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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is to explore with autistic adolescents, 
their perspectives and experiences related to autism. Situated 
in Australia, the study uses a qualitative methodology and a 
narrative approach. The findings illustrate a rich and nuanced 
understanding of autism for adolescents. Autistic adoles-
cents place greater emphasis on difference and diversity 
rather than difficulty and highlight the positives and 
strengths of autism characteristics. The findings encourage 
the framing and conceptualisation of autism in relation to 
adolescents’ strengths and abilities whilst acknowledging 
experiences of anger, stress, and anxiety. Most adolescents 
describe feeling disconnected, emotionally and physically 
from others. The findings of this study indicate a need for 
increased awareness and practice of a strengths use in 
autism. This is to enhance understandings of autism, improve 
upon the wellbeing and mental health of autistic adoles-
cents and to promote greater connectedness and belonging 
for this group amongst family, peers, and wider society.

Points of interest

•	 This study explores how autistic adolescents in Australia perceive and 
experience autism.

•	 It uses interviews to gather their personal stories and detailed under-
standings about autism.

•	 The findings show a more detailed and realistic view of autism, going 
beyond common stereotypes.

•	 The study highlights the importance of focusing on the strengths and 
abilities of autistic individuals.
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•	 It acknowledges that autistic adolescents often experience anger, 
stress, and anxiety, and feel disconnected from others both emotion-
ally and physically.

•	 The study emphasises the need to increase awareness and practices 
that use the strengths of autistic individuals to foster their wellbeing.

Introduction

The contemporary perspective in disability research and practice has been 
progressively shifting towards a strengths-based approach, particularly in the 
context of autism (Murthi et  al. 2023; Taylor et  al. 2023). This transition aligns 
with the principles of the social model of disability, which has been gaining 
prominence over recent years (Devenish et  al. 2022). The social model, as 
described by Shakespeare and Watson (2001) and Thoms and Burton (2015, 
2018) conceptualizes disability because of the interaction between individu-
als and their environment, thereby reframing the focus from individual lim-
itations to environmental factors and from deficits to abilities.

Despite some criticisms (Haegele and Hodge 2016; Thoms and Burton 2018) 
the adoption of this model has been widely recognized as crucial for acknowl-
edging and valuing diversity and strengths. In this context, strengths-based 
approaches in autism, advocated by researchers such as Donaldson, Krejcha, 
and McMillin (2017) and Buntinx and Schalock (2010), suggest viewing autism 
as an aspect of neurological diversity rather than a disorder, highlighting the 
strengths and competencies of individuals with disabilities.

Some authors (Murthi et  al. 2023), including autistic authors, (Grant and 
Kara 2021; Urbanowicz et  al. 2019) advocate for strengths-based approaches 
in understanding autism, emphasizing the importance of recognizing and 
nurturing the abilities of autistic individuals (Devenish et  al. 2022). They dis-
cuss the benefits of qualitative research in capturing the diverse experiences 
and perspectives of autistic people that goes beyond the traditional 
deficit-focused models, allowing for a more holistic understanding. Such 
approaches enable researchers to explore the subjective experiences of autis-
tic individuals, including their coping strategies, perceptions of their environ-
ment, and personal narratives, and offering invaluable insights into their 
worldviews, challenges, and strengths.

Recently, Courchesne et al. (2022), highlighted that whilst research on lived 
experiences of autism has mostly focused on the insights of parents, siblings, 
teachers, and clinicians, it has lately begun to include the first-person per-
spectives of autistic people meaningfully or substantially (Bertilsdotter 
Rosqvist et  al. 2019; Cascio, Weiss, and Racine 2020); Nicholas, Orjasaeter, and 
Zwaigenbaum 2019; Richards and Crane 2020; Tesfaye et  al. 2019). There is 
research to indicate the value in seeking the perspectives of autistic people 
(e.g. Chown et  al. 2017; Dindar et  al. 2017; Fletcher-Watson et  al. 2019; Frazier 
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et  al., 2018; Galpin et  al. 2018; Hurlbutt and Chalmers 2002; Jones, Quigney, 
and Huws 2003; Parsons et  al. 2019; Pellicano, Dinsmore, and Charman 2014; 
Pellicano et  al. 2018; Scott-Barrett, Cebula, and Florian 2019; Woods et  al. 
2018). For example, how autistic people perceive and experience autism and 
how it influences their interactions with others, including family or peers.

Whilst the autistic perspective is gaining traction in research, knowledge of 
this group’s experiences is largely understood from an adult perspective and not 
from a child or adolescent perspective (Depape and Lindsay 2016; Kirby, Dickie, 
and Baranek 2014; Nicholas, Orjasaeter, and Zwaigenbaum 2019; Richards and 
Crane 2020; Tesfaye et  al. 2019). Therefore, this study aimed to understand how 
autistic adolescents perceive and experience autism through an exploration of 
their autism narratives. By doing so, this study aims to add value and enrich this 
body of work by adding the perspectives of an autistic adolescent group.

As part of a larger study (Trew 2021) that investigated the role of autism 
and family relationships in families with an autistic adolescent, this study 
focuses on exploring the understanding and experience of autism from the 
narratives of autistic adolescents. Investigating this phenomenon is import-
ant, as without the perspectives of younger autistic people we will not know 
if there are other or preferred ways of being that might be experienced for 
this group. This knowledge might be used to reduce some of the environ-
mental and intersectional barriers faced by younger autistic people and 
increase their social connections and sense of belonging amongst family and 
peers and in society, broadly. Additionally, without younger autistic perspec-
tives it is unclear if autistic adolescent’s experiences and understandings of 
autism differs from others, including autistic adults. This knowledge could 
inform the development of tailored strategies or community-wide awareness 
campaigns that are informed by autistic adolescents’ perspectives and iden-
tify better ways to structure autistic supports, including the wants and needs 
of autistic adolescents. These might be in spaces such as school, amongst 
their peers and family, and in workplaces and the broader community.

