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Abstract
This study explored how social exclusion impacts older autistic adults using a fictional case study based on “Alan” to examine emotional, psychological, social, and behavioural effects. Two participants took part in separate semi structured interviews, which were transcribed and analysed using Braun & Clarkes six-step Reflexive Thematic Analysis. Five overarching themes were identified developed, highlighting societal misunderstanding and stigma, emotional and psychological consequences, lived experiences and belonging, barriers to support, and potential pathways to inclusion. Participants described social exclusion as being a lifelong process shaped by limited public understanding, missed diagnostic opportunities, restricted social experiences, and inconsistent support. Emotional effects included intense anxiety, sadness, and internalised negativity, contributing to reduced self‑worth. Social consequences involved withdrawal, mistrust, and a heavily diminished sense of belonging. Overall, the findings emphasise the need for a greater awareness, autism‑informed support, and inclusive community environments to reduce isolation and improve wellbeing for older adults with autistic spectrum disorder.
Introduction
Social exclusion is a significant concern for adults with autism spectrum disorder, and research shows that the risk of isolation increases with age. In psychology, social exclusion is understood as a multidimensional form of disadvantage involving barriers that restrict an individual’s ability to participate in social, economic, and community life (Kahn et al., 2015). Older adults with autism spectrum disorder appear particularly vulnerable, and yet there is a severe lack of research in this subject.
Quantitative studies have consistently shown that adults with autism spectrum disorder report higher loneliness and experience a lack of social connectedness that neurotypical individuals, with loneliness increasing with age (Stewart et al.,2024). Autistic traits are strongly linked to social isolation, partly due to Theory of Mind (ToM) differences, suggesting that cognitive mechanisms may contribute heavily to exclusion in later life (Lo et al., 2025). ToM refers an individual’s ability to understand that each person has their own personal thoughts, emotions and intentions. In autism spectrum disorder, ToM differences are shaped by interactions between neurodivergent and neurotypical people, and the Double Empathy Problem indicates that misunderstandings are mutual rather than one-sided (Cheang et al., 2024; Elsevier, 2026).
Qualitative research suggests that social exclusion in later life is deep, cumulative, and often structural. Older adults with autism spectrum disorder report marginalisation, identity challenges, and inadequate post-diagnostic support (Ferrie & Hafetz, 2026). Longitudinal findings show that mental health difficulties persist into old age and are linked to reduced social integration and poorer quality of life (Roestorf et al., 2022). Lived experience accounts similarly describe the feeling of “outside the circle,” misunderstood, and excluded across multiple life domains including structural support of services (Finch et al., 2022). Stigma and community attitudes further reinforce social exclusion, restricting essential authentic social interaction and connection and contributing to negative effects on mental and physical health (Turnock et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2021).
Despite the growing evidence, little is actually known about how social exclusion is perceived to affect older adults with autistic spectrum disorder, particularly through the lens lived experience. This study addresses this gap in research by exploring perceptions of social exclusion using an interview based on the fictional case study of 58 year old “Alan” who is diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) to examine the emotional, psychological, social and behavioural impacts.
The aim of this study was to examine how social exclusion is perceived to affect older adults with autistic spectrum disorder using a fictional scenario-based, inter-driven qualitative approach.
Method
Participants
This study consisted of two participants that were students and were recruited from University of Wales Trinity St. Davids. To protect identity the participants identity and ensure confidentiality is provided, the participants names will not be used and therefore will be referred to by their initials only (PP and K).
Data Collection
	Data for this study were collected using a qualitative design involving two student participants who each took part in an individual semi structured interview (see Appendix A & B). The interview questions (see Appendix C) were based upon a Case Study of an autistic older male called Alan (see Appendix D) and the data gathered was rich in detail of the participants thoughts and beliefs on the effects on cognitive, emotional and social aspects of social exclusion of individuals with autistic spectrum disorder in later life, and how these effects could be ameliorated. Participants were provided with an information sheet (see Appendix E), a debrief form (see Appendix F), and also consent form (see Appendix G).
Data Analysis
Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six‑step Reflexive Thematic Analysis, the two interview transcripts were analysed through a process of familiarisation, coding, theme development, review, definition, and refinement (see Appendix H). This analytic process generated five overarching themes that captured participants’ perceptions of social exclusion in older autistic adults. The themes reflected societal misunderstanding and misinterpretation, the emotional and cognitive consequences of exclusion, withdrawal from community and social life, barriers to support, and pathways toward inclusion.
Theme 1: Misunderstanding, Stigma, And Misinterpretation
Participants identified widespread societal misunderstanding as a central driver of social exclusion for autistic older adults. They emphasised that a lack of public knowledge about autistic spectrum disorder often leads to inaccurate assumptions and misinterpretation of autistic behaviour. In Alan’s case, his direct or “too upfront” communication style was perceived by others as socially inappropriate or “uncomfortable,” illustrating how neurotypical norms shape judgements about what counts as acceptable interaction. This reflects the Double Empathy Problem, where communication difficulties arise not from autistic deficits but from mutual misinterpretation between autistic and neurotypical people. One participant also noted that stigma could be traced back to childhood, where Alan had been labelled a “naughty child,” suggesting that behaviours now recognised as autistic traits were historically framed as deliberate misbehaviour. This early mislabelling was seen as shaping his lifelong experiences of exclusion, contributing to a pattern in which autistic individuals are misunderstood, pathologised, or blamed for differences in communication. Participants suggested that these early experiences accumulate over time, reinforcing negative expectations from others and limiting opportunities for social inclusion in adulthood and later life.
Theme 2: Emotional and Psychological Consequences of Social Exclusion
Participants indicated that social exclusion had a significant impact on emotional and psychological health on older adults with autistic spectrum disorder, associating it with anxiety, sadness, depression, emotional withdrawal and internalised negativity. Anxiety and a fear of judgement were central, with one participant stating autistic individuals often worry about being “judged as being different” and can even prevent them from leaving the house (T1). Long-term exclusion was associated to emotional distress, leaving individuals feeling “isolated” and lacking support (T1).
Depression and reduced daily functioning were also noted and one participant highlighted their own experience of struggling with “day-to-day activities” including “even getting out of bed” (T1). During the second interview, the participant described Alan as experiencing “sadness… because there’s nothing for him”, reflecting the emotional emptiness caused by a lack of friendships and social opportunities (T2). Internalised negativity was also highlighted, as Alan “feels negative about himself”, and believes that “no one ever has” liked him (T2). Fluctuating emotional responses were described, with one participant noted that “sometimes…I have it worse and sometimes a little bit better,” describing the ongoing instability associated with exclusion (T1).
Theme 3: Lived Experiences, Relationships, and Loss of Belonging
Participants stated that long-term social exclusion contributed significantly to social withdrawal and a reduced feelings of belonging in older adults with autistic spectrum disorder. Both participants linked exclusion to reclusiveness, lack of relationships, trust issues, and feelings of not having a place within society.
Both participants indicated that withdrawal from society was a key behavioural outcome, with one noting that adults with autistic spectrum disorder are at risk of becoming reclusive and retreating, particularly if they have experienced social exclusion since childhood (T1). One participant expressed Alan’s withdrawal from society would make him “cry and retreat into himself because someone is interacting with him” (T2), due to the impact of lifelong social exclusion he had experienced.
One participant described the lack of close relationships as having “never been married, never had a girlfriend” as he had difficulty with forming emotional connections (T2). This also contributed to a lack of social experience, leading to fewer opportunities to develop confidence and social skills in order to form them.
Participants also highlighted that Alan did not feel that he belonged and had no place in society noting that he felt the only place he belong was at home, and feels “100% safe” with his parents (T2). A lack of trust in others also reinforces the feelings of not belonging, and that individuals may feel “wary” and struggle to trust any attempts of inclusion (T1).
Theme 4: Barriers to Support Inclusion, and Opportunity
Participants highlighted that for older adults with autistic spectrum disorder there are many barriers to support and inclusion. Both participants attributed these barriers to late or missed diagnosis, a lack of adequate support systems, educational disadvantage, stigma, and structural limitations such a lack of availability of funds and societal discomfort.
