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Abstract
Difficulties with social interactions and communication that characterize autism persist in adulthood. While social participa-
tion in adulthood is often marked by social isolation and limited close friendships, this qualitative study describes the range 
of social participation activities and community contacts, from acquaintances to close relationships, that contributed to con-
nection from the perspective of 40 autistic adults. Qualitative data from interviews around social and community involvement 
were analyzed and revealed five main contexts where social participation occurred: vocational contexts, neighborhoods, 
common interest groups, support services and inclusive environments, and online networks and apps. Implications for practice 
to support a range of social participation include engaging in newer social networking avenues, as well as traditional paths 
through employment and support services.

Keywords Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) · Social participation · Adulthood · Connection · Social networking · 
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Introduction

The diagnosis of individuals with autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) has risen dramatically, from 1 in 150 8-year-olds in 
2002 to 1 in 54 in 2016 (Center for Disease Control, 2020). 
While prevalence rates are most closely monitored in chil-
dren, ASD is a lifelong disorder characterized by social 
and communication impairments as well as repeated and 
restricted patterns of behavior (American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation [APA], 2013). While other symptoms of autism 
often plateau or improve in adulthood, characteristic social 
interaction difficulties persist and are potential contributors 
to lower rates of normative adult outcomes reported in the 

literature that involve social participation, friendships, or 
close relationships (Tobin et al., 2014).

Social Relationships in Childhood and Adolescence

Social participation includes the size and quality of social 
networks (Wong & Solomon, 2002), while friendship is 
defined as emotional relationships people form with another 
characterized by mutual affection, companionship, and 
reciprocal support and interaction (Freeman & Kasari, 1998; 
Parker & Gottman, 1989, as cited in Bauminger et al., 2008). 
Yet the importance of the size or number of social contacts 
related to well-being may vary through different life stages 
or the lifespan. Parker and Asher’s (1993) research with neu-
rotypical children, meaning those who are typically devel-
oping, highlighted the importance of the need for only one 
close friend in childhood for better well-being. In this study, 
less loneliness was associated with having at least one close 
friend, even among children who were not accepted in their 
classroom. Loneliness denotes a negative emotional state 
from the subjective appraisal that the quality or amount of 
social interaction desired does not match one’s actual social 
experience (Elmose, 2020; Peplau & Perlman, 1982). This is 
different from solitude, which may be preferred and impor-
tant (Elmose, 2020; Mazurek, 2014; Peplau & Perlman, 
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1982). In the literature, loneliness also differs from social 
isolation, which in contrast to the subjective appraisal of 
one’s social relationship status, objectively examines one’s 
amount of social contact (Mazurek, 2014).

There is some support for the similar importance of hav-
ing a close friend as potential protection against feelings of 
loneliness in autistic children. Autistic children identified 
quality friendships in a small circle of supportive friends as 
an important measure of their well-being, and the preference 
to have a few close friends who can be trusted (Lam et al., 
2020). Similarly, Rotheram-Fuller et al. (2010) identified 
autistic children who had at least one reciprocal friendship, 
defined in the research as two children both nominating one 
another as friends (Kasari et al., 2011), also had greater peer 
acceptance. While these close friendships may have impor-
tant implications, they are less frequent. A study of parent 
reports of friendships indicated 34% of autistic children had 
at least one good friend, compared to 71% of children with 
other disabilities and 93% of neurotypical children without 
disabilities (Rowley et al., 2012). Having one close friend 
may offer some protection against loneliness, although recip-
rocal friendships may be less common among autistic chil-
dren compared to neurotypical children.

Social and communication impairments are often tied to 
difficulties with developing these reciprocal friendships in 
childhood. In the regular classroom, autistic children may 
experience the social structure of inclusion, but often still 
appear on the fringe of social activities, with higher rates of 
loneliness and poorer friendship quality than their neuro-
typical classmates (Kasari et al., 2011; Locke et al., 2010). 
For example, in a study examining playground observations 
as well as self, teacher, and classmate reports, Kasari et al. 
(2011) found autistic children were more likely to be socially 
isolated, meaning not a part of any social group in the class-
room, or identified as only having peripheral social status 
compared to their neurotypical peers.

Other findings using measures of friendship quality, 
which evaluates the degree of companionship, help, secu-
rity, and closeness between an identified friend, are often 
lower for autistic children and adolescents (Kasari et al., 
2011; Locke et al., 2010). Friendship quality, however, is 
not commensurate with friendship satisfaction, as satisfac-
tion with friendship may be fulfilled through a few friends or 
from friends outside the school setting (Petrina et al., 2017). 
Calder et al. (2012) noted autistic children were generally 
satisfied with their level of friendship. Petrina et al. (2017) 
also found rates of friendship satisfaction were similar for 
autistic and non-autistic elementary school children, with the 
level of perceived friendship reciprocated by named neuro-
typical peer friends in the study. These named friend pairs 
were often connected through common interests in child-
hood which carried into adolescence. Available survey data 
from Orsmond et al. (2004) on peer relationships in autistic 

adolescents found 20.9% had at least one friendship with 
shared activities, but only 8.1% had one close reciprocal 
friendship, and almost half had no peer relationships at all.