Background

Autism research, traditionally aligned with the medical model, has primarily 
focused on studying autistic differences as deficits in comparison to the gen-
eral population (Brown et  al. 2021; Kapp et  al. 2013). However, the autism 
community and current researchers, including Kornblau and Robertson (2021), 
argue that these differences can be neutral traits or strengths in appropriate 
contexts. A growing body of research now aims to understand how autistic 
individuals’ strengths and interests can contribute to leading fulfilling and 
productive lives, focusing on identifying environmental barriers and employ-
ing strengths-based approaches to improve quality of life including in the 
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home, at school, at work, and in the community (Clark & Adams, 2020; 
Urbanowicz et  al. 2019).

Characteristics associated with autism

Autistic people’s strengths vary widely but can include exceptional memory, 
attention to detail, and proficiency in systematic and rule-based reasoning 
(Meilleur, Jelenic, and Mottron 2015). A qualitative study (Russell et  al. 2019) 
highlights the autistic advantage, underscoring the diverse strengths in autis-
tic adults, such as heightened perceptual abilities and detailed-focused cog-
nitive styles. Additionally, their unique approach to problem-solving and 
deep focus on areas of interest can be advantageous, particularly in fields 
that require specialized knowledge or intense concentration. Urbanowicz 
et  al. (2019) also discusses the strengths of autistic individuals, emphasizing 
the potential for innovative thinking and unique perspectives that can con-
tribute significantly to various domains, including academic research and 
the arts.

Bal, Wilkinson, and Fok (2022) provide insight into the cognitive profiles of 
autistic children, revealing instances of extraordinary talents, particularly in 
memory and pattern recognition. Urbanowicz et  al. (2019) discusses 
strengths-based approaches in autism, advocating for a focus on the abilities 
and potentials of autistic individuals, which often go unnoticed in traditional 
deficit-focused narratives. Courchesne et  al. (2015) highlighted that due to 
deficit focused approaches, autistic children are at risk of being underesti-
mated in a range of settings, including at school. Autistic strengths, as Warren, 
Buckingham, and Parsons (2021) suggest, are not just limited to cognitive 
abilities but also include unique personal and interpersonal attributes, as 
identified by parents of autistic youth (Clark & Adams, 2020). This growing 
body of research collectively emphasizes the importance of recognizing and 
nurturing the distinctive strengths of autistic individuals, moving beyond the 
deficits to appreciate their abilities and contributions (Bal, Wilkinson, and Fok 
2022; Russell et  al. 2019; Urbanowicz et  al. 2019; Warren et  al. 2020).

However, autistic individuals may face a range of challenges, particularly in 
social communication and sensory processing. Social interaction can be chal-
lenging due to differences in understanding social cues, body language, and the 
subtleties of conversation. Warren et  al. (2020) highlight that parents of autistic 
youth often identify social communication as an area of difficulty for their chil-
dren. Sensory sensitivities are also common, with many autistic individuals expe-
riencing over- or under-sensitivity to sensory inputs like light, sound, and texture, 
which can impact their daily functioning and comfort levels (Clark & Adams, 
2020; Giarelli, Ruttenberg, and Segal 2013; Ryan 2010). Additionally, adapting to 
new or unfamiliar situations can be challenging, as many autistic individuals can 
prefer routine and consistency (Clark & Adams, 2020).



Disability & Society 5

‘Executive functioning’ in autistic individuals can be complex, involving 
both strengths and challenges. A comprehensive review (St John et  al. 2022) 
focusing on executive functioning challenges and strengths in autistic adults 
reveals that while some individuals may experience difficulties in areas such 
as flexibility, planning, and inhibition, others may exhibit strengths in system-
atic processing and consistency in routines.

The combination of these strengths and challenges underscores the impor-
tance of a balanced approach in understanding and supporting autistic individ-
uals. Recognizing and nurturing their unique abilities, while also providing 
support, is crucial. This approach not only facilitates autistic people’s develop-
ment and well-being but also enables their contributions to society to be appre-
ciated and valued (Russell et al. 2019; Urbanowicz et al. 2019; Warren et al. 2020).

Environmental barriers and intersectional considerations

Seeking autistic perspectives in research is important to better understand the 
impact of various environmental influences – the physical, social and attitudi-
nal on this group (Anaby et  al. 2013, 2014; Forsyth et  al. 2007; King, Rigby, 
and Batorowicz 2013; Trew et al., 2023). Areas of environmental impact include 
the familial, parental, or peer environments (Henninger and Taylor 2013; 
Orsmond et  al. 2006) including experiences of being misunderstood by 
non-autistic others such as family members; physical environment factors like 
space and sensory inputs (Giarelli, Ruttenberg, and Segal 2013; Ryan 2010); 
and school and community environments, including experiences of bullying, 
and exclusion from social support and public services (Hasson et  al. 2024; 
Hebron and Bond 2017; Liptak, Kennedy, and Dosa 2011; Myers et  al. 2015; 
Trew 2024).

The phenomenon of stigma as experienced by autistic individuals and 
their families has not been extensively researched (Alshaigi et al. 2020; Grinker 
2020; Liao, Lei, and Li 2019; Ng and Ng 2022; Turnock, Langley, and Jones 
2022), even though it’s evident that stigma about autism contributes nega-
tively to various life aspects and affects the overall well-being of autistic peo-
ple (Botha, Dibb, and Frost 2020; Farsinejad, Russell, and Butler 2022; Grinker 
2020; Leadbitter et  al. 2021; Turnock, Langley, and Jones 2022).