Barriers were traced back to childhood with one participant highlighting that Alan “wasn’t diagnosed” when he was young, but was “penalised for being different” contributing to long-term exclusion (T2). A lack of understanding of autistic spectrum disorder also impacted Alans education as he was labelled as a “naughty child” and “teachers didn’t want to teach a naughty child,” and therefore limited and missed learning opportunities (T2). Participants also indicated that these childhood experiences effected Alans independence and limited employment opportunities, noting that Alan “might have been able to go further if he’d had the support” (T1).
One participant highlighted that Alan had experienced the loss of support systems that he had relying on before they were taken, leaving him without stable and consistent help and guidance (T1). Structural barriers such as the of funding was described as “a big one” and also societal discomfort due to many unable to “understand how interact” with autistic individuals so tend to avoid doing so (T2), reinforcing and even creating additional obstacles to inclusion.
Theme 5: Amelioration
Participants suggested many ways to reduce social exclusion of older adults with autistic spectrum disorder, highlighting awareness, acceptance, supportive environments, and structured opportunities for social connection… Both participants considered increased public understanding of autistic spectrum disorder as crucial in reducing stigma as a greater awareness leads to acceptance, changing attitudes and improved social interactions.
Supportive social environments were also seen as essential and the importance of friendliness was considered important. One participant highlighted the importance of structural support such as peer groups tailored to an individuals personal level of functioning for people to interact with “like-minded” people and develop relationships (T2). Mixed support groups of autistic and neurotypical individuals were also suggested that as it is thought that it would be beneficial for developing a mutual understanding, due to neurotypical people not knowing how to interact without prior experience (T2). Activities taking place within the community such as walking groups, coffee meet-ups, and charity events were suggested by participants as connecting autistic individuals with their neurotypical peers to facilitate confidence building opportunities and also offering the chance for other to gain awareness and experience (T2).
Findings/Discussion
This study explored how social exclusion is perceived to affect older adults with autistic spectrum disorder through two semi structured interviews analysed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis. Five themes were generated, each illustrating the role of societal misunderstanding, emotional consequences, social withdrawal, barriers to support, and potential pathways to inclusion. Together, these themes provide insight into how exclusion is experienced, interpreted, and internalised across the lifespan.
Participants described a wide range of emotional and psychological consequences associated with exclusion, aligning with existing research showing that autistic adults frequently experience heightened anxiety, sadness, and depression when socially marginalised. Their reflections on internalised negativity add depth to the literature by illustrating how lifelong exclusion can erode self‑worth and shape identity in later life. This supports research suggesting that chronic stigma and misunderstanding accumulate over time, influencing both emotional wellbeing and the ways autistic adults perceive themselves.
When considered collectively, the themes suggest that social exclusion is not a single event but a lifelong, cumulative process. Early experiences of stigma and missed diagnostic opportunities (Theme 4) appear to intensify emotional difficulties (Theme 2), which in turn contribute to withdrawal from community and social participation (Theme 3). This cyclical pattern reinforces isolation and mirrors previous research describing exclusion as structural, persistent, and self‑perpetuating. The findings therefore highlight how exclusion becomes embedded across developmental stages, shaping social trajectories well into older adulthood.
There are, however, several limitations to consider. The study involved only two participants, which restricts the breadth of perspectives and limits generalisability. The case study of “Alan” was hypothetical, which may have shaped participants’ responses differently than real lived‑experience accounts. As with all Reflexive Thematic Analysis, interpretation is subjective and shaped by the researcher’s own position and assumptions. The demographic diversity of the sample was also limited. Despite these constraints, the interviews produced rich, detailed accounts that touched on personal experiences and perceptions, offering valuable insight into an under‑researched population: autistic older adults.
The findings suggest several practical implications. Participants emphasised the need for autism‑friendly community spaces that facilitate understanding and communication between autistic and neurotypical individuals. Such environments may help reduce social barriers, promote acceptance, and support meaningful participation. They also highlighted the importance of autism education for neurotypical people, which could challenge stigma and improve everyday interactions. Additionally, the findings point to the value of support groups, increased funding, and policy initiatives aimed at improving inclusion and wellbeing for autistic adults in later life. These suggestions align with broader calls for community‑based interventions and structural change to address the social determinants of exclusion.
Future research should involve larger and more diverse samples, incorporate first‑person accounts from autistic older adults, and employ longitudinal designs to examine how exclusion evolves across the lifespan. Studies exploring mixed neurotypical–autistic social groups would also help illuminate how mutual understanding can be strengthened, particularly in light of the Double Empathy Problem. Such research would contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how exclusion is produced and how it might be effectively reduced.
Overall, this study highlights the devastating long‑term impact of social exclusion on the emotional and psychological wellbeing, identity, and social participation of autistic adults in later life. Addressing stigma, increasing awareness, and creating inclusive social environments may help reduce isolation and support healthier ageing for autistic individuals. The findings underscore the importance of recognising exclusion as a lifelong process and the need for sustained, community‑level efforts to promote inclusion.
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Appendices
Appendix A – (T1)
[image: An interviewer guides an elderly autistic individual through a consent form and introduces the interview topic, emphasizing the option to withdraw.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image is a text document detailing a conversation about the social challenges faced by individuals with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder), particularly older adults like Alan, who may struggle with social cues and be at risk of exclusion.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The text discusses the factors contributing to the risk of social exclusion in older adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), emphasizing the role of public knowledge, misunderstanding, and lack of awareness about ASD.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image appears to be a dialogue or discussion about challenges faced by individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and autism, specifically regarding social interactions and understanding others. It highlights the difficulties in perceiving and interpreting others' emotions or intentions.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image illustrates a conversation discussing communication differences, particularly highlighting how individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) may struggle with indirect communication and the negative effects of long-term social exclusion.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a discussion on how social exclusion may impact confidence and decision-making in older adults with autism, considering historical and contemporary attitudes towards being different.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image appears to be a series of text documents or a document with numbered sections, likely from a discussion or study on how social exclusion and lack of confidence can affect decision-making in individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image contains a dialogue or discussion, likely from a therapy or support group session, discussing emotional effects of social exclusion, including anxiety, fear of being judged, and the impact on daily activities for someone with depression.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image is a dialogue or discussion questionnaire, exploring perceptions of emotional effects and social exclusion faced by individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a discussion about the challenges older adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) face regarding their sense of identity and belonging, influenced by negative perceptions and lack of acceptance.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image illustrates a dialogue expressing the importance of raising awareness and providing support for older adults with autism, emphasizing the need for understanding and acceptance in society.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a discussion on how older generations' stigmas and lack of understanding can lead to social exclusion, negatively affecting the behavior and social interaction of individuals with ASD.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image appears to be a transcript or text document containing a list of codes, which seem to correspond to different aspects of an interview or discussion. These codes relate to themes such as lack of understanding, feelings of discomfort, negative impacts, consequences, differences, labeling, barriers, attitudes, and acceptance.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The text describes various factors and emotions related to social stigma and personal challenges, such as lack of awareness, low self-esteem, fear, and isolation.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The text describes various aspects of emotional and social dynamics, including trust, education, and the impacts of discrimination.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The diagram illustrates various aspects of stigma, including the loss of support systems, emotional, cognitive, and social effects, barriers to understanding, and the negative impacts of stigma on individuals.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