Social Relationships in Adulthood

When examining the quality of social networks in adult-
hood, including peer relationships and friendships, system-
atic reviews of the available research report adults across 
the spectrum have poorer social relationships than both 
neurotypically developing peers and those with intellec-
tual disabilities, learning disabilities, and speech language 
disorders (Gotham et al., 2015; Kirby et al., 2016; Levy & 
Perry, 2011; Orsmond et al., 2013; Roux et al., 2013). Unlike 
childhood, where autistic children are more likely to initi-
ate engagement with neurotypical peers in the classroom 
rather than with other children with disabilities (Bauminger 
et al., 2003), in adulthood there is some support for a prefer-
ence for relationships with others on the spectrum (Milton 
& Sims, 2016; Morrison et al., 2020). For example, Mor-
rison et al. (2020) conducted a study in which they paired 
autistic and neurotypical adults for a 5-minute social inter-
action. Researchers found that autistic adults preferred to 
interact with other autistic adults and were more likely to 
reveal more about themselves to them compared to neuro-
typical participants (Morrison et al., 2020). Sedgewick et al. 
(2019) compared ratings of close relationships between 532 
autistic and 417 non-autistic adults and found no significant 
differences when rating their relationship with a long-term 
partner or spouse, indicating that autistic adults may feel the 
same level of closeness to a marriage or long-term partner 
as neurotypical adults (Sedgewick et al., 2019). Similarly, in 
survey research with 108 autistic adults, 60% reported hav-
ing a close or best friend, which was significantly related to 
less loneliness (Mazurek, 2014). Furthermore, in a qualita-
tive study of 15 adults and nine caretakers of autistic adults, 
some participants described having a limited number of 
close friendships as important for aging well (Hwang et al., 
2017), which may indicate satisfaction with a few close 
relationships.

In the neurotypical population, however, particularly with 
aging in adulthood, the benefits of social participation shift 
away from the importance of having one close friend. A 
number of researchers have identified having a broad net-
work of social contacts in adulthood as a key contributor to 
factors supporting healthy aging, including mental health 
(Achat et al., 1998; Michael et al., 1999; Uchino et al., 
2001). In older adulthood, larger social networks are related 
to better global cognition (Kelly et al., 2017), while per-
ceived social connectedness is significantly related to self-
reported health status (Ashida, 2008). Much less is known 
about the impact of the size or extent of social networks in 
autistic adults. In the Mazurek (2014) survey study, number 
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of friends was an important predictor of better self-esteem 
and less depression and anxiety, suggesting quality and 
quantity matters. However, social participation outcomes 
have previously been measured by assessing the number of 
friendships, frequency of contact or activities with friends, 
or even a dichotomous measure of the presence or absence 
of social activity within a defined period, such as the past 
month or past year. These measures may not accurately cap-
ture social participation, or the perceived size and quality of 
social contacts (Myers et al., 2015; Orsmond et al., 2013; 
Steinhausen et al., 2016; Tint et al., 2016). For example, in 
a qualitative study of 38 autistic adults examining factors 
influencing quality of life, McConachie et al. (2020) found 
that some participants described difficulty with engaging in 
social interactions, while others described a lack of desire 
for friendships altogether, representing a range of social par-
ticipation preferences.

With differences between autistic and neurotypical indi-
viduals in mind, the neurodiversity perspective challenges 
the use of normative outcomes as the benchmark for success 
in adulthood. A neurodiverse framework acknowledges the 
difficulties the autism community faces, while also present-
ing the commonalities that characterize autistic individuals 
as strengths and differences rather than inherent deficits 
(Baron-Cohen, 2017). Social, environmental, or attitudinal 
barriers, however, can magnify the extent to which these 
differences interfere with the individual being able to engage 
in typical participation outcomes. Similarly, as opposed to 
a medical model focused on deficits, viewing autism as an 
identity and culture replaces typically held beliefs about 
social impairments and difficulties with the concept that 
individuals on the spectrum possess social skills, but they 
may be different than those of neurotypical individuals (Her-
rick & Datti, 2020).

With this perspective in mind, friendships and social 
participation may look different for individuals on the 
spectrum. For example, autistic  adults may plan their 
social interactions to include less face-to-face contact 
to meet their social needs without being overwhelmed 
(Elmose, 2020). Attending concerts, movies, or sporting 
events may be preferred activities because these activities 
are more scripted and require less verbal communication. 
In other cases, individuals may appear to others to be on 
the periphery of social interactions and not involved, but 
still themselves consider the activity as social and partici-
pating with others (Bagatell, 2010). Additionally, online 
social networking platforms may serve as an important 
facilitator of friendship development for autistic individu-
als (Brownlow et al., 2015). These online friendships may 
appear to be of lower quality when assessed using a neu-
rotypical model of friendship, but autistic individuals may 
engage in meaningful and important relationships through 
the online setting (Brownlow et al., 2015). Furthermore, 

Mazurek (2013) found autistic adults who used social net-
working platforms were more likely to report having a 
close friend compared to those who did not use online 
social networking.

Range of Social Participation

For all individuals, there are different levels of social partici-
pation and engagement. Social connections can range from 
casual encounters, such as greeting a neighbor or stranger, 
to having acquaintances with those who are familiar but not 
known well, to close friendships and relationships where 
individuals feel known and accepted (Wood et al., 2015). 
While past research has primarily focused on close friend-
ships and relationships, a better understanding of the range 
of social participation experiences is needed to determine 
potential benefits in adulthood. Research on healthy aging 
in adulthood stresses the importance of making social con-
nections and forming these connections in a variety of ways 
that are personally meaningful (Ashida, 2008; Michael 
et al., 1999; Uchino et al., 2001). Within the autism com-
munity, there is a call to research the strengths and unique 
perspectives of individuals to add validity and depth to the 
outcomes measured (Henniger & Taylor, 2012; Howlin & 
Taylor, 2015). Research on the individual subjective experi-
ence of social participation of autistic adults will meet this 
gap (Tint et al., 2016).

