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‭Abstract‬

‭Much of past autism research has failed to anticipate how people continuously live with‬
‭the condition. Previous studies report mixed findings into people's attitudes and‬

‭understanding of autism. The aims of the current study were to explore participants’‬
‭attitudes and understanding of autism. A mixed methods design was used over two‬
‭study stages. In stage one, participants completed an online questionnaire. In stage‬

‭two, participants watched one of two videos about autism and recompleted the‬
‭questionnaire in the UWTSD psychology labs, followed by a short, recorded interview.‬
‭Participants were UWTSD psychology and counselling students. Results indicated a‬
‭weak correlation between attitudes and understanding of autism in stage one, which‬
‭increased in stage two. No significant differences were found in responses between‬

‭video groups. Thematic analysis of interviews revealed further variables into‬
‭perceptions of autism, thus highlighting a need for further research into the‬

‭encompassing factors that influence people’s views.‬
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‭Chapter One – Literature Review‬

‭Introduction – Living with Autism‬

‭Autism can be described as a neurodevelopmental disorder that impacts an‬

‭individual’s ability to process many different stimuli. It can often be associated with‬

‭repetitive behaviours and interests, as well as social and communicative deficits‬

‭(American Psychiatric Association, APA; 2013, as cited in Cage et al., 2019).‬

‭Additionally, many autistic individuals experience symptoms of anxiety resulting from‬

‭various factors of distress (Maloret & Scott, 2018). It has been estimated that‬

‭approximately 1% of the UK population has autism (Baird et al., 2006, as cited in Cage‬

‭et al., 2019). Public awareness of autism has previously been limited. As such, certain‬

‭demographic groups are less likely to be aware of autism (Alyami et al., 2022;‬

‭Dillenburger et al., 2013; Waldock & Forrester-Jones, 2020). Autistic people often feel‬

‭they are not understood by those around them (Cage & Howes, 2020; Stagg & Belcher,‬

‭2019), which can lead to feelings of loneliness (Elmose, 2020) and poor mental health‬

‭outcomes (Petty et al., 2023).‬

‭Research into autism places most of its focus on children rather than adults living‬

‭with the condition (Bailey, 2012; Howlin & Taylor, 2015; Stagg & Belcher, 2019). Yet,‬

‭many adults continue to feel the impact of autism throughout their lives. In their old age,‬

‭autistic adults still report experiencing differences in communication with their‬

‭non-autistic peers (Hwang et al., 2017). Due to a lack of awareness of autism in adults,‬

‭as well as the existence of autistic stereotypes, such as the idea that autism is present‬
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‭only in males (Mo et al., 2022), it has become difficult for autistic adults to obtain official‬

‭diagnoses. Additionally, many autistic adults report that a diagnosis has not assisted‬

‭them in finding beneficial changes to their lives (Crane et al., 2018). For example,‬

‭research by Stagg and Belcher (2019) has indicated that autistic adults with late‬

‭diagnoses are not able to find external support for their characteristics and instead can‬

‭only implement internal strategies to mitigate challenges posed by autism. Generally, it‬

‭is reported that autism is more prevalent in males than in females (Rujeedawa &‬

‭Zaman, 2022). However, this could be due to presentation differences between males‬

‭and females. Additionally, most foundational research regarding autism spectrum‬

‭disorder has been done in reference to male children. Therefore, it is possible that‬

‭current diagnostic criteria are biased towards how autism typically presents in young‬

‭males (Rujeedawa & Zaman, 2022; Tsirgiotis et al., 2024).‬

‭Many of the differences in behaviours associated with autism can impact the‬

‭social aspects of an autistic person’s life. Research has indicated that autistic‬

‭individuals tend to have poorer self-esteem compared to their neurotypical peers, as‬

‭well as an increased risk of depressive symptoms (Cooper et al., 2017). Additionally,‬

‭autistic individuals have been found to have more negative social identities (Tajfel &‬

‭Turner, 1979) compared to neurotypical individuals, which may be due to stigma‬

‭surrounding autism (Cooper et al., 2017; Perry et al., 2022).‬
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‭Knowledge and Perceptions‬

‭Some Australian research has focused on the perceptions of autism spectrum‬

‭disorder in society. For example, research conducted by Kuzminski et al. (2019)‬

‭indicates that attitudes towards autism in Australia are generally positive. In this study,‬

‭over 1000 neurotypical participants were asked to complete the Societal Attitudes‬

‭Towards Autism (SATA) scale (Flood et al., 2013). Results indicated that most‬

‭participants held positive attitudes towards autism, as well as good knowledge of‬

‭autism. It was also observed that female participants had more positive attitudes than‬

‭male participants. However, it was reported that there were more female participants‬

‭taking part compared to male participants, meaning that the gender differences‬

‭observed could be a result of the demographics of the participant pool rather than a‬

‭reflection of attitudes towards autism. Also, participants may have answered the survey‬

‭questions according to their beliefs of social desirability. Furthermore, this study did not‬

‭account for the potential impact of participants’ personal relationships, as participants‬

‭who are close to an autistic individual may have held a different level of knowledge or‬

‭attitude compared to participants who did not have a relationship with an autistic‬

‭individual.‬

‭In contrast to Kuzminski et al. (2019), research by Jones et al. (2021) suggests‬

‭that knowledge of autism is generally poor amongst the Australian population.‬

‭Awareness of autism in women was observed to be poorer than awareness of autism in‬
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‭men. Additionally, this study noted that participants reported a lack of understanding‬

‭towards supporting their autistic peers. This was also implied within the responses of‬

‭participants who had prior involvement with an autistic individual, as although these‬

‭participants reported having greater awareness of autism, they also noted that this‬

‭awareness is not typically shared by others who do not have experience with autism.‬

‭Like other studies of its kind, this research recruited primarily non-autistic participants,‬

‭meaning that a comparison of attitudes and knowledge between autistic and‬

‭non-autistic participants cannot be made. Following this research, however, it is‬

‭suggested that increased interaction with autistic individuals can improve peoples’‬

‭awareness and understanding towards autism.‬

‭A study investigating dehumanizing attitudes towards autism by Cage et al.‬

‭(2019) aimed to observe the levels of knowledge and openness regarding autism held‬

‭by non-autistic participants in England. Participants were asked to complete the Autism‬

‭Awareness Survey (Tipton & Blacher, 2014) and were also asked to respond to several‬

‭items following the viewing of a vignette describing an autistic person who remained‬

‭unlabelled. Findings indicated that most participants held good knowledge of autism,‬

‭with female participants reporting higher levels of knowledge and openness to autism‬