Appendix B – (T2)
[image: The image depicts a discussion on the challenges faced by individuals with autism, focusing on issues like social exclusion, delayed diagnosis, and lack of understanding, leading to penalization for their behaviors.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a conversation highlighting the negative effects of labeling a child as 'naughty,' leading to social exclusion, isolation, and hindered education.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a discussion about the importance of support, understanding, and education for individuals with autism, emphasizing that they can excel in various job roles if given the opportunity.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The text discusses how the lack of social experiences and relationships, particularly with neurotypical people, may lead to low confidence and reluctance in older adults with autism, hindering their ability to try new things or form new relationships.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a discussion about the emotional impact of social exclusion on an individual, highlighting feelings of isolation, loneliness, and low self-esteem.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a discussion about the importance of friendships and support groups in providing emotional support and understanding during difficult times.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image illustrates a discussion on the importance of inclusive socialization for individuals with autism, emphasizing the need for both neurotypical and autistic people to interact, learn, and understand each other to reduce isolation and improve communication.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a dialogue discussing barriers to support for people with autism, highlighting issues such as funding, confidentiality, mislabeling, and lack of understanding in social interactions.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a person with autism participating in an event, such as a sponsored walk or treasure hunt, to raise awareness and funds for autism, while also educating others about the condition.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image presents a structured list of themes and subthemes related to the challenges faced by individuals with autism, including missed support opportunities, emotional consequences, and barriers to inclusion, such as lack of understanding and funding.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]