Purpose of the Study

There is little qualitative research on the breadth of social 
interactions and experiences among autistic adults, and how 
these different types of engagements are perceived by autis-
tic adults. Beyond the normative ways of thinking about 
friendships, more information is needed regarding which 
social connections adults with autism are engaging in that 
are meaningful, and how they are making connections they 
feel are important to them. Understanding where meaningful 
social participation occurs, and the contexts that frame or 
promote these interactions, are important for developing cli-
ent-centered services and client-identified goals (McCollum 
et al., 2016). Seeking input from the autistic individual on 
meaningful social activities and connections both empow-
ers the individual to provide information as an expert on 
the experience and can facilitate a deeper understanding of 
which activities and interactions are significant (McCollum 
et al., 2016; Tobin et al., 2014). The purpose of this study 
is to describe the range of social participation experiences 
of autistic adults to better understand, from the individual’s 
perspective, where and how these meaningful social contacts 
occur.
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Methods

This study draws on data collected as part of a larger mixed 
methods project aimed at understanding the community par-
ticipation of autistic adults. The qualitative data describing 
social interactions and community connections in the larger 
study are the focus of this analysis.

Participants

Participants were recruited through an autism research 
registry affiliated with a university in the southeastern 
United States. This registry maintains a list of individuals 
with autism who have indicated interest in participating in 
autism research, and contacts individuals on the registry 
based on the study’s inclusion criteria. The registry con-
tacted potential participants for the current study who could 
communicate (verbally or nonverbally) in English and had 
an intelligence quotient (IQ) of 70 or above on record with 
the registry. IQ was confirmed through psychological reports 
previously submitted to the registry or through a previous 
diagnosis of Asperger’s Disorder. Recruitment invitations 
were sent from the registry via mail and email in groups of 
30 by geographic catchment area, with approximately a 20% 
response rate. Interested participants could respond to the 
registry or the principal investigator. Research team mem-
bers contacted interested individuals to confirm their abil-
ity to complete two 60-minute interviews and that a typical 
week of community participation could be captured during 
the study week.

Procedures

Data were collected primarily using semi-structured inter-
views to assess the importance of community activities, 
feelings of belonging, and social connectedness from the 
individual’s perspective. Over the 2-year study period 
(2019–2021), the majority of interviews (n = 29) were 
completed in person with the research team traveling to 
the participant’s community area prior to the beginning 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Data collection after March 
2020 (n = 11) was completed via Zoom and required that 
participants have reliable internet access. These interviews 
included additional questions regarding how participants’ 
social and community participation changed since the onset 
of COVID-19.

Each interview was conducted after the participant fin-
ished a week-long data tracking process recording commu-
nity activities through participants carrying a GPS tracking 
device and completing a daily travel diary. No intervention 
was included in the larger study. The interviews focused on 

the activities that occurred during the week, facilitators and 
barriers to participation, the importance of different loca-
tions visited in the community, and feelings of belonging 
and social support in the community. Primary study ques-
tions such as “Where do you typically see your friends?” 
“Are there any activities you wish you were more involved 
with?” “Do you feel a part of your community?” and “Who 
is your biggest form of social support?” often prompted 
discussion related to social participation. Prior to the cur-
rent study, pilot testing of each project component and the 
interview guide was completed with 12 autistic adults which 
resulted in some modifications to the questions and response 
style of the measures used in the larger study.

The university Institutional Review Board approved all 
aspects of the study. Written consent was received from 
participants or their guardians, including consent to record 
the interviews. Participants with consenting guardians (n = 
5) verbally assented to participation. One participant was 
minimally verbal but was able to respond through confirm-
ing his family member’s responses to questions. The track-
ing data of community activities was used to triangulate the 
report of social activities if they occurred during the track-
ing week. After study participation, a summary of interview 
data including general themes of the interview and question 
responses was sent to each participant. Participants were 
asked to confirm that the information was accurate or pro-
vide changes as necessary as a form of member checking.

Analysis

All authors were involved with the data collection, inter-
views, and analysis process. Interviews were transcribed ver-
batim and coded using open coding methods by the principal 
investigator and two master’s level research assistants (RA) 
on the project. All members of the research team are clinical 
rehabilitation and mental health counselors with experience 
working with autistic individuals through research, service 
provision, and/or as an immediate family member.

Interview data were analyzed using a multi-step approach. 
First, interviewers recorded detailed notes on the semi-struc-
tured interview guide during or immediately following the 
study visit to capture participant responses to key questions. 
When approximately half of the sample had completed the 
study, the research team met to reflect on common threads 
noted throughout the data collection process from these 
notes. Potential codes and emerging themes were identi-
fied in this process, with a particular emphasis on ten case 
studies. This initial conventional content analysis (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005) of the ten cases highlighted social network-
ing facilitated activities, vocational related opportunities, 
and the importance of personal and formalized supports. 
A matrix was constructed that included participant demo-
graphic information, emerging codes and potential themes, 
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and illustrative quotes (Averill, 2002; Hamilton & Maietta, 
2017).

This initial analysis of ten case studies served as the foun-
dation for further analysis. Transcripts were then indepen-
dently reviewed by two team members using line by line 
coding for the presence of the initial representative codes 
or emergence of new codes and themes. The study team 
met regularly to review findings and compare coding results, 
with high agreement in coding. Sharing findings from the 
coding process often confirmed and expanded some of the 
previously identified experiences from the ten cases but 
also noted differences in the level of engagement or mean-
ing of interactions and preferences across the spectrum of 
participation, prompting a return to the review of the data. 
After data collection was nearly complete, the matrix and 
key quotes were revisited, and the team applied a neurodi-
versity framework to analyze the quotes. Using a neurodi-
versity approach resulted in a refined focus on the range and 
meaning of social participation reported across participants, 
reframing differences in social participation as such rather 
than emphasizing differences as deficits. For example, dur-
ing the first round of data analysis, relying exclusively on 
online social connections was coded as a barrier to social 
participation. When the team applied the neurodiversity 
framework, however, quotes regarding online social connec-
tions were re-coded as an important way individuals were 
maintaining social contacts with friends living in other geo-
graphic areas.

