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Abstract of the Dissertation 

 

 

The Social Experiences of Autistic People of Color: A Qualitative Study 

 

 

This study used a basic interpretive design to explore the social experiences of 

autistic People of Color within the frameworks of the social model of disability, 

intersectionality, and disability critical race theory. The implications of these frameworks 

meant that the study used identity-first language throughout to resist the narrative that 

disabilities are something to be ashamed of, the multiple aspects of participants’ identities 

were respected and accounted for throughout the study, and the voices and experiences of 

participants were at the heart of the study. Participants included nine autistic adults from 

varying racial backgrounds and gender identities. Interviews and artistic activities were 

used to better understand factors that promote and prohibit strong social connections for 

autistic People of Color. The results of this study pointed to neurotypical expectations, 

being misunderstood, and complex school experiences as barriers to forming social 

connections for participants. Some of these difficulties were explicitly related to autism, 

while others were connected to other parts of participants’ identities, such as their gender 

identity or sexual orientation. Many of those involved in the study have overcome these 

obstacles and now have people who accept, understand, and support them. In addition to 

acceptance, understanding, and support, being able to relate also influenced the 

friendships and other social connections that participants formed. This current study 

differed from previous studies as the results did not suggest that participants preferred 

homophilic friendships with other autistic individuals or otherwise believed that another 
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autistic person would be an ideal friend. Participants emphasized their current and desired 

friends’ values and personality traits more than they described their disability, race, 

gender, or other identifier. This study was one small step in learning more about this 

underrepresented population. It demonstrated that there is much more to learn about the 

social experiences of autistic People of Color. This study contributes to the existing body 

of literature and the autism community by providing preliminary information about this 

topic and elevating the voices of autistic People of Color whose perspectives have been 

missing from the conversation for far too long.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), also referred to as autism, is a 

neurodevelopmental disability whose prevalence has increased over the past years 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2022a). Autism is a lifelong 

condition that affects the way individuals think, communicate, and experience the world 

(Autistic Self Advocacy Network [ASAN], n.d.; CDC, 2022d). A formal autism 

diagnosis can only be provided by trained professionals who use various approaches to 

determine whether an individual has persistent deficits in social communication and 

interaction, and restrictive, repetitive behaviors as outlined by the American Psychiatric 

Association’s (APA, 2017) diagnostic criteria. Children as young as 18 months may be 

diagnosed with autism, but it is not uncommon for some people to wait until adulthood to 

be diagnosed (CDC, 2022c), which is especially true for People of Color (PoC) (Brown et 

al., 2017; Burkett et al., 2015; Gourdine et al., 2011; Johnson, 2017; Mandell et al., 2002; 

Prahlad, 2017). 

Symptoms of autism are typically present in the early developmental years but 

may not fully manifest until social demands outpace one’s current abilities, potentially 

causing significant impairment in social, occupational, and other functioning (APA, 

2017). The specific cause of autism is unknown, yet there are several factors, such as 

having a sibling with ASD or experiencing complications at birth, that may increase the 

likelihood of having autism (CDC, 2022d). The CDC and many others continue to search 

for additional information about autism and its cause. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention established the Autism and 

Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network in 2000 to collect data to estimate the 

prevalence of ASD and other developmental disabilities (CDC, 2023). This network uses 

data from 11 communities in the United States with the expressed goals of “describing 

the population of children with ASD, comparing how common ASD is in different areas 

of the country, measuring progress in early ASD identification, identifying changes in 

ASD occurrence over time, and understanding the impact of ASD and related conditions 

in US communities” (CDC, 2023a, para. 2). Data from this network shows that ASD is 

increasing with 1 in 150 children diagnosed during the 2000 surveillance year, 1 in 68 

during the 2010 surveillance year, and 1 in 36 during the 2020 surveillance year (CDC, 

2022a). While there are likely several factors, such as increased monitoring and 

awareness, that contribute to the increased prevalence of ASD, it is evident that ASD 

diagnoses are becoming more common. Consequently, it is not unreasonable to assume 

that people are more likely to interact with someone diagnosed with ASD. Yet, many 

misconceptions about ASD remain.  

Traditionally, autism research has centered on the voices of so-called experts who 

often include caregivers, medical professionals, scholars, and other nonautistic1 

individuals (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Juarez, 2017). This may have been due to the 

misconception that all autistic people have trouble communicating and cannot 

meaningfully contribute to autism scholarship. However, recent studies have 

 
1 The term “autistic” is intentionally used throughout this paper to reflect identity-first language, 

which aligns with the neurodiversity movement and desires of some within the autism community.  
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demonstrated the power and importance of research that elevates the voices of true 

autism experts, which are autistic individuals themselves.  

The belief that all autistic individuals are socially awkward loners is another 

fallacy associated with what it means to be autistic. This misconception may be rooted in 

the early work of Leo Kanner, a seminal autism scholar, who described the children 

involved in his study of infantile autism as lacking “the social instinct to orient towards 

other people” (Kanner as cited in Baron-Cohen, 2015). Furthermore, a generalized 

understanding of the diagnostic criteria for ASD may also contribute to this common 

belief. Most people know that deficits in social communication and interaction are 

attributes of autism and may generalize this to mean that anyone who interacts differently 

is autistic or vice versa. While a difference in social abilities is associated with ASD, 

input from autistic people has demonstrated the varying levels of understanding of and a 

desire for social interaction that is not widely associated with the disability.  

Another misconception is that autism is a “White disability” that only affects 

White little boys  (Gardiner, 2017; Heilker, 2012;  Kearl, 2021; Knights, 2018; Matthews, 

2019; Onaiwu, 2020; Prahlad, 2017). Autism is a lifelong condition that affects people of 

all races, ethnicities, and gender identities (ASAN, n.d.; CDC, 2022d). Furthermore, for 

the first time in the history of the CDC’s monitoring, data revealed that Black, Hispanic, 

and Asian or Pacific Islander children were more likely to be diagnosed with ASD than 

White children (CDC, 2023b). The belief that autism is reserved for Whites only 

continues to influence both the academic and medical fields despite this data. Numerous 

autistic People of Color and allies have called for more meaningful representations of the 
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experiences of autistic PoC (Brown et al., 2017; Heilker, 2014; Matthews, 2019; 

McGuire, 2016a; Onaiwu, 2020; Rodas & Paulin, 2021; Sanchez, 2015).  

These common misconceptions are among the many reasons to advocate for 

increased diversity in autism research. However, diversity, as it is used here, is not 

intended to be a politically correct way to say that autism research should include more 

Black or Brown folk. Although autism research should include more Black and Brown 

folk, it should also include those from varying age groups, gender identities, sexual 

orientations, socioeconomic statuses, and other backgrounds. It is time to move away 

from the singular portrayal of autism and move to the understanding that an autistic 

person does not look or act one way. As the ASAN (n.d.) summarized, “autistic people 

are in every community.”  

Purpose and Research Questions 

This study is one small step in debunking these misconceptions. The study sought 

to explore the perspectives of autistic People of Color (PoC) about their social 

experiences. The study addressed these research questions: 

1. What promotes strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

a. How do intersectional identities influence the social connections autistic 

People of Color form? 

2. What prevents strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

This study addressed gaps in research and common misconceptions about autism 

by bringing forward the voices of autistic PoC to explore how they experience social 

relationships. Findings from this study may provide insights into the needs and 
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experiences of autistic People of Color as they navigate everyday social interactions 

which should be used to update educational policies, refine the beliefs of loved ones, and 

push society to question their current practices. Educators who read about participants’ 

experiences may reconsider seclusion practices that remove opportunities for their 

autistic Students of Color to engage with other students across differences. Families may 

shift their expectations of friendships for their autistic loved ones upon learning more 

about participants’ positive and negative social experiences. Perhaps most importantly, 

society may be encouraged to rethink our understanding of what it means to be autistic 

and our expectations for socialization. 

Overview of Conceptual Framework 

Both Creswell (2018) and Maxwell (2013) broadly explained that conceptual 

frameworks include the beliefs and ideas one holds about the phenomenon they are 

studying. These beliefs and ideas influence many factors related to the design of a 

research study as Maxwell (2013) noted. Existing frameworks help shape one’s 

conceptual framework, however, Maxwell (2013) asserted that conceptual frameworks 

must be constructed and not found. This study drew upon several theories and concepts 

including the social model of disability, intersectionality, and disability critical race 

theory.   

For this study, this meant: 1) identity-first language was used throughout this 

study to resist the narrative that disabilities are something to be ashamed of and 

acknowledge the vital role that autism plays in many autistic individuals’ daily lives; 2) 

space was made for multiple aspects of participants’ identities. While the study was 

primarily focused on the intersections of race and disability, efforts were made to capture 
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other facets of participants’ identities as they were shared during the study with the 

understanding that these identities also influence lived experiences; and 3) the voices and 

experiences of participants were at the heart of the study. Further details about the 

conceptual framework are provided in chapter 3.  

Summary of the Methodology 

This study employed a basic interpretive design that included interviews and 

document analysis. Basic interpretive design studies aim to understand “how people 

make sense of their lives and experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 24). Individual 

interviews were the primary data source, and transcripts were analyzed for themes. 

Participants were asked to create identity maps and maps of their social journey, which 

were also analyzed. Additionally, an optional group interview session was offered to 

participants. In vivo coding was used during data analysis to the greatest extent possible 

to ensure that participants’ voices were elevated and honored throughout the process. 

Respondent validation and peer reviews were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the 

study.   

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations for this study were primarily related to participant recruitment and 

selection. The number of participants was limited by time and participants’ willingness to 

participate. Recruitment and study activities were conducted online, and those who may 

not have consistent internet access were excluded. Additionally, recruitment and study 

materials were in English, thus excluding those autistic People of Color who are not 

fluent in English.  
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This study explored the intersections of disability and race, which potentially 

created additional limitations. Specifically, race and racial identity are complex concepts 

with many differing understandings, especially since race is socially constructed and not 

based on biological differences (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018; Graves, 

2015). Joseph Graves (2015) likened race to “the elephant in the collective American 

living room” and explained how individuals might describe different parts of the 

elephant, such as its trunk, tail, or feet, when defining race (p. 26). Plainly, there is not an 

easy, agreed-upon understanding of race or what it means to be a Person of Color. As 

such, participants were limited to those who self-identify as a Person of Color.  

Definition of Key Terms  

As previously explained, the terms integral to this study may be defined and 

understood differently and it is therefore important to provide brief explanations, rather 

than official definitions, of the terms used in this study.  

Person of Color. As mentioned throughout this study, race is a social construct 

that potentially means different things to different people (Gillborn, 2015; Graves, 2015). 

Merriam-Webster (n.d. -b) defined a Person of Color as  

“a person whose skin pigmentation is other than and especially darker than 

what is considered characteristic of people typically defined as white: a person 

who is of a race other than white or who is of mixed race.” (Person of Color 

definition) 

However, there are potentially those who, by this definition, are considered by others to 

be a Person of Color while they do not identify as such. There may also be those who do 
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not fit Merriam-Webster’s definition but still view themselves as a Person of Color. Ergo, 

participants will be asked to self-identify as a Person of Color.  

Social connections / social relationships. Differences in social communication and 

interaction are central to autism spectrum disorder and previous research has 

demonstrated that autistic individuals have varying understandings of and experiences 

with friendships and social relationships (Ballou et al., 2021; Black et al., 2022; Calder et 

al., 2013; Crompton et al., 2020; Kapp, 2020; Kasari et al., 2010; Locke et al., 2010). For 

example, some autistic individuals may interact with others in a manner that is generally 

considered to be a friendship (i.e., reciprocal companionship) while autistic individuals 

may only interact with others in a manner that is generally considered transactional (i.e., 

attending a class together). Several autistic individuals have highlighted the importance 

of avoiding evaluating the quality of their social lives against neurotypical standards 

(Ballou et al., 2021; Kapp, 2020). The study avoided the assumption that all participants 

had traditional friendships and used the term social connections to encompass a broad 

range of social interactions they may experience.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The Systematic Literature Review 

The goal of this study was to explore the first-hand experiences of autistic People 

of Color as they navigate social relationships and community since friendships have been 

connected with the prevention of social isolation and victimization (Ajodhia-Andrews, 

2014; Bukowski et al., 1994; Cook et al., 2016; Zablotsky et al., 2014), which are both 

occurrences that many autistic individuals have expressed experiencing at some point 

during their lives (Brown, 2021; Christian, 2017; Crompton et al., 2020; Msumba, 2017; 

Prahlad, 2017; Rankowski, 2021). The focus on autistic PoC directly speaks to the lack of 

inclusion of this population in traditional research studies as well as the feedback from 

autistic People of Color themselves (Brown et al., 2017; Heilker, 2014; Matthews, 2019; 

McGuire, 2016a; Onaiwu, 2020; Rodas & Paulin, 2021; Sanchez, 2015). This literature 

review supported this goal by exploring these two broad topics: the intersection of autism 

and race and autistic individuals’ social relationships. 

This study began in 2020 after the researcher sought out books about autistic 

People of Color. All the Weight of Our Dreams: On Living Racialized Autism, an 

anthology written solely by autistic People of Color, was one of the results of this search. 

The authors of this anthology reflected on their experiences of being an autistic Person of 

Color and their struggles with their ethnic identity, racial identity, and disability. In 

November 2021, the researcher utilized an electronic search using multiple databases to 

determine if research studies or scholarly articles about the experiences of autistic PoC 

existed. The search was limited to peer-reviewed articles published within the past ten 

years (2011-2021). Limits for the publication dates were expanded to a range of 1997-



 

 10 

2021 when few results were returned and further restricted to 2016-2021 when numerous 

results were returned. Academic Search Complete, Education Source, ERIC, MEDLine, 

MIT CogNET, Psychiatry Online, and Teacher Reference Center were the databases 

searched using search terms that included “autism” AND “race and ethnicity”; “autism 

and race”; “autism” AND “race or ethnicity or minority”. This initial search primarily 

yielded articles focused on caregivers, life outcomes, or medical topics. The search terms 

were then updated to focus on school experiences using search terms that included 

“autism” AND “race” AND “transition”; “autism” AND “race or ethnicity” AND 

“transition”; “autism” AND “school satisfaction”; “autism” AND “inclusion” AND “race 

or ethnicity.” 

This search resulted in several articles of interest which were exported to 

RefWorks based on titles that reflected a potential exploration of the lived experiences of 

autistic individuals. The abstracts of these articles were then scanned to determine their 

relevance to the author’s desire to learn more about the experiences of autistic People of 

Color. One research study stood out from this scan because the expressed purpose was to 

determine whether race, disability, and grade affected friendships and social networks 

(Azad et al., 2017). Forward and backward citation searches were then conducted 

resulting in other studies that examined the social experiences of autistic individuals. No 

other studies that have explicitly investigated the effect of race and/or ethnicity on the 

socialization of autistic individuals have been found to date. However, several qualitative 

and mixed-methods studies, as well as non-fiction texts about autistic individuals’ social 

relationships, were found during the search process. 
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Additional searches were conducted in 2022 using some of the previously 

mentioned databases and the George Washington University electronic library, Google 

Scholar, the Prince George’s County Memorial library system, ProQuest, and Urban 

Studies Abstracts. Search terms included “autism or asd or autism spectrum disorder or 

Asperger’s or Asperger’s syndrome or autistic disorder or Asperger’s” AND “race or 

ethnicity or minority” AND “friendships or friends or relationships or peers”; “autism or 

ASD or autism spectrum disorder or Asperger’s or Asperger’s syndrome or autistic 

disorder or Asperger’s” AND “race or ethnicity or African American or Hispanic 

American or Latino American or Asian American ” AND “lived experience or 

phenomenology or life experience”; “autism or asd or autism spectrum disorder or 

Asperger’s or Asperger’s syndrome or autistic disorder or Asperger’s” AND “race or 

ethnicity or minority or African American or Hispanic American or Latino American or 

Asian American ” AND “lived experiences or perceptions or attitudes or views or 

phenomenology” AND “relationships or friendships or social interaction”; “autistic or 

autism or asd or autism spectrum disorder or Asperger’s” AND “race or ethnicity or 

minority or African American or Hispanic American or Latino American or Asian 

American ” AND “peer relationships or peer interaction or friendships” AND 

“qualitative”. These results were scanned for titles that reflected first-hand accounts, 

which resulted in several books and scholarly articles used in this study. 

Those involved in autistic self-advocacy have increased the amount of literature 

about autism created by autistic people. However, there is still an overall lack of input 

from autistic PoC within the body of first-hand accounts included in scholarly literature. 

Many of those in the autism community have brought attention to the need to elevate the 
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voices and experiences of autistic people from diverse backgrounds (Brown et al., 2017; 

Heilker, 2014; Matthews, 2019; McGuire, 2016a; Onaiwu, 2020; Rodas & Paulin, 2021; 

Sanchez, 2015) and there have been some recent studies and literature focused on the 

experiences of autistic individuals from traditionally marginalized communities (Juarez, 

2017). The current study leveraged social media and other non-traditional methods to 

ascertain the perceptions of autistic People of Color given the lack of diverse 

representation in some of the scholarly literature. 

Historical Context 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) established the Autism 

and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network, a population-based health 

surveillance network, to collect data used to provide estimates of the prevalence of autism 

spectrum disorder and other developmental disabilities in children in the United States 

(CDC, 2022b). About 1 in 44 children were diagnosed with ASD during the 2018 

surveillance year compared to about 1 in 150 during the 2000 surveillance year (CDC, 

2022a). Differences in the number of Asian/Pacific Islander, non-Hispanic Black 

(hereafter referred to as Black), Hispanic, and non-Hispanic White (hereafter referred to 

as White) children diagnosed with ASD have been decreasing and there was no overall 

difference in ASD diagnosis among 8-year-old children based on race, ethnicity, or 

socioeconomic status (CDC, 2022b). However, more Asian/Pacific Islander, Black, and 

Hispanic 4-year-olds were identified with ASD compared to White 4-year-olds during the 

2018 surveillance year (CDC, 2022b). 

Although ASD is generally identified at similar rates for Asian/Pacific Islander, 

Black, Hispanic/Latinx, and White children, there remain distinct differences in the lived 
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experiences of autistic People of Color. This includes facing challenges during diagnosis 

(Becerra et al., 2014; Burkett et al., 2015; Gourdine et al., 2011; I’m et al., 2019; Jarquin 

et al., 2011; Sanchez, 2015; Travers & Krezmien, 2018), educational experiences (Juarez, 

2017; Ratto et al., 2017; Tincani et al., 2009), and life after being diagnosed (Gardiner, 

2017; Kearl, 2021; Onaiwu, 2017a; Prahlad, 2017). Although studies have been 

conducted to explore these differences, many have noted that these studies continue to 

emphasize caregivers' experiences (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Ballou et al., 2021; 

Tisoncik, 2020) rather than the experiences of the autistic individual. 