Appendix C
Interview Questions
Questions 
1) Why do you think older autistic adults like Alan might be at risk of social exclusion?

2) What effects do you think long-term social exclusion could have on their thinking? 
· Memory?
· Problem solving
· Interpreting information about people and interactions

3) How might being socially excluded affect confidence or decision-making for older adults with autism?

4) What emotional effects do you think social exclusion might have? 
· Anxiety 
· Depression
· Self-esteem
· Self- efficacy
5) How might social exclusion affect an older autistic person’s sense of identity or belonging?
· 
6) What kinds of support could help reduce social exclusion for older adults with autism?
7) What do you think are potential barriers to getting this support?
8) What social and behavioural effects could social exclusion have on an individual such as Alan? 
Feedback on questions /’ prompts, build on the keywords that are mentioned?







Appendix D 
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 E
[image: A close up of a sign
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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 the beliefs and opinions relating to potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older people, with autism spectrum disorder and how these effects might be ameliorated

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

1. Fill out a questionnaire asking you for basic demographic information.
1. Partake in a semi-structured interview lasting approximately 15 minutes

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 Dr Judith Marshall on  judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk .

If you are happy to take part in this study, then we can proceed with the interview when you are ready. 

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 then your data will be anonymised and therefore untraceable to later delete. 

Signature of participant  























Appendix F
Debrief Form

Thank you for taking part in this research.
This study has been conducted to explore the beliefs and opinions relating to potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on older people, and how these effects might be ameliorated
If you wish to withdraw your data, you can do now or by contacting the researchers or the academic supervisor Dr Judith Marshall at a later date. Now that you have completed the interview, your responses have been recorded, and the data will be anonymised 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 and securely.  Any identifiable information provided by you will remain anonymous. If you have any queries or concerns as a result of taking part in this study, please email the academic supervisor Dr Judith Marshall  (judeth.marshall@uswtsd.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 










Appendix G
[image: A study consent form for a psychology research project involving a voluntary participation agreement and confidentiality assurance.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]




Appendix H
[image: The image is a comparison table of various mental health and disability labels, including their effects, experiences, and barriers, such as stigma, lack of acceptance, and fear of leaving, alongside their emotional impacts and the importance of support and awareness.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image is a table or list with various columns containing phrases related to the experiences and challenges faced by neurodivergent individuals, such as shaming, anxiety, discrimination, and social exclusion.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a checklist or form outlining various challenges and barriers faced by individuals with autism, including late diagnosis, misunderstanding, lack of support, and social isolation.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a structured diagram illustrating the various themes, subthemes, and evidence related to the effects of ecological, cognitive, and societal factors on individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), emphasizing issues like misinterpretation, discrimination, emotional isolation, and the negative impact on self-worth and relationships.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[image: The image depicts a series of barriers and supports related to autism, including delayed diagnosis, educational disadvantages, lack of funding, societal stigma, and the need for more inclusive social spaces and support groups.

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
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1~ Hi, good morning. Can I just confirm that you've had a read over the study information sheet and

consent form and filled it in?