‭compared to male participants. Overall, scores for openness of autism were also‬

‭relatively high, however, many participants agreed that the person described in the‬

‭vignette was ‘different’ to them. It was also observed within this study that participants‬

‭had rated autistic individuals as having low human uniqueness, which could indicate a‬
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‭dehumanising attitude. There are limitations to these findings however, as the‬

‭participant sample consisted mostly of white female students. This suggests that the‬

‭data gathered from this study may only represent one demographic of individuals,‬

‭meaning there is a lack of diversity within the participant pool.‬

‭Research by Scheerer et al. (2022) suggests a correlation between knowledge of‬

‭autism and attitude towards autism. In this study, teenage participants were asked to‬

‭provide their perceptions of 20 autistic and 20 non-autistic adults either before or after‬

‭participating in an informative presentation detailing the experiences of autistic‬

‭individuals. It was found that participants who completed the observations and rating‬

‭before the presentation had rated autistic adults less favourably compared to‬

‭non-autistic adults. Participants completing ratings after the informative presentation‬

‭were significantly more positive towards autistic adults compared to those who watched‬

‭the presentation second. Despite the improvement in perceptions of autistic adults‬

‭following the presentation, there remains the possibility that participants’ responses‬

‭were a result of perceived social desirability following the presentation. However, these‬

‭findings still suggest that perceptions and attitudes towards autism can change when‬

‭people become more knowledgeable about autism.‬

‭Previous research indicates that a bias is present when people interact with‬

‭autistic individuals. In a study conducted by Norris et al. (2024), participants with no‬



‭13‬
‭prior rating experience were asked to rate autistic and non-autistic candidates by‬

‭watching interview recordings. Here it was observed that autistic candidates received‬

‭lower ratings due to perceptions of non-verbal behaviour. The second phase of this‬

‭study asked participants with prior rating experience to rate candidates using either an‬

‭interview video or transcript. Here, non-autistic candidates received better ratings when‬

‭assessed by video compared to by transcript. However, there were no observed‬

‭differences in perceptions between video and transcript for autistic candidates. These‬

‭results imply that non-verbal behaviour is likely to become a factor of bias against‬

‭autistic individuals. Despite the implications of these findings, there are improvements‬

‭that could be made to this research to gather further observations. For example, the use‬

‭of autistic raters in the study may provide different results compared to non-autistic‬

‭raters. Additionally, the specific role that candidates were said to be interviewed for was‬

‭not specified during this study. Therefore, it is possible that these findings are more‬

‭reflective of participants’ general perceptions of candidates, as there was no specific job‬

‭criteria used within the ratings.‬

‭Sasson and Morrison (2019) explored perceptions of autistic individuals‬

‭compared to non-autistic individuals in relation to impressions of both autistic and‬

‭non-autistic candidates, using mock audition recordings for a game show. The diagnosis‬

‭of candidates was either given, withheld, or falsely provided. Results show that‬

‭participants were less favourable towards autistic candidates compared to non-autistic‬

‭controls. Ratings of autistic candidates were significantly higher when accurately‬
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‭diagnosed to participants. Additionally, ratings of control candidates improved when‬

‭falsely diagnosed as autistic to participants. Furthermore, candidates expressing more‬

‭severe autistic traits were rated less favourably, with male candidates receiving poorer‬

‭ratings than female candidates. It was also observed that participants with greater‬

‭knowledge of autism held higher ratings towards autistic candidates compared to‬

‭participants with less knowledge of autism. These findings suggest that autistic‬

‭individuals are generally perceived more positively when others are aware of their‬

‭autism, and that those with greater knowledge of autism are more likely to hold more‬

‭positive perceptions of autistic individuals compared to those with poorer knowledge of‬

‭autism. Additionally, these findings could imply that the presence of a diagnosis, even‬

‭when falsified, can improve perceptions of individuals. However, these findings could‬

‭have been impacted by gender bias, as most participants were male. Therefore,‬

‭recruiting more female participants may have resulted in different findings.‬

‭Further research by DeBrabander et al. (2019) has observed the impressions‬

‭autistic adults make on both autistic and non-autistic participants. In this study,‬

‭participants, both autistic and non-autistic, viewed short videos of individuals and gave‬

‭their impressions of the people in each recording. Results showed that both autistic and‬

‭non-autistic participants had less favourable impressions of autistic individuals. For‬

‭example, both participant groups rated the autistic people in the recordings as more‬

‭awkward compared to non-autistic people in the recordings. However, autistic‬

‭participants did not indicate disinterest in interacting with autistic individuals as seen‬
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‭with non-autistic participants. Additionally, impressions of autistic individuals improved‬

‭for non-autistic participants when the status of diagnoses was given. This was not‬

‭shown for autistic participants, which suggests that the status of diagnosis did not‬

‭influence the impressions of autistic participants. Overall, the findings of this study imply‬

‭that autistic and non-autistic adults have similar perceptions of others, although the‬

‭implications of these perceptions differ. Despite the implications of these findings, it is‬

‭worth noting that the participant sample consisted mostly of Caucasian males, meaning‬

‭that the diversity of the sample is limited.‬

‭Attitudes and Behaviour‬

‭Although there exist many reports of peoples’ explicit attitudes towards autism,‬

‭these studies may be limited by social desirability.‬‭Dickter and colleagues (2020) used‬

‭an implicit association task to measure participants’ implicit attitudes towards autistic‬

‭adults. Results indicated that while most explicit responses were positive, participants‬

‭were found to hold negative implicit attitudes towards autism. It was also reported that‬

‭participants who possessed more autism traits were more likely to have a positive‬

‭implicit attitude of autism. However, these data were collected from neurotypical‬

‭participants, meaning that a comparison between autistic and non-autistic participant‬

‭responses cannot be made.‬
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‭Mac Cárthaigh & López (2020) examined perceptions of autistic people in both‬

‭British and South Korean nurses. Results indicated that both participant groups were‬

‭lacking knowledge regarding autism. British participants had overall more understanding‬

‭of autism and had more positive attitudes towards autism compared to the South‬

‭Korean participants. Additionally, knowledge of autism was only found to impact the‬

‭responses of British participants, and the effect was minimal. This suggests that‬

‭peoples’ understanding of autism has little to no effect on their attitudes towards autism,‬

‭even across cultures. However, since the level of knowledge and understanding of‬

‭autism across participants was low, it is possible that results were impacted by this.‬

‭A comparative study by Morris et al. (2024) explored the differences in attitudes‬

‭and knowledge of autism held by adults with siblings. Participants reported having either‬

‭a neurotypical sibling or autistic sibling and were asked to complete knowledge and‬