Results

Participants

Forty adults participated in the study. Participant demo-
graphics are described in Table 1. Participant age had similar 
dispersion and averages for males (n = 27, M = 37.89 years, 
SD = 11.84) and females (n = 13, M = 37.69, SD = 8.57). At 
the time of study participation, 55% (n = 22) were employed 
in some capacity (full-time or part-time), 45% (n = 18) lived 
independently or with a spouse or partner, and 67.5% (n = 
27) drove independently. Most participants (n = 36, 90%) 
lived in urban areas, as classified by the Rural-Urban Com-
muting Area Codes (https:// www. ers. usda. gov/ data- produ 
cts/ rural- urban- commu ting- area- codes. aspx).

Social Participation

Participants described social participation in a variety of 
contexts clustered around five main themes: (1) Vocational 
contexts, (2) Neighborhoods, (3) Common interest groups, 
(4) Support services and inclusive environments, and (5) 
Online networks and apps. A short description and example 

of each theme is included in Table 2. In all contexts, par-
ticipants reported experiences that ranged across the spec-
trum of social participation that included casual encounters, 
engaging with known acquaintances, or engaging with close 
friendships or relationships. However, the results are pur-
posefully structured by location and not level of engagement 

Table 1  Demographics of the sample of autistic adults (n = 40)

a The Waisman activities of daily living scale (Maenner et  al. 2013) 
was administered in the context of the larger study to assess inde-
pendence in completing daily living skills

Demographics

Age
 Mean (SD) 37.89 years (10.77)
 Range 24–62 years

Male 27 (67.5%)
Race
 White 33 (82.5%)
 Black/African American 4 (10%)
 Multiracial 3 (7.5%)

Waisman activities of daily living scale  scorea

 Mean (SD) 30.75 (4.99)
 Range 10–34

Highest level of education
 High School 3 (7.5%)
 Some college 10 (25%)
 Graduated 2-year college 4 (10%)
 Some vocational school 3 (7.5%)
 Graduated vocation school 2 (5%)
 Some 4-year college 5 (12%)
 Graduated 4-year college 7 (17.5%)
 Advanced degree 6 (15%)

Employment status
 Never employed 6 (15%)
 Currently employed 22 (55%)
 Previously employed, currently unemployed 11 (27.5%)

Living situation
 With parent, relative, caregiver, or guardian 21 (52.5%)
 Independent 8 (20%)
 With spouse or roommate 10 (25%)
 Group home 1 (2.5%)

Psychiatric diagnosis (ever diagnosed)
 Anxiety 18 (45%)
 Depression 20 (50%)
 Other psychiatric diagnosis 9 (22.5%)

Parent highest level of education
 High school 3 (7.5%)
 Graduated vocation school 4 (10%)
 Some college 4 (10%)
 Graduated 4-year college 13 (32.5%)
 Advanced degree 16 (40%)

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-commuting-area-codes.aspx
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural-urban-commuting-area-codes.aspx


 Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

1 3

to show that social participation occurred at different levels 
in each context fostering a sense of belonging, which dif-
fered from person to person. Therefore, the goal was primar-
ily to let the data tell the story, through the participants’ own 
words, and in response to specific interview questions. It is 
of note participants used some of these contexts to practice 
social interactions that they then applied to other settings or 
at other levels of engagement. Quotes were edited slightly 
for clarity and pseudonyms were assigned to each participant 
to protect confidentiality.

Vocational Contexts

Some participants described vocational activities of employ-
ment, volunteering, and pursuing education as an avenue for 
social participation. Participants described work as a place 
to interact positively with others. For some it offered a sense 
of belonging, for others, it served as an important avenue for 
practicing social interactions. For example, Tyler reported 
his place of work was most important to him because, “It’s 
work. It’s my practice ground. Social interaction practice.” 
Similarly, Warren discussed how, prior to his diagnosis of 
autism, he worked as a grocery store clerk to practice inter-
acting with others, stating,

So, for a while, I got a job, in order to put myself in a 
spot where I’d have to interact with more people. I got 
a job at a grocery store for about two months in addi-
tion to my other job. That was just so I could learn to 
interact better with people.

Another participant described the importance of his vol-
unteer activities as an usher as a means to interact positively 
with others:

Well, I mean, when I usher, I interact with a lot of 
people. So, it's just getting—talking to people I don’t 
know. And I mean I have, um, people that are season 

ticket holders, so they come back every year. So, it’s 
nice just to see.

Additionally, one participant described his attendance at 
graduate school as offering a context to practice social skills 
and foster in-person social connection:

And so, once I went to grad school, I realized I’m far 
away from home…and I can’t just survive just being 
online anymore. I don’t ... have like my family for sup-
port—things like that. So, I literally just made like a 
concerted effort to study social skills by myself, as 
well as get as many experiences as possible to, uh, get 
to the point where I am today.

From these efforts, Brian developed a network of friends 
he remains in contact with, “I have like a group of friends 
from back in grad school I text with, all the time.”

Jack reported volunteering was among one of his favorite 
activities and commented on the importance of community 
built there, stating, "I like attending the different meetings 
for the groups, like the consumer family group for Lions. 
I just joined a group in a human rights committee at [psy-
chiatric hospital]." Work also provided a sense of belong-
ing and community for some participants. For example, 
when Bob was asked where he felt he belonged the most, 
he replied, “Work. It’s where I feel most confident.” When 
asked where he belonged the most, Joshua, who worked at a 
service organization for autistic individuals, stated, "Prob-
ably [autism organization], because I have been working 
there for—for a long time and I'm friends with pretty much 
everyone there.”