K- Uh, yes I have.

1- Great. I'd like to just make you aware as well that you can withdraw at any time.

K- Ok.

1- OK, so today I'm conducting an interview in relation to a scenario of an older man named Alan
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Who has ASD, which is autism spectrum disorder.
Alan struggled significantly with social exclusion, leading to him being very avoidant of social

interactions.

1- Ok, I'm now going to begin asking you a number of eight questions.

Is that OK?

K- Yes, that’s fine.

1- Question number one.
Why do you think older autistic adults like Alan might be at risk of social exclusion?

K - Hmm, what do you mean by that question?

1- So, an older person with ASD, for example, such as Alan, may be at risk of
being excluded socially due to having less of an understanding of social cues, not everyone may

perceive these positively, some may perceive them negatively.
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So why do you think that an older person like Alan might be at risk of that happening?

K- 0K so I think it's based purely on the public and the social knowledge of ASD in general.

1-0K,

K- like with Some people they may kiiow what ASD medns and some people may not. Some people
would have grown up people with ADHD, ASD and vice versa. So [ERHRESES B EAREWIRGIERA

And whether or not. I'm sorry, | forgot the question.

's OK. Would you like me to repeat the question?

K- please?

1- So the question was, why do you think older autistic adults like Alan might be at risk of social

exclusion?
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K- Right. So at risk you mean you know what what what?

1- potentially could be excluded from soci

interactions, etcetera.
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1- 0K,

“

I - OK. OK. Thank you.
1- For the second question, what effects do you think long-term social exclusion could have on

their thinking?

orit's it's one of those things where, being inclusive is a lot more

helpful than being socially excluding.

K- It's nice to be nice. In general.
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I-1tis, thank you.
1- How do you think or others think being socially excluded affects confidence or decision making

for older adults with autism?

K- Do you mind elaborating?

1-Of course.

1- Being socially excluded all the time, s you said, mainly to depression

Negative outcomes, do you then think that that may affect their confidence or decision-making?

K- Yeah, I do. But it's. | think it's the confidence scenario is definitely an issue because if you've been
socially excluded, particularly those who are older, you've got thinner with the older generation
growing up in those times, you're not as accepted as we are now in society. Solbeing differentis
labelled s wrong, shall we say, like in those days, whereas now/it's more socially acceptable to be
different. it's not as,

I wouldn't say we're not as judgmental, but Welare\a It more weary and a ot more Understanding)
whereas i those days they may not have been understanding the many of

them, and understand them because they re either an embarrassment to the family or they're just too
difficult to understand or to have that time, take the time ot to understand them and to meet their
Ineeds in'a way that's acceptable for both post scenarios for those that are looking after them and
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those in general that have ASD. So | think, with the Confidence they may not have even felt confident

in themselves from a younger age to now.

1- OK. And how do you think it may affect the decision making?

K- So how are we? What do you mean by that?

1-So in everyday living, how do you think that being socially excluded may affect decision
making? So for for example, it could be the decision to go shopping or the decision
to maintain personal hygiene, the decision to go out and interact at social events or possibly

educational settings.

K- Um, I think. For those with ASD, it's definitely going to be difficult in General, but it's one of those
things where If you're feeling socially isolated from any type of scenario, you're going to feel your
Confidence is severely lacking. You're Going to feel depressed. You're not going to be as socialized as
the Rermalperson) shall we say in

public. So it's yes, I think they'd feel very isolated. They feel very sad and lonely in general because
they aren't as they wouldn't meet as aware, but they would be here.

Socially isolated sweetly.
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1- OK, thank you.
1- Thank you.
1- For the 4th question, I'd like to ask what emotional effects do you think social exclusion might

have?

K- Emotional effects.

K- Emotional effects, yes.

K - So sadness and?

1- So those emotional effects could look like anxiety as an example.
K- Definitely feeling anxiety. Um yea, it's they definitely fee! GiXiety for just being able toleave the
[i6Use. They may not even be able to do that because they they feel that they may bejidged as being

Gifferent and significantly with the depression it's,

with GEpression in general, it's. | know personally | Strugale With day-to-day activities of being able to
Eengetutof bed. So that's just as me struggling on a day-to-day basis, sometimes with day-to-day,
I have it worse and | have it a little bit better. It's

steam as well, it's, it's a definite knock on effect towards how people the way they see may feel and

have been able to meet their day-to-day needs.
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1~ How do you think others in society perceive the emotional effects of ASD?

K- The emotional effects? Could you elaborate?

1- Yes. So obviously we've just assessed how you think the older person with autism may be

emotionally affected. So now | am asking how you think others.

K- Right. So how how other people would feel in regard to those with ASD? Like how how others

might think that social exclusion affects a person with autism emotionally?

1- So not just your own thoughts, but how do you think others think about it too?

K - Ok, solliEsVery difficult to put myself in that seenario, actually,
I suppose they'd feel Ehere’s definitely) you know, negativity of why people would feel the need t
Socially excliide Someone who may be different. Like there's always going to be someone who's critical
i their way of thinking, just because that may be the way they're raised, or that may be just them in
general.

