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Abstract

Social isolation is a core challenge associated with autism. Interpersonal relationships and the resources and
support embedded in the social networks of autistic young adults could impact key adult outcomes, including
quality of life, mental health, employment, and independence. However, little research systematically measures
the networks of autistic young adults and network impact on key adult outcomes. This article demonstrates how
social network analysis can be adapted for the field of autism to measure young adult networks. We provide
examples as to how this approach could be implemented to yield key insights into the amount and quality of
interpersonal relationships and the types of resources embedded in the networks of autistic young adults. The
network protocol was feasibility tested with autistic adults during the posthigh school transition period (n = 17, 19–
27 years). The parents of three of the recruited young adults also successfully completed a complementary
network survey, allowing for the inclusion of the parent-reported network using duocentric network analysis,
never before applied to parent–child networks. The implementation data collected from the study suggest fea-
sibility of egocentric and duocentric approaches, with several important modifications to adapt the measure for the
field of autism. The future potential of social network research for understanding autism in adulthood is discussed.

Keywords: social networks, duocentric networks, social capital, autism spectrum disorders, transition to adulthood,
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Lay Summary

What was the purpose of this study?

Many autistic young adults are disconnected from people, communities, and organizations that could provide them
with valuable social resources to support their transition to adulthood. This study tests the feasibility of using social
network methods to measure the resources that autistic young adults gain from their social connections. Future
studies using our social network measure might provide valuable information about possible interventions that
could help autistic youth acquire the social resources needed for successful adult outcomes.

What did the researchers do?

To test the feasibility of our social network measure, 17 autistic adults, between the ages of 19 and 27 years,
were recruited to complete a survey about their social connections and the resources provided to them by their
social connections. The parents of three of the autistic adults were also surveyed to provide information about
the social connections that they relied on to help their autistic young adult to transition successfully.
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What were the results of the study?

All participants successfully completed our survey online. We analyzed the network data to illustrate what types
of information the survey produced. We demonstrated how the survey captures different types of support that
people gained from their networks. We also used network pictures to show how network measures characterize
connections among supporters of autistic young adults. This research successfully lays the groundwork for
future studies to test whether the social resources young adults on the autism spectrum receive from their
networks impact their adult outcomes.

What do these findings add to what is already known?

We know very little about the social networks for young adults on the autism spectrum. Also, no studies have
used duocentric network analysis to measure the social capital of youth and their parents together. This project
produced new useful ways of collecting social network data from young autistic adults that will produce
knowledge about how to help young adults on the autism spectrum build networks that will yield the social
resources needed to support positive adult outcomes.

What are potential weaknesses of this study?

The study was only designed to test the feasibility of the social network measure and does not provide
generalizable information about how networks might impact outcomes. Also, the social network measure only
allowed participants to identify five people, possibly under-reporting the actual size and composition of autistic
young adult networks.

How will these findings help young adults on the autism spectrum now or in the future?

If future research suggests that social network factors help young adults on the autism spectrum to improve
outcomes, then network interventions, guided by social network data, can be created.

Introduction

The social isolation of people on the autism spectrum
is a concern shared by multiple stakeholder groups in-

cluding autistic advocates, caregivers, and providers. Across
societal institutions including schools, health care organiza-
tions, businesses, and community organizations, stakeholders
share a common challenge to create inclusive social contexts
wherein autistic people have opportunities to forge high-
quality interpersonal relationships. However, many autistic
young adults are disconnected from contexts beyond the home
where they could create meaningful social ties with peers,
community members, or service providers. In the United
States, about half of young adults on the spectrum are not
engaged in postsecondary schooling or employment in the first
2 years after high school.1 Their rate of disconnection from
these adult social contexts is higher than for young adults with
most other disabilities.1,2 This represents a significant loss of
opportunities to establish interpersonal relationships with
friends, romantic partners, mentors, coaches, service provid-
ers, and colleagues, and to experience positive social outcomes
such as belonging and social integration. Disconnection also
restricts access to valuable social capital that can help young
adults achieve key adult outcomes, such as employment.3–7