These kinds of challenges and barriers have long-term implications for 
autistic adult outcomes, with some research suggesting that early supports 
for younger autistic people that lead to greater participation and inclusion in 
childhood and adolescence could lead to improved adult participation out-
comes across several domains including employment and social relationships 
(Cameron et  al. 2022; Chan, Doran, and Galobardi 2023; Eaves and Ho 2008; 
Egilson et  al. 2016; Farley et  al. 2009; Henninger and Taylor 2013; Howlin 
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et  al. 2004; Lawrence, Alleckson, and Bjorklund 2010; Mason et  al. 2021; 
Turcotte et  al. 2015).

Incorporating autistic perspectives through qualitative research

Incorporating autistic perspectives through qualitative research is vital for a 
deeper understanding of autism (Russell et  al. 2019; Urbanowicz et  al. 2019) 
and important for leveraging firsthand accounts and narratives of the multifac-
eted nature of the autistic experience and the barriers to autistic participation 
in a range of settings and environments (Kelly et  al. 2022). Research method-
ologies that move beyond deficit-focused narratives allow for the exploration 
of autistic strengths, preferences, and unique perspectives. This approach con-
tributes to a more comprehensive understanding of autism and promotes a 
dialogue that respects and values the autistic community (Russell et  al. 2019).

Grant and Kara (2021) highlight how autistic researchers can contribute 
unique insights and perspectives, enriching the understanding of autism. 
They discuss how autistic researchers can contribute significantly to the field, 
offering perspectives that might otherwise be overlooked. Their attention to 
detail, depth in focus on specific topics, and ability to think in unconven-
tional ways can enrich the research process and outcomes. By centring autis-
tic voices and experiences, researchers can develop more effective, respectful, 
and person-centered approaches to supporting autistic individuals (Grant and 
Kara 2021; Russell et  al. 2019).

This notable shift towards strengths-based methodologies is evident in 
clinical practices, such as autism diagnostic assessments, where a focus on 
the strengths, skills, and interests of individuals is increasingly recommended 
(Whitehouse et  al. 2018; Woods & Estes, 2023). Research in this area is 
expanding, exploring the impact of strength-based language in diagnostic 
reports (Braun, Dunn, and Tomchek 2017), the application of strengths-based 
supports for young autistic adults transitioning from school (Hatfield et  al. 
2018; White et  al. 2024), and the development of new models for aging well 
for older autistic people (Hwang, Foley, and Trollor 2020).

Perspectives and experiences of younger autistic people in qualitative 
research

Authors Depape and Lindsay (2016) have recognised in their meta-analysis that 
first-person narratives from autistic children and adolescents are scarce in the 
literature. The authors identified for inclusion in their review a total of 33 stud-
ies across a period of three decades that investigated lived experiences from 
the perspective of autistic people. Depape and Lindsay (2016) concluded that 
most lived experience research focused on adults (Hurlbutt and Chalmers 2002; 
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Müller, Schuler, and Yates 2008; Punshon, Skirrow, and Murphy 2009), and only 
a small number of studies included children or adolescents (Huws and Jones 
2008; Marks et al. 2000; Penney 2013; Preece and Jordan 2010; Saggers, Hwang, 
and Mercer 2011; Zukauskas, Silton, and Baptista 2009).

Knowledge of first-person experiences and perceptions of autistic children and 
adolescents is largely limited to the challenges they experience in school, includ-
ing establishing friendships with peers and their experiences of being bullied and 
excluded and poor wellbeing at school (Calzada, Pistrang, and William 2011; 
Cappadocia, Weiss, and Pepler 2012; Chen and Schwartz 2012; Connor 2000; 
Cunningham 2020; Fisher and Taylor 2016; Goodall and MacKenzie 2019; Hill 
et al. 2016; Hill 2014; Marks et al. 2000; Preece and Jordan 2010; Saggers, Hwang, 
and Mercer 2011; Warren, Buckingham, and Parsons 2021). Since the publication 
of DePape and Lindsay’s (2016) qualitative meta-synthesis, there have been lim-
ited studies that have captured the voices of autistic children and adolescents. 
Some other authors (e.g. Clark & Adams, 2020; Kirby, Dickie, and Baranek 2014 
Pellicano et al. 2018; Saggers, Hwang, and Mercer 2011; Scott-Barrett, Cebula, and 
Florian 2019) have highlighted that few scholars have recognised the crucial 
need to research the perspectives of autistic children and adolescents.