‭attitudes surveys regarding autism. Results showed no significant differences in‬

‭attitudes between each group of participants. However, participants with an autistic‬

‭sibling showed greater knowledge and understanding of autism compared to‬

‭participants with a neurotypical sibling. This suggests that increased exposure and‬

‭interaction with autistic individuals can increase people’s knowledge and understanding‬

‭towards autism. Despite these findings, however, it was reported within this research‬

‭that all participants had previous exposure to autistic individuals via volunteer work or‬

‭more distant family members. Therefore, a comparison of attitudes between those with‬
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‭exposure to autism and those without cannot be drawn here as there was no true ‘out’‬

‭group.‬

‭Research by Zarokanellou et al. (2024) has examined the attitudes held by‬

‭Greek healthcare students regarding autism. In this study, participants were divided into‬

‭three groups, where each group viewed three vignettes of an autistic student’s‬

‭interactions in three different settings. Each group was told that the student in the‬

‭vignette was either “high functioning” autistic, typically developing, or not labelled.‬

‭Results indicate that participants in the “high functioning” group reported more positive‬

‭attitudes towards the student in the vignettes compared to the “non-labelled” group.‬

‭Furthermore, participants in the “typically developing” group reported fewer positive‬

‭attitudes towards the student in the vignettes and were more rejective of the behaviour‬

‭described. This suggests that people are less accepting of atypical behaviour, and that‬

‭awareness of an individual’s differences can mitigate negative attitudes. Although this‬

‭study explores the perceptions of certain labels relevant to autism, there is room for a‬

‭wider variety of labels to be observed in future research, such as the perceptions of‬

‭autistic individuals who may have more visible support needs.‬

‭Research by Stevenson and Mowad (2019) has examined people's associative‬

‭attitudes towards autism amongst both college students and the general population. In‬

‭this study, two groups of participants were asked to create and rank several word‬

‭associations for several labels (e.g. ‘a person on the autism spectrum’). Results indicate‬
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‭that participants from the general population group rated the autism label as the second‬

‭most negative, after the disability label, which was rated the most negative. Amongst‬

‭college student participants, the same rating appeared for the disability label, but not for‬

‭the autism label. This suggests that the general population holds more negative explicit‬

‭attitudes towards autism compared to college students. However, the participants‬

‭sample used in this study consisted primarily of well-educated American individuals‬

‭from an ethnic majority in the area. Thus, there is a lack of diversity within this sample,‬

‭meaning that a range of responses from different participants could not be achieved.‬

‭Furthermore, this study does not account for participants' potential to produce socially‬

‭desirable responses instead of honest ones.‬
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‭The Current Study‬

‭The current study aims to investigate the relationship between peoples’ attitudes‬

‭towards autism and their understanding of autism using mixed methods. To do this,‬

‭different types of video information will be used to impact participants’ perceptions of‬

‭autism. Previous research on the impact of sharing information through storytelling has‬

‭indicated that people are more likely to understand and resonate with information‬

‭expressed through stories rather than other methods (Butcher, 2006; Bove & Tryon,‬

‭2018).‬

‭Hypotheses:‬

‭This study aims to explore the potential impact of video information on peoples’‬

‭understanding of, and attitudes towards autistic adults. From the discussed literature,‬

‭the following hypotheses have been generated:‬

‭Hypothesis 1: Participants who indicate a greater understanding of autism (i.e. receiving‬

‭a higher score on the Autism Awareness Survey; AAS; Tipton & Blacher, 2014) will also‬

‭indicate more positive attitudes towards autism (i.e. receiving a higher score on the‬

‭Societal Attitudes Towards Autism (SATA) scale; Flood et al., 2013).‬

‭Hypothesis 2: Participants will indicate significantly more positive responses to the‬

‭survey questions after watching an informative video than they did before watching it.‬
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‭Hypothesis 3: There will be significant differences in the ‘after video’ responses between‬

‭the two groups based on the video watched.‬

‭Further Research Question (Qualitative):‬

‭To explore participants’ perceptions of the two different videos and their impact on‬

‭participants’ responses.‬
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‭Chapter Two – Methodology‬

‭2.1 Participants‬

‭In study stage one, level 4 and 5 students from the Centre of Psychology and‬

‭Counselling at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David were recruited using the‬

‭Experiment Management System (EMS). There were 62 total participants (47 females,‬

‭11 males, 2 nonbinary/third gender and 2 preferred not to say), aged between 18 and‬

‭59‬‭(M‬‭= 29.47,‬‭SD‬‭= 9.94)‬‭.‬‭Two course credits were‬‭awarded to participants for taking‬

‭part in this stage. During this stage, participants were informed that the study consisted‬

‭of two parts, and that they were encouraged to sign up for both parts.‬

‭In study stage two, 25 participants (18 females, 6 males and 1 nonbinary/third‬

‭gender) who had previously completed stage one signed up to participate using EMS‬

‭and were awarded three course credits for taking part. Participants were aged 18-59 (‬‭M‬

‭= 29.16,‬‭SD‬‭= 11.58).‬

‭2.2 Ethics‬

‭There are some ethical concerns in relation to this study. Firstly, as responses‬

‭from participants were audio-recorded during stage two, there is a possibility that this‬

‭data may be used inappropriately. To mitigate this, only the researcher can access‬

‭audio-recorded data. All recordings were uploaded to the researcher’s OneDrive‬

‭account and then deleted from the recording device. Another possible concern is that‬

‭participants’ EMS IDs were recorded during data collection for the purpose of data‬
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‭comparison between stages one and two. Participants were informed of this during both‬

‭stages and provided consent to have this data be used in this manner. All EMS IDs‬

‭were replaced with unique study IDs following data collection. To mitigate any concerns‬

‭of the conduct of the researcher, a protocol was created and adhered to by the‬

‭researcher. This study received ethical approval November 5‬‭th‬ ‭2024 from the research‬

‭supervisor. Please see the ethics form (Appendix B) for further ethical considerations.‬

‭2.3 Design‬

‭This study used a between-subjects design and adopted a mixed methods‬

‭approach over two stages. In stage one, participants completed the Autism Awareness‬

‭Survey (AAS) and Societal Attitudes Towards Autism (SATA) scale (see materials)‬

‭online using a Qualtrics survey. The second stage was conducted within the psychology‬

‭labs at UWTSD’s Swansea campus, where participants repeated the Qualtrics survey‬

‭after watching one of two videos (see materials). Participants additionally provided‬

‭qualitative data during stage two where they were asked a series of questions by the‬

‭researcher (see Appendix E) which were audio recorded. Participants’ responses to the‬