Egocentric and duocentric network methods

Social network methods can be used to characterize the
degree and quality of social connections and access to social
capital for autistic young adults and determine possible asso-
ciations with adult outcomes. The structural, normative, and
resource dimensions of social capital have been successfully
established across fields of study including sociology, educa-

tion, organizations, criminology, and public health.8–11 For
example, decades of research suggests that strong ties between
the people closest to young adults can create ‘‘network clo-
sure’’ that yields support, trust, encouragement, and goodwill
for the transition to adulthood.5,12–19 Examples of social cap-
ital include affective resources, such as collective support for
seeking employment or shared expectations about completing
college and finding and keeping employment, as well as in-
strumental resources, such as coordinated logistical supports
and targeted financial resources for job coaching. The weak
ties that young adults have with acquaintances can also
‘‘broker’’ social connections to valuable resources, such as
new employment opportunities12,13 and critical resources for
seeking and securing employment.13–15

The two main types of network analyses are whole net-
work analysis and egocentric network analysis.20 Whole
network approaches inventory the connections present within
a specified group of people, where each person in a specified
group reports his or her relationships with others in the group.
Whole network approaches can be used to determine the
centrality or isolation of autistic young adults among a par-
ticular group of peers or coworkers. In contrast, egocentric
network approaches ask a person, called the ‘‘ego,’’ to report
on people who are important to them (‘‘alters’’). They report
on their perceptions of the connections among alters and the
resources they access from their networks. In addition, key
alters who have a significant impact on a person’s network
(e.g., a parent or mentor) can also complete an egocentric
network of their own about people who help them support the
original ‘‘ego.’’ The two egocentric networks can be com-
bined into one joint duocentric network to more accurately
capture the ecosystem of connections that are important for
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an autistic young adult.21 To date, no studies have used
egocentric social network methods to capture the ecosystem
of important people for young adults on the spectrum. Duo-
centric network approaches, never before applied to parent–/
mentor–child pairs,22,23 could be used to allow for the in-
clusion of network reports from parents or mentors about the
important people they seek out to support the young adult.
This article illustrates how to use duocentric network meth-
ods to map ecosystems for young autistic adults.

Social networks and young adults
on the autism spectrum

Building relationships is challenging for many adults.
Autistic young adults face additional persistent challenges
with social communication (Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders version 5), often accompanied
by a high prevalence (83%) of co-occurring health and
mental health conditions,24 which can interfere with building
their own social networks. Social isolation is a common ex-
perience for autistic young adults25 and can adversely impact
mental health,26–29 making it a critical target for intervention.
Based on network approaches, we know that children on the
autism spectrum have fewer connections with their class-
mates, fewer friendship nominations, lower levels of reci-
procity with peers,30–32 and are more likely to be on the
periphery in social groups.30,31,33–36 Seeking out friendship
and social connections with peers in young adulthood can
require resilience and persistence in the face of past diffi-
culties. Stigmatization37 can also further isolate autistic
young adults, as social capital theory suggests that people
evaluate potential exchange partners based on their ability to
reciprocate in future, referred to as a ‘‘credit slip.’’5 Autistic
young adults might be perceived by others as having less
ability to reciprocate in future social exchanges. Social net-
work approaches may illuminate these relationship dynamics
and social capital for autistic young adults. Although some
research suggests that caregivers, teachers, therapists, and
peers in a youth’s network can broker connections with others
on behalf of the youth,36,38,39 no studies have used network
analysis to systematically measure how key ecosystem
members in the networks of young adults might connect them
to interpersonal relationships and social capital that could
potentially improve their adult outcomes over the life course.