Autism, Race, and Ethnicity 

Kimberlè Crenshaw has been credited as the originator of the theory of 

intersectionality (Juarez, 2017; Merriam-Webster, n.d.), which is defined as “the 

complex, cumulative way in which the effects of multiple forms of discrimination (such 

as racism, sexism, and classism) combine, overlap, or intersect especially in the 

experiences of marginalized individuals or groups” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).  While 

Crenshaw originally applied this theory to the intersection of gender and race, recent 

scholars have explored intersections of ableism, racism, sexism, and other forms of 

discrimination (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Brown et al., 2017; Heilker, 2014; Juarez, 2017; 

Matthews, 2019; McGuire, 2016a). 

In the groundbreaking anthology All the Weight of Our Dreams: On Living 

Racialized Autism, Morénike Giwa Onaiwu (2017b) answered the question “What does 

autism have to do with race” with one simple word, “everything.” Onaiwu (2017b) 

emphasized the need to discuss how autism and race intersect by reminding readers that 

the lives and experiences of autistic PoC cannot be separated into neat categories, such as 
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race and disability. “It’s never ‘just’ autism” for autistic People of Color and it’s never 

‘just’ race” either (Onaiwu, 2020, p. 251). Diana Paulin (2021) further elaborated that 

while there are shared similarities in the experiences of Black [and other races] autistic 

people there is a multitude of ways to “be Black” just as there are various ways to “be 

autistic” and it is important to think of how these work together (Rodas & Paulin, 2021). 

The need to explore the intersectionality of ableism and racism is essential for autistic 

People of Color living in the United States which has a deep history of discrimination 

against People of Color. Racism overtly influenced US social institutions in the past and 

continues to affect the lives of Americans in more subtle ways today (Butts, 2002; Yosso, 

2005). It is for this, and many other reasons, that it is necessary to explore the social 

experiences of autistic People of Color in the United States. 

Disability and Race in the United States 

There is a human need to belong and disparaging those who do not belong to our 

group makes some feel good about the group(s) to which they belong (Paul, 1998). The 

shared characteristics of those within our group often determine the expectation of what 

is “normal”. However, there must be something that is considered abnormal in order for 

normal to exist (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014). In the United States, White middle-class 

culture has become the unspoken default of normative standards by which everyone is 

evaluated (Yosso, 2005). Those who do not embody Anglo-American behaviors, values, 

and ways of life, which are mostly based on neurotypical expectations, are considered to 

be abnormal which may lead to judgment and ridicule from those who belong to the in-

group. This has led to some autistic people engaging in masking to present themselves as 

“normal”. 
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An established definition of masking has yet to be solidified as there are currently 

multiple terms and descriptions of the behavior (Libsack et al., 2021). Despite the varied 

terms used, the behavior is similar and includes concealing observable traits that are 

typically attributed to ASD, such as self-stimulating behaviors, during social interactions 

(Libsack et al., 2021). Current research about masking has typically included samples 

that were primarily comprised of White females (Libsack et al., 2021) however, first-

hand accounts from autistic People of Color have referenced either successful attempts at 

masking or feeling the need to mask during various social interactions. For example, one 

of the contributors to All the Weight of Our Dreams practiced making eye contact in the 

mirror to fit in (Leflef, 2017) while another contributor recalled mimicking friends’ 

patterns of speech and mannerisms as a way to gain friends in high school (Stephan B, 

2017). 

The desire to mask may also be rooted in a fear of violence for some autistic PoC. 

The unfortunate reality is that those who are poor, Black, Brown, an immigrant, queer, or 

trans in America are more likely to experience violence at the hands of law enforcement 

and everyday citizens (Hill, 2016). Families of Black autistic children in one study 

expressed the need to raise their children to be as “normal” as possible to ensure that they 

were prepared for a society where they already had at least two strikes against them for 

their disability and their race (Burkett et al., 2015). An Autistic2 mother of color recalled 

having a conversation with her disabled son about how to mask some of his non-

neurotypical behaviors if he was ever stopped by the police after Walter Scott, an 

unarmed Black man, was shot and killed by police (Onaiwu, 2017a). This mother feared 

 
2 Autistic is capitalized to match the original author’s use.  
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that the police could view fidgeting as an attempt to strike the police personnel and that 

echolalia could be seen as mocking (Onaiwu, 2017a), which could result in the police 

using lethal tactics to resolve the situation as is often the case in police incidents 

involving Black people (Hill, 2016). A popular post on Instagram by a user who 

identifies as a Black Autistic person exemplifies the complexity of navigating multiple 

identities in a society that views both identities as a threat. Tiffany (2022) wrote, 

         “I can’t just hide certain stims because ‘it looks weird,” I have to hide them 

because it looks weird, but also threatening and I am now unemployable and most often, 

a poor reflection on the whole of Black people” (Tiffany, May 2, 2022, Instagram). 

Autism as a White Phenomenon 

         Implicit bias continues to be a widely studied topic with some asserting that no 

one is without their own stereotypes about groups of people. Anne Murphy Paul (1998) 

said, “We all use stereotypes, all the time, without knowing it. We have met the enemy of 

equality, and the enemy is us” (p. 52). These stereotypes are frequently shaped by society 

and the culture around us (Murphy, 1998) and Paul Heilker (2012) noted that media often 

influences people’s understanding of autism since many do not have frequent and 

meaningful contact with autistic individuals. Media, society, and even advocacy groups 

have portrayed autism as a White disability through both real people and fictional 

characters (Heilker, 2012; Kearl, 2021; Onaiwu, 2020; Prahlad, 2017). Autismspeaks.org, 

which is one of the organizations that often comes to mind when most people think about 

autism, has a long history of perpetuating this platitude through their use of images that 

primarily feature children and families who appear White on their website and public 

service announcements (Heilker, 2012). This stereotypical representation of autism has 
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resulted in many picturing a young White male when they hear the word autism 

(Gardiner, 2017; Kearl, 2021; Prahlad, 2017). 

Popular media has also played a role in autism’s White phenomenon. Dustin 

Hoffman’s portrayal of Raymond Babbitt, an “autistic savant”, in the 1988 movie Rain 

Man is still what many people associate with what it means to be autistic (Knights, 2018), 

which is a White “nerdy” or “quirky” male (Heilker, 2012; Matthews, 2019; Onaiwu, 

2020). Malcolm Matthews (2019) posited that Raymond Babbitt did not just present one 

possible representation of autism, he ultimately “became autism.” This is still the case 

almost three decades later with a new televised representation of what it means to be 

autistic via Dr. Shaun Murphy in the television series The Good Doctor. Dr. Murphy is 

identified as a person with autism and savant syndrome on the American Broadcasting 

Company’s (n.d.) website. While the metaphoric baton may have been passed, the visual 

of autism remains the same: White male. 

The widely accepted understanding of autism has also led to many diagnosing 

fictional characters who have otherwise not been identified as autistic. Specifically, 

Sheldon Cooper from the popular television series The Big Bang Theory has been 

determined to be autistic by much of society (Heilker, 2012; Kearl, 2021; Matthews, 

2019). Some may cite the fact that Sheldon Cooper is “nerdy” and “quirky” as evidence 

of his autism. However, there is also the coincidence that he visually represents the 

grown-up version of the little White boy often pictured in people’s minds when they 

think of autism. Matthews (2019) asserted that the reason fictional characters, such as 

Raymond Babbit, Dr. Murphy, and Sheldon Cooper, cannot be Black is that the visual 

rhetoric of autism unequivocally equals Whiteness. As evident, the stereotype of what it 
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means to be autistic remains despite the prevalence of ASD for individuals from differing 

races and ethnicities being similar to that of White individuals. 

The Impact of Autism’s White Phenomenon on Diagnosis for Autistics of Color 

Some advocates and scholars have suggested that it is time to move from simply 

reiterating the disproportionality and delayed diagnosis data to discussing more complex 

issues related to the intersection of autism, ethnicity, and race. For example, Benjamin 

Kearl (2021) asserted that many studies of disproportionality and delayed diagnosis place 

an emphasis on the numbers rather than reasons and the studies that do explore potential 

reasons, tend to place the blame on racially and ethnically diverse families. While 

determining the root cause of disproportionality and delayed diagnosis is necessary, 

quantitative data related to disproportionality and delayed diagnosis for autistic 

individuals of color is useful in understanding the extent of the issue. 

There is currently no standardized approach for diagnosing autism spectrum 

disorder (CDC, 2022c), and a diagnosis relies primarily on trained professionals, which 

may include developmental doctors, neurologists, and psychiatrists or psychologists. 

These professionals use diagnostic criteria included in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders to diagnose ASD. The lack of a truly objective assessment 

tool, potential ambiguity when interpreting diagnostic criteria, and a lack of a shared 

understanding of variations between similar disabilities may explain differences in how 

autism is diagnosed. However, potential flaws in the diagnostic process do not explain 

the drastic differences People of Color and their families experience in their quest to 

procure an ASD diagnosis. Studies have ascertained that there is a multitude of 

unnecessary challenges and pushback from medical professionals when trying to obtain 



 

 19 

an ASD diagnosis when the person is someone from a traditionally marginalized 

background (Burkett et al., 2015; Gourdine et al., 2011). 

Black and Hispanic children have been identified as more likely to be evaluated 

for and diagnosed with ASD later in life than White children (Burkett et al., 2015; 

Mandell et al., 2002). Many first-hand narratives from autistic People of Color include 

anecdotes of not being diagnosed with ASD until well into adulthood. For instance, 

Anand Prahlad (2017) initially suspected that he might have ASD after reading about it as 

a 19-year-old college student yet did not receive an official diagnosis until he was 57 

years old. Being diagnosed after learning more about autism and/or going through the 

diagnosis process with their children was a common experience shared by many of the 

contributors to the anthology All the Weight of Our Dreams: On Living Racialized Autism 

(Brown et al., 2017). 

Being diagnosed later in life means that these autistic individuals often do not 

receive early interventions and other supports that are believed to assist them 

academically, socially, emotionally, and in many other ways. Additionally, moving 

through life with an undiagnosed disability may contribute to feelings of confusion and 

embarrassment about unexplainable deviations from socially accepted behaviors. These 

feelings may even be as extreme as feeling like you are from another planet (Prahlad, 

2017). Recollections from autistic PoC mention how differences associated with their 

autism and not knowing that they were autistic made social experiences at school and 

elsewhere confusing (Ellis, 2017; Juarez, 2017; Campbell-Williams, 2017). Many 

reflected that they understood that they were different but did not understand why they 

were different. This presents a unique challenge for individuals whose only wish is to be 
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“normal,” as was the case for autistic secondary students in Humphrey and Lewis’s 

(2008) study of the perceptions of autistic boys. 

Research has also determined that Black children required 3 times as many visits 

over a period that was 3 times longer than White children to receive an autism spectrum 

disorder diagnosis, while Latino children required twice as many visits (Mandell et al., 

2002). Some have theorized that this is due in part to subtle and overt racism within the 

medical field. Experiences of feeling as if their concerns were not being taken seriously 

due to their race and/or ethnicity have been shared by families and caregivers of autistic 

children of color (Burkett et al., 2015; Johnson, 2017). The 24 Black families who 

participated in Burkett et al.’s (2015) study described disrespectful interactions with 

healthcare professionals who refused to acknowledge their concerns and attempted to 

convince families that there was nothing wrong with their children. A family in a 

different study was encouraged to institutionalize their son during their efforts to receive 

an ASD diagnosis, which the family felt was due to their race (Gourdine et al., 2011). 

Similarly, the effects of autism’s white phenomenon can also be seen in who gets to be 

considered a “refrigerator mother,” which is a term previously used to blame mothers for 

their child(ren)’s autism based on Leo Kanner’s original work with autistic children 

(McGuire, 2016a). Kanner described the parents of the children in his study as being 

preoccupied and cold toward their children, thus contributing to their autism. Anne 

McGuire (2016a) contended that the title of refrigerator mother could not be applied to all 

mothers due to the racism and classism associated with autism. Only mothers who were 

viewed as being intelligent, successful, and economically advantaged, which are traits 

reserved for White mothers, earned the privilege of being the cause of their children’s 



 

 21 

autism (McGuire, 2016a). In the documentary Refrigerator Mothers (Kartemquin, 2008) 

Dorothy Groomer, a Black mother, recalled voicing concerns that her son might 

potentially have ASD and the team of doctors dismissing the idea and labeling him as 

being emotionally disturbed instead. Groomer felt as if her concerns were being ignored 

because she and her son did not fit the mold of being White, educated, and middle-class. 

She “could not even be considered a refrigerator mother” because she was Black and 

presumed to be uneducated (Kartemquin, 2008). 

ASD Severity as a Racialized Hierarchy. Benjamin Kearl (2021) contended that 

Groomer’s experience highlights the tendency to racialize disabilities such that autism is 

considered a White disability while disabilities such as emotionally disturbed and 

intellectually disabled are considered Black disabilities. Racially and ethnically diverse 

children were more likely to be misdiagnosed or diagnosed with more severe forms of 

autism (Becerra et al., 2014; Jarquin et al., 2011). Black students with disabilities were 

more likely to be diagnosed with an intellectual disability or emotional disturbance than 

other students with disabilities according to data from the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), (2021). Latino students were 

more likely to be diagnosed with a hearing impairment or specific learning disability than 

other students with disabilities (OSEP, 2021). Black children were more likely to be 

diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder if they also had an intellectual disability or 

presented more severe symptoms of ASD in an examination of autistic children in 

Atlanta, Georgia (Jarquin et al., 2011). Becerra et al.’s 2014 investigation of ASD in 

California discovered that children of foreign-born mothers were more likely to be 
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diagnosed with comorbid autism spectrum disorder and mental retardation compared to 

children of US-born mothers. 

Given the increased probability of children of color being diagnosed with more 

severe forms of ASD, it is not surprising that very few are diagnosed with what some 

refer to as “high-functioning” autism or what was formerly known as Asperger’s. Jarquin 

et al. (2011) ascertained that less than 3 Black children were diagnosed with Asperger’s 

every year compared to up to 28 White children each year in their 6-year study of 

community identification of ASD in Atlanta, Georgia. This is problematic given the issue 

of “Aspie Supremacy” in both the autistic community and society at large (Botha et al., 

2022; Heilker, 2012; Kearl, 2021). Aspie supremacy subscribes to the hierarchy created 

by the previously used categorization of “high functioning” versus “low functioning” 

when describing a person’s autism where those with Asperger’s, who are considered to 

be higher functioning, are deemed superior (Heilker, 2012; Kearl, 2021). Similarly, the 

term “shiny autistics” has been identified as another way to describe autistic individuals 

who exemplify “what autistics should be”, which is a high-functioning individual (Shiny 

Autistics, as cited in Heilker, 2012.). The hierarchy of perceived functioning levels has 

become, intentionally or unintentionally, a racial/ethnic hierarchy given the disparities in 

how ASD is diagnosed (Heilker, 2012). 

Issues of Restrictive Placements. The severity level of ASD diagnosis and any 

other comorbid disabilities can also affect a child’s access to general education since this 

information is often used to determine a student’s educational placement. OSEP’s (2021) 

data indicated that White students with disabilities were more often educated in general 

education classrooms for 80% or more of their day compared to other students with 
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disabilities. Asian/Pacific Islander, Black, and Latino students with disabilities were more 

likely to spend less than 40% of their day in general education classrooms. In addition to 

affecting access to the general education curriculum and opportunities to learn from and 

with neurotypical peers, a child’s educational placement may play a role in the likelihood 

of them experiencing bullying. Rose et al. (2015) determined that a correlation existed 

between the restrictiveness of students’ educational placements and experiences of 

bullying. Autistic students in more restrictive settings, such as classrooms that only serve 

students with disabilities, engaged in more fighting than their autistic peers who were in 

more inclusive settings in this study. On the other hand, autistic students in more 

inclusive classrooms experienced more victimization and social exclusion compared to 

their neurotypical peers (Rose et al., 2015). Although the sample in this study obtained 

race and ethnic demographic data from participants, an analysis of differences in bullying 

experiences based on race or ethnicity was not conducted. 

The Role of Cultural Identity in Diagnosing ASD. Mallory Cruz (2021) 

suggested that diagnosing ASD in People of Color, especially girls of color, is an onerous 

task due to the diagnostic criteria being difficult to put into the context of racially and 

ethnically diverse cultures since the criteria are based on “little White boys.” Although 

most diagnostic criteria are intended to be gender, ethnicity, and race-agnostic, several 

studies have examined the role multiculturalism plays in how symptoms are interpreted 

and people are diagnosed (Burkett et al., 2015; Butts 2002; Sanchez, 2015). Sometimes 

innocuous reasons, such as miscommunications when translating materials for families 

whose home language is a language other than English, contribute to delays and other 

challenges in acquiring an ASD diagnosis (Ratto et al., 2017; Tincani et al., 2009). 
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However, the implicit biases of medical professionals tasked with diagnosing ASD can 

play a significant role in the obstacles racially and ethnically diverse families experience 

when trying to have their children diagnosed as counternarratives that dispel the common 

belief that autism is a White condition are not widely circulated (Kearl, 2021). In a study 

of how cultural differences in child-rearing may affect ASD diagnosis and treatment, 

Black families expressed a desire to foster independence in their autistic children which 

corresponded with healthcare providers viewing these children as possessing higher 

functional skills not typically associated with an autism spectrum disorder (Burkett et al., 

2015). This view was theorized as being a potential cause for hesitancy in diagnosing 

some of these children with ASD (Burkett et al., 2015). It is still unclear if a lack of 

cultural awareness or biased criteria is the root of the hindrances faced by autistic People 

of Color and their families during the diagnostic stage of their autism journey. 

Understanding different cultural backgrounds did not have a significant impact on the 

ability of undergraduate psychology students to correctly diagnose ASD when provided 

with vignettes of a Latino patient and a White patient with the same symptoms (Sanchez, 

2015). 

The Personal Effects of Autism’s White Phenomenon on Autistic People of Color 

         Emily Style (1988/1996) first used the metaphor of mirrors and windows about 

curriculum; however, this concept can also be applied to the discussion about the 

importance of diversity in the representation of autism. According to Style, mirrors 

reflect important aspects of an individual’s identity and personal experiences while 

windows allow individuals to observe and learn about the experiences of others. Having 

both mirrors and windows is important because it challenges the tendency to focus on 
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trying to demonstrate forced similarities and instead pushes the consideration of different 

perspectives. In addition, mirrors and windows validate the importance of experiences 

that mirror our own and those that are different so that no one is relegated to only being 

allowed to engage from the sidelines as they peer through windows (Style, 1988/1996).     