‭two questionnaires were the dependent variable in this study. The study’s independent‬

‭variable was the videos used within stage two to increase participants’ understanding of‬

‭autism spectrum disorder. Here, participants were divided into two groups according to‬

‭which video they were shown (see materials). After completing the Qualtrics‬

‭questionnaire in stage two, participants were asked a series of open-ended questions‬
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‭relating to the video they had watched. All participants were given access to the survey‬

‭in study stage one by signing up to participate using the Experiment Management‬

‭System (EMS). During study stage two, participants were given a unique study ID. The‬

‭researcher alternated which group participants would be assigned to in stage two to‬

‭ensure that groups contained a similar number of participants. Quantitative data‬

‭collected via Qualtrics were analysed using a correlational analysis and two‬

‭independent samples t-tests. Qualitative data collected from participants were analysed‬

‭using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017). For data‬

‭comparison between study stages, participants were asked to provide their EMS‬

‭identification number during the Qualtrics surveys. Participants were made aware that‬

‭their EMS ID would be replaced by their unique study ID once data had been collected,‬

‭therefore the data collected during each study stage remained anonymous.‬

‭2.4 Materials‬

‭The Societal Attitudes Towards Autism (SATA) scale (Flood et al., 2013) was‬

‭used in both stages of this study to measure participants' attitudes towards autism‬

‭spectrum disorder. The SATA scale contains a total of 26 items (e.g., ‘People with‬

‭autism tend to be violent’), which participants were asked to rate using the following‬

‭4-point Likert Scale: 1 = strongly disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = agree; 4 = strongly agree.‬

‭Of the 26 total items, 19 were reverse scored. Participants could obtain a score‬

‭between 1 and 4 for each item and could gain a total score ranging from 26 – 104.‬
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‭Higher scores indicated that participants held more positive attitudes towards autism‬

‭compared to lower scores which indicated fewer positive attitudes. The reported‬

‭Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .91, which is slightly higher than the reliability‬

‭reported by Flood et al. (2013) (.86).‬

‭The Autism Awareness Survey (Tipton & Blacher, 2014) was used during both‬

‭study stages to measure participants’ understanding of autism spectrum disorder. The‬

‭AAS consists of 14 items (e.g., ‘Autism is an emotional disorder’) which were rated by‬

‭participants using the following 5-point Likert scale: 0 = disagree; 1 = somewhat‬

‭disagree; 2 = unsure; 3 = somewhat agree; 4 = agree. Of the 14 total items, 7 were‬

‭reverse scored. Scores for each item ranged from 0 – 4 and total scores for the AAS‬

‭ranged between 0 – 56. Higher scores indicated that participants had a greater‬

‭understanding of autism, whereas lower scores indicated that participants had a poorer‬

‭understanding of autism. Cronbach’s alpha reported for this scale was .77, which is‬

‭slightly higher than the reliability reported by Tipton and Blacher (2014) (.60).‬

‭The AAS and SATA scale were presented to participants via a Qualtrics‬

‭questionnaire. In stage one, this questionnaire was accessible online to participants‬

‭upon signing up to EMS. In stage two, participants accessed the questionnaire using a‬

‭computer within the psychology labs at UWTSD’s Swansea IQ campus. In stage two of‬

‭the study, participants were asked to watch a short video before completing the‬
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‭questionnaire. Participants viewed either ‘what is autism?’‬

‭(‬‭https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lk4qs8jGN4U‬‭) or ‘Dawn’s‬‭story’‬

‭(‬‭https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5P7RM4EnRQA‬‭). Both‬‭videos are freely available‬

‭to watch on the YouTube channel of the National Autistic Society. At the end of stage‬

‭two, the researcher presented participants with six open-ended questions (see‬

‭Appendix F). Participants were asked questions by the researcher for the purpose of‬

‭exploring the thoughts that participants had regarding the video they watched.‬

‭Responses to the interview questions were recorded by the researcher using a‬

‭recording device.‬

‭2.5 Pilot‬

‭A small pilot was conducted by the researcher for study stage two to ensure that‬

‭the open-ended questions used during the study were appropriate. Three family‬

‭members of the researcher were recruited for this. Each pilot participant completed the‬

‭study as described by the study procedure; however, this instead took place in a quiet‬

‭room provided by the researcher. Participants’ responses to the open-ended questions‬

‭asked by the researcher indicated that the questions were appropriate to use for the‬

‭study.‬

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lk4qs8jGN4U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5P7RM4EnRQA
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‭2.6 Procedure‬

‭Upon signing up to take part in study stage one, participants were given an‬

‭online link to a Qualtrics survey, where they were asked to read through the study‬

‭information. Following this, participants were asked to read through the study consent‬

‭form and confirm their consent to take part by selecting the appropriate boxes in the‬

‭survey. Once participants were happy to proceed, they were asked to provide their age,‬

‭gender and EMS ID number. Here, it was indicated to participants that they must‬

‭provide their EMS ID number for the purpose of data comparison between study stages.‬

‭Next, they were asked to complete the Autism Awareness Survey (AAS; Tipton &‬

‭Blacher, 2014), followed by the Societal Attitudes Towards Autism (SATA) scale (Flood‬

‭et al., 2013). After completing the AAS and SATA scale, it was explained to participants‬

‭that the purpose of the study was to observe attitudes towards autism. Following this,‬

‭participants were reminded that the study consisted of two stages, and that they would‬

‭be reminded to sign up for stage two once it became available on EMS.‬

‭Study stage two took place in the psychology labs at UWTSD’s Swansea‬

‭campus. Upon arriving at the labs, participants were greeted by the researcher, who‬

‭escorted participants to a computer inside the laboratory. Once inside the lab,‬

‭participants were given paper copies of the study information sheet and consent forms.‬

‭Participants were asked to read through the information carefully before providing their‬

‭consent. Once consent had been obtained, the researcher would direct participants’‬

‭attention to the computer screen, where they would be asked to watch one of the‬

‭following videos: “What is autism?” (‬‭https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lk4qs8jGN4U‬‭)‬

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lk4qs8jGN4U
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‭or “Dawn’s Story” (‬‭https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5P7RM4EnRQA‬‭). When watching‬

‭the video, the researcher waited outside of the room. After participants had finished‬

‭watching either video, the researcher would re-enter the room and direct their attention‬

‭to a Qualtrics survey on the computer screen. Following this, the researcher left the‬

‭room to allow for participants to complete the next task on their own. Here, participants‬

‭were asked to provide their age, gender and EMS ID before completing the AAS and‬

‭SATA scale. After participants had completed the questionnaire, the researcher would‬