So!l think other people, i they're more inclined to feel more of a connection towards those, they may
feel anger on their behalf that this person's been excluded. They may feel that they need to include
them more in activities and volunteering work.

It needs to be friendly.





image12.png
(193) sense of selfdentity and understanding where.
VEUBEHGREEWGHG - centitychalenges/oiing to

find their place
(194-195) porticularly if you've grown up with @
negative surrounding of prception of ASD, say, going
with a fomily that didn't accept you or what you are —
stigma/emational impact/lack of acceptance/Gifferent

(195~196) Having that then built and buitt on to you
I - cinjorced stigma

(156 197) - weoring ofbing bt trist thers -
lack of trust/fear

(201) whether or not they feel comfortable - feor/lack
of trust/lack of comfort/lock of sofety/socially
uncomfortable/awkward

o st e — trus ssuesfrom past

experience/trauma.

189
190
191
192
193
194
195
196
197
198
199
200
201
202
203
204
205
206
207
208
209
210

1-0K.

I- And how might social exclusion affect an older autistic person's sense of identity or belonging?

K- So going back to what I said about the growing up with ASD in for the elderly, it's | think it would
be difficult to find myself o §ese of selfidentity and understanding where you belong in this world,
particularly if you've grown up with a negative surrounding of perception of ASD, say, going with a
family that didn't accept you or what you are. Having that then built and built on to you as an older
[person, it may have caused them to become, well, not angry at the world, but a lot more Weary of
being able to trust others, not particularly all those that have had that negative experience and then
say someone who was a far more accepting than me I've ever met would come and meet this

person. They'd be friendly and everything, It's they may be wary even more of that person and think,
oh, hold on this, this may not be the right you'd you'd feel, I think. I think they'd feel a lot more aware
of Wihether or not they feel comfortablé in being able to, you know, like I'm having difficulty explaining
it, but | think they'd have a lot more difficulty with those who are more accepted because they
wouldn't be able to trust them.

1-OK.

K- OK. I think going up in that scenario obviously.
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1- OK. Thank you.

1- What kinds of support could help reduce social exclusion for older adults with autism?

k- Rlotmore awareness| | think if people knew of ASD more and in general a lot more types of
disorders and mental health issues, and if there was friore awareness, there would be less

stigma. So like if people, if there was more information out there of people with ASD, particularly with
that are elderly in general, that we might be able to Grow as asociety that's more accepting.

1- OK, thank you.
1-What do you think are potential barriers to get in this support?

K- There's definitely negativity, particularly stigma surrounding it So you've ot alot of people that
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So like, yeah, there's definitely barriers because you've still got the older generation that grew up with
those people that have that stiga still involved, being able to overlook our society and make those
decisions, whereas Hie iew generation are a lot more ecepting) so we're still having to overcome
those barriers to be able to meet the needs of those with ASD and other disorders, mental illness in

general.

1- OK. That's great. Thank you.

I - What social and behavioural effects could social exclusion have on an individual such as Alan?

K- Um, So what are you like?

K- Can you elaborate a bit just in general?

1- 0K, so in terms of social and behavioural effects, how would being socially excluded affect the

behaviour of someone with ASD and also how would it affect them socially?

K- OK.
K- I think they definitely become more of a recluse, so they wouldn't as be as interactive as a more

litgoing personif you hiaven't had that Geceptance from ayoung age, | think. Personally, it would be
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such an influence that | Wouldn't Want t.go 0ut. And if you've got a case such as Alan, who's had this
his entire life and e’ ad the SUpport systerm) bUt it's been taken, it's one of those things where

you Hon'treally know Where your place s in'society. You don't know how.

Your behaviour may affect other people, so I think with those in general like Alan, socially

and behaviourally, the effects would be difficult for me, yeah, particularly, yeah, it would be difficult.

1- OK. Thank you very much for pa

ipating in this interview. | would like to give you a debrief

sheet.

CODES

Lack of understanding,
Feeling uncomfortable,
Negative impact,
Consequences,
Different,

Labelled,

Barrier,

Attitudes,

Acceptance,
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[(ST) Why do you think all the autistic adults like Alan might be at risk of social exclusion?
(PP) Because they've had no time to process what is going on. So, as they develop and It
lusually in this time when children are diagnosed. When Alan was young, he wasn't
diagnosed, he was just penalised for being different. Cause’ no one understood who or
\what he was or why he was the way he was, and no one tried.

Iou know, the teachers want to try Lucia's case of right, there's your work, get it done.

(ST) So you're talking about ke the difference with Alan’s developmental years in

lcomparison to now.

(PP) Yeah

I(ST) So, how it would have been sort of different in school?

(PP) [SEHOOIROWIHEY GEtGIVERITRBIBOIS Yeah, then they weren't, because they didn't
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lhit because...teachers don't want to
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lunderstand what's going on. You just didn't watch out for it
(ST) And how do you think that would have made someone like Alan be at risk of social

lexclusion?
(PP) Because he was a naughty child, people didn't socialise with him in school,
because they didn't want to get the same label. Yeah even his education would have

ltaken a hit because...teachers don't want to teach a naughty child.