For example, in a recent study Courchesne et  al. (2022) sought to test and 
develop strategies that may prove potentially effective in capturing the voices 
of autistic teenagers and creating inclusive methodologies within disability 
and autism research. A few studies (Cappadocia, Weiss, and Pepler 2012; 
Chen and Schwartz 2012; Fisher and Taylor 2016) interviewed autistic adoles-
cents about their experiences of peer victimisation including bullying and 
teasing and put forward recommendations that schools might use to address 
this issue. One study (Kirby, Dickie, and Baranek 2014) using phenomenolog-
ical interviews explored how autistic children and adolescents between 4 and 
14 years of age share information about their sensory experiences. The find-
ings showed that these children and adolescents share information about 
their sensory experiences through themes of normalising, storytelling, and 
describing responses. Another study (O’Hagan et  al. 2022) included autistic 
mentees ages 14–21 amongst a larger study sample in focus groups to 
understand their perspectives of an inclusive peer mentoring program (Teens 
Engaged as Mentors) for autistic adolescents. The findings showed that autis-
tic mentees enjoyed the mentoring program because of increased socialisa-
tion opportunities, which promoted friendships and openness towards others. 
Another study (Jones et  al. 2015) using construct narrative analysis from 
interviews with autistic adolescents highlight societal attitudes, including 
stigma and the language surrounding autism, significantly influenced how 
autistic adolescents perceive themselves and interpret their diagnosis. This 
understanding underscores the importance of societal perspectives and com-
munication about autism in shaping the self-concept of autistic adolescents.
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Despite this body of research, efforts to engage autistic adolescents in 
research remain uncommon (Factor et  al. 2019). It is important to investigate 
the younger autistic perspective as research shows the challenges faced by 
these younger groups in various environments and the barriers to social inclu-
sion and participation, including in education and healthcare (Anderson and 
Butt 2018; Bradshaw et  al. 2021; Buckley et  al. 2020; Goodall 2018). For exam-
ple, younger autistic people’s reduced participation in social interactions and 
mainstream schooling challenges (Bailey & Baker 2020; Giarelli, Ruttenberg, and 
Segal 2013) including bullying and social anxiety (Eroglu and Kilic 2020; 
Jackson, Keville, and Ludlow 2022; Kuusikko et  al. 2008); isolation (Locke et  al. 
2010) and limited peer relationships and low peer acceptance (Cameron et  al. 
2022; Sari et  al. 2021); and low participation in leisure, educational, and com-
munity activities (Arnell et  al. 2020; Egilson et  al. 2016).

Research process

Methodology and methods

This study is guided by a social constructivist approach. The study utilises a 
qualitative methodology and naturalistic narrative approach to the research 
design (Lincoln and Guba 1985). With a focus on context and subjectivity, the 
approach emphasizes understanding phenomena within its specific contexts 
and values the perspectives and experiences of individuals, focusing on nar-
ratives, meanings, and interpretations. Studies focused on narratives seeks to 
comprehend human experience or the story-like interpretation of a specific 
event or phenomenon (Josselson 2010; Ntinda 2019). This narrative perspec-
tive looks at understanding how individuals interpret their experiences, nar-
rating them in their own language and context (Lincoln and Guba 1985). 
Employing a narrative approach in research, particularly a naturalistic descrip-
tive one, offers an opportunity for underrepresented groups to express their 
perspectives and experiences (Lincoln and Guba 1985; Padgett 2008).

In this study, I supported the need to adapt research methods in response 
to autistic adolescents for their continued involvement in the research 
(Bergold 2007; Coburn and Gormally 2015; Levy and Thompson 2015). This 
meant that the methods used emerged through discussion with participants, 
with a particular focus on appropriate adaptation and flexibility to suit autis-
tic adolescents (Bergold 2007; Crotty 1998; O’Kane 2008). This allowed the 
research to explore autistic social phenomena in-depth whilst accommodat-
ing the preferences and insights of the autistic participants. This study uses 
encouragers and open-ended questions to engage the participants in the 
research and to generate rich data for storytelling from their shared and dis-
tinct experiences (O’Reilly and Dogra 2017; Ponizovsky-Bergelson et  al. 2019).
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Participants
Eleven autistic adolescents 12–19 years of age were recruited for this study. 
Participants were 4 females, 6 males, and 1 non-binary individual. Most par-
ticipants, 9 in total, were Australian, while 2 participants were Sri-Lankan. The 
sampling was designed around recruiting adolescents through families to 
reach and work with individual members. The project’s recruitment approach 
focused on establishing strong connections with autism support services, 
schools, and disability support organisations for youth and families in 
Canberra. To engage participants, the research opportunity was promoted 
through newsletters and bulletins issued by these institutions.

Purposeful sampling was employed to recruit participants who were autis-
tic and for identifying possible information-rich cases connected to the 
research (Palinkas et  al. 2015). The criteria for participation in this study were 
that the adolescents had lived experiences of autism, were willing to discuss 
and to understand the nature and meaning of autism, or the ‘what it is like’ 
being an autistic person and were agreeable to participating in one in-depth 
semi-structured interview. Given that the primary purpose of in-depth inter-
views is to gain a deeper understanding of the meaning behind the behaviour, 
the sample size in this study is considered appropriate for appreciating the 
experiences, views, and perceptions of participants (Rosenthal 2016).

Ethics approval and participant consent
The Australian Catholic University’s National Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC) granted approval for this study, which is registered under 
study number 2019-33H. Consent in this study was an ongoing process that 
was negotiated and renegotiated. Participants were provided with multiple 
opportunities to reaffirm or withdraw their consent to participant in the 
interviews. Participants were provided with information about this study and 
led through a tick box consent process that ensured that they understood 
the nature and scope of this study and their involvement within it and the 
ways that they could consent or choose how to participate throughout the 
research process. Parental consent was also required for adolescents under 
the age of 18 who wanted to be interviewed. Participants were provided 
with an online monetary voucher for their time and involvement in this study.

Data collected for analysis
The primary source of data for analysis was collected from the interviews. 
Data included information gathered from in-depth semi-structured interviews 
using an interview guide and conducted in person with the participants. 
Examples of questions asked of participants were: In what ways do you iden-
tify with the term autistic or autism? What does autism or being autistic 
mean to you? In what ways does autism or being autistic make you unique 
or distinct? Do you see being autistic or autism as being different to others 
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or not? In all interviews, prompts were used to explore participants’ experi-
ences in greater depth, and questions were formulated to enquire into their 
identity, their relationship with the self and others, and interactions with the 
self and others. Open-ended questions encouraged participants to share their 
experiences and stories, captured in their own words. Interviews ranged from 
30 to 80 min. The interviews utilized an interview guide with associated visual 
aids, reflective notes, audio recordings, memos, and field notes. Memos and 
field notes written in a research diary as well as verbal recordings after inter-
views with participants helped document any observable bias (Morgan 2008; 
Shaw and Holland 2014; van Manen 1990).