The autism community and society’s depictions of autism have traditionally only 

included windows for many autistic PoC which poses both internal and external 

challenges for these individuals. One of these struggles is a lack of connection to the 

autism community since this group still lacks meaningful representation of its diverse 

members (Onaiwu, 2020; Rodas & Paulin, 2021). Being connected to the autism 

community or other autistic people has been identified by some as a way to feel less 

alone or different as they otherwise might have (Crompton et al., 2020). A desire to 

belong is part of human nature and we want to feel good about the groups we are a part of 

(Murphy, 1998). When a group does not seem to embrace and acknowledge important 

aspects of its members’ identities, it can lead to members who are not being represented 

feeling disconnected and as if they are outsiders. Autistic advocate E. Ashkenazy (2017) 

asserted that being part of a group that loves and accepts you is not just a natural desire 

but a primal need that contributes to a higher chance of survival. Being able to connect 

with racially and ethnically similar people has been identified as an important need for 

families of autistic children as they support their children (Ratto et al. (2017). There is a 

need for autistic young people to have autistic role models to look up to and see 

possibilities for their life (Asasumasu, (2021). 

Internalizing negative messages from a society that acts as if autistic People of 

Color do not exist is something that some autistic PoC have referenced experiencing 
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(Ashkenazy, 2017; Gardiner, 2017). Autism’s Whiteness has the power to lead to 

questioning and doubt for an autistic Person of Color, especially those who have recently 

been diagnosed (Heilker, 2012). A newly diagnosed person who only has Rain Man as a 

reference for what it means to be autistic may question their diagnosis if they are not a 

White cisgender male with a high IQ (Anonymous., 2021). It is also not uncommon for 

outsiders to question an autistic Person of Color’s diagnosis given how autism has 

traditionally been portrayed. Anand Prahlad (2017) noted that people often doubted his 

diagnosis as an older Black male living in the South because most people pictured a 

young White boy when they heard about autism. 

Additionally, not knowing other people with disabilities may lead to a person with 

a disability questioning their worth (Allen, 2021) and the same could be true for autistic 

People of Color who are not connected with other autistic PoC. Ashkenazy (2017) 

emphasized the importance of autistic People of Color being represented in the autism 

community and society at large to affirm that they exist and that their experiences matter. 

Autistic PoC have created books, websites, and social media hashtags to remind others 

and themselves that they matter. However, it is important that research and scholarly 

literature also include the perspectives and experiences of autistic People of Color. 

Positive Effects of Autism’s White Phenomenon 

Botha et al. (2022) determined that external stigmas often pushed autistic people 

together and created a sense of community. Autism’s White phenomenon has led to the 

creation of smaller, more inclusive communities, including virtual and in-person spaces 

for autistic People of Color. All the Weight of Our Dreams on Living Racialized Autism, 

an anthology of literary work by autistic People of Color, was created to elevate the 
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voices of autistic PoC and additionally created a sense of community for its contributors 

(Brown et al., 2017). Many autistic individuals credit the internet and social media for 

providing a mode of interaction that is inclusive of their diverse communication and 

interpersonal needs (Seidel, 2020; Tisoncik, 2020). Hashtags, such as 

#blackautisticlivesmatter; #autisticbipoc; and #autisticpoc, have been created on social 

media platforms to provide an outlet for autistic People of Color to connect and share 

their experiences. Websites have also been designed to provide important resources to 

autistic PoC. For example, Autismandrace.com is a website created by an autistic Person 

of Color to provide microgrants to autistic People of Color to help offset financial 

burdens due to racism and ableism (The Autistic People of Color Fund, nd.). 

 Autism and Social Relationships 

         Leo Kanner, whom some have credited as discovering autism, described the 

autistic children involved in his research as not possessing the “social instinct to orient 

towards other people”(Kanner as cited in Baron-Cohen, 2015). The effects of Kanner’s 

seminal examination of what he called “infantile autism” can still be felt in the 

generalized understanding of autism. Mainstream society often associates antisocial 

qualities or the persona of a “loner” as definitive signs of autism with the assumption that 

anyone with ASD has no desire for relationships. These beliefs do not accurately capture 

the complex levels of understanding of and longing for social relationships and 

community that many autistic people possess. Autistic individuals themselves have 

attempted to remind outsiders that many autistic people enjoy being around people 

(Rodriguez, 2021) to the point that they strategically avoid upsetting their current friends 

for fear of losing them (Brown, 2021). The complexity of navigating social relationships 
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is evident in the narratives of autistic people and further exploring their understandings, 

needs, and experiences would facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of one of 

the hallmark traits associated with an autism spectrum disorder. 

Qualities & Benefits of Friendship 

Many studies of autistic people’s friendships have utilized Bukowski et al.’s 

(1994) friendship qualities scale to measure companionship, helpfulness, closeness, 

security, and conflict in friendships (Calder et al., 2013; Kasari et al., 2010; Locke et al., 

2010). The findings about the quality of autistic students’ friendships have varied. Kasari 

et al. (2010) determined that autistic students in first through fifth grade had lower quality 

friendships regarding closeness, security, helpfulness, and companionship. Significant 

differences in closeness and help were observed in the friendships of autistic adolescents 

in London (Calder et al., 2013). In another study, autistic high school students’ 

friendships were determined to be significantly poorer in terms of companionship and 

helpfulness (Locke et al., 2010). 

Despite differences in the measured quality of autistic students’ friendships, many 

of Bukowski et al.’s indicators are evident in the reflections of autistic individuals and 

their actions. Autistic students have used varying ways to describe the role of friendship 

and companionship was a common description provided by students in one study (Calder 

et al., 2013). Companionship refers to voluntary time spent together according to 

Bukowski et al.’s (1994) friendship qualities scale. Companionship for autistic 

individuals may take the form of in-person or virtual activities, which provide additional 

access for those with varying communication styles and needs. Autistic students have 

demonstrated their understanding of and desire for companionship in many comments 
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captured during various research studies (Black et al., 2022). For instance, one student 

communicated the hierarchy of his friendships by explaining how a peer involved in his 

group activities was not a close friend even though they spent time together, but the peer 

that he spent time with voluntarily was considered a close friend (Howard et al., 2006). 

Autistic adults have created opportunities to spend time together and connect with other 

autistic individuals to meet their need for companionship. For instance, Autreat and 

Autscape are two examples of in-person multi-day events created by and for autistic 

individuals to connect (Kapp, 2020). Electronic mailing lists, websites, and social media 

platforms have also been leveraged as ways for autistic individuals to connect in virtual 

spaces. 

Providing mutual assistance and protection from victimization are also critical 

components of friendship (Bukowski et al., 1994). The presence of these characteristics 

has been captured in the descriptions of friendship by both autistic adults’(Crompton et 

al., 2020) and autistic students’ (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Cook et al., 2016; Howard et 

al., 2016; Zablotsky et al., 2014). Autistic adults felt that there was a level of mutual 

assistance in their connections with other autistic individuals and that they aided each 

other in developing the resilience necessary to tackle day-to-day life (Crompton et al., 

2020). Evidence of how the larger autism community assists its members can be seen in 

many of its advocacy efforts (Kapp, 2020). Laura Tisoncik created the now defunct 

autistics.org as a way to share support and resources with other autistic individuals 

(Tisoncik, 2019). Tisoncik (2019) felt that the website was a way to provide a safe space 

for autistic people who needed to “reclaim a sense of intactness and worth.” Autistic 

People of Color have also created websites, such as autismandrace.com, to provide 



 

 30 

financial support for members of this community (The Autistic People of Color Fund, 

n.d.). 

The role friendship plays in the protection from victimization is especially present 

in the reflections of autistic students. Bullying is an experience that many autistic 

students have in common, and some have theorized that the social naivety of some 

autistic students may cause them to be more susceptible to bullying (Humphrey and 

Lewis, 2008). In one study, 63% of autistic adolescents and youth experienced bullying at 

some point in their life, while 38% experienced bullying within the past month 

(Zablotsky et al., 2014). It is also believed that those who have multiple identities that 

deviate from societal norms are at an increased risk for physical and/or social 

victimization (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014). Autistic youth in Ajodhia-Andrews’ (2014) 

study often associated differences due to intelligence, physical ability, and skin tone as 

factors that led to bullying. However, some of the participants in this study shared that 

they did not think that they were bullied due to their autism despite their understanding of 

how differences contribute to bullying experiences (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014). 

Students who have friends often rely on these friends to provide support and 

protection from bullying (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Cook et al., 2016; Howard et al., 

2016; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Zablotsky et al., 2014). Ajodhia-Andrews (2014) 

determined that children who were being bullied were more likely to seek support from a 

friend instead of a teacher, which may be due to the inability of teachers to address and 

stop bullying effectively (Hedges et al., 2014). For instance, an autistic student explained 

that he preferred to seek support from his friends when he experienced bullying during 

lunchtime because the bullies avoided getting in trouble by stopping the behavior when 
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an adult looked at them (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014). Some believe autistic students who are 

unable to address bullying effectively may isolate themselves from others as a form of 

protection (Humphrey and Lewis, 2008). 

Few studies have explored the relationship between experiences of bullying and 

race and ethnicity. Zablotsky et al.’s 2014 examination of risk factors associated with the 

bullying of autistic students revealed a correlation between recent bullying and race. 

Children who experienced recent bullying were less likely to be White according to data 

from this study (Zablotsky et al., 2014). However, it should be noted that this study 

lacked a diverse sample and relied on caregiver input rather than first-hand experience. In 

a later study, Azad et al. (2017) examined the correlation between social isolation and 

race and ethnicity and determined that Black, Latino, and White autistic kindergarten 

through second-grade students were significantly less integrated into their class’s social 

network than typically developing White children, which they interpreted as being 

socially isolated. This study also revealed that autistic Latino students were at the most 

significant risk for social isolation (Azad et al., 2017). Additional exploration is needed to 

fully ascertain if race and ethnicity affect experiences of social isolation and bullying. 

The Importance of Homophilic Relationships 

         The tendency to form social connections based on shared affinities, such as 

disability status, gender, or race is known as homophily (American Psychological 

Association, n.d. -a). Research has shown that some autistic people prefer to form 

homophilic relationships with other autistic individuals (Cook et al., 2016; Crompton et 

al., 2020; Locke et al., 2010). All seven autistic high school students in Locke et al.’s 

(2010) study nominated other autistic students when asked to identify their friends. Six of 
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the seven students involved in this study had no social connection to any typically 

developing peer (Locke et al., 2010). 

Some may question the usefulness of homophilic friendships for autistic 

individuals, yet scholars and autistic individuals have emphasized the importance of not 

evaluating these friendships using the same standards and expectations applied to 

neurotypical friendships (Locke et al., 2010). Homophilic relationships have proven 

valuable for autistic individuals and there are several reasons why they may prefer 

socializing with other autistic people rather than neurotypical people. Some autistic 

people may feel as if they must mask symptoms of their autism during social interactions 

with neurotypical people. Masking and trying to exhibit neurotypical behaviors have 

caused some autistic people to experience depression, anxiety, stress, and other negative 

emotions (Anonymous, 2021; Crompton et al., 2020; Strauss, 2017). A preference for 

homophilic social relationships may be because of a shared respect and acceptance of 

differing communication styles (Crompton et al., 2020). Being around other autistic 

people contributed to a sense of acceptance and community for some (Crompton et al., 

2020). 

Barriers to Forming Social Connections    

Difficulty developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships is part of the 

diagnostic criteria for autism spectrum disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013). Although many autistic people have the desire to connect with others socially and 

have friends, they face several barriers in developing and maintaining these relationships. 

Autistic students in one study identified companionship as the primary role of friendship 

(Calder et al., 2013), which Bukowski et al. (1994) theorized contributed to feelings of 
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closeness and security in friendships. Companionship refers to voluntary time spent 

together (Bukowski et al., 1994) and many autistic individuals have voiced the 

importance of also being able to spend time alone (Calder et al., 2013; Crompton et al., 

2020). Some autistic adults experience needing alone time to re-energize after social 

interactions with neurotypical friends (Crompton et al., 2020). This desire for alone time 

may negatively affect the ability to maintain long-term friendships with those who 

perceive the desire to be alone as a lack of interest in continued friendship. 

Challenges in developing and maintaining social relationships are also sometimes 

due to differences in communication skills and styles that may result in peer rejection 

(Calder et al., 2013). Studies of the social relationships of autistic students have revealed 

that many autistic students do not have friends (Mazurek & Kanne, 2010). Almost a 

quarter (24.3%) of the 1,202 youth involved in one study reported having no peer 

relationships (Mazurek & Kanne, 2010). Autistic elementary school students in other 

studies named fewer friends than their typically developing peers (Calder et al., 2013; 

Kasari et al., 2010). Although it is important to prioritize quality over quantity regarding 

friendships, studies have demonstrated that autistic students experience a lower 

percentage of reciprocated friendships (Calder et al., 2013; Kasari et al., 2010). A study 

of autistic youth and adolescents revealed that they were identified as friends less 

frequently than their typically developing peers (Kasari et al., 2010). Azad et al. (2017) 

found a correlation between friendship nominations and race/ethnicity where Black and 

Latino children in third through fifth grade received fewer friendship nominations than 

the reference group of typically developing White children in kindergarten to second 

grade. 
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Some scholars have hypothesized that relationships become more difficult to form 

as students age and progress through school (Azad et al., 2017; Hedges, et al., 2014; 

Locke et al., 2010; Shrum et al., 1988). Social relationships may change as early as upper 

elementary school when games and interactions become more complex and students 

become more aware of their differences (Azad et al., 2017). High school has also been 

identified as a particularly challenging time because there is often an emphasis placed on 

academic and behavioral needs instead of supporting autistic students’ social needs 

(Calder et al., 2013). This is especially true for autistic students in general education 

classrooms. Katie Levin, an autistic person, recalled feeling as if it were a choice between 

“harder work with not enough support, or more support with work that was too easy” 

when looking back on the differences between experiences in specialized classrooms and 

general education classrooms (Levin, 2021). To further add to this dilemma, autistic high 

school students often have a desire not to be singled out as needing support for fear of 

being viewed as abnormal (Hedges et al., 2014). 

Prior studies have also analyzed autistic students’ social network centrality to 

determine their involvement in their classroom’s social networks (Azad et al., 2017; 

Kasari et al., 2010; Locke et al., 2010). Findings from these studies vary. Calder et al. 

(2013) found that half of the autistic primary school students in their study were 

integrated into their class’s social network with either secondary or nuclear status. None 

of the children in this study were socially isolated. Conversely, Locke et al. (2010) found 

that almost 72% of autistic high school students were either isolated or on the periphery 

of the social network in one integrated classroom. Regardless of the findings from these 

studies, first-hand accounts from autistic individuals have referenced feelings of social 



 

 35 

isolation (Bauminger and Kasari, 2000; Brown, 2021; Rankowski, 2021; Rodriguez, 

2021). 

Limited studies have examined how, if at all, relationships vary for autistic People 

of Color. In their 2022 scoping review of 22 studies related to friendships for autistic 

individuals, Black and colleagues did not include racial demographic information as a 

category when presenting data about the studies selected for review. Racial information 

about participants was included for two of their reviewed studies under “other 

characteristics.” The fact that a recently conducted scoping review of the literature does 

not mention race demonstrates how this topic has been ignored for far too long. Further, 

this scoping review did not include the one study whose expressed purpose was to 

evaluate the role race of race on the socialization of autistic students. Wanda Pillow 

(2003) provided a probable explanation about why race is so frequently absent in 

educational studies and explained that race is: 

A privileged absence–absent because these researchers saw no need to address 

processes of racism and racialization in their research because approaching theory 

and research as if they are raceless perpetuates a reproduction of Eurocentric 

privilege reinforcing its own assumed neutrality. (p. 182) 

Azad and colleagues conducted a study on the effect of race/ethnicity on the 

social integration of autistic elementary school students in 2017.  Differences were 

observed in the social integration of Black and Latino students (Azad et al., 2017). 

However, autistic students were compared to typically developing White students in this 

study. This study is the only study of its kind that the author has identified at this time. A 

Google Scholar search for similar articles results in 100 articles, however, most of these 
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articles are about the experiences of caregivers from multicultural backgrounds, the lack 

of diverse representation in autism research, or the socialization of autistic students in 

general. Additional research about the effect of race, ethnicity, and disability status on 

social networks is needed.  

Caregivers’ Insights 

         Research and literature dedicated to exploring autistic individuals' experiences of 

social relationships and connections with others have traditionally utilized caregiver input 

rather than first-hand input from autistic persons. While there is a call for autism research 

and literature to place more focus on the first-hand experiences of autistic people 

(Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Juarez, 2017; Kapp, 2019), the inclusion of input from 

caregivers provides insight into the role external participants play in the social 

experiences of autistic individuals as well as their perspectives of these experiences. This 

is especially true for understanding the social relationships of young autistic children 

since caregivers, including family members and educational professionals, often play 

some role in providing and supporting social experiences. For example, parents of young 

autistic children described organizing play dates, encouraging peer interaction during 

social events, and enrolling in extracurricular activities to assist with their children’s 

friendship development (Calder et al., 2013). Autistic individuals positively accept and 

respond to some of these efforts while others find them to be less beneficial. For instance, 

an autistic adult reflected that participating in a social group for autistic children provided 

an excellent opportunity to socialize but noted that the organizers of the group often 

stifled natural conversations about topics that interested the children in an effort to 

develop the children’s ability to pick up on social cues regarding the need to change the 
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topic of conversation (Cruz, 2021). Teachers of autistic students were sometimes unsure 

of how to support friendship development and often relied on promoting the inclusion of 

all students and encouraging peers to include autistic students in their activities (Calder et 

al., 2013). These types of friendships potentially create imbalances where the autistic 

child feels as if they are a project rather than an equal (Asasumasu, 2021). 