‭re-enter the room. Here, the researcher reminded participants that they were about to‬

‭be asked several questions regarding their thoughts about the video they were asked to‬

‭watch during the study. The conversation between the researcher and participant was‬

‭audio-recorded, where the researcher indicated to participants when the recording‬

‭device was switched on and off. Once the study concluded, the researcher presented‬

‭participants with a debrief form and explained the full purpose of the study. Here,‬

‭participants were reminded that their data would be anonymised after this point and‬

‭could no longer be traced back to them. If participants had any questions regarding the‬

‭study, they were given the opportunity to express these to the researcher. Finally,‬

‭participants were escorted out of the laboratory. All recordings were uploaded to the‬

‭researcher’s OneDrive before being deleted from the recording device. Recordings‬

‭were then transcribed verbatim by the researcher for analysis.‬

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5P7RM4EnRQA
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‭Chapter Three – Results‬

‭Quantitative data from both study stages was exported from Qualtrics to Excel to‬

‭be sorted. Clean data were input into SPSS, where relevant survey items were reverse‬

‭scored. Items from the AAS were recoded from 1-5 to 0-4. Recordings were uploaded to‬

‭OneDrive and deleted from the recording device. All recordings were transcribed‬

‭verbatim for thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2017).‬

‭3.1 Quantitative Analyses‬

‭Table 1‬

‭Stage 1‬ ‭Stage 2‬

‭N‬ ‭M‬ ‭SD‬ ‭Range‬ ‭N‬ ‭M‬ ‭SD‬ ‭Range‬
‭Autism‬
‭Awareness‬
‭Scale‬

‭61‬ ‭41.64‬ ‭4.83‬ ‭23‬ ‭25‬ ‭41.96‬ ‭5.58‬ ‭23‬

‭Societal‬
‭Attitudes‬
‭Towards‬
‭Autism‬

‭62‬ ‭88.40‬ ‭9.27‬ ‭56‬ ‭25‬ ‭90.04‬ ‭7.09‬ ‭29‬

‭Table 1. Descriptive Statistics‬

‭3.1.1 Correlational Analyses‬

‭Two Pearson Product Moment Correlation analyses were conducted to explore‬

‭the relationship between participants’ understanding of autism and attitudes towards‬

‭autism during each study stage. Out of a total of 62 participants, one participant did not‬

‭complete the AAS in study stage one. In stage one, there was a weak, positive‬

‭correlation between variables,‬‭r‬‭= .29,‬‭N‬‭= 61,‬‭p‬‭< .05, where participants' attitudes‬
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‭towards autism were weakly influenced by their understanding of autism. In stage two,‬

‭there was a moderate positive correlation between variables,‬‭r‬‭= .50,‬‭N‬‭= 25,‬‭p‬‭< .05,‬

‭meaning that as participants’ understanding of autism increases, their attitudes towards‬

‭autism become more positive. These findings suggest that the correlation between‬

‭participants’ understanding of autism and their attitudes towards autism have increased‬

‭in study stage two. This suggests that the hypothesis (1) that understanding influences‬

‭attitudes can be accepted.‬

‭3.1.2 Independent Samples T-tests‬

‭An independent samples t-test was conducted to explore the differences in‬

‭participants’ understanding of autism after watching one of two videos within study‬

‭stage two. This included a brief informative video about autism (video A) and an‬

‭interview recording of an autistic adult (video B). Results indicated that there was no‬

‭significant difference in understanding of autism between participants who watched‬

‭video A (‬‭M‬‭= 41.62,‬‭SD‬‭= 6.51) and those who watched‬‭video B (‬‭M‬‭= 42.33,‬‭SD‬‭= 4.62);‬

‭t‬‭(23) = -.28,‬‭p‬‭> .05.‬

‭Another independent samples t-test was conducted to explore the differences in‬

‭participants’ attitudes towards autism after watching one of two videos within study‬

‭stage two. Results show that there was no significant difference between participants’‬

‭attitudes towards autism between those who watched video A‬‭(M‬‭= 88.85,‬‭SD‬‭= 7.99‬‭)‬

‭and those who watched video B‬‭(M‬‭= 91.33,‬‭SD‬‭= 6.04‬‭);‬‭t‬‭(23) = -.87,‬‭p‬‭>.05. These‬
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‭results also indicate that there were no significant differences in participants’ responses‬

‭before and after watching video A/B. Therefore, the hypotheses (2,3) are rejected.‬

‭3.2 Thematic Analysis‬

‭Table 2‬

‭Theme‬ ‭Sub-Themes‬ ‭Supporting Quotes‬

‭Emotions of‬

‭autism‬

‭Mixed feelings‬ ‭“A little bit like sad but also like...‬

‭hopeful...” (P2, line 63)‬

‭“Oh, happy, sad? It was really mixed‬

‭emotions... cuz she’d been through so‬

‭much so it was really hard to hear that‬

‭part and... how... she’d come to... well,‬

‭she wanted to end her life basically, and‬

‭that was really upsetting, but at the end‬

‭then when she was looking back at all the‬

‭good things... that autism... provided her‬

‭with, really” (P6, lines 48-52)‬

‭Stepping into their‬

‭shoes‬

‭“I feel like it should just be standardised‬

‭procedure... you find out why you’re‬

‭dealing with these things y’know and‬
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‭when you’re suffering y’know people‬

‭shouldn’t have to... have to... go through‬

‭this and have to find out by themselves‬

‭through the internet- just don’t think it’s‬

‭fair it’s actually really sad to be honest‬

‭how... someone could go through y’know‬

‭and so many people still go through that‬

‭today... yeah” (P12, lines 75-80)‬

‭“Hearing her describe... meltdowns,‬

‭especially as a child when nobody‬

‭understood what was happening, hearing‬

‭her be portrayed as just a bad kid who...‬

‭even when given help wasn’t getting any‬

‭better, being all her fault... I find that...‬

‭more upsetting... from like a...‬

‭sympathetic way than a... angry or‬

‭anything cuz... I think that is real, I think‬

‭it’s sad” (P18, lines 93-98)‬

‭Past and‬

‭present‬

‭perspectives‬

‭Understanding the‬

‭lived experience‬

‭“Definitely like how many people within‬

‭the UK do have autism... didn’t know‬

‭there was that many” (P3, lines 14-15)‬
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‭“It is completely different to what I was‬