Member checking
Member checking ensured the interview transcripts were correct and valid 
(Moustakas, 1994). After the interviews were completed, all participants in 
the research were sent a copy of their interview transcript and were 
invited to check it for accuracy to confirm and add credibility (Creswell 
and Poth 2018). Feedback was collected from most autistic adolescents. 
This step occurred again throughout data analysis. Third, participants were 
then given a copy of the initial construction of themes and provided 
feedback.

Data analysis
In this study, the aim was to generate thick descriptions for an in-depth 
understanding of how the study participants made sense of and experi-
enced autism. The term thick description refers to a focused and detailed 
account of participants’ lived experiences, events, or situations (Denzin, 
1989). To acquire an understanding of the meaning of the perceptions and 
experiences of autistic adolescents, an approach to data analysis consistent 
with a narrative strategy of balancing storied experience through both 
objective and subjective approaches to knowledge production was required 
(Creswell and Poth 2018). To achieve this, this study employed constructiv-
ist grounded theory analysis including concepts, processes, and techniques 
to arrive at findings which are presented as themes from a thematic con-
struction of the data (Charmaz 2014). Illustration of the global theme from 
thematic analysis (TA) was aided by thematic networks (Attride-Stirling 
2001). TA, with the aid of thematic networks (Attride-Stirling 2001, 386): ‘…
web-like illustrations (networks) that summarize the main themes constitut-
ing a piece of text’, was the primary tool applied to the analysis of the data.
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Findings

The findings are organised around one global theme and offer an insider 
account of being an autistic adolescent. The autistic adolescents’ insights and 
experiences are presented in detail using illustrative quotations via pseud-
onyms throughout the global theme Being different and feeling different 
to others.

Global theme: being different and feeling different to others

Most autistic adolescents have an awareness of feeling different and being 
different to others who are not autistic. For the autistic adolescents, autism 
or being autistic, is perceived by the group as a way of being and doing – 
acting, thinking, feeling, communicating; a skill or ability or something spe-
cial; and a part of who they are as a person. Adolescents’ experiences are 
reflected in the accounts of their interactions with others, including peers 
and family members. For some adolescents, feeling different is described as 
a disconnect from others and being in their own world. Most adolescents 
attributed their intense anger, stress, and anxiety to autism, and most 
reported times they were not in control of their behaviours. However, for 
most autistic adolescents, autism was also experienced as an energy and 
focus and drive, with a strong sense of self. Just one autistic adolescent 
shared that although they identified as being ‘autistic,’ they still felt the same 
as other people who were not autistic. Figure 1 illustrates organising themes 
that were constructed within this global theme. These organising themes are 
presented and supported with participant quotes.

Unique and different
Each participant had their own understanding and definition of autism. Jim 
remarked, ‘I know what autism is, but it’s our own definition. It’s different for 

Figure 1.  Network map of global and organising themes for autistic adolescents.
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everyone…some people with autism [can] tend to act funny, or erratic, or 
something that people wouldn’t deem as usual.’ Rory, shared:

Rory: You’ve got ceiling fan people, train timetable people, washing machine and 
car wash people, people that are absolutely focused religiously on something that 
may seem boring, but they are completely in love with it. I get that about a lot of 
stuff…a spectrum love for things… My passions and my interests give me all my 
energy, all the things I need, all the sense of purpose.

Most adolescents identified with autism or saw it as a part of their iden-
tity. These adolescents recognise autism in themselves and see it as a special 
part of who they are. Joanne shared, ‘I have autism, it’s a part of me. It makes 
me unique, and I know that this makes me special…You cannot have one 
without the other. It’s like bread without water – you’d just be dry ingredi-
ents.’ Overtime, Abigail shared ‘I’ve learnt to describe that part of myself…I 
tend to identify with autism, because it’s what I’m used to.’ For a few adoles-
cents, whether they connected with the term ‘autism’ or whether it influ-
enced their sense of self, this varied among them. Jim shared, ‘I’m not sure 
how it influences my identity. I haven’t really thought about it…I think every-
one has a lot of different perspectives [on autism] though’. Lucy explained, 
‘Sometimes I identify with being an autistic person. That’s part of who I am. 
“I am Lucy and I’m autistic”. Sometimes it’s “I’m Lucy and I happen to have 
autism.” Sometimes it’s both. It depends on the situation.’

Many adolescents, such as Nina, wanted others to know that ‘if someone’s 
on the spectrum, they’re all different and special in their own way…all peo-
ple on the spectrum aren’t the same.’ Some adolescents described ‘being on 
the spectrum’ as a different way of acting, thinking, feeling, and communicat-
ing. Ken explained that ‘autism just means I think differently. I act differently, 
some things I do can be different…sometimes I have different ideas…I think 
that’s what makes me, and us, different…I think it [autism] plays a positive 
role.’ Feeling different was a shared experience reported by most autistic ado-
lescents. Lance understood autism to be a behaviour and explained why he 
felt different:

Lance: I do feel different. I have different problems. I have different struggles. It’s 
not that autism is in your control, but I think behaviour to some extent can be 
adapted. I feel like it’s [autism] something that can be worked around.

Joanne recognised autism as a part of her personality: ‘To me, it’s an 
aspect of my personality that sometimes blocks me off, but sometimes also 
gives me greater insight into the world.’ Will understood autism ‘as a mental 
problem. It makes me feel a bit different to others, but I am not sure why.’ 
Some autistic adolescents drew a distinction between thinking, or knowing, 
they were different, and feeling different. Ken explained, ‘I feel different to 
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other people, but I am the same. Even though I’m different on the inside, 
we’re all the same. Everyone is a person.’