Organizational effects on the social capital

Social capital emerges when young adults access the
knowledge, skills, and resources embedded in network con-
nections. Work, school, and other community institutions
provide organizational and institutional opportunities that
facilitate network connections. Instead of using personal re-
sources to create opportunities to meet people and build
networks, people can gain connections by participating in
organizational events, routines, and every day activities.7

Sociability in the workplace kitchen at lunch, repeated con-
tact through work groups, ‘‘happy hour’’ after work with
colleagues, and clubs and activities (e.g., fraternities, inter-
mural sports, and affinity groups) all represent informal and
formal opportunities to build interpersonal relationships as
part of work or college life. Disconnection from these adult
institutions could create less diverse networks for autistic
people. Specifically, autistic young adults may have fewer

connections with people outside the home/family: friends,
romantic partners, coworkers, colleagues, coaches, and
counselors affiliated with workplaces or educational institu-
tions. Less diverse networks can limit social capital exchange
opportunities, reducing exposure to different resources of-
fered by diverse types of groups.8 Network data could char-
acterize the strengths, gaps, and opportunities in autistic
young adult social networks and how they vary across or-
ganizational contexts, providing targets for potential inter-
vention that could protect against adverse outcomes.

The ‘‘service cliff’’ and disparities in social capital

In addition to disconnection from work and school, autistic
young adults can also experience a ‘‘service cliff’’1 involving
disruptions in access to needed supports as they age out of eli-
gibility for school-based and pediatric care. Rates of service
utilization decrease considerably after high school exit, and over
one-quarter of autistic young adults received no services be-
tween high school and their early 20s (Ref.1) For those who have
had some abiding continuity of care during adolescence in a
given school or pediatric setting, transition out of these settings
often also represents a loss of social capital in the form of trusting
relationships, shared expectations, helpful resources, and useful
knowledge that could connect them with opportunities for em-
ployment, continued learning, and community participation that
fit their unique profile of strengths and needs.3–7 Autistic young
adults living independently in the community report smaller
networks, restricted access to instrumental and informational
support, and greater dissatisfaction with their networks when
compared with typically developing peers.40

Gender differences in social capital

Social interactions of those on the autism spectrum vary by
gender. Autistic women and girls tend to show higher social
motivation and friendship formation.41,42 This could shape
gender differences in social capital, with women developing
more social connections than men. However, autistic women
often receive a diagnosis and accompanying supports later
than men.43 Later diagnosis could adversely impact con-
nections with service providers, with earlier diagnosis pro-
viding advantages for developing more robust professional
supports. Alternatively, later diagnosis or less interaction
with professional supports may increase social engagement,
as youth with less professional support might rely more on
others in their community for natural supports and nonpro-
fessional interpersonal relationships. In addition, research on
nonautistic adults suggest that women form networks with
more family kin relations than men,44 but this has not been
tested among autistic young adults. Furthermore, there is very
limited data on the social capital or networks of transgender
or gender nonconforming individuals, who represent up to
22.1% of autistic survey respondents in some studies.45

Egocentric network data can reveal the composition of family
versus nonfamily alters that make up the social networks of
autistic young adults and investigate whether social closure
between family and nonfamily alters varies by gender.

Family members as key brokers

Although connections to peers, friends, romantic partners,
coworkers, job coaches, job supervisors, service providers,
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fellow students, or college faculty can provide access to
helpful resources, family members are also a key source of
social support and job supports for people with dis-
abilities.16,46 Strong family ties for adults with disabilities are
positively associated with job satisfaction46 and the number
of family-of-origin ties is associated with employment
quality indicators (e.g., hours worked).16 The ecosystem of
family support, broader community resources, and workplace
capacity building supports are all interconnected to job
readiness and employment for autistic young adults.47

However, over-reliance on family connections might also
restrict the development of nonfamily connections. During
childhood, parents can build networks with school staff
members and community providers to increase their access to
potential social capital for their autistic child.48 No research
studies have investigated how the networks of autistic young
adults and their parents interrelate. Investigating network
connections across the ecosystem will provide important
insight into how interpersonal relationships at home and
outside of the home shape adult outcomes for autistic young
adults.