(ST) Yeah, and how do you think he (Alan) would have been perceived? You mentioned
naughty child' there.

(PP) Children, even today will live up to the label they're given. So, if they're classed as a
naughty child, then you're going to be that haughty child, even worse. Yeah.

Sometimes to the point of exclusion. Alan, when he was in school, would have been no
different. Yeah. Other than the fact he'd have had the cane or the slipper or whatever,
bbecause it wasn't bad back then.

(ST) Thank you. So, thinking about that then, what sort of cognitive effects do you think
long term social exclusion might have on someane like Alan?

(PP) All Alan would understand was no one wanted to be his friend [ ERNSNBINGE
JBIRER most of us formed those close relationships and close friendships.

For Alan, that didn't happen. So yeah, [
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|Atan didn't get these socialisations. ~ lack
lof support

Ines never been marries, never had  irfrienc
lbecause he couldrit form the emotional connection

lto create that relationship.

Inimself because someone is interacting with him. Yeah. Educationally, that's going to be

lthe worst because he wasn't taught properly because he didn't have the understanding.
He might have been able to go further if he'd had the support. Yeah. Just because they're
autistic doesn't mean they're resigned to just menial jobs. Yeah. You know, they could
lwork in offices, they could work in shops, they can work wherever they want. As long as
[they've got the education.

If given the chance to do it. Yeah. He wouldn't have been.

So, um...

(ST) And in terms of long-term social exclusion, what do you think would be the effects
of, say, someone like Alan interpreting information about people from the interactions
[that he may have?

(PP) Autistic people are literal. If you tell them a can is half empty, then to him is half
empty until they pick it up and you could be 3/4 full.

But you set half empty, so that's wrong now. They don't take sarcasm, they can't
understand it. But...because autistic is known now, they've got a slightly

broader understanding of all emotions, so they know that not everyone's going to pick fol
lthem. So, if they've got a friend and that person takes them out because something
lthey've done, it's not going to upset them as much as a stranger done it. Alan didn't get
lthese socialisations. Now he lives with his family. But he lived with his family until they
passed. Yeah. So that means he's never been married, never had a girifriend because he
couldn't form the emotional connection to create that relationship.
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[(ST) So, the lack of those kind of relationships would result in less experiences and
lopportunities to explore and form understandings of neurotypical people?

I(PP) Yeah.

(ST) So how do you think being socially excluded might affect confidence or decision
making for older adults with autism?

(PP) If it's something they've been doing for a while, they've got the confidence to do it,
ffor something new, they don't believe they can do it for something new, they don't
believe they can do it because they haven't been given the..procedure, yeah, and now |
leamed the procedure on how to do it.

So they've got no confidence in trying something new or forming friendships

o relationships and love and you know things like that everyone takes for granted. He
hasn't tried them because he doesn't know how. He doesn't know how to move up the
company because it's not part of his routine. So again, like the lack of opportunity, isn't it.
(ST) What emotional effects do you think social exclusion might have on an older person
lwith autism?

If you ask someone like Alan and that, they tell you that it's got no effect because it's the
\way they've always lived. But there's no joy.

[There's no relaxation because they've gone out for a pint with their friends. There's no
interactions outside the house. He goes to work, he goes home.

Because he still lives with his parents, yeah, so..I'd say there was a..sadness in him...
because there's nothing for him as far as he's concerned, because he doesn't do
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ffriendship, he doesn't do change routine, he doesn't do anything. So, theres not much he
can find that little bit of joy in life.

(ST) So if someone like Alan is experiencing, for instance, social exclusion in work and
lthere’s kind of like a bit of mockery and Alan’s not being included.

IWhat sort of effects would that have on him emationally, do you think?

(PP) That was a hard one, because...f I'm excluded, | feel isolated, lonely and sad. Yeah.
But Alan has known nothing but exclusion.

(ST) Do you think it might exacerbate anything for him?

(PP) ON, he's still feeling negative about himself and no one likes him and..

IVeah. But then he reminds himself that no one ever has. He justifies it

(ST) So do you think he understands what's happening when he’s socially excluded? (PP)
IVes, because he's able to work because of the way he is on the spectrum. He can see what|
is happening. Although he doesn't want to be out there, you still see the friendship
groups forming around him and then it's just him on his own.

(ST) How do you think social exclusion then may affect an older autistic person’s sense of
identity or belonging?

(PP) The only place he feels that he's got belonging s at home, because he belongs to his|
parents, but those are the people that actually he feels 100 safe with. So, his identity is
kind of at home, possibly sort of his workplace with his set routine. Yeah. (ST) What kinds
of support do you think could help reduce social exclusion for older adults with autism?
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[(PP) There needs to be groups. You've got the AA groups. They need to have, I'd say,
lthree different types, three different groups. So, you've got the high functioning group,
lthe medium functioning group and the low functioning group. That way then they got
people around them that are like-minded

People been through the same. And..although they can't nderstand what that person's
going through, they have an Understanding.of what that person’s going through because
lthey're going through something similar. Yeah. So, it's, it gives them friendship then
because...he knows they won't turn on him.