There is no consensus among caregivers about the barriers that affect the 

development and maintenance of friendships for some autistic youth. Some caregivers 

felt as if their children lacked personal motivation which contributed to difficulty 

developing and maintaining social relationships (Calder et al., 2013; Cook et al., 2016; 

Hedges et al., 2014; Kasari et al., 2010) while others noted that it was rejection from 

peers that impeded these relationships (Calder et al., 2013; Kasari et al., 2010). It is 

important to keep in mind that although social relationships provide numerous benefits, 

there are times when autistic individuals prefer to be alone (Calder et al., 2013). One 

educator expressed the belief that as long as the autistic child in their class experienced 

time with peers as well as time alone, then there was no cause for concern (Calder et al., 

2013). This educator felt that the time the student spent alone provided the necessary 

opportunities for him to organize his thoughts, which aligns with the sentiments shared 

by some autistic people about the importance of time alone (Calder et al., 2013; 

Crompton et al., 2020). Both caregivers and autistic students agreed that being identified 

as different due to their autism often resulted in isolation or peer rejection (Hedges et al., 

2014; Humphrey & Lewis, 2008). Educators identified behaviors that are not generally 

socially acceptable as being a potential cause for the rejection that some autistic students 

experience from their friends (Hedges et al., 2014). 
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Conceptual Framework  

Identity-First Language 

         Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), also referred to as autism, is a developmental 

disability that affects both children and adults (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention [CDC], 2022d). The autism community includes individuals diagnosed with 

ASD, caregivers, scholars, and many others. There has been some disagreement within 

the autism community about the language to use when referring to someone with ASD 

(Autistic Self Advocacy Network [ASAN], n.d.; Brown, 2011). Those who favor using 

terms such as “a person with autism” believe that this language places a needed emphasis 

on the individual rather than their disability while those who prefer to use terms such as 

“an autistic person” feel that this reflects the important role that autism plays in a 

person’s identity (ASAN, n.d.; Brown, 2011). Many autistic individuals and advocates 

have adopted and encouraged the use of designations such as autistic and autistic people 

because they feel that it is critical to validate and affirm the totality of autistic people’s 

identities (ASAN, n.d.; Brown, 2011). The use of autistic as a positive and welcomed 

descriptor also aligns with efforts of the neurodiversity movement to reclaim previously 

stigmatized identities (Kapp, 2020). This study uses the terms autistic, autistic person, 

and autistic individual to reflect this shift. However, other descriptors were used to reflect 

each individual’s decision about how they refer to themselves. 

Intersectionality  

 Intersectionality has become a buzzword used by many with varying agendas 

resulting in potential misconceptions (Gillborn, 2015). The African American Policy 

Forum (AAPF) (n.d.) explained intersectionality as: 
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a concept that enables us to recognize the fact that perceived group membership 

can make people vulnerable to various forms of bias, yet because we are 

simultaneously members of many groups, our complex identities can shape the 

specific way we each experience that bias. ( p.3) 

Intersectionality challenges the idea that race, gender, disability status, and other 

identities exist in silos. These identities, especially visible ones, often influence how 

individuals move through their daily lives and how others respond to them. There is 

therefore a need to account for multiple identities when thinking about the constructs of 

society (Crenshaw, 1991). For instance, the experiences of an autistic cisgender Black 

man are different from the experiences of an autistic transgender Black man. While this 

current investigation was primarily focused on the intersections of race and ability, it is 

not without an understanding that there are additional layers of identity that affect the 

experiences of autistic People of Color differently.  

Social Model of Disability  

 There is a tendency to assume a deficit stance when discussing individuals who 

have been labeled with a disability (Goodley, 2007). In a deficit-based approach, 

disability often refers to the “inability to perform culturally defined expected tasks” 

(Annamma et al., 2013, p. 24). Culturally defined expectations in the United States are 

frequently rooted in ableist, racist, and sexist ideals. Those involved in the disability 

rights movement encourage the use of the social model of disability which emphasizes 

the difference between impairment and disability wherein an impairment is an individual 

attribute rooted in difference and disability is rooted in societal oppression and reduced 
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access to material benefits otherwise provided to members of a society (Burchardt, 2004;  

McGuire, 2016b).  

However, this is not an attempt to negate or ignore the other views of disability or 

to downplay the real impact on the lives of those with disabilities, but rather to emphasize 

the social aspect of disability especially for a disability whose diagnostic criteria are 

largely based on social expectations. For example, one of the diagnostic criteria outlined 

by the APA (2013) references “abnormal social approach and failure of normal back-and-

forth conversation,” which creates a dichotomy between normal and abnormal that is 

based on a societal definition of “normal.” Further, these expectations ignore cultural 

differences in conversation patterns. Davis (2010; as cited in Vehmas & Watson, 2013) 

noted that the heart of the issue is “the way that normalcy is constructed to create the 

“problem” of the disabled person” (p. 640). Differences associated with ASD, or any 

other disability, should not be viewed as problems. Instead, we must acknowledge that 

there is a need to interrogate current ideologies surrounding disabilities and consider the 

individual experiences of those with disabilities as critical disabilities studies advocates 

would encourage (Vehmas & Watson, 2013). Similarly, advocates of the cultural model 

of disability encourage a shift from thinking about disability as merely a label given to 

individuals to viewing disability as a cultural identity or affiliation (Thorius et al., 2020).  

This study adopted a social view of disability in that the aim was to gain a better 

understanding of the experiences of individuals who have impairments or differences 

associated with autism spectrum disorder. More specifically, this study intended to elicit 

feedback from autistic People of Color about the ways disability, or oppressive societal 

expectations, have impacted their lived experiences. While some scholars intentionally 
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use the term “dis/ability” rather than “disability” to reflect their stance against a deficit 

approach (Annamma et al., 2013), the term “disability” is used to refer to developmental 

conditions such as autism spectrum disorder.   

Disability Critical Race Theory 

Few in the country, black or white, understood in 1954 that racial segregation was 

merely a symptom, not the disease; that the real sickness is that our society in all 

its manifestations is geared to the maintenance of white superiority. (Judge Robert 

L. Carter, 1968 as cited in Kohli et al., 2017) 

Judge Carter’s words from almost seven decades ago are still relevant to the current 

situation in the United States and utilizing a framework that acknowledges the ways that 

racism and ableism work together is imperative when discussing the experiences of 

autistic People of Color. Disability Critical Race Theory, or DisCrit, is one such 

framework. DisCrit merges Critical Race Theory (CRT) with Disability Studies (DS) to 

create a framework that acknowledges the connectedness of race and ability (Annamma 

et al., 2013). Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a hot topic with many inaccurate assumptions 

and falsehoods accepted as fact. At the heart of CRT is the “understanding that “race” is 

socially constructed and that “racial difference” is invented, perpetuated, and reinforced 

by society” (Gillborn, 2015, p. 278). This understanding is useful when exploring the 

experiences of raced individuals in the United States where racism based on perceived 

racial differences is so deeply ingrained in the social fabric that it has become part of the 

way of life (Butts, 2002; Yosso, 2005). Annamma et al. (2018) believed that both CRT 

and DS overlooked the importance of intersectionality and instead identified single-axis 

explanations of inequity and therefore introduced DisCrit to address this issue. DisCrit is 
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founded on the belief that both ability and race are social constructs with substantial 

material and psychological impacts on raced and disabled individuals (Annamma et al., 

2013).  

DisCrit in Education. Many in the field of education have applied critical lenses 

to various topics related to race in education. For instance, some have applied a “new 

racism” theory which states that racism today is more covert and subtle than the racism of 

the past (Kohli, 2017). However, this standpoint ignores the overt racism that many 

People of Color personally experience. Those who have only applied a Disability Studies 

lens miss the important role that race plays in the experiences of students with 

disabilities. DisCrit, and its extension DisCrit Classroom Ecology, is a comprehensive 

lens that addresses the current dysfunctional state of education where Students of Color 

who also have disabilities are devalued and pushed out (Annamma & Morrison, 2018; 

Locke et al., 2022). 

The founders of DisCrit asserted that Students of Color who have also been 

labeled with a disability exist in a world where they are unable to neatly fit into one 

category (Annamma et al., 2013) which is similar to the sentiments shared by some 

autistic People of Color (Brown et al., 2017). Annamma et al. (2013) further elaborated 

that Students of Color who are also labeled disabled are viewed as being “less than” their 

White peers as well as their non-disabled peers of color. Building upon this 

understanding to explore the experiences of autistic Students of Color is imperative to 

obtain a more holistic understanding of how this sentiment impacts these students. 

DisCrit has been utilized by many scholars to shine a light on and dismantle the 

inequities in education, however, much of this scholarship has been focused on the 
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disproportionality of Students of Color placed in special education settings (Annamma et 

al., 2018). More work is needed to realize the potential of DisCrit in education fully.  

Tenets of DisCrit. DisCrit is guided by seven tenets that Annamma et al. (2013) 

created as a means to help codify the questions and issues that may benefit from a DisCrit 

approach. This section will introduce each tenet and the connections to issues uncovered 

during the literature review.  

The first tenet of DisCrit is a focus on the interdependence of racism and ableism 

as a way to uphold notions of normalcy (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018). 

The stereotypical belief of what it means to be autistic is closely related to this tenet in 

that autism is often considered to be a “White disability” (Gardiner, 2017; Heilker, 2012; 

Kearl, 2021; Onaiwu, 2020; Prahlad, 2017). A rejection of a singular view of identity is 

the second tenet of DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018) and is 

connected to the call for “intersectional neurodivergence now” by those who contributed 

to the anthology All the Weight of Our Dreams (Brown et al., 2017). This anthology also 

connects to the third tenet of DisCrit which emphasizes the social construction of race 

and ability while also acknowledging the real impact on those who have been raced or 

labeled as disabled (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018). The contributors to 

this anthology speak to the material and psychological impacts of being autistic People of 

Color (Brown et al., 2017).  

An increase in literature created by autistic people connects with the fourth tenet 

of DisCrit which is a belief in the importance of privileging the voices of traditionally 

marginalized populations. Yet, there is more work to be done to elevate the voices of 

those from multiply marginalized populations within the autism community. This tenet is 
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also connected to the qualitative framework of social constructivism, which is focuses on 

participants’ views of a situation (Creswell, 2018). It was essential to center this study on 

the views and voices of autistic individuals to avoid the tendency to rely on outsiders’ 

perspectives, which has been an ongoing critique from the autism community (Ajodhia-

Andrews, 2014; Juarez, 2017; Kapp, 2019). 

Considering the legal and historical aspects of race and ability and how these have 

been used to deny the rights of some is the fifth tenet of DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013; 

Annamma et al., 2018). Many autistic People of Color mentioned increased concerns 

about policing (Burkett et al., 2015; Onaiwu, 2017a; Tiffany, 2022). DisCrit also 

recognizes Whiteness and ability as Property that provides advantages to those who claim 

Whiteness and ableness (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018). The racial 

hierarchy of the perceived severity of autism spectrum disorders embodies this tenet. 

Activism as a form of resistance is the last pillar of DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013; 

Annamma et al., 2018). The founders of DisCrit acknowledged that activities 

traditionally considered activism are rooted in ableist norms and there is a need to 

acknowledge diverse forms of activism (Annamma et al., 2013). This activism includes 

utilizing social media platforms, which the present study intentionally leveraged as a 

means to be more inclusive of varied perspectives.  

Conceptual Framework Summarized 

 This study drew upon several existing theories and concepts which informed the 

research design and presentation of the findings. Specifically, identity-first language was 

used to refute the assumption that being autistic should be a source of shame. The use of 

identity-first language also acknowledged the crucial role that autism plays in the daily 
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lives of many. However, the study was also founded on the concept of intersectionality 

which emphasizes the importance of accounting for the complex identities that uniquely 

influence individuals’ daily lives. It was important to provide space for the multiple 

components of participants’ identities even though the study primarily explored the 

intersection of autism and race. Ultimately, each participant highlighted the aspects of 

their identity that were most important to them, and the researcher avoided forcing them 

to focus solely on their autism or race. Doing so also ensured that the voices of a 

traditionally marginalized population were elevated. Figure 1 shows how the conceptual 

framework informed this study. 

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework on the Social Experiences of Autistic People of Color 

 

Chapter Summary 

 The review of the literature demonstrated that there is growing momentum in 

studies that center on the voices of autistic individuals and counternarratives that disrupt 

the belief that autistic people have no desire for friendships are becoming more abundant. 
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However, there remains a lack of diverse representation in the samples and perspectives 

included in these studies, and discussions about the intersectionality of autism and race 

are only occurring in small circles. If we want to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the experiences of autistic individuals, then we must be sure to include 

those who differ from the widely accepted norm of what it means to be autistic.  

 This study built upon and extended what is already known about autism and 

friendship by focusing on those whose perspectives we do not know much about using a 

conceptual framework that concedes that racism and ableism are connected and influence 

individuals’ experiences. The knowledge gained from this study provided a better 

understanding of the needs and experiences of autistic People of Color as they navigate 

everyday social interactions. With this understanding, educators may become more 

knowledgeable in ways to support positive social interactions for their autistic Students of 

Color, families may shift their expectations of friendships for their autistic loved ones, 

and society may be encouraged to rethink how we evaluate the quality of friendships. 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

As explained in prior chapters, traditional autism research has tended to ignore the 

importance of the varying intersectional identities of autistic individuals and how these 

identities shape their lived experiences. There has been a call from many within the 

autism community for increased visibility of autistic individuals who do not fit the 

stereotypical model of middle-class heterosexual White males that has traditionally been 

associated with what it means to be autistic. While there are a multitude of intersectional 

identities that can and should be explored, the purpose of this study was to understand the 

experiences of autistic PoC as they navigate social relationships. This chapter describes 

the methodology, research questions, and procedures utilized to gain insight into how 

autistic People of Color experience social connections.  

Overview of Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative approach since qualitative research works well 

when there is limited information available about a topic and further serves to elevate 

silenced voices (Creswell, 2018) both of which are issues for autistic People of Color 

previously explained in prior chapters. Creswell (2018) described qualitative research as 

a process of inquiry during which a researcher builds complex, holistic pictures related to 

a social or human problem. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) more broadly described 

qualitative research as an activity that involves the researcher as an observer utilizing 

resources to transform the world into a series of representations. Both explanations 

exemplify the constructive nature of qualitative research and align with the purpose of 

this specific study.  
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Research Design 

 Basic interpretive studies also referred to as basic qualitative studies, are 

commonly used in education (Merriam & Grenier, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) and 

was the design used in this study. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) explained that basic 

interpretive studies are intended to understand “how people make sense of their lives and 

their experiences” (p. 24) by exploring “(1) how people interpret their experiences, (2) 

how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they attribute to their experiences” 

(p. 24). These goals aligned with the purpose of this study and the use of interviews and 

mapping exercises provided opportunities for participants to discuss and make sense of 

their lived experiences. Specifically, questions asked during the semi-structured interview 

were intended to learn more about how participants interpret their social experiences and 

the meanings they attribute to these experiences while the mapping exercises were 

designed to gain insights into how participants frame important aspects of their world.  

Epistemology 

Maxwell (2013) emphasized the importance of explicitly stating the 

epistemological stance of a research study since there are specific assumptions and 

implications associated with each of the many paradigms of qualitative research. Several 

scholars have asserted that all qualitative research is guided by a constructivist stance 

since this type of research is interested in organizing the understanding that individuals 

form on an ongoing basis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Merriam & Grenier, 2019). 

Therefore, it was imperative for this study to adopt a more focused epistemological 

stance. As such, social constructionism, also referred to as social constructivism, was 

determined to best align with the nature of this study.  
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Social constructionism emphasizes the social world’s role in the meanings that 

individuals construct (Crotty, 1998). Specifically, Crotty (1998) explained social 

constructionism as the “view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as 

such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of the interaction 

between human beings and their world and developed and transmitted within an 

essentially social context” (p. 42). This stance acknowledges that there is no single axis 

of knowledge because knowledge is constructed by individuals based on the various 

factors of their social context (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Social constructionism’s 

emphasis on human practices during social interactions was particularly relevant for this 

study given its focus on how autistic individuals make meaning of their social 

interactions.  

Research Questions 

Research questions evolve and change during the research process as a more 

comprehensive understanding of the problem is developed (Creswell, 2018). The 

overarching research question driving the initial literature review and study design was: 

How do autistic People of Color experience social connections, more specifically,  

• What promotes strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

• What prevents strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

• How do intersectional identities influence the social connections autistic People of 

Color form? 

These questions were revised and finalized as the researcher interacted with participants 

and data. The final research questions for this study were: 

1. What promotes strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 
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a. How do intersectional identities influence the social connections autistic 

People of Color form? 

2. What prevents strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

Research Procedures 

 Interviews, observations, and document analysis are commonly used in basic 

interpretive studies (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Merriam & Grenier, 2019) and increase 

the validity of the findings (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews were used as the primary data source while observations and document 

analysis were leveraged as secondary sources. Participants were also invited to an 

optional group interview after all participants had been interviewed and completed their 

map exercises. The sequence of data collection was as follows: 

1) Screening survey to gather demographic information. 

2) Creation of identity maps. 

3) One-on-one interviews. 

4) Creation of social journey maps.  

5) Group interview. (Optional for participants) 

Interviews 

The interview protocol (Appendix A) for the one-on-one interviews used a semi-

structured approach which began with more structured questions intended to elicit 

specific information from all participants before moving on to less structured questions 

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019). All participants were asked about autism’s role in their 

identity and experiences. Additionally, all participants were asked questions about their 

social connections, challenges they have experienced forming social connections, and 
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desired characteristics of an ideal friend. These questions were worded differently and 

asked at different points during the conversation based on the overall flow of dialogue.  

Some have noted that focus groups, or group interviews, often allow participants 

to interact with each other, refine their thinking, and build on the ideas of others (Morgan, 

1997 as cited by Creswell, 2018; Hennink 2004, as cited by Merriam and Tisdell, 2015) 

which were driving factors for the decision to include a group interview in this study. 

However, the group interview was optional for participants to be sensitive to differences 

in varying comfort levels with social communication and interaction often associated 

with ASD (CDC, 2022c). Two participants joined the group discussion for thirty minutes 

while one joined for the last ten minutes of the conversation. Given the small group and 

personalities of those who participated in this optional discussion, the researcher pivoted 

and used the time to present initial themes and ideas related to the study and seek input 

about these findings.   

All interviews were conducted via Zoom and lasted between 35 and 65 minutes 

each. Interviews were recorded through Zoom, which provided an initial transcript. 

Transcripts and recordings were reviewed following each interview to ensure the 

accuracy of the transcription. Observational data was recorded during interactions with 

participants to enhance the richness of the data and take advantage of verbal and 

nonverbal communication (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). The researcher added an overview 

of each interview to each participant’s transcript. This overview included a summary of 

the conversation and any pertinent notes about observations made during the interview.  



 

 52 

Analytic memos were also created following each interview. These memos 

assisted in the data collection and analysis as the researcher captured personal reflections 

and reactions, questions, and emerging themes.   