Despite compelling possibilities for the application of so-
cial network analysis to the field of autism, progress inves-
tigating interactions and the influence of various types of
social capital in the ecosystems of autistic young adult has
been limited in several ways. Autism research has primarily
relied on clinical interventions that teach social skills, rather
than investigating how contexts shape the formation of re-
lationships for autistic young adults. We have much to learn
about how interpersonal relationships emerge for young
adults on the spectrum. Few studies investigate how eco-
system members, such as parents and providers, establish
their own connections to support the transition successfully to
adulthood, or how they might facilitate connections between
autistic young adults and others. The investigation of how
autistic young adults themselves find, access, and utilize
social capital available outside of their family is under-
investigated. Currently, there is limited data on racial or so-
cioeconomic disparities in autistic adult outcomes, and
network studies can investigate how inequalities in access to
social capital may contribute.49 One feasibility study, con-
ducted with college-going autistic young adults, provided
preliminary support for the use of network measures for
perceived support during college.50

In this article, we discuss the importance of relationships
and social capital for autistic young adults and propose social
network approaches to mathematically measure them. To
demonstrate how to do this, we describe a social network
protocol designed to map the networks of autistic young
adults and systematically characterize their interpersonal
relationships and social capital. We demonstrate how socio-
grams can be used to illustrate egocentric and duocentric
networks. Finally, we recommend protocol adaptations and
revisions to more accurately capture the ecosystem of con-
nections of autistic young adults for future studies.

Methods

Subject protection

This study was approved by the official institutional review
boards at Drexel University where these data were collected,
analyzed, and published.

Social network approaches for autism and adulthood

The primary aims of this article are to (1) demonstrate the
potential contribution of social network measures to the field
of autism to better capture social capital inequalities in
adulthood and (2) provide an illustration of how to apply such
methods. The egocentric and duocentric network methods
and the data analyzed for this article are for illustrative and
feasibility purposes only. A larger study with a statistically
viable sample is required to determine how social networks
are associated with outcomes.

Study participants

The network feasibility data analyzed for this article were
part of a qualitative study of autistic young adults (n = 20) and
parents of autistic young adults (n = 21) about outcomes after
high school. From the larger study, 17 young adults (ages 18–
29 years) and 3 parents from matched youth–parent pairs
were asked to complete a questionnaire covering demo-
graphics, service access, and employment, and egocentric
social network. Young adults were predominantly white
(67%), with a mean age 23.25 years (standard devia-
tion = 3.6). Of them, 59% were men (n = 10, mean age = 21.78
years), 29% were women (n = 5, mean age = 25.2 years), and
12% were gender nonconforming (n = 2, mean age = 25
years). Young adults were situated in relatively advantaged
families, with high levels of maternal 4-year college attainment
(71%, n = 12), including 35% with a graduate degree or higher
(n = 6). Overall, 82% of young adults had ever attended college
and 35% were living independently (n = 6) (Table 1).

The autistic young adults who participated in this study
lived in a major metropolitan area in the northeastern United
States and were recruited using community contacts and
snowball sampling. Young adults provided self-report of
their Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) diagnosis. All young
adult participants were their own legal guardian. Each par-
ticipant received a $50 gift card.

Egocentric social network measure

Social network measurement includes the number and type
of social connections a person has with others.20,51,52 Ego-
centric networks include the respondent (‘‘ego’’) and key
people whom the respondent identifies (‘‘alters’’).53 A
‘‘name generator’’ question54 was asked, and for each name
generated, several additional questions were asked that
characterize the alters in each participant’s network. For this
study, participants were asked to identify important people in
their lives with the following name generator: ‘‘Please name

Table 1. Young Adult Study Participant

Characteristics (N = 17)

Mean

Age 23.25
White, % 67
Attended any college, % 82
Maternal graduate degree, % 35
Living independently, % 35
Dating, % 18
Employed, % 29
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up to five people who are very important to you.’’ The most
important person was identified first, then the second most
important until the youth stopped naming people or five
people were named. This relationship represents a strong tie
between the ego and the identified alters. For each of the
people named, additional questions focused on their role in
the participant’s life (mother, father, friend, neighbor, ther-
apist, etc.) and the supports that each alter provided. Support
was calculated by dividing the total number of alters who
provided a particular type of support by the total number of
alters named. The young adult also identified connections
among alters. For each unique pair of alters, the young adult
was asked the network generator, ‘‘Does (Person A) interact
with (Person B)? (If yes) How often?’’ The name generator
was limited to five people to reduce burden on the participant,
as each additional person named generates additional attri-
bute and connection questions. The egocentric network sur-
vey developed for this study had 41 questions.