Even participants who did not work or participate in 
organizations directly serving those on the autism spectrum 
were able to find neurodiverse communities that offered 
social connection. For example, Brian participated in a neu-
rodiversity group at his place of work and even created an 
international “autistic task force” within his business. He 

Table 2  Overview of social participation themes

Theme Description Example

1) Vocational contexts Employment, educational or volun-
teer experiences

“It’s work. It’s my practice ground. Social interaction practice.”

2) Neighborhoods Interaction with neighbors “I guess I am part of a neighborhood community. I wouldn’t be if I didn’t 
walk the dog. But you meet a lot of people.”

3) Common interest groups Activities involving shared interests “[Improv is] great for social skills. Oh my gosh, it’s so good for social 
skills.”

4) Support services and 
inclusive environments

Disability support services “I was diagnosed with autism at [autism organization]. And then they had an 
adult support group there, too, monthly and I would go there. Originally, I 
would go there by myself, and there would be a few other guys with autism 
that I got friendly with there too.”

5) Online networks and apps Internet-based platforms “I think that’s [online communities] just as significant really. It’s still, you 
know, a community. It’s still a group of people that you share interests and 
ideas with.”
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noted, “I'm active in the neurodiversity business resource 
group. So that’s been helpful.” Overall, employment, volun-
teer, and educational settings provided a means for shared 
common interests, interaction practice, and familiarity with 
others at different levels of social participation that increased 
feelings of belonging and connection to a group, and in some 
cases fostered meaningful social connections that endured.

Neighborhoods

Neighborhoods were identified as an environment promot-
ing meaningful social engagement and personal security. 
Participants described visiting with friends and acquaint-
ances within their local neighborhood communities as well 
as neighbors providing a sense of safety. For example, when 
asked where she usually saw her friends, Julia commented, 
“I think it's basically around the neighborhood and every-
thing since we live like really close to each other and every-
thing.” Daniel commented on how his neighbor promoted 
feelings of safety, stating, “There's a real involved next-door 
neighbor who would never let anything happen,” and indi-
cated this security enabled him to be more independent.

Participants also specifically described pets as promoting 
social interaction within their neighborhood communities, 
and these interactions contributed to them feeling a part of 
the community. Travis stated, “I guess I am part of a neigh-
borhood community. I wouldn’t be if I didn’t walk the dog. 
But you meet a lot of people.” Similarly, when asked if he 
felt part of his community, Nathan described how he spoke 
with neighbors while walking his cat in the neighborhood, 
stating, “I mean, I do get out occasionally. And if people 
see me with Cat, they’re pretty impressed and want to talk 
to me.”

Common Interest Groups

Activities involving a common interest offered opportunities 
for social engagement for many participants. For example, 
attending church fellowship provided a sense of belonging 
and place of connection to others through shared faith. Jack 
described his favorite activity in the community as “...going 
to church and being in the choir and things. I enjoy that.” 
Other participants felt a sense of belonging within their 
church, Bible studies, or faith-based communities. When 
asked where she felt she belonged the most, Hannah stated, 
“Oh, Kingdom Hall is the one that I belong [to] the most.” 
She described how her church community was accepting 
and provided a context for meaningful social engagement. 
Another participant, Kathryn, also described a Bible study 
and church as where she belonged the most.

Some participants described gaming as a common inter-
est that increased social engagement. For example, Brian 
reported he participated in game nights frequently: “Playing 

cards—like I will be gone to board games multiple times 
a week regularly.” Nathan also described how he ran a 
Dungeons and Dragons clan, an interactive game, to con-
nect with friends. Peter described his interaction with oth-
ers through online gaming platforms but wished to play in 
person as well: “I’ve been dabbling in Pathfinder and Dun-
geons and Dragons on—with my Discord friends, but I’d 
like to be with an actual physical group one of these days.” 
Melissa participated in an improvisation group frequently 
and described how this allowed for important social skills 
practice, reporting, “[Improv is] great for social skills. Oh 
my gosh, it’s so good for social skills.” Common interest 
groups were used to interact with friends and acquaintances 
at times and were even used to practice interacting with oth-
ers in a safe environment.

Support Services and Inclusive Environments

Some participants utilized formalized support services to 
create meaningful social relationships and also described 
specific service organizations as offering a sense of accept-
ance and safety. Specifically, autistic adult support groups 
were described as a means of providing social connection 
and comfort. For example, when asked where he felt most 
comfortable, Charles responded, “I’d probably say [my] sup-
port group.” Similarly, Joe noted,

I was diagnosed with autism at [autism organization]. 
And then they had an adult support group there too, 
monthly, and I would go there. Originally, I would go 
there by myself, and there would be a few other guys 
with autism that I got friendly with there too.

Similarly, two participants commented on the importance 
of a specific camp for individuals on the autism spectrum. 
Brian noted he met one of his closest friends at this camp 
and Joe commented he and his closest friend had attended 
the camp as a social activity together. Participants com-
mented on how organizations specifically serving individu-
als with autism and developmental disabilities provided a 
sense of belonging and safety. Jerry commented,

You know, you come to [organization for individuals 
with developmental disabilities], you come to [another 
autism organization], this is like safe. Say what you 
want to. Do what you want to. You're not likely to go 
run into any problems [there].