Mapping  

Mapping has a long history of being a method used in the social sciences. Futch 

and Fine (2014) asserted that mapping is a “rich method” that is particularly useful for 

researchers who want to gather information about people and their identities. Prior to the 

one-on-one interview with the researcher, participants were asked to create identity maps 

that represented their core identities. The prompt for the identity map (Appendix B) 

allowed the researcher to gather data connected to Jacobson and Mustafa's (2019) three 

tiers of social identity which include the broader aspects of social identity, the impact of 

these aspects, and emotions connected to social identity.  It was also important to explore 

the aspects of participants’ identities they choose to include on their identity map and 

how these identities were framed. Specifically, the researcher noted if participants 

included their autistic and/or racial identities on their maps and asked them about their 

decision to include or exclude this information. The inclusion or exclusion of these 

identities was also analyzed for potential themes across participants.  

Some have asserted that asking participants to engage in mapping exercises may 

reduce any initial unease participants may experience about talking to a new person about 

their experiences (Futch & Fine, 2014; Katsiaficas, et al., 2011). Given that difficulty 

with social communication is trait of autism, it felt pragmatic to have participants create 

an identity map prior to the interview. It was important to discuss the maps with 

participants because, as Futch and Fine (2014) emphasized, researchers should resist the 
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idea “that the picture is the person” (p. 46). These discussions also provided participants 

with opportunities to engage in conversational narratives which Souto-Manning (2014) 

noted may support participants as they make sense of their experiences. The mapping 

exercises align with the study’s conceptual framework in that mapping “disrupts the 

impetus for a dominant narrative by instead normalizing fluidity, contradiction, struggle, 

resilience, and diversity” (Futch & Fine, 2014, p. 49). Further, mapping aligns with 

DisCrit’s stance against a singular view of identity.  

Participants were asked to visually represent their social journeys following their 

individual interview. This exercise was intended to gather information about how 

participants have experienced social connections throughout their lives and the feelings 

they attribute to the connections they have or have not formed. Participants were asked to 

complete this activity following the interview because the researcher felt as if the 

interview provided an opportunity for each person to reflect on their social journey 

through probing questions prior to representing these experiences. Participants were not 

asked to meet with the researcher again to discuss these maps since the maps were 

primarily used to enhance the data captured during the interview and provide an 

opportunity for everyone to reflect on and process their experiences. The prompt for the 

exercise is included in Appendix C.  

Participant Selection 

Maxwell (2013) encouraged the use of the term “purposeful selection” rather than 

“sampling” to describe participant selection during a qualitative study. During purposeful 

selection, researchers should ensure that participants capture the heterogeneity of the 

intended population and allow the research questions to be answered (Maxwell, 2013). 
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Efforts were made to capture the heterogeneity of the larger population of autistic People 

of Color, however, some of the diversity of the larger population was not captured due to 

the availability of willing participants. Despite recruitment challenges, there was some 

diversity in participants’ age, gender identities, sexual orientation, and race/ethnicity. 

Demographic information about those who participated in the study is provided in 

chapter 4.  

Those who were not officially diagnosed with autism were not excluded from the 

study, however, all participants expressed that they had been formally diagnosed. 

Participants shared varied experiences being diagnosed; some were diagnosed as children 

while others were recently diagnosed as adults. As explained in previous chapters, 

autistic People of Color face substantial challenges when trying to obtain an official ASD 

diagnosis and may not be diagnosed until they are older, if at all (Brown., et al., 2017; 

Burkett et al., 2015; Campbell-Williams, 2017; Ellis, 2017; Juarez, 2017; Mandell et al., 

2002; Prahlad, 2017).  

The researcher leveraged her university and professional networks during 

recruitment efforts by reaching out to student organizations at The George Washington 

University and posting recruitment flyers on LinkedIn and Instagram. Additionally, the 

researcher emailed flyers to student organizations at historically Black colleges and 

universities within the Washington, DC metropolitan area. The researcher also asked 

colleagues and others to share recruitment materials with their professional networks. 

Despite these efforts, the researcher was unable to secure participants and reached out to 

volunteer databases, including ResearchMatch, which is a national health volunteer 

registry that was created by several academic institutions and supported by the U.S. 



 

 55 

National Institutes of Health as part of the Clinical Translational Science Award (CTSA) 

program. ResearchMatch has a large population of volunteers who have consented to be 

contacted by researchers about health studies for which they may be eligible.  

Eligibility criteria entered on ResearchMatch included adults between the ages of 

18 and 40 years of age who selected American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black, 

African American, or African; Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish; Native Hawaiian or other 

Pacific Islander; or more than one race for their race. As previously mentioned, people 

have different understandings of what it means to be a Person of Color. As such, the 

researcher made sure to communicate that the study was focused on the experiences of 

People of Color and encouraged interested participants to determine if they fit the criteria. 

The health condition criteria submitted to ResearchMatch included autism spectrum 

disorder, autism, autism (mild), autism (CVS+), autism (severe), atypical autism, 

suspected autistic, and high-functioning autism.  

The aforementioned recruitment strategies align with convenience sampling 

methods outlined by Merriam and Tisdell (2015). These scholars also suggested the use 

of snowball, chain, or network sampling to increase the potential reach of recruitment 

efforts (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). As such, recruitment flyers were shared with those 

who indicated they had connections to other autistic individuals who might be interested 

in participating in the study. Ultimately, all participants for this study were found through 

ResearchMatch.   

Data Management 

 Interviews were audio recorded for transcription and analysis. Recordings and 

transcripts were uploaded to Box following each interview. Participants were asked to 
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choose their own pseudonyms that were used throughout the study. Tamara Washington 

(2022) suggested that encouraging participants to select their own pseudonyms, 

potentially reduces power imbalances while also maintaining confidentiality. Further, the 

use of pseudonyms that are known to participants allows them to see their individual 

contributions to the study (Washington, 2022) as quotes and other data are shared. Each 

participant’s selected pseudonym was recorded in a secure location that was separate 

from other data to further ensure confidentiality. Folders labeled with each participant’s 

pseudonym were created on the Box platform and participants were asked to upload their 

identity and social journey maps to these folders rather than share them via email. One 

participant noted that the Box platform was not accessible given that she was blind and 

unable to navigate the platform using the accessibility tools at her disposal. This 

participant shared their maps via emails which were deleted after receipt to address 

potential confidentiality concerns.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis involves organizing, coding to develop themes, and presenting data 

(Creswell, 2018). Coding is cyclical and involves several rounds of data analysis. The 

researcher reviewed data for similarities and differences during the initial coding stage 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998 as cited in Saldaña, 2009). In vivo coding, where codes are 

developed using participants’ exact wording (Saldaña, 2009), was employed during this 

stage to the greatest extent possible. In addition to being supportive of novice researchers, 

in vivo coding aligns with the conceptual framework of this study since it elevates and 

honors participants’ voices (Saldaña, 2009). Words and phrases that were repeated in 

everyone’s transcript were annotated during the initial review of each transcript. Words 
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and phrases that appeared in multiple transcripts then became initial codes. Transcripts 

were uploaded into the Dedoose software, and codes were assigned to excerpts that 

aligned with each code. Excerpts and their corresponding codes were then exported, 

grouped, and analyzed to determine themes.  

As previously stated, it was important to avoid analyzing data with preconceived 

ideas and instead use the data to develop theories and patterns of meaning (Creswell, 

2018; Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Data from this study was analyzed concurrently with 

data collection which allowed for adjustments to test emerging themes and ideas 

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019). For instance, the questions were reordered after the first 

interview because the researcher felt it was better to end on a positive note rather than 

ending with a discussion of challenges. Analytic memos were recorded throughout the 

coding process to help the researcher keep track of decisions and the rationale that guided 

the coding process. As suggested by Saldaña (2009), the researcher reflected on the 

following when writing analytic memos: 

● connections to the participants and/or phenomenon, 

● emerging answers to research questions, 

● decisions about coding and definitions, 

● emanating themes, patterns, connections, and theories,  

● problems with the study including personal and ethical dilemmas, and 

● future directions for the study. 

Trustworthiness 

 The validity and trustworthiness of findings should be considered throughout the 

research process (Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013). Triangulation, concurrent data 
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collection and analysis, member checks, and peer reviews are some validation and 

trustworthiness strategies suggested by veteran researchers (Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 

2013; Merriam & Grenier, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) that were used in this study. 

Data for this study were triangulated by using multiple data sources including transcripts 

from the interviews and analysis of the maps.  

Participants were asked to engage in member checks where they were asked to 

confirm the accuracy of the researcher’s interpretations and findings. Specifically, 

participants were asked to review their introductions to ensure the researcher’s 

interpretations aligned with how participants viewed themselves. Participants were also 

asked to weigh in on the proposed themes during the optional group discussion. 

Additionally, members of the researcher’s dissertation committee were asked to conduct 

peer reviews of the study’s materials throughout the study.  

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

 A researcher’s values, beliefs, and theories can influence a research study and 

researcher bias is a validity threat that should also be considered throughout the research 

process (Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Peshkin, 1988). I identify as a Black woman 

who has not been diagnosed with ASD but identify with some of the characteristics 

associated with being autistic. I decided to share this background information with 

participants at the beginning of each interview after noting that the conversation could 

have flowed more smoothly during the first interview. It felt important for participants to 

know more about me before asking them to share such personal experiences. 

While there were shared affinities among myself and some of the participants, I 

avoided trying to make comparisons between my experiences and the experiences of 
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participants. The use of in vivo coding was one way to avoid inserting my own 

understanding into participant data. I also have experience in the field of special 

education where I have worked with many autistic students. This professional experience 

influenced my interest in the topic because I felt as if the experiences of the students that 

I worked with were not accurately reflected in the research I was reading. I consider this 

study an act of advocacy for my students and the many others who have been made to 

feel invisible. However, I approached this study understanding the importance of not 

allowing my experiences and beliefs to influence participants. As such, I made sure to 

avoid wording questions in a manner that led or prompted participants to respond in a 

way that supports any of my own beliefs or feelings. I referred to specific insights shared 

by each participant as I asked follow-up questions.  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

 The Institutional Review Board of the George Washington University ensured 

that all necessary components and precautions were taken to protect all individuals 

involved in this study. There was minimal risk to the participants of this study. Measures 

were taken to avoid the exposure of identifiable information for all participants. 

Participants’ names were replaced with their selected pseudonyms on all transcripts and 

other materials. All participants were asked to sign an informed consent form which 

outlined the components of the study, potential risks/benefits, compensation information, 

and reminders about voluntary participation.  

Chapter Summary 

 This chapter outlined the methods used to better understand the social experiences 

of autistic People of Color. This study used a basic qualitative design including semi-



 

 60 

structured interviews, observational data, and documentation analysis. Data were 

managed securely, and member checks and peer reviews were utilized to ensure 

trustworthiness. Data were analyzed using in vivo coding before similarities and themes 

were analyzed. Guidance from the Institutional Review Board was strictly followed. The 

next chapter presents the results of the data analysis.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this study was to learn more about the social experiences of autistic 

People of Color who are often missing from scholarly research. A basic qualitative 

research design was used to explore this topic. The study used interviews and document 

analysis to learn more about how autistic People of Color experience social connections 

by examining these research questions:  

1. What promotes strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

a. How do intersectional identities influence the social connections autistic 

People of Color form? 

2. What prevents strong social connections for autistic People of Color? 

 This chapter begins by describing the sample of 9 autistic People of Color who 

participated in this study. Next, an introduction to each participant is provided because it 

was important to provide space for each person’s individual identity before discussing 

similarities and differences across the group. The chapter then presents an overview of 

the findings from the mapping activities. Finally, the themes that emerged for each 

research question during data analysis are presented. 

Sample Description 

 Participants in this study were 9 autistic adults between the ages of 20 and 37. 

Table 1 provides an overview of demographic information for each participant as 

captured in ResearchMatch and confirmed with each person. Although additional 

information, such as location and additional medical conditions, was available through 

ResearchMatch, this information was not collected for the study.  
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Name Age Gender Race  

Adhika 26 female Asian & White 

Alex 22 female Asian 

Chris 21 male Black & White 

Feline 29 non-binary Asian 

Kevin 20 male Black 

Lanie 32 female American Indian, Hispanic, 

& White 

Phoebe 29 male Black, Hispanic, & White 

Rose 22 female Asian 

Tweety Bird 37 female Asian, Black, & White 

 

Participant Introduction 

 The researcher deemed it important to introduce each participant individually 

before discussing similarities among participants in alignment with the study’s 

conceptual framework. Participants’ age and race were gathered from ResearchMatch 

and confirmed with participants. Each transcript was reviewed and analyzed for 

individual themes that informed the creation of each introduction by elevating aspects of 

each person’s identity that were frequently referenced during their interview. 

Participants’ identity maps were also referenced to ensure that the terminology used by 

the researcher matched how each person framed the components of their identity. Each 

person was asked to review their introduction to further ensure that the core aspects of 

their identity identified by the researcher aligned with how they viewed themselves. The 

following are the selected pseudonyms and introductory information for each person who 

participated in the study.  

Adhika is a 26-year-old Asian female. Her identity as a transgender Filipino and 

White woman was elevated as being an important part of who she is and her lived 

experiences during our conversation. Adhika expressed a life-long desire for close 
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friendships which she has developed as an adult. She described herself as feeling the 

“happiest ever” on her identity map and explained that this is due to the close friendships 

she has formed in recent years when asked what currently makes her happy during her 

interview.  

Alex is a 22-year-old Asian individual. Alex uses the pronouns they/them/theirs. 

Alex did not include their gender or race on their identity map and shared that they do not 

view themselves in terms of gender or race. Alex’s gender in ResearchMatch was listed 

as female and Alex confirmed that they wanted this gender listed when providing 

demographic information for participants. Their experiences as an autistic Person of 

Color working in a professional setting dominated by White cis-gendered neurotypical 

people were elevated as being an influential part of Alex’s current experiences.   

Chris is a 21-year-old Black and White male. His connections with his family, 

especially his nephew, played a critical role in the experiences he shared during his 

meeting with the researcher. Chris considers himself a “gamer” and included this detail 

on his identity map. He shared that he talks about video games with his friend who he has 

known since elementary school. Chris is also a “tech enthusiast” and primarily uses 

technology to keep up with the news; both tech and news are important to Chris, and he 

included these on his identity map. 

 Feline is a 29-year-old non-binary Asian person. Feline uses the pronouns 

she/her/hers. Her gender identity and geographic location were integral to her identity 

and the experiences shared during our discussion. Feline was born and raised in China 

and attended college in the United States before returning to China. She expressed that 
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she would like to return to the United States and continue her education to eventually 

work with neurodivergent youth.   

 Kevin is a 20-year-old Black male. His identity as a Black male who participates 

in recreational sports was central to his conversation with the researcher. Kevin currently 

attends college where he became involved in the recreational sporting group. Reading 

was also important to Kevin, and he included “bibliophile” on his identity map and 

referenced “being lost in books” as a child on his social journey map. Kevin noted that he 

still reads as an adult but is “less lost in the stories” on his social journey map. 

 Lanie is a 32-year-old multiracial female. Her identity as a person with multiple 

disabilities was central to the experiences Lanie shared during her interview. Blindness is 

one of Lanie’s disabilities, and her vision loss began at a young age, which resulted in her 

attending a state school for blind children. She briefly attended college, but health issues 

caused her to eventually leave. Lanie’s experiences as a person with multiple disabilities 

led to her advocacy work aimed at helping companies create applications and websites 

that are accessible to a broad audience.  

 Phoebe is a 29-year-old Latino male. His identity as a gay, autistic, Latino male 

was elevated as playing an integral role in his lived experiences. Phoebe is married and 

his husband played a large role in the friendships that he has formed as an adult. He 

described several close friendships, including his best friend, whom he met in high 

school. Phoebe described his husband as a “goody pants man” and illustrated that their 

relationship added people to his life against his will on his social journey map.  

 Rose is a 22-year-old Asian female. She recently earned a degree in social work 

and would like to work with neurodivergent youth. Her identity as a Muslim woman is 
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extremely important to Rose and influenced many of the experiences shared during her 

interview. She is close to her family and recently married her husband, whom she met 

through her mosque. Rose was preparing for several traditional Muslim wedding 

ceremonies that occurred shortly after her interview and discussed her family’s 

expectations around these events in great detail during her interview.  

Tweety Bird is a 37-year-old multiracial female. Being raised in a 

multigenerational household was crucial to her upbringing and lived experiences. She 

recently moved and is living away from her family for the first time. This transition has 

resulted in some challenges and new discoveries for Tweety Bird. She recently started 

equine therapy, which she credited for her improved mental state.   

Identity Maps  

 As explained in Chapter 3, participants were asked to create identity maps prior to 

meeting with the researcher in an effort to lessen the anxiety they might have about 

talking to a new person. These maps were also used to gain insights into participants’ 

identity and the impact their identity has on themselves and how others view them. The 

identity maps also helped determine if participants’ friends shared similar identities based 

on the descriptions of friends shared during the interviews. Participants were provided 

with guiding questions and examples but were encouraged to complete the maps in any 

manner of their choosing.  

Several participants created webs where they placed themselves in the middle of 

the map and then included various aspects of their identity around them. Other 

participants created mind maps or lists to describe the components of their identity. Rose 

was the only participant who used words to create a visual representation of herself for 
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her identity map. She explained that the smaller words on her map reflect internal parts of 

her identity, such as her curiosity and uniqueness. Rose noted that she views her artistic 

creativity as one of her strengths during her interview.  

There was also variation in the content of the identity maps. Participants included 

aspects related to autism, gender, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, nationality, and 

religion to varying degrees. Adhika’s map also referenced her experience as a 

transgender woman navigating medical and legal spaces. She explained that these were 

areas of contention for her as she advocated for support during her transition. She was the 

only participant who included “discrimination” on their identity map. A few participants 

included details about their hobbies and interests on their maps. For instance, Chris noted 

that he keeps up with the news on his map and explained that staying abreast of local and 

national news was important for him. Alex, Feline, and Kevin referenced their 

involvement in sports on their maps. A couple of participants also referenced their pets or 

family on their maps. The influence of the perceptions of others was evident in Alex and 

Feline’s maps. Alex included “not really autistic” on their map, which they explained was 

how others view them during the interview. Feline indicated that she was “A Not–That–

East–Asian East Asian.”  

Almost all participants included details about their autism, gender, and 

race/ethnicity on their maps. Chris did not include any reference to autism on his identity 

map and during the interview explained that he did not think autism was an important 

part of his identity or daily life. Alex, who did not include their autism, gender, or 

race/ethnicity on their map, explained that they did not view themselves in these terms 

when asked about the exclusion of these details during the interview. Alex included the 



 

 67 

phrase “not really autistic” on their map but confirmed that they are autistic and were 

recently diagnosed. Alex expressed that they primarily view themselves as a human being 

and really emphasized the desire not to be “tokenized,” which was a term that was 

included on their identity map and used during the interview.  