To produce duocentric networks that combine parent and
young adult networks, parents were asked the following
name generator: ‘‘Please name up to five people who cur-
rently help you support your young adult on the autism
spectrum.’’ Parents were also asked to identify the role of
each alter, the types of support alters provided for the parent
to help their young adult, and whether alters had interacted
with one another during the past year. This method has pre-
viously been applied to investigate the social networks of
married couples22 and professor–student pairs23 and some
adaptations were necessary.

Duocentric networks

For three matched pairs, alter networks for both the young
adult and the parent were calculated, and duocentric networks
were created. If parents were named by the young adult as
one of their alters, they were included as a node in the par-
ticipant’s network. In data from the matched pairs, all iden-
tified alters were sorted on a spreadsheet and manually coded
for potential parent–young adult matches by first and last
name. Other characteristics (i.e., role) were used as needed to
finalize match coding. Once matching alters had been iden-
tified, unique identifiers were created for each alter. Fol-
lowing Kennedy et al.,22 reported ties among same alters
were compared. Mismatches, such as one member of the pair
reporting that alters had interacted while the other member
reported that they had not, were noted. Among the three
matched pairs, only one tie was discrepant. In the sociogram,
we represented the network with the maximum value, which
in this case was the reported tie by the parent.22

Six overall network measures were calculated for duo-
centric networks, including network size (the number of al-
ters included in the network), network density (the number of
actual ties between alters divided by the number of possible
ties), network overlap members (the number of alters named
by both parent and young adult), network unique members
(the number of alters named by only the parent or young
adult), disconnected network members (the number of alters
named who were not tied to other alters), and parent cen-
trality (the number of alters tied to the parent divided by the
total number of alters minus the parent). Five network char-
acteristics were calculated, including whether young adults
named alters that the parent did not name, whether parents

named alters that the young adult did not name, whether the
parent network was a subset of the young adult network, whe-
ther overlap alters were tied to most other alters (coded as ‘‘yes’’
if 75% or more of alters were tied to the alter that was named by
both the youth and the parent), and whether parents were tied to
most other alters (coded as ‘‘yes’’ if 75% or more of alters were
tied to the parent). Social capital measures were calculated to
determine the social capital configuration for each matched pair.

Network visualizations

Visualizations assist in the analysis of social networks.55,56

Visualizations of networks are provided to demonstrate what
a network looks like and how each young adult’s data are
represented in a sociogram. All networks illustrated in this
article were configured using a multidimensional scaling al-
gorithm that positions nodes closer together that share similar
connections. To illustrate various network configurations, we
visualize selected example networks that represent different
structural and/or compositional characteristics. Figures 1 and
2 illustrate representative young adult networks. All alter
networks for the three matched pairs are illustrated in
Figure 3. We colored the nodes to illustrate the different roles
of alters (i.e., family, community, and professional).

Feasibility data analysis

Data were collected through Qualtrics, and R was used to
reconfigure the Qualtrics file into a social network edge list to
compute social network measures. R was used to create an
analytical database with all variables produced by the net-
work survey. The data were visualized using ORA social
network analysis software.57 These data are provided to il-
lustrate the types of variables produced by the measure, the
visualizations of various network types, and to present les-
sons learned from this feasibility study to support further
research using social networks methods.

Lessons Learned from the Social Network
Feasibility Study

Although several findings from the study suggested that
some aspects of the egocentric survey as implemented were
feasible, other findings suggest revisions to the protocol
and analyses that will yield more accurate and robust
measurement. Figures 1–3 include gender identification to
demonstrate the feasibility of comparing network variation
across gender categories rather than to present general-
izable results. We detail lessons learned from the feasibility
study hereunder.