(ST) Do you think that's important then, friendships?

(PP) Ves,it's very important, your friends are like your sound board. You're having a bad
Iday, you have a friend to talk to.

If you've not got the friendships, you don't unload, which means it's all bottled in,
internally.

(ST) Would there be any other sort of kinds of support that could reduce social exclusion
i older adults with autism, do you think?

(PP) Yeah, like walking groups or coffee Groups or even groups that meet up in pubs.
lAnd with a support worker, they could introduce Alan's group like that, yeah.

So, it's normal people. We're all part of this group so that he can interact with people who
are classed as normal.
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(ST) Yeah, s0 what you're saying, if I'm right, not just that Alan is socialising with other
people with autism, but also with people that are neurotypical?

(PP) Yeah. Yeah. That way then he's got more people around him. Yeah, so it's.
It's important to have people around you that are going through some other similar.to

lyou. Yeah. It's also important to have people around you that are not. Yeah.
and help the other, the normal people to understand autistic people.
[That way then they're not as excluded because they're learning how to interact with them.

(ST) It's interesting that you said neurotypical people should have more experience
laround people with autism. Why, why do you think that's important?

(PP) People with autism are..a lot of the time, depending on where they are on scale,
isolated because people don't know how to interact with them. They don't know how to
ltalk to them, they don't know how to invite them in without it becoming an insult. (ST)
lAnd why do you think peaple don't know how to initiate conversations with older autistic
adults?

(PP) Because in school they're secluded. Anyhow, they do go into mainstream.
But they are known as STFs, so they are avoided.

(ST) So, a neurotypical person maybe doesn't have that much interaction because they
haven't had the opportunity or the awareness?

|(PP) Exactly. They don't know how to do it. That's because they don't know how to do it.
IThey don't do it.
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(ST) It sounds like there's a bit of a gap there?

I(PP) Ves, yeah.

(ST) And finally, what do you think are the potential barriers to getting the support that
lyou've just spoken about?

(PP) Funding is a big one. To get to people on the same level of autism together would
break confidentiality because they look like normal peaple. As for the normal groups that
lwould be because people are uncomfortable with what they don't understand, is the nice
\way of putting it. They don't understand how to interact with people because they don't
understand, so they don't do it. Yeah. Because they don't want to look stupid or they
ldon't want to upset someone or they don't know what to do about it.

(ST) So like a little bit of a fear of the unknown and a fear of maybe upsetting somebody?

(PP) It's like standing on the edge of a cliff to clff jump. Yeah. Or to climb down and it's
lthat fear before you start. Now a lot of people won't go over because it's too scary. Yeah.
|And interacting with people with mental health needs is the same barrier.

(ST) So is there anything else apart from, | mean, obviously funding is, you know, its all
about funding, but is there anything else aside from funding that you think could help?

(PP) Charity events. If it gets normal and autistic people together to do a sponsored walk.
IVeah. You know, at the same time, you know, they could do a sponsored walk to raise
awareness for a particular mental health. Yeah.

and a person can learn about it as well. Or they can do like a treasure hunt where they're
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lgoing to answer questions about specific autism and work with someone with their
autism. So that way they're having fun and gaining understanding and raising money. So,
somebody's actually. getting experience with, could be somebody with mental health or
somebody with autism and they're ;

you know, learning about
lthe condition.

(ST) Almost like a work placement, gaining knowledge and experience?

(PP) A normal person is out learning about older autistic people, and the older autistic
person s learning about normal people.

(ST) | think that's a really, really good idea.

s there anything else that you want to add?

INo. No. OK. Thank you very much for your time. Thank you.
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Study Consent Form

| understand that this research study is being carried out by a group of 2 year
Psychology Students for the purpose of a module assessment, and that taking part
in this study will answering a number of questions based on beliefs and opinions
relating to potential cognitive, emotional and social effects of social exclusion on
older people, and how these effects might be ameliorated

| understand that this study will take approximately 15 minutes to complete.

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

I understand that once | 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.

| am aware that if | have concerns about the study, | can contact the researchers at

any time during or after the study on Lisa Miggins ( 2405698@student.uwtsd.ac.uk),
Alanta Sloggett ( 2416755@student.uwtsd.ac.uk ), Stephanie Thompson
(2405220@studentuwtsd.ac.uk), Chrissy Jones (2405214@student uwtsd ac.uk),
Tina Harris (2404664@student.uwtsd.ac.uk ) or the module lead Dr Judith Marshall

on ( judith.marshall@uwtsd.ac.uk ), should | have any concerns.

1also understand that at the end of the study | will be provided with a debrief form.
Please tick the boxes below to confirm:

O 1am aged 18 years of age or over

O understand | can withdraw at any time without penalty

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

O I understand all the above information on this consent form

O 1 consent to taking part in this study
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