Some participants included specifics about their sexual orientation and/or 

relationship status. Participants were not asked about their decisions to include or exclude 

this information during the interviews; however, questions were asked about these 

relationships to learn more about these connections. For instance, Adhika, Kevin, Phoebe, 

and Rose were asked how they met their significant others, if/how they told their partners 

that they were autistic, and if their partners were also autistic since they included details 

about their relationships on their identity maps and brought it up during their 

conversations with the researcher. 

Inclusion of Autistic 

All participants stated that they were formally diagnosed with autism. Chris, 

Kevin, Phoebe, Rose, and Tweety Bird were diagnosed as children and Adhika, Alex, 

Feline, and Lanie were diagnosed as adults. All participants, except Chris, included 

autistic or some other reference to their disability on their identity maps; the term 

“neurodivergent” was used by 3 participants either in addition to or instead of the term 

autistic. Chris explained that he did not include autistic or any other reference to his 

disability because it was not something that he thought about and he “had other things 

that are more important” to who he is. Rose included “AUDHDER” on her map and 

explained during her interview that she has ADHD and believes that both autism and 

ADHD play an equal role in her identity. Similarly, Lanie included “disabled,” “multiply 
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disabled,” “blind,” and “chronically ill” on her map and discussed the impact of these 

multiple disabilities on her daily life during her interview. Alex included “not really 

autistic” on their map and shared during our conversation that they were told by a service 

provider that they could not be autistic because they “like making friends and 

socializing.” Alex’s map included several references to others’ perspectives and 

information about Alex’s perspective of their identity was primarily gathered from 

talking with Alex. The interview confirmed that Alex does consider themselves to be 

autistic and this is an important part their identity that affects their daily life. The impact 

of participants’ autistic identity on themselves and how others view them is discussed 

later in the chapter.   

Inclusion of Race/Ethnicity  

8 out of 9 participants included some aspect of their racial and/or ethnic identity 

on their identity maps. Adhika included her Filipino and American identity on her map 

twice. She discussed the influence of this background during her interview as she 

described not entirely fitting in with those who did not have a similar background. Alex 

did not include their racial or ethnic identity on their map and instead included 

“tokenized,” and explained that they feel as if their employer only views their race and 

ethnicity through a checkmark of having a diverse staff. Chris included that he is Black 

and White on his identity map and indicated that this was an important part of his identity 

during his interview because “enjoys being a part of both cultures.” Feline indicated that 

she is a “Not–That–East–Asian East Asian” on her identity map which was the only 

identity that was illustrated using the color gray and attached to Feline with a broken line. 

She did not discuss this during her interview but alluded to the challenges of growing up 
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in a small town in China and not really fitting in. Kevin’s identity map listed “Black 

man,” and he shared how this identity allowed him to connect with other Black men in a 

recreational sporting group. Lanie included “multiracial,” “American Indian,” “Mexican 

American,” and “White” on her identity map. She shared that neither race nor ethnicity 

plays any role in her daily life, as she does not specifically seek out people, groups, or 

opportunities for specific racial or ethnic groups. Phoebe’s identity map described him as 

a “mixed-race Latino” who was born and raised in Panama, however he did not describe 

experiences where his race was a factor in his treatment or experiences. Rose included 

“South Asian” on her identity map but did not share additional information about this 

identity during her interview. Tweety Bird described herself as “multiracial” on her 

identity map and shared during the interview that she recently discovered that she was 

Asian in addition to being Black and White. She shared that she is embracing her 

multicultural identity as she learns more about herself and her background. As evident, 

participants included their race/ethnicity on their maps to varying degrees. While some 

engaged in groups or activities based on racial affinities, it did not appear that race was a 

deciding factor when they decided who to develop social connections with. This is further 

explained later in the chapter.  

Feelings Related to Identities  

Some participants included a range of emotions and descriptors on their maps, 

including positive and negative ones. Only two participants tied these emotions to 

specific parts of their identity on their identity maps. Feline’s identity map indicated that 

her “autism spectrum differences” made her feel proud but also confused, lonely, and 

depressed. Similarly, Tweety Bird associated being autistic with empowerment and 
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anxiousness. She also noted that she felt honored being a woman, confident and 

challenged being multiracial and beautiful because of her age. Adhika’s map included 

words and phrases that she crossed out to depict some of the transitions that she 

experienced. Specifically, Adhika crossed out the phrases “not straight” and “not lesbian” 

and indicated that she was bisexual. Adhika described not quite being fully accepted by 

some based on some parts of her identity during her interview and referenced 

“discrimination” on her map. 

The emotions some participants experienced in connection to parts of their 

identities were uncovered during their interviews as their identity maps were explored. 

For instance, Phoebe’s map outlined the emotions he associated with his identities and 

the influences of his identities. He shared that he disliked the repetitive nature of the 

instruction he received at school and shared during the interview that he would 

sometimes quickly answer questions and point out flaws in instruction. Phoebe’s teachers 

did not appreciate this behavior leading to the abuse and belittling that were included on 

his map. Feline experienced a similar challenge being “the smartest kid” as she described 

on her identity map. During her conversation with the researcher, Feline elaborated on 

the impact of being the first kid in her small town to skip several grades and how she was 

treated differently causing her mental health to decline.   

Lanie’s map explained that people would describe her as “sensitive” and 

“anxious” and shared during her interview that these descriptions would be based on 

surface-level observations because not many people know her other than her mother. 

Likewise, Alex included “cold and aloof” and “cynical and bitter” on their map. During 

the meeting with the researcher, Alex explained that they did not necessarily believe 
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these to be authentic aspects of their identity, but rather how their co-workers would 

likely describe them. Alex also included “imposter” on their map and discussed how 

masking has become a way of life during the interview. Many of the findings from the 

identity maps are explored later in the chapter.   

Identity Maps Summary 

 Participants’ identity maps gave the researcher an initial insight into each person 

before meeting with them and learning more about their experiences. These maps were as 

unique as each person who participated in the study. Maps varied in design and content 

with some participants creating artistic representations of their identity and others listing 

various aspects that made them who they are. Many participants included emotions 

associated with aspects of their identities on their maps. There was a mix of negative and 

positive emotions on the maps which reflected the experiences shared during the 

interviews and on some social journey maps.  

There were some similarities in content across maps, and it was clear that 

autism/neurodivergence, gender, and race/ethnicity were important components of 

identity for most participants. 8 out of 9 participants included a reference to autism or 

having a disability on their maps. Some participants specifically included “autistic” on 

their maps while others used terms such as “neurodivergent” or “disabled.” 8 out of 9 

participants mentioned their gender on their maps and the same portion referenced their 

race and/or ethnicity. The influence of identities participants included on their maps was 

explored during the interviews and is described later in the chapter.  
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Social Journey Maps 

Participants were also asked to create an artistic representation of their social 

journey following their interviews. The researcher briefly explained the task at the end of 

each interview and explained that participants could choose to use the activity to process 

the experiences discussed during the interview. Participants were provided with guiding 

questions and examples but were encouraged to complete the maps in any manner they 

chose. As with the identity maps, participants created representations of their social 

journeys using various methods and styles. Some chose to describe three or four broad 

periods in their lives, while others included multiple stages that spanned across specific 

ages. Some participants included details about their family life on their maps, while 

others focused solely on their connections with those outside their families.  

As previously mentioned, some of the social journey maps included a range of 

ages while others used more general categories, such as “childhood” or “elementary 

school.” It felt appropriate to divide the information into three categories: elementary 

school experiences, secondary school experiences, and adult experiences given that many 

participants included details about their schooling on their map. Furthermore, during the 

interviews all participants described attending elementary and secondary schools for at 

least some portion of their lives. For participants who used ages rather than grade levels 

on their maps, ages 11 and under were categorized as childhood and elementary, ages 12 

to 18 were grouped as secondary school, and anything above the age of 18 was labeled as 

adulthood.  

These maps were used to gain a better understanding of the experiences shared 

during the interviews. This proved to be a beneficial method as the maps provided 
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additional context and details about experiences that some participants did not mention or 

discuss in detail. For example, Tweety Bird mentioned a less than ideal childhood but did 

not elaborate on specifics about her experiences during the interview; however, she 

included bullying, exclusion, and family transitions during this time on her social journey 

map. Participants did not meet with the researcher to discuss their social journey maps 

after completing them which presented the need for the researcher to make some 

inferences about correlations between the content of the map and what was shared during 

interviews. For instance, the researcher inferred that the bullying, exclusion, and family 

transitions Tweety Bird referenced on her map were the cause for the challenging 

childhood that she briefly mentioned during their conversation. Thus, the following 

sections will provide an overview of the information included on the maps with minimal 

references to details shared during interviews.  

Childhood & Elementary School Social Experiences 

 Participants’ social journey maps included varying experiences with friendship at 

a young age. Alex was the only participant to indicate that they had many friends during 

their early years. Alex’s map describes their early years as a time when they were an 

outgoing “social butterfly” with “lots of friends.” Other participants indicated that they 

had a smaller group of friends during their elementary years. Lanie recalled loving school 

and being very good at it when she was younger. She indicated she had “a couple of good 

friends” and participated in various school activities. Rose depicted her early years as a 

time when she had a few friends and played alone. She reflected that she was unaware of 

social cues and considered herself a follower during this time. Chris also indicated that he 

had few friends in elementary school. Tweety Bird conveyed that she primarily engaged 
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with family members or babysitters prior to attending school where she made a few 

friends. Adhika seemed to have one close friend who changed with age as illustrated 

herself with a best friend from the age of 7 to 8 and then with a different best friend from 

the ages of 8 to 10. 

Some participants did not include information about their friends on their maps. 

Kevin did not include details about his friendships at this stage of his life and expressed 

that this was a time when he was quiet and lost in books but felt happy. Similarly, Feline 

only included a few details about her experiences prior to the fourth grade when she was 

skipped to the sixth grade. She illustrated herself as a toddler with a smile and then as a 

child in fourth grade who appears to be confused about skipping grades, which was 

confirmed during her interview. The details on Phoebe’s map were like the experiences 

Feline alluded to on her map and shared during her interview in that Phoebe’s academic 

performance prevented him from developing friendships with his peers. He mentioned 

being smart on his map and shared that he was “perceived as too smart” for his age and 

“uninterested in other children or friendship[s]” at this stage of his life. He later 

developed one friendship with a person with whom he still maintains contact as an adult.  

Secondary School Experiences 

 The transition to middle and high school is a time of strife for many young people 

and data from participants’ social journey maps indicated that they were not immune to 

the struggles of being a teenager. For instance, Chris described his middle school years as 

a time when he was in a group but explained during his interview that he was not 

particularly close with those in this group. He did not mention friends on his map during 

his time in high school and indicated that this was a time when he did a lot of studying 
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and was “reserved, independent, [and] “determined.” Alex described this period as a time 

when “social awkwardness” set in, and they had few friends. Alex indicated that they also 

realized that they were different and “socially isolated by choice and by circumstance” at 

this time.   

Some participants conveyed that this was a period of confusion and referenced 

trying to fit into the complex social landscape present in many middle and high schools 

around the world. For instance, Feline indicated that sixth grade was a period of 

“misunderstanding and confusion,” and Kevin expressed being “confused about 

popularity” as a teenager. Rose described having an “identity crisis” as a teen and 

indicated feeling “mysterious, lonely, anxious, [and] depressed” during this time. She 

also indicated that she engaged in masking at this stage of her life. Phoebe also 

referenced masking and shared that he felt lost and tried to be like others by emulating his 

brother.  

  Many participants experienced bullying or physical violence during this stage of 

their life and there was no observable difference between participants who had at least 

one friend and those who did not. Phoebe explained that he met his best friend in high 

school during his interview and included this meeting on the map but also indicated that 

the bullying that he experienced “continued and intensified.” He noted that he believed 

the bullying was due to getting good grades and being a “weird” nerd who was gay. 

Lanie also mentioned bullying and described secondary school as “tougher” than her 

former years.  

Friendships also did not prevent participants from declining mental health during 

this stage of their lives. Feline initially had trouble making friends in sixth grade but 
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noted that she made a few friends at school and online once she reached high school. 

Even though her friendships were improving, Feline expressed that she was “depressed, 

anxious [and]lonely” and experienced academic burnout in high school. Kevin indicated 

that he had some friends and eventually met his girlfriend but also described being “a 

little lonely” as a teenager. Moving and switching schools impacted Adhika’s 

relationships and potentially her mental health. She depicted having a “bestie/crush” and 

then a close friend from the ages of 12 to 14 before moving and feeling “empty, lonely, 

sad, [and] friendless” from 15 to 16 years old. Moving also affected Tweety Bird in high 

school and she indicated that she had low self-esteem and felt depressed/suicidal. It was 

unclear if the moving, separation of her parents, or the physical assault that was included 

on her map specifically caused Tweety Bird to feel this way since this was not fully 

discussed during her interview.  

Adult Experiences 

 Participants generally represented their adulthood as a period of growth and 

happiness complete with wins and losses. There were those who indicated that their lives 

as adults still presented some challenges. For example, Lanie described her adulthood as 

a time when anxiety and deteriorating health resulted in her leaving college. She 

indicated that she has a few friends she is not close to and feels her strongest bond is with 

her mom. Feline described the time between being an undergraduate and her early 

twenties as the “worst time.” Tweety Bird’s challenges came after college, and she 

depicted experiencing burnout associated with entering the career field. Chris included 

“stress” as one of the elements connected with his experiences as an adult.  
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  Many participants ended their representations of their social journeys by 

highlighting success and goals that they are working toward or otherwise suggesting that 

they felt content with where they are on their journey. Feline noted that she is working to 

improve her quality of life and described feeling “more peaceful.” Similarly, Tweety Bird 

described herself as “isolated yet peaceful.” Kevin described himself as happy and less 

quiet as an adult. Rose depicted her adulthood as a time when she is building connections 

and making new friends. Alex is also building connections by intentionally selecting the 

communities and social groups they join. Phoebe’s social circle is also expanding, and he 

illustrated how he started with two friends before he married his husband who expanded 

his circle. This growth is not always easy and there were a couple of participants working 

on themselves. For instance, Tweety Bird indicated that she recently moved and feels 

excited but nervous about this move. Phoebe noted that he feels as if he is at a crossroads 

in terms of working to define his identity beyond his school experiences.  

Social Journey Maps Summary 

Participants included an assortment of details about their social experiences over 

their lifetime on their social journey maps. Some included a detailed breakdown of 

specific ages that may have been significant to them, while others provided a broader 

overview of general periods in their lives. Participants also conveyed a multifaceted 

journey of emotions about their social experiences in their artistic creations. There 

appeared to be a transition between generally positive experiences early in life and then 

more negative ones as participants progressed through their lives. Childhood and 

elementary school experiences were a mix of encouraging and destructive moments and 

feelings. Some participants had many friends and illustrated themselves as happy while 
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others experienced isolation and bullying at this young age. The maps indicated that 

experiences in middle and high school were complex and presented participants with 

many challenges. While all participants experienced confusion, depression, isolation, or 

similar emotions, there was a mix of the severity and duration of these emotions. A few 

participants formed life-long friendships, while others had few or no friends during this 

stage of their lives. Overall, participants’ experiences as adults were more affirmative 

than their younger years. Many expressed feeling content with where they are currently 

on their journey even if they experienced some setbacks during the initial years of 

adulthood. A few participants conveyed that they were working on self-improvement 

goals as a part of their adult journey which may have contributed to their optimistic 

outlooks.  

Research Questions Theme Overview  

 As mentioned in the prior chapter, transcripts were reviewed several times for 

similarities and differences to determine emerging themes related to the research 

questions. The codes used to determine the themes are included in Appendix D. Data 

from the identity maps and social journey maps were also used to corroborate the themes 

and findings. Table 2 provides an overview of these themes.  

Table 2 

Research Questions & Themes 

Research Question Themes 

What promotes strong social connections 

for autistic People of Color? 

 

How do intersectional identities 

influence the social connections 

autistic People of Color form? 

 

• acceptance, support, and 

understanding 

• being able to relate  

 

What prevents strong social connections 

for autistic People of Color? 

• neurotypical expectations 

• being misunderstood 
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 o feeling the need to mask 

• complex school experiences 

o bullying 

 

  

Research Question 1: What promotes strong social connections for autistic People of 

Color? 

Acceptance, Support, and Understanding  

Accepting, supportive, and understanding friends play an integral role in the 

ability to maintain strong social connections given the social differences that manifest 

from autism. The codes “care,” “feeling safe,” “supportive,” “understanding,” and 

“willing to learn” were applied to every transcript with a total of 71 applications across 

all transcripts; “understanding” was the most frequently applied code with 23 

applications. Almost all participants talked about at least one person that they considered 

to be a close friend and used these words and phrases to describe their friends.  

Phoebe’s transcript included the most applications of “understanding” (9) and 

“acceptance” (8) as he extensively described the measures that his friend group takes to 

support him. Adhika’s and Kevin’s transcripts also included several applications of the 

code “understanding,” with four applications for Adhika and five applications for Kevin. 

The depictions of friends provided by these three participants suggested that they each 

have a group of friends who have taken steps to meet these participants’ unique 

socialization needs. The code “understanding” was not applied to Tweety Bird’s, Lanie’s, 

or Feline’s transcripts. Tweety Bird indicated that she was not currently close to anyone 

due to her recent relocation. She discussed the need to feel safe and trust someone that 

she would become friends with, thus “feeling safe” and “trust” were the codes applied to 
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her transcript. Lanie stated that she was primarily close to her mother and the code “care” 

was applied as she described their relationship. Feline’s descriptions of her friends were 

tagged with the codes “respectful”, “sincerity”, “supportive”, and “trust” but not 

“understanding” since the prior were words that Feline used during her interview. 

Additionally, her descriptions of her friends suggested that support was more of a 

component of her friendships than understanding. For example, she mentioned that some 

of her friends initially tried to comfort her after she disclosed that she was autistic. Feline 

let these friends know that she was happy to be autistic and that they did not need to 

comfort her. She stated that after her friends recovered from the initial surprise of 

learning about her disability they went back to “interact[ing] the way that we interacted 

before.”  