These examples of connections attributed through sup-
portive agencies and inclusive spaces were often described 
as leading to the development of friendships, where indi-
viduals met as strangers or acquaintances but developed 
closer relationships because they were able to be themselves 
without fearing judgment.
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Although based on a professional relationship, thera-
pists, support staff, and service animals were specifically 
described as important forms of social support as well. Dan-
ielle stated her biggest form of social support was a support 
staff who worked with her group home. Tyler described how 
his service dog increased his social motivation and ability 
to connect with others when he went out into the commu-
nity. He stated: “I think this [service dog] really helped me. 
‘Cause I was, you know, I was in a tough situation before I 
moved here. Just not much to do, not much motivation. She 
[my service dog] definitely helped with that.” The addition 
of extra support or encouragement to engage in social set-
tings was important for initiating these contacts.

Online Networks and Apps: “That’s the way I communicate.”

Several participants commented on online social networks 
promoting social interaction in a variety of ways. One way in 
which online platforms were used was to facilitate in-person 
gatherings. Brian and Melissa indicated they had arranged 
dates using dating apps. Participants also described using or 
trying Meetup, an online platform designed for people who 
share similar interests to meet for events in person. Tyler, 
Brian, and Troy reported they used Meetup frequently to 
meet others for social activities in the community such as 
beer tastings, game nights and rock-climbing events. In fact, 
when asked about his biggest form of social support, Troy 
commented that he had used Meetup to connect with indi-
viduals at his rock-climbing gym and how Meetup provided 
a simple means of meeting new people. He stated, “Meetup’s 
a, you know, pretty good way to go out to do something 
without really, you don’t need too many social skills to at 
least sign up and get there, and I guess you’re on your own 
after that.”

Others described using a variety of online platforms for 
communication purposes. Joe stated, “Now I’m on Face-
book groups a lot—autism AS groups communicating with 
people and I get to know people and it’s just, yeah, I’m 
really happy.” Hannah also reported, “I do, I do write on 
Facebook and stuff... That’s the way I communicate.” When 
asked where he usually saw his friends, Michael responded, 
“Online. I used to use Facebook but not anymore. Now, 
I use one called MeWe.” When asked the same question, 
Catherine responded, "Usually they're internet friends, so I 
just talk with them online." Brian noted, “And I also have a 
friend on Twitter I'm pretty close to.” Participants utilized 
many different social networking platforms to communicate 
with individuals, ranging from casual encounters, acquaint-
ances, and close personal friends.

Beyond individual relationships, a few participants 
discussed using social networking platforms to establish 
important online communities. When asked if she felt part 
of her community, Catherine stated, “Yeah, the online one, 

definitely. I can—we have discussion, and—it feels like I'm 
involved, and my opinions are taken. Like, they—they hear 
my opinions.” Similarly, Isaac described his view of online 
communities being of the same importance as typical com-
munities: “I think that’s just as significant really. It’s still, 
you know, a community. It’s still a group of people that you 
share interests and ideas with.” Brian, who moved to a new 
town approximately one year prior, reported he used online 
platforms to connect with friends in other areas while wait-
ing to build a community closer to home, “I’ve been able 
to get a good—good network of people—to some extent. 
They’re mostly online, now, ‘cause I haven’t made full close 
friends down here.” For some participants, social interac-
tions online led to feelings of belonging and community, 
and at times prompted the building of connections across 
the social spectrum, from stranger, to someone familiar, to 
a supportive community.

Discussion

The current study is consistent with findings in prior quali-
tative studies where many, but not all, autistic adults desire 
social connections (Causton-Theoharis et al., 2009; Muller 
et al., 2008). In the present study, autistic adults were engag-
ing in a range of social participation experiences in a variety 
of contexts. Moreover, these autistic adults were using dif-
ferent venues to intentionally practice social skills, includ-
ing in-person engagement and online connections. Reports 
of casual encounters with neighbors or acquaintances were 
meaningful and contributed to individuals feeling part of 
their communities. With a significant focus in the literature 
on loneliness, isolation, and friendship quality in autistic 
adults, the current study provides some initial support to 
think more broadly about the context of where social partici-
pation and interactions take place and the meaning ascribed. 
These findings may provide more context to past research 
by Mehling and Tasse (2014), who found that individuals 
with and without autism were participating in the commu-
nity at similar rates but those with autism reported lower 
levels of friendship, implying these community interactions 
were not leading to increased friendships for autistic adults. 
In conjunction with the current findings, it is possible that 
autistic adults are socially participating and active in their 
communities, but it may not extend to the level of a close 
friendship. Autistic adults may still need some support in 
finding or developing these closer connections in the com-
munity, if desired.

The role and use of video games, online connections, and 
social media by autistic individuals has received increased 
attention in the literature, particularly related to social par-
ticipation and friendship (Mazurek et al., 2013, Milton & 
Sims, 2016; Schalkwyk et al., 2017; Sundberg, 2018). In 
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childhood, Mazurek and Wenstrup (2013) found time spent 
playing video games was associated with less time socially 
interacting or using social media in autistic children com-
pared to their neurotypical peers. In adolescence and adult-
hood, online connections, social media use, and playing 
online video games with others has previously been associ-
ated with higher friendship quality, more friends, and less 
loneliness (Kuo et al., 2013; Milton & Sims, 2016; Schalk-
wyk et al., 2017; Sundberg, 2018). While online connections 
are often perceived as less meaningful in the neurotypical 
view of social participation, Mazurek’s (2013) study exam-
ining social interactions and friendships reported almost half 
of the autistic adults in the study used electronic commu-
nication to contact close friends through email, text, chat 
or social media at least once a day or several times a day, 
whereas in-person visits or phone contacts were more likely 
to occur on a monthly basis. The current study contributes to 
the literature supporting the meaning and feelings of belong-
ing attributed to these electronic connections, and new evi-
dence of the progression of independently using technol-
ogy to meet others in person through using Meetup groups 
and online dating apps. Participants in the current study did 
not exclusively use technology for social connections but 
merged the use of technology and online platforms to engage 
in in-person connections in the community.

