step thematic 

analysis, which involved familiarisation with the transcripts, generating initial codes, 

organising patterns of meaning, and refining these into final themes and subthemes. 

Theme 1: Stigma and Misunderstanding of Autism (Transcript 1) This theme and its 

subthemes were developed from repeated patterns in Transcript 1, where the participant 

consistently described how Alan is misunderstood and judged in the workplace. 

Subtheme 1.1: Negative Perceptions of Autistic Behaviours 

This subtheme was used because the participant described Alan’s rocking as “bizarre”, 

“weird”, and making him seem “a bit of an outcast” (lines 82–90). These repeated negative 

judgements showed clear stigma and demonstrated how autistic behaviours are 

misinterpreted. 

Subtheme 1.2: Social Effort and Misunderstanding 

This subtheme was included because the participant said conversations with Alan “take more 

effort” and socialising is “a lot more difficult” (lines 50–58). These comments showed how 

colleagues misunderstand autistic communication differences, creating social barriers that 

reinforce exclusion. 

Together, these labelled subthemes form the overall theme by showing how stigma is 

expressed through misjudgement, misunderstanding, and exclusion. 

Theme 2: Understanding and Perception (Transcript 2) 

Subtheme 2.1: Misinterpretation of Autistic Behaviours 

This subtheme was developed from the section in Transcript 2 where the participant explains 

how people without ASD understanding often misinterpret autistic behaviours. In lines 36–

38, rocking is described as “annoying, attention seeking, possibly a bit scary… a bit 



intimidating”. This shows that observers who lack ASD knowledge interpret self-soothing 

behaviours as disruptive or threatening rather than recognising them as calming strategies. 

These repeated negative interpretations demonstrate how misunderstanding shapes 

perception, forming the basis of Theme 2: Understanding and Perception. The participant 

contrasts this with those who do understand autism, who see rocking as “a calming technique 

or a grounding technique” (lines 43–45), reinforcing how perception changes with 

knowledge. 

Subtheme 2.2: Lack of Awareness and Stigma. 

Transcript 2,  (lines 47–50), where the participant explains that older staff often view autistic 

individuals as “naughty” or “not paying attention,” and that self-soothing behaviours attract 

judgemental looks in public.  Showing how limited ASD awareness leads directly to stigma 

and negative assumptions 

 

 

 

 

Discussion  

 

 

The first theme, Stigma and Misunderstanding of Autism (Transcript 1), illustrates how 

autistic behaviours can be misinterpreted and negatively judged by others. Within the 

subtheme Negative Perceptions of Autistic Behaviours, the participant described Alan’s 

rocking as “bizarre,” “weird,” and making him appear “a bit of an outcast.” These 

descriptions suggest that visible autistic traits are often interpreted through a lens of 

abnormality rather than understood as meaningful self-regulatory behaviours. This aligns 

with Turnock et al. (2022), who argue that autism stigma is shaped by limited public 

understanding and the negative interpretation of visible autistic characteristics. A lack of 



autism awareness therefore appears to contribute directly to stigma and the social exclusion 

experienced by autistic individuals. 

The findings also relate to research on autistic camouflaging. Hull et al. (2017) describe 

camouflaging as the use of conscious or unconscious strategies to hide autistic traits in order 

to meet social expectations. Cook et al. (2021) similarly found that individuals with higher 

autistic traits are more likely to engage in camouflaging, which may help them avoid social 

rejection but can also lead to psychological strain due to the pressure to conform. This is 

reflected in Transcript 2, where the participant explained that people without autism 

knowledge may interpret rocking as “annoying,” “attention seeking,” or “intimidating,” 

whereas those with greater awareness recognise it as a “calming technique” or “grounding 

technique.” These contrasting interpretations highlight how increased autism awareness can 

positively influence perceptions of autistic behaviours and reduce stigma. 

The subtheme Social Effort and Misunderstanding (Transcript 1) further demonstrates how 

differences in communication styles can create social barriers for autistic individuals. The 

participant noted that conversations with Alan “take more effort” and socialising is “a lot 

more difficult,” suggesting that neurodivergent communication may be misunderstood or 

perceived as socially demanding. Banks et al. (2024) support this interpretation, arguing that 

social difficulties often arise from a mismatch between autistic and non-autistic 

communication styles rather than from autistic traits alone. This indicates that improving 

awareness of neurodivergent communication could reduce misunderstandings and promote 

more inclusive social interactions. 

The second theme, Understanding and Perception (Transcript 2), highlights how autism 

knowledge shapes the interpretation of autistic behaviours. Within the subtheme 

Misinterpretation of Autistic Behaviours, the participant described rocking as disruptive or 

threatening when viewed by individuals with limited ASD understanding. This reinforces the 

idea that stigma is not inherent to autistic behaviours themselves but emerges from how those 

behaviours are interpreted. 

Subtheme Lack of Awareness and Stigma expands on this by situating these interpretations 

within a broader historical context. Harris (2018) explains that although Leo Kanner 

identified autism as an innate neurodevelopmental condition in 1943, public and clinical 

understanding remained inconsistent for many years. Early misconceptions, such as the 



“refrigerator mother” theory, contributed to long-standing stigma surrounding autistic traits. 

The present findings reflect this pattern: the participant described Alan’s rocking as 

“annoying” or “intimidating” (Transcript 2, lines 36–38), whereas individuals with greater 

autism awareness recognised it as a “calming technique” or “grounding technique” (lines 43–

45). This suggests that increasing autism knowledge may support more accurate 

interpretations of autistic behaviours and help reduce stigma and exclusion. 

Further evidence of stigma is seen in Gray’s (2002) study of parents of children with 

high-functioning autism, who frequently experienced “courtesy stigma.” Parents reported 

internalised fears of judgement and external negative reactions such as hostile stares or 

exclusion. Stigma was intensified when autism was invisible and behaviours were 

misinterpreted as poor parenting. Although this study focuses on parents rather than autistic 

adults, it reinforces the broader finding that misinterpretation of autistic behaviours 

contributes to persistent social barriers. This mirrors the present study’s findings, where 

misunderstanding and limited awareness shaped negative perceptions of Alan’s behaviour. 
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