Autistic adolescents’ sense of feeling different was influenced by those 
around them who were not autistic. Rory recalled he first noticed this differ-
ence in primary school: ‘I began to realise that I was different and strange 
and that the way that I behaved was very different to the rules of the other 
kids around me.’ Ken shared that despite feeling different to others, he con-
sidered this a positive characteristic of having autism: ‘I feel different. I’m 
actually proud that I’m different. I like it. I don’t want to be a member of the 
flock; I want to be my own person.’

Many adolescents’ understandings of autism were influenced by their par-
ents’ descriptions of autism. Jim recalled: ‘I remember reading that autism 
means selfishness. I asked Mum if I come across as selfish and we had a talk 
about how sometimes it’s a bit ‘My way or the highway’ approach.’ When 
discussing the anxiety and stress they experience, Joanna recalled: ‘One 
thing mum said once, autism is a heightened form of anxiety because 
there’s some sort of obsessive-compulsive disorder that comes with it, hav-
ing to double check a lot of things…sometimes my brain goes silly and 
gets angry at me, and then after trying to calm down, I walk through and 
fix it.’

Most autistic adolescents felt so different to others that it reduced their 
sense of belonging. Lucy explained: ‘I think that I am different, but I feel like 
I’m really different’. I don’t really feel like I belong.’ For Lance, being different 
to others who were not autistic was something that used to affect him. Over 
time, Lance embraced his difference and dealt with his difficulties: ‘I do rec-
ognise and these days I do embrace my difference. I used to be self-conscious 
about it. I used to be upset about being different.’

Intense emotions
Emotions played a significant role in the lives of all autistic adolescents. 
Adolescents described the intensity of their emotional, social, and physical 
experiences resulting from autism. Because of autism, most adolescents could 
not spend lengthy amounts of time with others. Nina explained: ‘After a while 
I find people a bit draining. I have to get away. It’s not that I don’t like the 
person, it’s just that I need breaks to be on my own.’

Many adolescents described the different ways that autism could make 
them act differently to others. Jim explained: ‘It can make you physically dif-
ferent in the way you act, and emotionally different, so you can become a 
lot more trusting of people, and you might have a lessened sense of judge-
ment.’. Lance shared of his ‘emotional reliance’ on his father:

Lance: I want to develop a form of emotional self-reliance, not depending on other 
people’s behaviours to affect my emotions. For me that’s become a very important 
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thing, not depending on my dad looking happy for me to feel happy. To control 
that within myself and learn to relax.

Lucy explained that being autistic is something that affects her emotion-
ally, physically, and socially:

Lucy: autism is something that holds me back. Emotionally, sometimes physically 
and socially. Sometimes I’ll say something and then I’ll be like, ‘I should not have 
said that.’ Sometimes I feel like I can’t do something because I’m on the spectrum. 
I’d say that it’s a way that perhaps autism makes me feel different from someone 
that doesn’t have autism.

Many adolescents found it difficult to understand their family members’ 
feelings:

Lance: I find it difficult to read my parents’ emotions. Ever since I’ve been a little 
kid, I’ve said, my parents are grumpy and talk in a kind of strange, stressed way. I 
feel this kind of oppressive, stressed presence, but that feeling is in me. I don’t 
really know what they’re thinking or feeling, and that has caused a lot of strain and 
difficulty in the relationship.

Others, such as Joanne, thought that autism made it easier for them to 
connect with their family:

Joanne: I’m very highly empathetic…Connecting with the world includes connect-
ing with other people’s emotions. It’s especially helpful when I need to deal with 
[my brother] because he’s highly emotional…When my little brother is grumpy. I 
can get grumpy as well. It’s kind of like emotion mirroring.

Most autistic adolescents shared the anger they experienced. Being angry 
led to frequent conflict between others. Ken described one of the ‘downs’ of 
family life was ‘having fights or you might not agree on something’, for exam-
ple, Ken shared:

We sometimes find it challenging to talk to each other in a nice way. Sometimes 
you want to be alone and someone else wants to do something, and you get angry 
about it, then we get angry at each other. Everyone in our house has Asperger’s, so 
we all know it’s going to happen. It’s hard on relationships having one Asperger in 
the house, let alone four. One thing we can do to help each other with our 
Asperger’s is listen to each other. We try to listen, but we can get so upset.

Some autistic people were aware of the impacts their anger had on them-
selves and others:

Ken: I can get really angry. I go from zero to Hulk mode in a few seconds. I try not 
to get angry. It’s so hard, trying to figure out why. I can get angry about some little 
things like [my sister or a friend] asking me something when I’m focusing on some-
thing, and just getting infuriated.
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Lucy: My sister and I have our fights. More often than I prefer. Mainly started by me, 
but sometimes I start them for no reason. I don’t know why I start them because  
I know I don’t want to fight … I’ve just let the lion out of the cage, I can’t do  
anything about that now, let’s just let it run free. It’s difficult to keep the lion in  
the cage.

Nina: Sometimes I won’t put things in the best way. I have a tendency to not really 
talk but, to lash out, and that’s not the best way.’

Disconnected and blocked off
Nearly all adolescents described feeling disconnected from others. For Joanne, 
this included not knowing ‘unwritten social rules’ and how to follow them: ‘I’m 
not very socially good. I’m pretty sure there are a few unwritten rules out 
there that I still have no idea what they are and how on earth to follow them.’ 
Nina, as well, described not understanding these kinds of rules: ‘I do think 
that this world is still a puzzle to me, like how people act and how rules are… 
and for my world it’s easy to go there and understand it because it’s my world.’