7 of the 9 participants described themselves as being “different” or “weird” and 

reflected on the importance of those who accepted and supported them. Sometimes this 

support started as something as small as befriending a new student who was being 

isolated by their peers. Adhika remembered facing numerous challenges switching 

schools, being bullied, and making new friends but recalled one student who she 

described as an “angel” she met during fourth grade. She described this angel as a 

“wonderfully kind kid” who was funny and always willing to help. This angel would 

offer to be friends with new kids and others who needed a friend and consequently 

became friends with Adhika. This person provided Adhika with a much-needed reprieve 

and seemed to make such a lasting impression that she remembered this friend’s name 

and described their interactions with a huge smile despite only being friends for the 2 

years she remained at this school.  
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Other times, this acceptance created a safe space for someone who was 

experiencing anxiety, depression, and loneliness. Feline explained how her friends told 

her that she “can be whatever” she wanted to be and that they would accept her regardless 

during a time in her life when she was experiencing anxiety about her gender identity and 

sexual orientation. Feline emphasized the importance of this acceptance as someone 

living in China where it is difficult to be accepted as a “gender and sexual minority.” The 

need for safety and support was not uncommon for those participants living in the United 

States, some of whom have experienced physical violence during their lives. Phoebe and 

others described the dangers associated with being a member of a marginalized 

community in the United States and the need to be on alert for potentially unsafe 

situations. The code “feeling safe” was applied 9 times across 6 transcripts.  

Friends who understand the anxiety that some experience in social settings was 

also highlighted during conversations with participants. Kevin explained how those in his 

recreational sporting group accommodated his needs by agreeing to run and ride bikes 

with him in a smaller group rather than trying to convince him to join the larger group. 

He appreciated that he could participate without feeling the need to mask his needs or act 

more neurotypically to be accepted. Phoebe also shared that he experiences anxiety when 

in a large crowd and described how his group of friends demonstrate acceptance and 

understanding by explaining, 

“My friends know that whenever I’m in the corner that means that I’m struggling, 

so a lot of them just come and talk to me instead of trying to bring me back to the 

place that gave me the anxiety.” (Phoebe)   
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Similarly, Kevin said that those he is closest with know and understand him and “don’t 

try to make me do things just because they think I should do something.”  

 While not all participants regularly engage with others socially, they indicated 

that acceptance, support, and understanding were traits that either the few people they are 

close to demonstrate and/or are desired traits of an ideal friend. For example, Chris 

shared he has one friend who he was close with in school but does not currently talk to as 

much. He still considered this person a friend and appreciated that the friend appeared to 

be ok with Chris not being very talkative. Chris also explained that if he could create an 

ideal friend, this friend would not expect him to talk much.  

Being Able to Relate  

Participants also needed to feel as if their friends could relate to them. 

Specifically, 5 out of the 9 participants shared that being able to relate to someone is a 

crucial aspect of friendship. Lanie explained, “I have to feel like I have something in 

common with people, or I have a hard time talking to them and relating to them.” Chris 

was asked why he wanted his ideal friend to have a disability, and he rationalized that 

“we can relate and understand each other more.” Rose shared a similar sentiment and 

specified that her ideal friend should also be neurodivergent so that they could relate to 

each other. This theme is further explored when examining how participants’ 

intersectional identities influence their social connections, however, it felt important to 

note here because the ability to relate also corresponded to how friendships were forged 

and strengthened for participants.  

Alex, Feline, Kevin, and Phoebe were the four participants whose transcripts were 

not tagged with the code “being able to relate.” This was primarily due to none of them 
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using this phrase during our conversations, but there were some indications that they 

might want to relate to those whom they befriend. Alex indicated that their ideal friend 

would have some similar interests and would be “woke”; however, they did not explicitly 

state that being woke enabled them to relate to this desired friend. Additionally, Alex 

suggested that it was important for their friends to understand the discrimination that 

Alex faces but did not state that shared experiences with discrimination help them relate 

to their friends. Feline also discussed shared interests and how an interest in anime 

allowed her to develop friendships through an online forum. Similarly, Kevin’s interest in 

running allowed him to connect with other Black men, yet he did not mention being able 

to relate to those in this group as a factor in their friendship.  

Research Question 1a: How do intersectional identities influence the social 

connections autistic People of Color form? 

Intersectionality challenges the narrative that individual aspects of our identities 

exist in silos, which was apparent when trying to determine how participants’ complex 

identities impact the social connections that they form. Those participants who indicated 

that there was at least one person outside of their immediate family members that they 

were close to were asked to explain how they met these people and what made them 

decide to become friends with them. Additionally, all participants were asked to describe 

the components of an ideal friend. Data related to current and ideal friends described by 

each participant were analyzed in conjunction with participants’ identity maps to 

determine how various aspects of their identities shape the friendships and other bonds 

they have developed or would like to develop.   
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Almost all participants included their racial and/or ethnic identity on their identity 

maps, yet most did not express a desire to exclusively connect with those with similar 

racial or ethnic backgrounds. Furthermore, none of the participants explicitly mentioned 

race or ethnicity when asked to describe their ideal friend. Both Kevin and Tweety Bird 

referenced their participation in collegiate groups for those with similar racial 

backgrounds, but neither indicated that race was a factor in their decision of who to 

become friends with. Instead, they both indicated that those they eventually connected 

with were people they found to be caring, compassionate, and understanding of their 

social differences. Alex was the one person who suggested that they felt as if acceptance 

and understanding may come more naturally to those who have also experienced 

discrimination based on specific aspects of their identity. Alex alluded to possibly 

wanting their ideal friend also to be a Person of Color as they described how one of their 

friends was “White passing” and Alex felt that this person could not fully understand the 

discrimination Alex often faces.  

Experience overcoming discrimination-related obstacles was also referenced as 

Adhika described her close friend group. She explained that many of her friends have had 

to overcome challenges in their lives and that “even if we don’t share one-to-one, we 

know what it’s like to be on the receiving end of a lot of the things that we go through.” 

She described her friends as people who “really genuinely care about other people” and 

would go out of their way to help others. Many of Adhika’s friends are members or allies 

of the queer community based on the information shared during her interview. Phoebe, 

who is also a member of the queer community, shared a similar sentiment when asked to 

explain similarities among those in his friend group. He described his friends as “the type 
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of people who would stop in the middle of the street if they saw a [hurt] dog” or give 

someone their shirt off their backs. Phoebe did not specify if his friends are also queer.  

Although almost every participant included autistic or some other reference to 

being autistic on their identity maps, none of them indicated that they specifically sought 

out other autistic individuals when trying to develop social connections. There were a few 

participants who were involved in groups or activities specifically for autistic individuals, 

however, most did not indicate that they had formed any significant friendships through 

these avenues. Rose described attending events at a local autism center and primarily 

discussed her fondness of the activities that she completed at the center rather than 

discussing specific friendships that she has developed. Chris mentioned participating in a 

social group for students with various disabilities in high school and expressed no desire 

to participate in a similar group as an adult.  

In summary, autism, race, and other parts of participants’ identity often created 

opportunities for them to develop initial connections with others, but it was ultimately the 

internal traits of new people that determined if a true friendship was possible. Some 

participants included the internal traits they believed they exhibited and would like their 

ideal friends to exhibit on their identity maps. For example, Rose included the descriptors 

“kind”, “righteous”, and “curious” on her identity map and shared that her ideal friend 

would be someone who shows empathy and “wants to learn more [about] social justice 

and ways to address the isms in society.” Similarly, Alex’s described their ideal friend as 

someone who is “woke,” however, Alex did not include “woke” on her identity map. 

Feline was the one person who included descriptors about her friends on her identity 
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map. She listed “inspiring, supportive, [and], and lovely” on her identity map in 

connection with animals and her friends.  

Research Question 1 Theme Summary  

Acceptance, being able to relate, support, and understanding promote strong 

social connections for autistic People of Color based on the data gathered from 

participants. Many noted that they sometimes felt like outcasts due to their differences 

and that the aforementioned qualities helped differentiate between friend and foe. These 

traits also appeared to play a role in participants’ decisions to disclose their autistic 

identity to new people. Alex described asking questions such as “Is this person safe?” and 

“Will they think differently of me?” when trying to determine who to disclose their 

autistic identity to. Feeling safe was also referenced by other participants and the 

character traits of friends appeared to influence participants’ ability to feel safe. 

Participants listed qualities such as “caring,” “compassionate,” “dependable,” 

“empathetic,” or “ a good person” when describing those that they are, or would like to 

be, close to. There were some occasional references to wanting a friend with a similar 

gender identity, religion, or disability, however, most decisions about friendships seemed 

to come down to who was accepting and understanding of participants’ differences and 

needs.  

Research Question 2: What prevents strong social connections for autistic People of 

Color? 

Most of those who participated in the study expressed some interest in developing 

friendships and the code “desire to connect with others” was present in 6 out of the 9 

transcripts. All participants described experiencing some challenges developing strong 



 

 87 

social connections despite their aspirations for these connections. Participants’ social 

journey maps included words and phrases such as “few friends”, “depressed”, “anxious”, 

and “bullied”. Depressed, sad, and lonely were the most used terms and appeared on 5 

participants’ social journey maps. A lack of acceptance and understanding was a theme 

for many of the negative experiences described by participants during interviews. The 

theme was further broken down by exploring the descriptions of the challenges described 

during the interviews.  

Neurotypical Expectations 

It was common for neurotypical expectations for conversations and other social 

engagement to impact participants negatively. Many talked about difficulty 

understanding or following traditional social cues playing a part in the social challenges 

they experienced. During his interview, Chris explained that he is often unsure what to 

talk about with new people which he believed prevented him from connecting with those 

outside of his family. Some participants also referenced difficulty with neurotypical 

expectations on their social journey maps. For example, Rose indicated that she was 

“unaware of social rules” when she was younger. This was during a time when she also 

described herself as meeting few friends and being a follower on her map. Kevin 

indicated that he was “confused about popularity” on the map of his social journey and 

expressed that he felt a little lonely during this time in his life. He described being 

prompted by an instructional aid to engage in conversation with his peers at school but 

indicated that he primarily listened instead. However, Kevin did not feel as if the kids at 

school were particularly mean to him because of this.  
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Not initiating or responding to social input is one potential manifestation of 

autism (APA, 2017) and several participants described often forgetting to or taking a long 

time to reach out to friends and family. This negatively impacted the strength of existing 

or potential social bonds for some. Many participants mentioned how they feel as if 

“people don’t understand” them since their lack of contact is often due to episodes of 

social anxiety, feeling socially drained, or being focused on other aspects of their lives. 

For instance, Tweety Bird mentioned that her friends and family often check up on her 

because she sometimes goes days without talking to them. She explained that this is not 

intentional and because she is “often putting so much energy towards either my work or 

groups and I need a lot of time to recover.” Likewise, Kevin remarked, “people don’t 

realize that I need time to process and respond. I guess they just assume that I don’t want 

to talk which isn’t the case at all.”  

Being Misunderstood 

A general concern about not being understood or being misunderstood was also 

something participants mentioned when they were asked about challenges to forming 

strong social connections. Feline noted that as a young child, she enjoyed hobbies that 

were viewed as “boys’ hobbies” and that the boys “didn’t really accept me as one of 

them,” which left her feeling as if she “belong[ed] nowhere.” Other participants described 

feeling the need to overexplain themselves in hopes that they would be better understood, 

however, they noted that this can become draining over time. Adhika explained that she 

often overexplains things in hopes that eventually one of her explanations will finally get 

through and people “will treat me better or stop doing a specific behavior,” but found that 
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this does not always work or that there are people who “just don’t want to hear it or don’t 

care.”   

There were also misunderstandings involving accommodations which presented 

challenges for Alex and Lanie that may have had some impact on their desire or ability to 

engage with others socially. Alex explained that they have unsuccessfully been 

advocating for accommodations in their workplace, which seemed to contribute to the 

lack of social connections that Alex has formed with co-workers. Alex described their co-

workers as being unwilling to meet their needs despite Alex reminding these co-workers 

of their disability and need for accommodations. For instance, Alex described 

communicating a need for a quiet space to work that was free from distractions and being 

told that this was not possible because all employees needed to be available to collaborate 

throughout the workday. Alex resorted to ignoring their co-workers and refraining from 

engaging in small talk with those whom Alex did not feel respected their unique needs. 

Lanie described how not receiving accommodations aligned to her multiple disabilities 

affected her ability to attend college where she may have been able to develop a 

friendship with her roommate. She explained that the support she did receive in college 

assisted with her blindness but not her autism or vice versa. For instance, she was 

expected to use mental mapping to learn her way around campus but expressed that this 

was a complex concept for her, potentially due to being autistic. She was also encouraged 

to ask strangers for directions if she became lost, which also presented challenges for 

Lanie. Lanie eventually left college, so there is no way to know if she would have been 

able to develop strong social connections with her peers there.  



 

 90 

Feeling the Need to Mask. Several participants made decisions to try to hide or 

otherwise mask their social anxiety or other aspects of their autism by copying the speech 

patterns and behavior of those around them in an effort to be accepted. Phoebe and Rose 

both referenced masking on their social journey maps. Phoebe noted that he “worked 

extra hard to pretend to be like others” by emulating his brother which eventually became 

too exhausting to continue. Some participants were told by those close to them that they 

should conduct themselves in ways that contradicted their natural inclinations so that they 

would not be an embarrassment or would otherwise make life easier for the person 

making the demand. For instance, Rose mentioned being encouraged by a family member 

to copy the posture of others during a special occasion. Rose felt the need to follow this 

directive despite being uncomfortable because she knew that people were looking at her 

and she believed that it was important for her to “sit nicely.” Masking appeared to take a 

heavy toll on some participants. Alex commented that they were unsure if the descriptors 

included on their identity map authentically described them and shared, “I would like to 

say it’s not the real me, but I’m masking so much that I don’t really know.”  

Complex School Experiences 

A general lack of understanding and acceptance from others was the overarching 

theme for this research question, however, it felt important also to highlight school 

experiences given that all participants included aspects of their educational experience on 

their social journey maps even if they did not go into depth about these experiences 

during their interviews. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, 8 out of 9 participants 

referenced feelings of anxiety, depression, loneliness, and suicidal ideation on their maps 

and/or during their interviews, and some described the role friendships at school played 
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in these feelings. For instance, Adhika discussed the impact of moving on her ability to 

connect with her classmates. She moved several times as a child and shared that moving 

made it challenging to make friends, especially during her teenage years when her peers 

were dating and doing other things that were of no interest to her. Adhika described 

herself as feeling “empty, lonely, sad, and friendless” from 15 to 16 years old. Feline also 

dealt with a transition at school when she was skipped from fourth grade to sixth grade. 

This transition significantly affected her existing friendships and her mental health. She 

recalled that her friends stopped talking to her when she could not explain why she was 

suddenly attending a new school. This caused Feline to experience anxiety, depression, 

and loneliness which she stated still lingers to this day.  

Bullying. School is supposed to be a place of safety, however, 4 of the 9 

participants stated during their interview or otherwise indicated on their social journey 

map that they had been bullied. However, this does not mean that the other five 

participants did not experience bullying at some point during their lives just that they did 

not share it with the researcher. Phoebe expressed that he did not feel safe at school due 

to bullying by his peers and adults. Phoebe described himself as an extremely smart 

student which rubbed some of the teachers and students the wrong way causing them to 

bully him. Others did not expressly state that they were bullied but described behavior 

that could be viewed as bullying, such as being purposefully ignored by teachers and 

other adults at school. Lanie described experiencing a brief period of intense bullying in 

seventh grade and recalled how the bullying was ignored by the adults in charge despite 

physical evidence that it was occurring. She eventually left school for a homebound 

program due to health issues the bullying incident may have potentially triggered. 
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Although the bully stopped when Lanie later returned to school the next year, she did not 

form friendships or other social connections with any of the kids at school.  

It should be noted that bullying and mistreatment also occurred outside of school 

in professional and religious settings for a few participants. Adhika did not go into 

significant detail about her job but briefly stated that she faced pushback with receiving 

appropriate accommodations and support to do her job effectively, a similar experience to 

Alex’s interactions with their boss and co-workers. Lanie described experiencing 

psychological mistreatment by a member of her church. She explained that this person 

convinced her to join what she described as a cult and then socially isolated her from 

others to control Lanie. Lanie is no longer involved in the cult but noted that she lost 

friends because of her involvement. Tweety Bird indicated that she was bullied and 

excluded in church but did not go into detail about these experiences during her 

interview.  

Research Question 2 Theme Summary 

The themes for this research question were primarily deduced from interviews 

and social journey maps. There was a great deal of variation in participants’ social 

journeys. Some described initially having many friends at a younger age and then losing 

these friends due to a variety of reasons. Others had the opposite experience where they 

did not have many friends when they were younger and developed strong connections 

with others as they grew older. There were also those participants who only had a few 

social connections throughout their lives. Experiences ranged from simply not having 

many friends and not feeling strong emotions about this to experiencing physical 

violence. Many of these negative feelings and experiences involved a lack of acceptance 
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and understanding from others causing participants to feel the need to mask aspects of 

themselves to be accepted and understood. Participants also reflected on their school 

experiences where many experienced bullying or other harmful experiences. 

Chapter Summary 

 The study was intended to better understand how autistic People of Color 

experience social connections. Data showed that those who participated in this study 

desire accepting, understanding, and supportive friends. Many have developed strong 

friendships and other social connections despite the narrative that all autistic people are 

social pariahs who prefer to be alone. They want friends who they can relate to, however, 

autism and race did not appear to be determining factors in relatability. Being familiar 

with the struggles of marginalized communities appeared to be more integral in the social 

needs of those involved in this study. Friends who were not personally familiar with the 

struggles some participants faced were empathetic to their struggles which endeared 

participants to them. Participants want those close to them to ultimately be “good people” 

because the participants themselves are good people who may be socially different but 

still understand the importance of kindness and compassion. This desire may be rooted in 

the challenges many participants faced on their social journeys. Specifically, many 

experienced isolation or other rejection due to their differences, which may have caused 

them to value those who are able to embrace these differences.   
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Recommendations 

There are longstanding misconceptions about what it means to be autistic. Some 

believe that all autistic people have no desire to connect with others (Kanner as cited in 

Baron-Cohen, 2015) despite studies and input that say otherwise (Black et al., 2022; 

Brown, 2021; Howard et al., 2006; Kapp, 2020; Rodriguez, 2021). There is also the 

erroneous belief that only White boys are autistic (Gardiner, 2017; Heilker, 2012;  Kearl, 

2021; Knights, 2018; Matthews, 2019; Onaiwu, 2020; Prahlad, 2017). This basic 

interpretive study addressed these misunderstandings by exploring how autistic People of 

Color experience social connections. The study focused on social connections including 

friendships, family connections, romantic relationships, and connections with co-workers 

by engaging 9 autistic adults in artistic activities and interviews to learn about their lived 

experiences. This chapter outlines connections to the existing literature and identifies 

areas where the study diverged from prevailing ideas to contribute to new insights about 

the social experiences of autistic PoC.  

