
1 Providing education on autistic communication and sensory differences, keeping in mind that every autistic
person will have unique needs and preferences

Creating online spaces which don’t require autistic people to adapt their communication styles to participate (e.g.
creating smaller spaces based around shared interests and removing the pressure of instant replies)
 
Teaching media literacy skills (e.g. how to spot misinformation; how to recognise when social media makes you
feel anxious or overwhelmed) so that young people can experience the benefits of digital spaces safely
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What could help

What autistic young people told us
about online participation
Findings from the Autism in Affinity Spaces study

Why it matters
Autistic people deserve spaces where they can
communicate authentically and where their passion and
expertise are celebrated. However, there are many
barriers to online participation, including an inability to
customise social media sites, social judgement, and
privacy concerns.

Supporting autistic people online means changing both
the online environment (e.g. designing platforms with
autistic users in mind) and the social environment (e.g.
educating non-autistic people about communication and
sensory differences). 

Many young people spend a lot of time online, but not much is
understood about: 

How autistic young people make decisions about where and
when to participate 
What helps people contribute to online communities, and what
holds people back 
The platforms and features which promote wellbeing and help
young people engage with their interests

We conducted an online survey and interviewed autistic young
people (aged 16-26) to ask questions about how people participate
online and their perspectives on digital spaces.  

Our research

There are a lot of benefits to online participation

Social media is not built with autistic needs in mind

Feeling safe comes first

Posting isn’t the only way to participate

Autistic people often have focused interests, and online spaces can be helpful for connecting with other people who care about the
same things. This is especially important when in-person spaces are not available or accessible. Social media can be an important way
to enhance young people’s social lives and improve wellbeing. Many young people use social media to discover local events and
opportunities, as well as resources to support their offline hobbies (e.g. recommendations for books to read).

Connecting around interests isn’t usually the main purpose of social media platforms, though people still find ways to do so.
Continually refreshing newsfeeds and algorithmic recommendations can be overwhelming for autistic people, who often prefer
sustained, focused attention on a single topic. However, it is not always possible to customise social media sites to suit individual needs.

It can sometimes be difficult to interpret the social norms of online spaces, and other users are not always accepting of communication
differences. People might look for ‘safe spaces’ which are smaller, private, and moderated. Consistent moderation and clear rules also
help autistic people share their opinions and knowledge online without fear of ‘getting it wrong’. 

Young people can learn a lot about interests and hobbies by ‘lurking’ (scrolling or reading social media content without sharing
anything themselves).

What we learned
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