Participant burden

Our network survey was purposefully designed to mini-
mize participant burden by limiting the roster to the young
adult’s five most important alters. We modeled our survey
after national surveys that used egocentric network genera-
tors of five alters [i.e., general social survey (GSS), national
social life, health, and aging project]. In the GSS, a national
sample of adults reported an average of 3.01 people with
whom they discussed important matters in the past 6 months,
suggesting that the five-person cap was not a constraint for
the average participant.58
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Despite the reduced number of alters, the respondent
burden for naming five alters is still high, with a total of 41
responses required per participant to capture the network data
presented in this article. Although other studies that have
allowed for 20 or more named alters have reported means
between 12 (Ref.59) and 18.5 (Ref.60), we selected a more
restricted roster partly due to participants having completed
an 85-question demographics, services, and employment
questionnaire before completing network measures. Im-
plementation analysis showed that all young adult and parent
participants who attempted the social network survey com-
pleted all 41 questions, demonstrating good feasibility.

Characterization of network size and roles

Compositional and structural variables were successfully
calculated from the egocentric survey (Table 2). While a
statically viable sample is required to provide accurate esti-
mates of network size, density, and composition, Table 2
shows the variables produced by the social network measure
to characterize young adult networks. The average network
size for autistic young adults in this feasibility study was 4.88
and the median value was 5, suggesting that the young adults
in our study were likely constrained by the five-person cap.
This indicated that our strategy for reducing burden might
result in the inaccurate characterization of the social net-
works of autistic young adults. Lifting the five-person cap
and adding additional question probes by role type would
likely provide a more accurate characterization of the social
ecosystem of the young adult.

The majority of important people named were family
(61%), followed by community members (36%), with very
few service providers named as alters. If the five-person cap
was lifted, important people outside of the home/family
might have been named. Future protocols with increased or
minimal limits for young adults would likely capture a more
accurate description of social capital resources. However,
respondent burden and cost are often a concern with social
network protocols, making open-ended generators challeng-
ing to implement.

Characterization of network social capital

The types of social capital embedded in the networks were
also successfully derived from the egocentric survey
(Table 3). For the small sample of young adults who partic-

ipated in the feasibility study, the most commonly accessed
supports were friendship (75%), emotional support (74%),
and advice (73%), whereas the least commonly accessed was
employment support (24%). Although this sample showed
robust family support, family alters were infrequent provid-
ers of employment support.

Family friendship also varied by gender, where men had on
average a marginally greater percentage of family members
who provided friendship (mean = 58%) than women
(mean = 32%) and gender nonconforming young adults, who
reported no family friendship (mean = 0%). This suggests that
gender is a salient variable in research on the acquisition of
social capital through diversified networks, and that inclusive
measures of gender identity are an important component of
future research.

Characterization of network variation by key attributes

Social network analysis is often used to measure variation
by key demographic attributes, such as race, ethnicity, age,
and gender. In the field of autism, variation across gender is
likely related to networks. Although much research in soci-
ology and related fields suggests that social networks vary by
gender,61,62 our pilot sample is too small to allow for an
accurate test of differences across gender. For example, we
cannot control for key variables that might also impact net-
work formation, such as age. The mean age for males is 21
years in our sample, whereas mean age for females is 25
years, likely impacting social network formation in important
ways. Although a statically viable sample with enough power
to control for key demographic variables is needed to confirm
findings, Figure 1 is used in this article to demonstrate how to
interpret variation across social network configuration and
produce comparisons across key attributes. Upon examina-
tion of the sociograms of egocentric networks, the egocentric
networks of both men and women were characterized by
complete social closure among family members. Women’s
networks were characterized by the inclusion of more com-
munity members, who had fewer connections with each
other, on average, and fewer connections with the woman’s
family members (see Fig. 1 for representative networks). In
the male network, all important people, including mother,
uncle, grandfather, and grandmother, are tied to each other. In
contrast, in the female network, family members are tied to
each other and to community members, with no connections
between community members. The gender nonconforming
sociogram shown in Figure 1 has complete social closure for
family members and one community member, with mother,

Table 2. Social Network Measures of Young

Adult Networks (N = 17)

Mean

YA alter networks
YA network size 4.88a

Network density 0.67b

Team rolesc

% Family members 61
% Community members 36
% Professional providers 4

aAverage number of important people named by the young adult.
bDensity = 3 of actual ties/number of total possible ties.
cAverage percentage of each role type named as important people

by the young adult.
YA, young adult.