‭expecting an autistic person to be so‬

‭there is that” (P4, lines 22-24)‬

‭“My understanding of autism has...‬

‭developed I think from watching that‬

‭video, cuz I didn’t realise how much of an‬

‭impact- cuz I’ve never... I’ve never had‬

‭someone... who has directly been affected‬

‭by autism around me so I think watching‬

‭that video was like... maybe quite sad to‬

‭be honest umm for people... who face‬

‭they feel quite misunderstood at times‬

‭y’know for the people who face it umm...‬

‭but I feel... my knowledge has extended‬

‭y’know from it” (P12, lines 9-15)‬

‭Knowing what autism‬

‭is‬

‭“It doesn’t really go too in depth on like‬

‭the struggles of being autistic” (P23, line‬

‭44)‬
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‭“I’ve always had like autistic people in my‬

‭life” (P23, lines 27-28)‬

‭“It's a good- very good start for‬

‭understanding, it just really really a basic‬

‭one y’know wouldn’t give you information‬

‭about treatments, about umm... y’know‬

‭because every autistic people is different”‬

‭(P25, lines 40-43)‬

‭“I already know so much” (P20, line 23)‬

‭Getting it to‬

‭stick‬

‭A lasting impression‬ ‭“I think sometimes when you’re reading‬

‭information, you can read it and read it‬

‭and read it and it may not necessarily go‬

‭in” (P11, lines 34-36)‬

‭“A video definitely leaves more of an‬

‭impression in my mind” (P21, lines 43-45)‬

‭“I’m a visual learner so I very much like‬

‭watching something and like listening to‬

‭like a voice instead of like I dunno reading‬
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‭it on a page and all the words start‬

‭blurring together and y- you just like end‬

‭up falling asleep you’re just that bored”‬

‭(P23, lines 59-62)‬

‭“I like how informative it was, and how‬

‭umm it... made people with autism... feel‬

‭normal” (P17, lines 48-49)‬

‭"At my own pace”‬ ‭“I quite enjoy learning from a video to be‬

‭honest with you... my only issue is that‬

‭sometimes I like to make notes myself so‬

‭with a video I’d have to pause it, maybe‬

‭write things down or go back and forth”‬

‭(P4, lines 47-49)‬

‭“It would have been better to have like a‬

‭bit of written information and a video‬

‭because... sometimes I sort of like doze‬

‭off a bit- no not doze off but like- my‬

‭attention span’s a bit... but having- if it’s‬

‭written information I can go at my own‬

‭pace.” (P10, lines 63-66)‬
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‭“I think if things aren’t... written down,‬

‭they’re now being able to be interpreted‬

‭for you with the way things may be said,‬

‭with what audio or imagery might be‬

‭added to it... umm... so it is kind of a fear‬

‭especially” (P18, lines 69-72)‬

‭A table indicating the themes and sub-themes generated from the researcher’s‬

‭transcriptions.‬

‭Theme 1: Emotions of Autism‬

‭Throughout the various interviews conducted by the researcher during study‬

‭stage two, there were many discussions surrounding the video content watched by‬

‭participants. Before each interview, each participant was instructed to watch one of the‬

‭following videos: ‘What is Autism? (Video A)’ or ‘Dawn’s Story (Video B)’. Many‬

‭participants who watched video B discussed their emotional reactions to the content‬

‭they were shown. A range of emotions seemed to be felt by participants, resulting in the‬

‭following sub-themes: ‘mixed feelings’ and ‘stepping into their shoes’.‬

‭Sub-Theme 1.1: Mixed Feelings‬
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‭A reoccurring sentiment given by participants who watched video B was a mix of‬

‭emotions in relation to what the woman in the video shares about her experience with‬

‭autism. Some participants admitted to feeling “a little bit like sad but also like...‬

‭hopeful...” (P2, line 63) in response to Dawn’s story. This response indicates the mix of‬

‭emotions that were felt by participants, as they began to understand the variances in‬

‭experience expressed in the video. This feeling of hope despite feeling upset for the‬

‭woman in the video continued with other participants, with someone commenting:‬

‭Oh, happy, sad? It was really mixed emotions... cuz she’d been through so much‬

‭so it was really hard to hear that part and... how... she’d come to... well, she‬

‭wanted to end her life basically, and that was really upsetting, but at the end then‬

‭when she was looking back at all the good things... that autism... provided her‬

‭with, really. (P6, lines 48-52)‬

‭These comments suggest that participants who watched video B were able to‬

‭understand the journey that the woman in the video has undergone. Additionally, many‬

‭participants who watched video B seemed to respond more emotively to the video‬

‭content compared to those who watched video A. This suggests that video B may be a‬

‭better choice of video for those who learn better by directly understanding another’s‬

‭experience.‬

‭Sub-Theme 1.2: Stepping Into Their Shoes‬
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‭Following on from the mix of emotions felt by participants while watching video B,‬

‭it became clear that participants felt a bigger emotional impact by experiencing video B:‬

‭I feel like it should just be standardised procedure... you find out why you’re‬

‭dealing with these things y’know and when you’re suffering y’know people‬

‭shouldn’t have to... have to... go through this and have to find out by themselves‬

‭through the internet- just don’t think it’s fair it’s actually really sad to be honest‬

‭how... someone could go through y’know and so many people still go through‬

‭that today... yeah. (P12, lines 75-80)‬

‭This participant’s response highlights the emotions expressed by those who‬

‭resonated with video B in some way. Furthermore, this comment implies that‬

‭participants wish to have further support in place for autistic people. Another participant‬

‭expressed the following:‬

‭Hearing her describe... meltdowns, especially as a child when nobody‬

‭understood what was happening, hearing her be portrayed as just a bad kid‬

‭who... even when given help wasn’t getting any better, being all her fault... I find‬

‭that... more upsetting... from like a... sympathetic way than a... angry or anything‬

‭cuz... I think that is real, I think it’s sad. (P18, lines 93-98)‬

‭This participant additionally expressed that they had previous experience with‬

‭autism, meaning that they personally resonated with Dawn’s story. In comparison, P12‬

‭reported having limited previous experience with autism. Despite this, both participants‬

‭expressed having strong emotive responses to the content in video B, which suggests‬
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‭that video B may be an effective tool for enabling individuals to emotionally engage with‬

‭autism.‬

‭Theme 2: Past and Present Perspectives‬

‭Participants had much to comment on regarding the information presented in‬

‭each video and how this interacted with their own experiences with autism. This has‬

‭generated the following sub-themes: ‘understanding the lived experience’ and ‘knowing‬

‭what autism is’.‬

‭Sub-Theme 2.1: Understanding the Lived Experience‬

‭When discussing the video they had watched during the study with the‬

‭researcher, some participants expressed having gained a new perspective from the‬

‭video’s content. One such participant who watched video A commented: “definitely like‬