Most adolescents found it difficult to relate to or connect with their oth-
ers. Lance explained that being autistic creates a disconnect between himself 
and his parents:

Lance: There is a sense of control and understanding and rapport that is vastly 
reduced. It affected the family dynamic in that you have a very detached kid who 
wants to follow his own interests. There was a disconnect, but also there was a lack 
of will on my part to make a connection. I didn’t see any purpose in that. It did 
mean that I had a quite strange relationship with my parents… I needed my par-
ents around me because I needed attention and somebody to look after me and I 
didn’t want to be on my own.

However, a few adolescents found it frustrating that others did not under-
stand, them:

Lucy: He (dad) doesn’t understand me, so I don’t like to see him very often. I’d like 
him to contact me and want to talk to me, and want to invite me over to his place, 
to hang out and spend time together.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore alongside autistic adolescents their per-
spectives and experiences of autism. The study identified that for the partic-
ipants there was not an exact or definitive description or definition of autism 
available that captured and explained all its characteristics. The findings of 
this study suggest a rich and nuanced understanding and description of 
autism for these adolescents. Autistic adolescents placed great emphasis on 
difference and diversity, rather than difficulty, as they highlight their strengths 
and the positive elements of autism and characteristics that manifest in 
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themselves. For most participants, autism was an intrinsic part of what made 
them to be their own unique person and not necessarily a disorder or a 
condition that they had acquired.

For the participants, autism is a part of a person, something inherent, and 
can be a special and unique ability. It is a way of existing in two worlds, one 
being the autistic persons, and one being shared with others. It is a way of 
being and doing and influences how one thinks, acts, feels and communi-
cates, often different from others around them. Autism can enhance a person 
and can block a person off. This can mean feeling stress and anxiety, anger 
and not in control of emotions and physical actions. It can also mean a driv-
ing energetic force, a strong focus and intense interest in one or many things.

These findings have important implications for strengths use in autism. In 
recent research, authors Taylor et  al. (2023) found that autistic individuals 
often demonstrate a lesser awareness and application of their strengths. 
Despite this, they observed that the utilization of strengths in autistic people 
is closely linked to enhanced life quality, improved subjective well-being, and 
reduced instances of anxiety, depression, and stress. Consequently, strategies 
and practices that emphasize the development and use of strengths could 
be an effective way to improve overall well-being in autistic individuals.

Additionally, the participants in this study expressed awareness of their 
uniqueness, with some viewing this autistic difference as a special aspect of 
their identity. This finding aligns with previous research demonstrating that 
autistic adults often perceive themselves as distinct from non-autistic peers 
(Botha, Dibb, and Frost 2020; Hurlbutt and Chalmers 2002). This difference 
was reported by the autistic adolescents in this study to manifest in various 
ways, including communication, thinking, and behaviour. For example, intense 
emotions, particularly anger played a significant role in the lives of autistic 
adolescents. Anger, being contextual and therefore is not inevitable, often led 
to conflicts between family members, and some participants recognised the 
impact their anger had on themselves and others. This finding supports pre-
vious research that reported anger and aggression in autistic individuals 
(Mazefsky et  al. 2013) and that stress, anxiety, depression (Mattys  2018) and 
irritability (Mervielde et  al. 2005; Sizoo, van der Gaag, and van den Brink 
2015) are common traits observed in autistic individuals.

Moreover, this study highlights that the sense of feeling different was 
influenced by interactions with non-autistic others. In this study, parents 
played a role in shaping the understanding of autism for some adolescents. 
Their descriptions of autism impacted how these individuals perceived them-
selves and their experiences. Parental influence on self-perception has been 
documented, with a study by Cridland et  al. (2014) indicating that parental 
attitudes can impact self-esteem and self-identity in autistic individuals. 
However, parents are also identified as an important source of information 
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about autistic children and adolescents’ strengths and abilities (Trew 2024; 
Warren, Buckingham, and Parsons 2021). Supporting caregivers and others to 
observe, identify, communicate and interact with autistic adolescents from a 
strengths approach to autism is important to shape a positive perception 
and understanding of autism for the young person and their sense of self 
and identity construction. In another study, Jones et  al. (2015) found that for 
autistic adolescents, their interactions with peers, family members, and others 
in their community are pivotal in shaping their perceptions of their diagnosis 
and their self-identity. These interactions often lead to mixed emotions about 
their condition. While they value the unique characteristics that come with 
autism, they continued to face challenges in their social relationships.

Social identity theory and its processes (Tajfel and Turner 1979) offer a 
potentially useful lens through which to understand how the participants 
perceives themselves in the context of autism, and how this perception can 
affect connectedness with others, including family and social and community 
connectedness (Lee and Robbins 1998; Manzi and Brambilla 2014; Tomison 
and Wise 1999). Most autistic adolescents in this study described feeling dis-
connected, emotionally and physically from others. Connecting and a sense 
of belonging in interpersonal relationships and in wider social groups is a 
central human need (Greer, Yu, and Bunderson 2015). The basis of connect-
edness is ‘…positive relationships and experiences with others, and more spe-
cifically, relationships and experiences from which [children and] youth garner 
esteem and competence’ (Karcher, Holcomb, and Zambrano 2008, 9).

A strong sense of affiliation with members in a group may possibly improve 
psychological wellbeing, as demonstrated through a reduction in depression 
and anxiety scores in autistic adults (Cage, Di Monaco, and Newell 2018; 
Cooper, Smith, and Russell 2017). Improving autistic adolescents’ social partici-
pant is important as generalised anxiety, separation anxiety, and social anxiety 
are commonly reported amongst autistic people, with an estimated 40% prev-
alence rate (Keen et al. 2019; Ozsivadjian et al. 2012; Spiker et al. 2011; Steensel, 
Bögels, and Perrin 2011; Wood and Gadow 2010) and are the most frequently 
reported mental health difficulties amongst this group (Magiati et  al. 2015).