The current study found evidence for the importance of 
connecting with other individuals on the spectrum in adult-
hood, whether through in-person support groups with other 
autistic adults, close personal friendships, seeking online 
communities specifically for autistic adults, or creating an 
autistic task force at work to support coworkers who are also 
on the spectrum. Past research notes autistic adults are more 
likely to disclose more about themselves to other autistic 
adults and prefer to interact with others on the spectrum, 
where they can speak freely about their interest (Milton & 
Sims, 2016; Morrison, 2020). As noted by Milton and Sims 
(2016), relationships with others who identify as autistic are 
very important, especially in fostering feelings of acceptance 
and safety. Consistent with our findings, online forums pro-
vide a space for these relationships. However, in-person con-
nections at work or through autism support agencies were 
also identified as meaningful places of social connection 
with other autistic adults. It is of note that the importance of 
connecting with other autistic adults may represent a shift 
from childhood, where autistic children show a preference 
for interacting with neurotypical peers in a classroom setting 
(Bauminger et al., 2003). In adulthood, the current study 
provides preliminary support for a broader range of social 
participation with both autistic and neurotypical individuals.

There is also specific support for Elmose’s (2020) 
notion of “accessibility” as an important factor facilitat-
ing social relationships in autistic adults, where partners, 
spouses, school, or work helped build connections and ease 

interactions. For some of the current participants, shared 
interests in games nights, faith communities, work, volun-
teer, or educational settings provided important contexts 
encouraging connections of convenience and interac-
tion with others. Different types of roles, such as partner, 
employee/volunteer, neighbor, or group member, in differ-
ent contexts led to accessibility for opportunities for social 
participation.

Participants in the current study reported feeling safe at 
organizations for individuals with autism and developmen-
tal disabilities and connecting with others through online 
autism groups. Participants also reported using work or 
volunteer positions as a safe space to intentionally practice 
social skills with others. This connects to Elmose’s (2020) 
findings that autistic adults actively decode the social rules 
of situations or interactions with people based on past expe-
riences, and plan ways to make social interaction easier. 
However, unlike some of the participants in Elmose’s (2020) 
study who reported seeking out activities such as going to 
the movies, sporting events, or concerts where there was less 
social interaction or the social interaction would be more 
predictable, the current study noted examples of participants 
actively seeking out social interactions, through work, vol-
unteer positions, or joining an improvisation class, that were 
less predictable to practice and improve their social skills.

Finally, it is of note in the autism literature on isolation 
and loneliness that more attention has been given to the 
importance of perceived loneliness and the subjective 
experience of social interaction in determining the impact 
on well-being (Mazurek, 2014; McConachie et al., 2020). 
Not everyone in the current study preferred to engage in 
social interactions, as clearly stated by one participant who 
commented, “I don’t like people.” Additionally, there were 
several participants who responded, “I have no friends,” 
when asked where they typically see their friends. How-
ever, a number of participants perceived themselves as being 
engaged in meaningful social interactions in a variety of 
contexts and at various levels of social participation that 
contributed to feelings of belonging that may or may not 
require having a close friend in adulthood. This finding 
provides preliminary support for the formation of a sense 
of community and feelings of belonging. Even those who 
desired more social connection reported other community 
connections, in-person or online, with individuals at the 
casual encounter or acquaintance level that helped them feel 
connected to their sense of community.

Limitations

While the purpose of the larger study was to describe the 
community participation experiences of autistic adults, 
including social participation, data collection was not cre-
ated around exploring different levels of social engagement, 
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or differences in the quality of friendships found in differ-
ent contexts, such as in person or online connections. We 
attempted not to impose our own lens in interpreting the 
findings and ascribe meanings to the range of social connec-
tions described, but rather sought to let the data speak for 
itself. When asked where participants saw their friends, we 
assumed their responses included descriptions of meaningful 
friendships, and at times, this question elicited direct state-
ments of not having friends. Elsewhere, participants openly 
described the lack of close friendships, or acknowledged 
that contacts remained at an acquaintance level. However, 
often participants described social contacts at all levels in 
relation to identifying places where they felt they belonged, 
places that were most important to them, and as contributing 
to feeling part of the community.

Similarly, the current study did not begin from a neurodi-
versity framework to specifically focus on strengths of indi-
viduals in the context of social participation. However, when 
participants described different means of social engagement 
that seemed to be working in connecting with others for sig-
nificant friendships, dating, or marriage partners, we often 
prompted them to share more in hopes of understanding 
the different contexts and/or supports that were helpful in 
facilitating these meaningful connections. Additional study 
limitations include a small sample from a limited geographic 
region. Furthermore, inclusion criteria of an IQ of 70 or 
above means the entire autism spectrum is not represented in 
our findings. Additionally, most data were collected before 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, some 
(n = 11) were collected via Zoom interviews during the 
pandemic, which expanded our geographic reach but also 
required that participants have access to reliable internet 
connection, thus excluding some participants. Participants 
in the current study indicated if they were ever diagnosed 
with a mental health condition on a demographic survey. 
However, we did not collect information regarding current 
psychiatric diagnoses, which may have impacted social par-
ticipation unless it was shared directly during the interview. 
For example, Kayla noted, “I have really bad social anxiety 
at times...especially for places that are unfamiliar.” Finally, 
we did not collect any information regarding prior participa-
tion in social skill interventions, which may have promoted 
social engagement.