‭how many people within the UK do have autism... didn’t know there was that many” (P3,‬

‭lines 14-15). This suggests that the video content was informative for some participants.‬

‭Another participant, who watched video B commented: “it is completely different to what‬

‭I was expecting an autistic person to be so there is that” (P4, lines 22-24). This‬

‭comment, in response to having watched a video directly portraying an autistic adult,‬

‭implies that this participant held an incomplete understanding of autism prior to their‬

‭experience watching this video. Furthermore, the account of one participant further‬

‭indicated that the video content could open participants’ perspectives:‬



‭39‬
‭My understanding of autism has... developed I think from watching that video,‬

‭cuz I didn’t realise how much of an impact- cuz I’ve never... I’ve never had‬

‭someone... who has directly been affected by autism around me so I think‬

‭watching that video was like... maybe quite sad to be honest umm for people...‬

‭who face they feel quite misunderstood at times y’know for the people who face it‬

‭umm... but I feel... my knowledge has extended y’know from it. (P12, lines 9-15)‬

‭This comment indicates that further understanding of autism can be obtained by‬

‭interacting with autistic individuals. In addition to this, more participants indicated this in‬

‭response to video B compared with video A. This implies that participants were able to‬

‭resonate more with seeing an autistic adult discuss their personal experiences.‬

‭Sub-Theme 2.2: Knowing What Autism Is‬

‭For participants who watched video A, there were some concerns about its‬

‭content being too simple. One participant commented that: “It doesn’t really go too in‬

‭depth on like the struggles of being autistic” (P23, line 44). This participant further‬

‭expressed that: “I’ve always had like autistic people in my life” (P23, lines 27-28),‬

‭suggesting that they already had previous experience with autism. Additionally, another‬

‭participant who expressed having previous experience with autism commented that: “it's‬

‭a good- very good start for understanding, it just really really a basic one y’know‬

‭wouldn’t give you information about treatments, about umm... y’know because every‬

‭autistic people is different” (P25, lines 40-43). These comments suggest that the video‬
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‭content lacked depth for participants with prior knowledge of autism. Some participants‬

‭who watched video B also expressed having prior knowledge of autism: “I already know‬

‭so much” (P20, line 23), which suggests that these participants’ understandings and‬

‭attitudes towards autism did not significantly change after watching either video.‬

‭Theme 3: Getting it to Stick‬

‭Another prominent element of each interview was the discovery of how‬

‭participants best engaged with information. Participants’ thoughts were examined to‬

‭generate the following sub-themes: ‘a lasting impression’ and ‘at my own pace’.‬

‭Sub-Theme 3.1: A Lasting Impression‬

‭The recorded interviews with participants revealed a clear preference for video‬

‭content, in comparison to reading up about new topics. Participants gave various‬

‭responses to why they preferred videos, including: “I think sometimes when you’re‬

‭reading information, you can read it and read it and read it and it may not necessarily go‬

‭in.” (P11, lines 34-36). Another participant also commented: “a video definitely leaves‬

‭more of an impression in my mind” (P21, lines 43-44). This suggests that some‬

‭participants find reading information to be quite difficult. This was further echoed by the‬

‭response of another participant:‬

‭I’m a visual learner so I very much like watching something and like listening to‬

‭like a voice instead of like I dunno reading it on a page and all the words start‬
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‭blurring together and y- you just like end up falling asleep you’re just that bored.‬

‭(P23, lines 59-62)‬

‭These responses indicate that videos are generally more engaging when gaining‬

‭knowledge of topics. Following this, it is likely that video content may be an effective tool‬

‭for increasing access to greater autism awareness, therefore allowing for more people‬

‭to better understand autism and how it impacts people’s lives. One participant‬

‭expressed: “I like how informative it was, and how umm it... made people with autism...‬

‭feel normal” (P17, lines 48-49). This implies that videos may have the power to‬

‭destigmatise conditions such as autism, therefore leading to better attitudes towards‬

‭autism. For those without previous experience with autism, videos could allow people to‬

‭more clearly visualise what may be happening to an autistic person, which may further‬

‭their understanding towards those with autism.‬

‭Sub-Theme 3.2: "At My Own Pace”‬

‭Although most participants showed a clear preference for videos over written‬

‭words, there were a few participants that expressed the importance of using both‬

‭mediums. One participant said: “I like to make notes myself so with a video I’d have to‬

‭pause it, maybe write things down or go back and forth” (P4, lines 47-49). This suggests‬

‭that while videos can be useful for engaging with content, they cannot always effectively‬

‭substitute for written information. This comment also suggests that written information‬
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‭may work more effectively for some participants at reminding them of what they have‬

‭already learnt. This preference was also expressed by another participant:‬

‭It would have been better to have like a bit of written information and a video‬

‭because... sometimes I sort of like doze off a bit- no not doze off but like- my‬

‭attention span’s a bit... but having- if it’s written information I can go at my own‬

‭pace. (P10, lines 63-66)‬

‭Like the previously discussed response, this comment additionally suggests that‬

‭the use of both videos and written information can benefit participants’ engagement with‬

‭new topics. Furthermore, another participant discussed their thoughts on the‬

‭disadvantages that come with learning through videos alone:‬

‭I think if things aren’t... written down, they’re now being able to be interpreted for‬

‭you with the way things may be said, with what audio or imagery might be added‬

‭to it... umm... so it is kind of a fear especially. (P18, lines 69-72)‬

‭This response provided a new perspective on video information that had not been‬

‭considered in other interviews. This participant suggested that video information can be‬

‭biased and thus can influence how learners come to perceive the topics they discuss.‬

‭Despite this participant also admitting to preferring videos for learning, they bring up a‬

‭valid concern of video information that could impact peoples’ learning. It is worth noting,‬

‭however, that biases may additionally be present in written information as its authors‬

‭may place focus on their own views within text as well as video. This potential‬
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‭manipulation of information can influence peoples’ perceptions towards autism and may‬

‭misrepresent what autism is and how it can impact peoples’ lives.‬
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‭Chapter Four – Discussion‬

‭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’ 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 participants’‬

‭perceptions of the video they watched (Video A: ‘What is Autism?’ or Video B: ‘Dawn’s‬

‭Story’).‬

‭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),‬
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‭meaning that the same measures were used between these studies to observe‬

‭participants’ attitudes towards autism. However, 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 participants from similar‬

‭areas. However, the findings of these Australian studies do align with the hypotheses of‬

‭the current study, as participants’ attitudes towards autism may be influenced by their‬

‭understanding of autism. Despite this, the correlation observed in the current study was‬