In this study, autistic adolescents’ sense of disconnect was linked to diffi-
culties in understanding unwritten social rules and connecting with others. 
However, some adolescents found it frustrating that others such as their fam-
ily members did not understand them. These findings are consistent with the 
‘double empathy problem’ theory (Milton 2012), suggesting that it is not just 
autistic people who can misunderstand others, but they can be misunder-
stood by non-autistic others, leading to a bidirectional failure of empathy 
(Heasman and Gillespie 2017; Mitchell, Sheppard, and Cassidy 2021). Further, 
the study findings indicated that participants experience a sense of social 
and emotional disconnectedness in the relationship with their parents despite 
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a strong desire and need to connect with them. Supports might be put in 
place to address emotional distancing and physical withdrawal between 
autistic adolescents and others, including family members through a facili-
tated discussion about the behaviours and patterns that contribute to ambig-
uous relationships, unclear communications, and stresses (Trew, 2024). 
Practitioners with the required knowledge and skills, and who remain alert to 
the behaviours, pattens, and responses, might be able to use the construct 
of ambiguous loss (Boss 1977, 1999, 2006) to guide therapeutic discussion 
and to support the identification of strategies to promote adaptive patterns, 
such as conflict resolution, problem solving, and the coping ability for autistic 
adolescents and family members (Varghese, Kirpekar, and Loganathan 2020).

This study indicates that some autistic adolescents cope by withdrawing 
socially and emotionally from their family to spend time in their own worlds 
created from their imagination. Some other autistic adolescents cope by redi-
recting their focus on a particular interest. In the literature, coping is defined 
as ‘…reflective thinking, feeling, or acting so as to preserve a satisfied psy-
chological state when it is threatened’ (Snyder 2001, 4). Social isolation, with-
drawing, and avoidance behaviour are established in the literature as 
maladaptive coping strategies (Spirito and Donaldson 1998). These behaviours 
are precursors to disconnectedness, characterised by social isolation and 
reduced or absent personal and intra-community relationships (Elliot 2006).

Practitioners might utilise cognitive restructuring (Gladding 2009) as an 
adaptive coping strategy, which involves an individual learning to identify and 
challenge irrational or maladaptive thoughts to change negative thinking pat-
tens. This cognitive-based therapy can be implemented with groups, includ-
ing families in which members are using avoidant actions or strategies 
(Rodriguez and Thompson 2015), such as social isolation from the family or 
emotional withdrawal. The study findings indicated that these types of avoid-
ant strategies and actions were used by autistic adolescents in response to 
behaviours, miscommunications, or a general lack of bidirectional relatedness. 
Practitioners might encourage other adaptive coping strategies such as 
approach or action strategies, problem-focused strategies, and cognitive and 
meaning-making strategies (Meadan, Stoner, and Angell 2009; Marshall and 
Long 2009; Mount and Dillon 2014). This could help individuals develop the 
skills to respond to and manage stressors in a way that does not reinforce the 
kinds of patterns and behaviours that contribute to disrupted connections.

This study also indicates, through the insights of the autistic participants, 
that strong and close relationships can be created by spending one-on-one 
time with others who provide reassurance, support, attention, and care. It is 
established in the literature that factors such as these contribute towards 
secure connections between individuals, ‘…when a person is actively involved 
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with another person, and that involvement promotes a sense of comfort, 
well-being and anxiety reduction’ (Hagerty et  al. 1993, 293).

Limitations and contributions

One noteworthy limitation of this study is it reflects a singular and specific 
point in time amongst a relatively small group of participants drawn from a 
single geographic area. This means the research is not generalisable outside 
the specific scope of this study. Another limitation is that single interviews 
may not generate rich descriptions for meaningful findings (Polkinghorne 
2005), and for a few participants their interviews were short.

This qualitative study has expanded the knowledge concerning how autistic 
adolescents perceive and experience autism. This study not only provides a plat-
form to autistic adolescent’s experiences but foregrounds their insights with exis-
tent theory and practice to provide suggestions for a strengths use of autism 
when working with this group in developing mental health and wellbeing prac-
tices and support strategies. The findings encourage others including parents/
caregivers and professionals to consider autism in relation to adolescents’ 
strengths and abilities, and work with them in these ways. This offers the poten-
tial to improve upon the wellbeing and mental health of autistic adolescents.

Conclusion

This study illustrated the views and narratives of autistic adolescents, challeng-
ing us to rethink conventional perceptions of autism. By accepting autism not 
just as a condition but as a distinct way of being, we can better appreciate the 
richness of diversity in human experiences. These autistic adolescents show us 
that understanding autism through their experiences can unlock a deeper, 
more empathetic approach to engagement and support.

The findings underscore the role of familial and social interactions in shap-
ing these autistic adolescents’ perceptions of autism, pointing to the complex 
dynamics of empathy, misunderstanding, and emotional connection within 
these relationships. Autistic adolescents often experience a heightened sense 
of difference that is not only self-acknowledged but also moulded by the 
perceptions and reactions of those around them, particularly non-autistic 
peers, and family members.

To further consolidate the impact of these findings, future research should 
focus on comparative studies that explore autistic adolescents’ experiences 
across different cultural and socio-economic contexts to enhance the under-
standings of these insights. Additionally, longitudinal studies examining the 
long-term outcomes of strength-based approaches in supporting autistic 
individuals would be valuable.
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