Implications for Practice

In addition to social skills training groups, our find-
ings suggest the need for structured opportunities for 
social interactions and individualized approaches to pro-
mote social participation in areas of interest. This may 
be part of providing comprehensive supports for autistic 
adults through an interdisciplinary approach including pro-
fessionals such as rehabilitation counselors, recreational, 

and occupational therapists. While social skills training 
can be an effective intervention, providing structured 
opportunities, such as practicing social interaction in 
community contexts with professional support, could be 
another step in promoting social participation in autistic 
adults. Offering information about online platforms that 
can be used to facilitate in-person social interaction may 
be an avenue for fostering new social connections. Addi-
tionally, encouraging participation in natural practice 
spaces for social interaction at work and in common inter-
est groups may offer potential means for social interaction. 
Because adults with autism may desire spaces in which 
they can discuss their interests (Milton & Sims, 2016), 
these natural practice grounds, especially when related to 
common interest, may allow adults with autism to engage 
with others in a way that they prefer. For example, if an 
individual has an interest in gaming, participating in a 
gaming group would allow the individual to speak freely 
about their interest while engaging with others.

While encouraging the use of online platforms to facili-
tate in-person interaction and participation in common inter-
est groups may be potential avenues for meaningful social 
connection, formalized support services also offered safe 
spaces for our participants to engage with others with devel-
opmental disabilities, and potentially develop closer rela-
tionships. Taken a step further, support groups could offer 
opportunities to organize social outings or discuss ways to 
meet new people. Additionally, individual therapy sessions 
could be utilized to practice social skills and discuss contexts 
in which these skills could be practiced. For example, clini-
cians could collaborate with clients to identify where they 
might practice social interactions in various contexts in the 
community including volunteer sites, the grocery store, or 
in the neighborhood, with or without a pet. Therapists could 
challenge clients to think about how they might interact with 
individuals in these locations. Additionally, therapists could 
assist clients to plan when the social outing would occur, 
how to self-manage their capacity for social interaction in 
the community, and create an exit strategy if the activity 
becomes overwhelming or overstimulating.

To increase community and social engagement, our 
research team created “personalized mapping profiles” 
for each participant, depicted in Figure 1. These profiles 
included locations visited during the study week, other 
important locations they noted that were not visited dur-
ing the study week, approximately 10 new locations the 
participant could visit based on identified interests during 
the study interviews, and information about Meetup with 
approximately three suggested Meetup groups. A description 
of each new location, a color-coded map with its location 
relative to the participant’s home, and the website link was 
included in each profile. Creating similar mapping profiles 
could provide a visual representation of new locations of 
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interest in community and provide new ideas for potential 
contexts for social interaction.

Participants in the current study highlighted how they had 
both practiced social skills and found meaningful social con-
nections in the workplace. Employment supports independ-
ence in the community and could potentially have the added 
benefit of developing social connection for autistic adults. 
Providing employment support to this population may have 
the benefit of fostering natural supports and providing a safe 
context for social practice. Referrals to vocational rehabilita-
tion agencies or to support agencies with expertise in sup-
ported employment for autistic adults may increase employ-
ment attainment and social participation.

Future Directions

Although social networking promoted social engagement in 
many cases, participants also described having the majority 
of one’s friends out of town or online as a barrier to social 
interaction. Peter explained, “I haven’t spoken with most 
of my non-online friends in ages.... most of the friends I do 
have online are either somewhere across the ocean, some-
where on the other side of the country.” Similarly, Michael 
indicated he would like to attend parties and go to bars with 
friends but was not presently participating in those activities. 
When asked about barriers to these activities, he explained, 
“A lot of my friends are out of town,” and later described 
most of his friends were online. Because research has shown 
social connection is important to healthy aging (Michael 

et al., 1999; Uchino et al., 2001), it is worth noting that some 
participants described their social interactions as primarily 
online. Although beyond the scope of our research, under-
standing whether online friendships and interactions sup-
port healthy aging and well-being in autistic adults may be 
beneficial, and more research is needed in this area. Future 
research would benefit from a more comprehensive investi-
gation into the quality, frequency, and meaning connected to 
online versus in-person social interactions and friendships, 
and important mechanisms supporting the development of 
these social connections. Because the connection between 
loneliness and an unmet need to belong is associated with 
suicidal ideation in autistic adults (Camm-Crosbie et al., 
2019; Dow et al., 2021; Pelton et al., 2020), a specific focus 
on the impact of online and in-person social connections on 
mental health is needed.

While many participants reported no barriers to participa-
tion during the study week, some participants noted addi-
tional barriers of transportation, expense, and weather, as 
well as lack of motivation, energy, or people to do things 
with as interfering with social participation. At times, as 
Renee noted, it was a combination of factors,

Like if I had, if I had more friends like I would prob-
ably do more; [if] people were asking me, ‘Hey you 
wanna go do blah blah blah?’ I probably would. But I 
don’t really have any like, real friends right now. And 
I get exhausted from having to work.

Fig. 1  An example slide from the personalized mapping profiles developed for participants
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Mental health, sensory, and organizational challenges were 
also reported as barriers to planned or desired activities during 
the study week. More research is needed to further examine 
how different types of barriers can be addressed to support a 
full range of social participation in autistic adults.

Conclusion

The current study suggests considerations of well-being and 
feelings of belonging in autistic adults should not be limited 
to measures of the number and quality of friendships alone. 
Rather, as researchers and clinicians, we may need to change 
the questions we are asking regarding the range of types of 
connections with others and community contexts that col-
lectively contribute to social participation. As autistic adults 
navigate social experiences, the current study found evidence 
of individuals using a variety of in-person and online com-
munity contexts to intentionally practice and improve their 
social participation skills. In addition, current findings support 
autistic adults used specific apps to facilitate in-person meet 
ups, at times merging the preference for online communication 
with the desire for in-person connection. These results suggest 
exploring new ways to tailor interventions to support the range 
of desired social participation preferences of autistic adults. 
These findings may be a first step in research on the role of the 
range of social connections and healthy aging or well-being 
in autistic adults.
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