‭not strong, which may have been influenced by the participant sample, as the current‬

‭study used participants studying psychology and counselling. Therefore, it is likely that‬

‭participants may have already gained knowledge and understanding of autism through‬

‭their studies. Additionally, it should be noted that level 5 participants received a lecture‬

‭on autism before completing study stage two. This limits the findings of the current‬

‭study, as results may be impacted by further confounding variables.‬

‭The current study observed that most participants held positive attitudes towards‬

‭autism. This contrasts previous research by Norris et al. (2024), who found that‬

‭participants had more negative attitudes towards autistic people compared to‬

‭non-autistic people. Norris et al. (2024) also observed that participants’ attitudes were‬

‭less negative when viewing a transcription of an interview with an autistic person‬

‭compared to watching a recording. These findings suggest that further research could‬
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‭have been implemented into the current study design to observe differences in‬

‭participants’ perceptions of autistic adults between watching a video and reading a‬

‭vignette. This difference in findings may also be a result of the current participant‬

‭sample being psychology and counselling students, meaning that participants were‬

‭more likely to have awareness of autism compared to lay participants.‬

‭Although the findings of the current study did observe a correlation between‬

‭participants’ understanding of autism and their attitudes towards autism, this correlation‬

‭was not strong. This contrasts with research by Sasson and Morrison (2019), who‬

‭observed that participants’ attitudes towards autistic game show candidates improved‬

‭upon learning that they were autistic. This suggested that participants’ attitudes‬

‭correlated with their understanding of autism. Similarly, 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. However, research by Mac Cárthaigh‬

‭and López (2020) indicated that participants’ understanding of autism did not‬

‭significantly impact their attitudes towards autism. This suggests that the findings of the‬

‭current study may indeed be replicable.‬
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‭The findings of the current study found no significant differences between‬

‭participants’ attitudes towards autism and their understanding of autism. There were‬

‭also no significant changes in participants’ responses after watching a video about‬

‭autism. These findings differ from the findings of Zarokanellou et al. (2024), who‬

‭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. It is worth noting, however, that participants’ responses may have been‬

‭influenced by social desirability. This could impact results if participants’ responses do‬

‭not reflect their true perceptions. This is a limitation of both the current study, as well as‬

‭previous literature exploring attitudes towards autism. 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. 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. Additionally, this effect could have resulted from‬

‭participants being informed of the study’s aims before completing the study. This effect‬

‭could additionally have been implied to influence previous findings regarding‬

‭perceptions of autism (Sasson & Morrison, 2019; Zarokanellou et al., 2024).‬
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‭The current study aimed to observe the differences in participants’ responses‬

‭before and after watching a video about autism. In the current study, no significant‬

‭difference was found between participants’ responses before and after watching a video‬

‭about autism. This contrasts research by Scheerer et al. (2022), who observed that‬

‭participants reported higher ratings towards autistic adults after receiving an informative‬

‭presentation compared to their rating before the presentation. 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 high school students who may‬

‭not have had previous experience with autism. In contrast, the participant sample used‬

‭in the current study consisted of psychology and counselling students. As previously‬

‭highlighted, it is likely that the current participant sample had previous knowledge of‬

‭autism from their studies, which may have impacted participants’ responses.‬

‭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. This differs from‬

‭previous research into the influences of different learning materials. 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
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‭information compared to more formal methods without the integration of storytelling‬

‭(Bove & Tryon, 2018; Butcher, 2006).‬

‭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. This highlights a‬

‭limitation of the current study, as measures were not in place to examine participants’‬

‭experiences with autism. However, this variable was explored in some of the interviews‬

‭with participants in study stage two, where some participants discussed having previous‬

‭experience with autistic people. Furthermore, the responses of these participants‬

‭indicated that participants who knew an autistic person were more empathetic towards‬

‭autistic people. This therefore suggests that further research could be done to explore‬

‭the influences of empathy on participants’ attitudes and understanding of autism.‬
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‭Responses from the interviews in the current study showed that many‬

‭participants believed autistic people to be no different from them. This was apparent in‬

‭some participants who watched video B. In contrast to these findings, research by Cage‬

‭et al. (2019) observed that participants believed autistic people to be different from‬

‭them. Both this research (Cage et al., 2019) and the current study reported that‬

‭participants had good autism awareness via the AAS (Tipton & Blacher, 2014).‬

‭Participants in the current study who watched video B were shown the account of an‬

‭autistic individual. However, Cage et al. (2019), used an impersonal vignette describing‬

‭an autistic person. This may have influenced participants’ responses to the questions‬

‭asked by the researcher, as the thematic analysis revealed that many participants who‬

‭watched video B felt a sense of sympathy or empathy towards Dawn’s story. These‬

‭findings bring further questions to the influence of empathy on participants’ responses,‬

‭therefore further research may be needed to explore interactions between empathy and‬

‭perceptions of autism.‬

‭Although the current study has contributed to the field of autism research, there‬

‭are several other limitations to this research. The pilot conducted for study stage two‬

‭included only three participants, therefore limiting the findings of the pilot. Additionally,‬

‭the environmental conditions of the pilot study differed from study stage two, meaning‬

‭that results from the pilot may have been influenced by confounding variables present in‬

‭the study environment. Furthermore, the pilot was conducted using a different‬

‭demographic sample compared to the current study, which may have impacted‬
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‭participants’ responses. This limits the findings of the pilot, as a student sample was not‬

‭used and therefore the findings do not reflect the participant sample used in the current‬

‭study.‬

‭When completing the study, some participants provided an alternative ID code‬

‭instead of their EMS ID. These alternative codes (university ID and EMS user ID) could‬

‭be used to identify participants to the researcher, meaning that their data would not‬

‭remain anonymous. Despite this limitation, these 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.‬

‭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. There were several limitations to‬

‭the findings of the current study, including the presence of an informed participant‬

‭sample consisting of psychology and counselling students. Due to this, the findings of‬

‭the current study cannot represent the attitudes and knowledge held by alternative‬
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‭participant samples, such as the lay population. 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.‬

‭Additionally, findings from study stage two suggest that there are other variables that‬

‭contribute to people’s attitudes and understanding of autism, such as their previous‬

‭experience with autism and feelings of empathy towards autistic people. Furthermore,‬

‭comparative research across cultures may reveal additional insights into global‬

‭perspective regarding autism spectrum disorder. Some previous research has observed‬

‭different findings amongst participant samples across the world (e.g., Alyami et al.,‬

‭2022; Kuzminski et al., 2019; Mac Cárthaigh & López, 2020), therefore indicating that‬

‭perceptions of autism differ across different parts of the world.‬
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