Table 3. Types of Social Capital Embedded

in Young Adult Networks (N = 17)

Mean

% Friendship 75
% Family friendshipa 43
% Emotional support 75
% Advice 73
% Financial support 34
% Logistical support 31
% Job support 24

aAverage percentage of family members who provided the young
adult with friendship.
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father, brother, and friend all tied to each other and no con-
nections between the second friend and any other member of
the network. The presence of community members as im-
portant people in the networks of females and gender non-
conforming young adults provides a qualitative indication of
potentially reciprocal relationships established outside of the
family. In future studies, social isolation can be contextual-
ized through the use of social network measures like the one
proposed in this article. Additional questions that ask young
adults to rate the degree of reciprocity with alters would also
provide a useful measure of relationship quality.

Emerging research suggests that autism diagnosis is asso-
ciated with higher rates of being transgender63 or of rejecting a
binary gender identity.64,65 Gender nonconforming young
adults were present in the sample in small numbers (n = 2). The
two particular gender nonconforming young adults in our
study had networks that were more similar to women’s net-

works, with one young adult identifying only friends and no
family as alters. This was the only network that did not in-
clude any family, and future research on autism and networks
could investigate whether there are network differences for
transgender/gender nonconforming young adults and whe-
ther such differences are associated with social stigma at
home.37

Recent research suggests that the majority of adolescents
and adults on the autism spectrum without intellectual dis-
ability engage in sexual relationships, in contrast to past re-
search identifying sexuality as a problematic issue for people
on the autism spectrum.66–68 Few participants in this sample
were dating (n = 3), and all participants who were dating were
also employed, attended a 4-year college, and had networks
primarily made up of friends (Fig. 2). The sociograms shown
in Figure 2 represent the egocentric networks of the three
young adults in the sample who were dating.

FIG. 1. Representative alter egocentric networks by gender type.

FIG. 2. Alter egocentric networks of dating young adults.
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Feasibility of parent/young adult duocentric
network method

Paired network measures offer new ways to investigate the
role that parents play for young people during and after the
transition to adulthood. Table 4 illustrates combined duo-
centric network data for parent–young adult dyads. Alter
network size and density varied by young adult–parent mat-
ched pair. Two young adults experienced increased ecosystem
network size and one experienced no change in ecosystem
network size (YA3). Network density between the young adult
and the parent for both YA1 and YA3 varied significantly for
different reasons. YA1’s parent identified three unconnected
alters who helped them support their young adult, resulting in a
network wherein only 17% of all possible alter connections
were tied. In comparison, YA1 identified only one alter who
was not tied to others, resulting in a network wherein 60% of

all possible alter connections were tied (see Fig. 3 for illus-
tration). YA3’s parent identified two alters who were not tied,
yielding a density score of 0, whereas 70% of possible con-
nections among YA3’s alters were tied. It is important to note
that YA3 and her parent disagree about the connection be-
tween the two alters named by the parent. The parent reports
the pair as unconnected and the young adult reports the same
pair as connected. For duocentric network analysis, maximum
value is used when combining all alters together.

All matched pair alter networks had at least one member
that overlapped with both alter networks. All but one parent
alter network (YA3’s parent) identified unique alters. Only
one young adult network had disconnected alters (YA1) and
two parent networks had disconnected alters (PA1 and PA3).
Parent centrality was high (>75% of alters were connected to
the parent) from two networks (YA1 and YA2); however,
YA3 did not name their parent as one of their top five

Table 4. Matched Young Adult and Parent Alter Social Networks

YA1-PA (Male) YA2-PA (Male) YA3-PA (Female)

YA alter PA alter YA alter PA alter YA alter PA alter
(1) (2) (1) (2) (1) (2)

Overall network measures
Network size 5 4 5 3 5 2
Network density 0.6 0.17 0.7 0.67 0.7 0
Network overlap 1 1 1 1 2 2
Network unique 3 3 3 2 3 0
Network disconnected 1 2 0 0 0 2
Parent centrality 75% 100% NA

Network characteristics
Parent only alters Yes Yes No
Parent high centrality Yes Yes No

NA, parent not included in YA network; PA, parent.

FIG. 3. Matched pair networks of young adults and parents. YA, young adult.
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important people, so parent centrality was not calculable.
Two types of matched networks emerged from the analysis,
including combined networks wherein parents occupied a
central position in young adult alters and added new alters
(YA1 and YA2) and an alter network wherein the parent’s
alters were a subset of the young adult’s alters (YA3). The
study findings suggest that duocentric network analysis is a
feasible method for investigating the degree of brokerage that
parents provide autistic young adults to social capital outside
the immediate sphere of the young adult networks.

Although we were successfully able to code the network
data and prepare duocentric networks for each matched pair
as proposed by Kennedy et al.22 (Fig. 3), we discovered a few
key issues that interfered with our efforts to generate accurate
duocentric networks.

First, we imposed a five-person limit on the roster generator.
This is problematic for duocentric networks because it is
possible that the young adult and the parent will name a dif-
ferent set of people for their top five, whereas a longer list
would elicit more overlap. In addition, using the same name
generator rather than ‘‘important people’’ (young adults) and
‘‘important people who help you support young adult’’ (parent)
may result in different overlap in duocentric networks.

Characterization of social capital in parent/young adult
duocentric network

Parent alter networks most often added more familial and
community members with additional friendship, emotional
support, and advice (YA1 and YA2). YA2’s joint resources
did include added logistical and job support from the parent’s
alters. YA3 did not receive any additional resources from the
parent alter network, since it was a subset of the young adult’s
network (Table 5).

Network study design

Several other aspects of our study protocol require revision
to better characterize social capital for autistic young adults.
First, including young autistic adults as advisors on the de-
velopment of a social network survey through community-

based participator research69,70 would yield valuable insights
for measure development.

Importantly, the study did not include baseline mea-
surement of networks before youth transitioned from high
school, making it difficult to discern mechanisms in young
adult networks that drive changes and differences post-
transition. Further specification of types of employment
supports is needed, including discernment of potential
organizational sources of social capital related to employ-
ment, such as participation in college programs that facilitate
employment networks through internships or enrollment in
state and federal funding programs for vocational rehabili-
tation supports for employment coaching and training. Social
network research investigating how pre-employment inter-
ventions impact network formation related to employment is
needed.

The current sample also lacks variation across socioeco-
nomic status, racial, ethnic diversity, and functionality, sug-
gesting the need for further investigation regarding feasibility
for less resourced more diverse populations. Comparison
research investigating variance in employment social capital
embedded in autistic adult networks as compared with those
of nonautistic adults would yield valuable information about
outcomes disparities. In addition, determining which network
configurations are associated with improved young adult
outcomes will require appropriately powered samples.

Conclusions

This study confirms the feasibility for utilizing social
network approaches with autistic young adults to capture
social connectivity, including density and distribution of
network roles, and to track access to social capital resources
through networks. This provides information about mutable
factors. Future research with an appropriately powered
sample can determine whether variation in social networks
and access to social capital are associated with better out-
comes. Identifying mutable network factors will guide in-
terventions that foster network configurations to improve
outcomes for young adults on the spectrum.71

Table 5. Matched Young Adult and Parent Alter Social Capital

YA1-PA (Male) YA2-PA (Male) YA3-PA (Female)

YA
alter, %

PA
alter, % #

YA
alter, %

PA
alter, % #

YA
alter, %

PA
alter, % #

(1) (2) ADD (1) (2) ADD (1) (2) ADD

Network roles
% Family 100 75 1 40 50 1 60 67 0
% Community 0 25 2 0 0 0 40 0 0
% Professional 0 0 0 60 50 1 0 33 0

Network support and resources
% Friendship 100 50 1 100 100 2 40 67 0
% Family friendship 100 25 0 40 50 1 0 33 0
% Emotional support 60 100 3 80 100 2 20 67 0
% Advice 40 50 2 80 100 2 0 67 0
% Financial support 40 0 0 60 50 0 20 33 0
% Logistical support 20 0 0 60 50 1 60 67 0
% Job support 20 0 0 60 50 1 20 67 0

ADD, additional number of roles/support and resources provided by parent alters unique to parent network.
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