Limitations 

The small sample size of 9 participants is a limitation of the study. This sample 

included those from varying racial and ethnic backgrounds, but some of the diversity of 

the larger population of People of Color was not captured. Specifically, there were 

limited participants from American Indian and Hispanic backgrounds. There was some 

variation in the gender identities of those involved in the study, however, the majority 

were females. Additionally, time was a limitation of the study. Recruitment materials 

outlined that the anticipated total time of engagement was approximately 5 hours which 

may have discouraged some from participating given the nominal monetary 
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compensation provided. Participants were not compensated for participating in the 

optional focus group which may have been the reason for limited participation. 

Furthermore, those participants who did not engage in the optional focus group session 

may have chosen not to do so given the time that had passed between their individual 

interview and the focus group session. The focus group did not take place until after all 

participants were individually interviewed and completed their social journey maps 

which may have resulted in those who were engaged at the beginning of the study to opt 

out of reengaging with the researcher and study. The three participants who attended the 

focus group completed their tasks within a month of the focus group. 

Connections to the Conceptual Framework 

This study combined several existing theories and concepts to serve as the 

foundation for its conceptual framework. These theories and concepts included identity-

first language, intersectionality, the social model of disability, and disability critical race 

theory (DisCrit). The theories and concepts were chosen because they aligned in many 

ways, and there was a shared acknowledgment of the importance of embracing the unique 

components of participants’ identities and viewing these components as sources of power 

and pride while also acknowledging that participants may experience discrimination 

based on these identities. The conceptual framework also recognized the role of society in 

defining “normal” and deciding who should be discriminated against based on 

perceptions of identities. Table 3 outlines connections between the study’s findings and 

the conceptual framework, which are further explained below.  

Table 3 

Connections to the Conceptual Framework 

Theory Connection to the Findings 
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Identity-First 

Language 
• all participants indicated that they preferred the use of 

the term autistic 

• almost all participants referenced their autistic identity 

on their identity maps 

 

Intersectionality • the content of participants’ identity maps varied 

reflecting their unique multidimensional identities   

• each participants’ experiences were shaped by various 

aspects of their identity, which were not always related 

to autism and race 

• few participants were involved in the autism community 

or communities based on racial affinities 

• being a part of the LGBTQ+ community had a 

significant impact on participants’ experiences 

 

Social Model of 

Disability  
• neurotypical expectations may have played a role in the 

bullying, isolation, and rejection participants 

experienced 

• some participants engaged in masking by imitating 

societal expectations of normalcy 

 

Disability Critical 

Race Theory 
• ableism, not necessarily racism, had more of an effect 

on participants; none of the participants described 

experiencing discrimination based on their race  (in 

connection to tenet 1) 

• similarities and differences in participants’ experiences 

may have demonstrated the potential effects of 

intersecting oppressions as there may have been 

diverging  aspects of their identities that shaped these 

experiences (in connection to tenet 2) 

 

Identity-first language was used throughout the study to reflect the critical role 

that autism plays in autistic individuals’ daily lives and to reject the assertion that autism 

is cause for shame (ASAN, n.d.; Brown, 2011). All participants expressed that they 

preferred the use of “autistic” rather than “person with autism.” Additionally, almost all 

participants referenced autism or being neurodiverse on their identity maps suggesting 

that autism was one important component of their identity and lives.  
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Participants elevated multiple parts of their identities and the application of 

intersectionality acknowledged that these various parts of identity affect how each person 

experienced and reacted to discrimination (AAPF, n.d.; Crenshaw, 1991). The variation 

in participants’ identity maps and how they described the role of their identities in their 

experiences reinforced that analyzing the data through a lens of intersectionality was 

necessary. Although all participants were autistic People of Color, they each had 

distinctive experiences that were shaped by aspects of their identities outside of their 

disability or race. Specifically, there were other parts of participants’ identities that 

seemed to play a more prominent role in some of the more blatant bias that they 

experienced. As previously mentioned, several participants experienced judgement and 

harassment for their gender identity or sexual orientation.  

The social model of disability was used to emphasize the social aspect of autism 

which is a disability whose most known manifestation is “atypical” social communication 

and interaction. The application of the social model of disability acknowledged that 

social expectations of normalcy shape how others may perceive autistic people 

(Annamma et al., 2013; Burchardt, 2004;  McGuire, 2016b; Vehmas & Watson, 2013) 

which was clear as participants described experiences of being ostracized for being 

different by their peers. However, participants also described themselves as “different,” 

weird,” and “quirky,” which hinted that they may have also been influenced by society’s 

definition of “normal” or otherwise internalized these messages. The decision some made 

to mask being autistic may have been influenced by society’s messages about what is 

“normal.”  
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DisCrit was used to account for the connection between race and ability in 

discrimination (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018). There are seven tenets of 

DisCrit, some overlapping with the previously discussed theories and concepts. 

Specifically, the second tenet of DisCrit aligns with intersectionality, while the third tenet 

is closely related to the social model of disability. Like the social model of disability, 

DisCrit rejects a deficit approach when viewing disability and race (Annamma et al., 

2013; Annamma et al., 2018; Goodley, 2007). This aligned with the reflections of those 

participants who stated that being autistic meant that they were different and there was 

nothing wrong with different. Other principles of DisCrit played a more integral role in 

the study’s design and execution. For example, the inclusion of as many direct quotes 

from participants as possible aligns with DisCrit’s emphasis on elevating the voices of 

marginalized populations in the discussion of their experiences of raced and dis/abled 

individuals (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018). 

Other principles were unique to DisCrit. For example, the first tenet of DisCrit 

focuses on how beliefs about normalcy are rooted in racism and ableism (Annamma et 

al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018). Many of the stories shared by participants highlighted 

how ableist beliefs infiltrate social interactions. None of the participants described 

experiencing overt racial discrimination during their conversations with the researcher, 

but some referenced instances of exclusion based on their race and ethnicity. For 

example, Adhika described not entirely being accepted by Filipino and White 

communities due to her mixed background and being viewed by some as not really 

Filipino or White. Adhika’s experiences reinforced the assertion of Critical Race Theory, 

one of the theories DisCrit is built upon, that race is a social construct often manipulated 
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by society to fit its needs (Gillborn, 2015). Similarly, Feline described herself as a “Not–

That–East–Asian East Asian,” which suggested that perceptions of what it means to be 

East Asian had some impact on her. As previously mentioned, Feline did not discuss her 

race or ethnicity during her interview. 

Takeaway: Intersectional Identities Play an Integral Role in Experiences  

As described in the previous section, intersectionality, which examines the effects 

of multiple forms of discrimination, such as racism, sexism, and classism, on those from 

traditionally marginalized backgrounds (Merriam-Webster, n.d. -a), was an overarching 

framework for the study. Intersectionality asserts that people simultaneously belong to 

many groups and may therefore experience discrimination differently (AAPF, n.d.; 

Crenshaw, 1991). This was true for those involved in this study as each participant had 

their own unique identity that influenced their experiences and reactions. DisCrit also 

emphasizes the influence of racism and ableism on views of who is “abnormal” and may 

therefore be subjected to mistreatment (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et al., 2018), 

which may have also played a role in participants’ experiences.   

Participants’ identity maps illustrated that there are varying components of their 

identity that may have influenced their experiences with bias and their ability to build 

strong social bonds. This was also evident during the conversations with each participant. 

Specifically, some participants indicated that they were mistreated due to their gender 

identity, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic status, among other things. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, each participant had different parts of their identity that were 

elevated as being central to their identity based on what they shared during the 

interviews. Despite the majority of participants including some reference to being autistic 
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on their identity maps, this was not determined to be a major component of identity for 

most. Similarly, participants’ racial and ethnic identities did not appear to play a critical 

role in how some framed their identities and experiences. However, this is not to say that 

participants’ autism and race were not important to their identities, just that there were 

aspects that were more prominent to what was shared during conversations with each 

person.  

These core aspects likely change over time, possibly even day to day. There were 

many participants who seemed affected by recent events in their lives which may have 

impacted the lens through which they viewed themselves when creating their identity 

maps and meeting with the researcher. For instance, Alex focused on their experiences in 

the workplace, which was a place of contention for them when completing the identity 

map. It would not be unreasonable to assume that Alex’s identity map might look 

differently if they get a new job as many of the descriptors on Alex’s map were based on 

how they believed their co-workers perceived them. Similarly, Tweety Bird recently 

moved away from her family and seemed to be working to reinvent herself, which may 

have informed her decision not to include details about her family on her identity map 

despite her upbringing being a prominent thread during her discussion with the 

researcher. Current local and national events may also influence these identities. For 

instance, individuals who identify as female may be more conscious of the influence of 

their gender identity on their experiences during an election season where women’s rights 

is a highly discussed topic.  

 This study provided space for all aspects of the identities of those who 

participated as they created their identity maps and discussed these identities with the 
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researcher, however, the primary research focus was on race and autism. Nonetheless, it 

was imperative to honor participants’ complex identities and elevate themes that were not 

directly connected to the research questions but significantly impacted participants. One 

of these themes centered around the LGBTQ+ community. Almost half of those involved 

in this study were members of this community and many discussed experiencing 

obstacles related to this part of their identity. For instance, Phoebe conveyed that he 

believed the bullying he experienced when he was younger was due in part to his identity 

as a gay person. Feline described the challenges of being a queer person in China where 

there are not many supportive communities for this population. Other participants who 

were also members of the LGBTQ+ community also experienced mistreatment but did 

not indicate that they felt this was due to their gender identity or sexual orientation. 

Recommendation  

Future studies should explore the experiences of those from various backgrounds 

including a mixture of gender identities, sexual orientations, and geographic locations 

which were elevated as factors that affected the experiences of some of those involved in 

this current study. It is important to examine the experiences of autistic LGBTQ+  

individuals because prior research has shown that 40% of LGBTQ+ youth recently 

considered suicide (The Trevor Project, n.d.). Future research should include autistic 

LGBTQ+  individuals from various backgrounds to determine if they are more or less 

vulnerable to suicide as their non-autistic peers.  

Takeaway: Bullying, Rejection, and Isolation Occur for Many Reasons                                                   

Participants described differing levels of social integration throughout their lives. 

Some participants described being outgoing and having many friends at various stages of 
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their lives, while others appeared to not have many friends throughout their lives. 

Participants’ descriptions of their experiences with friendships and being socially isolated 

did not support potential misconceptions reported in the extant literature about the role of 

transactional relationships for autistic individuals. Specifically, several participants 

expressed rejecting encouragement or feeling the need to socialize with their peers simply 

for the sake of interacting with them. For example, Alex’s rejection of engaging in small 

talk with their co-workers highlighted Alex’s dismissal of the belief that social bonds 

should be formed based on proximity. Kevin also expressed a similar refusal to force 

social connections with his peers at the urging of his paraprofessional in high school. He 

described engaging in conversation based on the classwork as needed but saw no need to 

continue these interactions with these peers once the topic had been thoroughly 

discussed. Conversely, both Alex and Kevin indicated that they both had experiences 

where interactions that started off in a transactional manner eventually bloomed into a 

deeper connection. Alex shared that they were close with one of their co-workers and 

Kevin became close with classmates after discussing sports during an icebreaker activity 

in a class.  

The findings from this study did not suggest that there were significant 

differences in isolation based on participants’ race as Azad and colleagues determined in 

their 2017 study. Bullying, peer rejection, and social isolation were difficulties that all 

participants experienced at least once in their lives, regardless of their race. Some may 

have faced these setbacks due to differences associated with being autistic. For instance, 

Chris and Kevin shared that they were quiet and shy students and did not seem to have 

many friends at school based on their descriptions of their experiences. Although they 
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may have both been naturally shy individuals who take a long time to feel comfortable 

with new people, their reserved personalities could have also been due to being autistic 

especially since both were diagnosed with autism at a young age. Their experiences 

aligned with prior findings that peers often reject autistic students because they 

communicate and interact differently (Calder et al., 2013). Those who were diagnosed as 

adults were not immune to teasing even before they learned that they were autistic. 

Several participants commented how receiving their diagnosis as an adult helped them 

better understand why they always felt, or were viewed as being, different. Some 

described displaying differences that may have been early manifestations of autism. 

Adhika, who was diagnosed as an adult, shared that she was teased as a child because she 

brought specific foods for lunch and could not take communion due to sensory 

processing issues which could have been related to being autistic. 

Other participants believed their peers rejected them due to other aspects of their 

identity, such as their intelligence or other disabilities. For instance, both Feline and 

Phoebe felt that they were rejected because their peers viewed them as “too intelligent.” 

Their experiences align with Ajodhia-Andrews’ (2014) finding that perceived 

intelligence was a factor in the bullying Canadian autistic youth experienced. Ajodhia-

Andrews also noted that physical ability may play a role in bullying which may have 

been the case for Lanie in middle school. Lanie was a visually impaired student attending 

an integrated school and may have been singled out for her differing ability.  

It was impossible to determine precisely why participants were mistreated by their 

peers, yet it was clear that there may have been something about them that their peers 

determined to be “abnormal.” Participants in this study may have been even more likely 
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to experience physical and/or social victimization because they had multiple aspects of 

their identity that differed from societal norms, as Ajodhia-Andrews (2014) asserted. 

These experiences also reinforced Paul’s (1998) claim that ridiculing those who are 

viewed as not belonging to our group, for various reasons, is an unfortunate part of 

human nature. Regardless of the reasons for this treatment, the lasting implications of 

bullying, rejection, and isolation on those involved in this study were clear.  

Recommendations  

 Studies that include observations of autistic students of color as they engage with 

their peers may help to gain a better understanding of why their peers might be singling 

them out. Specifically, capturing what is being said to and about these students may 

provide a missing side of the story that those involved in this study and prior studies may 

not have been privy to or did not share. Having a full and complete picture may allow 

educators and school leaders to create solutions that have lasting effects. Russell Ackoff 

(1974) has been credited with asserting that a problem cannot successfully be solved 

without finding the right solution for the right problem and that too often we are trying to 

solve the wrong problem. Ergo, we cannot effectively address bullying, rejection, and 

isolation until we have a less obstructed view of the problem.   

Additionally, it is imperative for teachers and other adults at school to work 

together to address, stop, and then prevent the mistreatment of autistic students once we 

have a more comprehensive understanding of the problem. Lanie shared that the adults at 

school were aware of her bullying and did nothing to mitigate the behavior, which 

reinforced the concerns of students involved in a prior study where students believed that 

the adults at school were unable to effectively address and stop bullying (Hedges et al., 
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2014). Some schools have utilized restorative meetings where the aggressor(s) and 

affected individual(s) work with a trained mediator to identify the issue and harm caused 

before working together to think of ways to restore the broken trust. These practices may 

be a beneficial first step in addressing the mistreatment students experience as Killen and 

colleagues found in their 2024 study of a program designed to encourage children to play 

with diverse peers and reduce experiences of isolation. 

Furthermore, schools should employ strategies that assist students who have a 

desire to fit in with the popular crowd but face rejection. For instance, discussions about 

why a student may want to fit in may help this student see that there are various ways to 

fit in and/or create their own circles of support. Educators can assist students in building 

their own communities of others who are also isolated and/or have shared interests. It is 

imperative to emphasize that students should not feel as if they need to mask aspects of 

themselves for popularity and friendship. Educators may engage students in 

conversations about their likes and interests to connect them with others who share these 

interests. These conversations may create pathways for students to form interest groups 

that focus less on the abstract concept of popularity and on a concrete topic that 

encourages connection via a shared focus. 

It may also be useful to research further the role that educational settings play in 

experiences of bullying, isolation, and rejection. Rose and colleagues (2015) previously 

determined that autistic students in classrooms that only included other autistic children 

fought more than their autistic peers who were in inclusive classrooms for both students 

with disabilities and those without. These same researchers also determined that autistic 

students in inclusive classrooms experienced more harassment and isolation than their 
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neurotypical peers (Rose et al., 2015). Lanie and Kevin were the only two participants to 

include brief descriptions that provided insight into their educational placement. Lanie 

shared that she initially attended a school for blind students and eventually attended an 

integrated school which is where she experienced bullying. Kevin’s description of his 

school experience suggested that he might have attended some general education classes 

with the assistance of a paraprofessional. Kevin did not indicate that he was bullied but 

did describe not being fully integrated with his peers. 

Takeaway: Bullying, Rejection, and Isolation May Create a Foundation for 

Friendship                                                   

Having a friend did not prevent participants from facing mistreatment as previous 

studies have theorized (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Crompton et al., 2020; Cook et al., 

2016; Howard et al., 2016; Zablotsky et al., 2014). Those participants who indicated that 

they had at least one friend still dealt with harassment and dismissal from others despite 

their existing social connections. However, these friends may have provided participants 

with much-needed emotional support or other assistance, as previous studies have 

suggested (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; Hedges et al., 2014). This support may have also 

created pathways for lasting friendships or at least lasting impressions. For instance, 

Adhika’s fond memory of the kid who befriended her when no one else would 

demonstrated the power of friendships that may be born from a desire to protect. Adhika 

specifically mentioned that this particular kid seemed to be attuned to the school’s social 

landscape and would intentionally seek out those who others rejected. Not all participants 

may have experienced this proactive support, but there may have been some form of 

support that allowed their new friendships to flourish. Specifically, Feline mentioned that 
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she discussed her gender identity and sexual orientation with people whom she met in an 

online forum for anime shortly after getting to know them. She noted that she became 

close with these people because they accepted and supported her after she disclosed this 

information to them.  

The desire to support those being bullied may stem from first-hand experience 

with being bullied and rejected by others. For example, Adhika initially became close to a 

friend when they collaborated to combat online bullying. Working together to fight 

against a mutual enemy may have strengthened the bond that Adhika and this friend 

formed as they quickly became best friends after this incident. Phoebe depicted meeting 

his best friend during a time when he was being bullied and this friend may have been 

able to provide him with support and protection or at least empathy. Phoebe indicated 

that this friend was also autistic but did not share if the friend was also bullied. However, 

it is reasonable to assume that Phoebe’s friend experienced bullying at least at some point 

in their life given that a prior study found that 63% of autistic adolescents and youth were 

bullied (Zablotsky et al., 2014).  

Recommendation  

 A deeper dive into the friendships that autistic individuals form may be beneficial 

in determining if there is any correlation between mutual experiences of bullying, 

rejection, isolation and how friendships are formed. Prior studies have determined that 

some autistic people prefer to form connections with other autistic people (Cook et al., 

2016; Crompton et al., 2020; Locke et al., 2010) and some have theorized that this is 

because there is a shared understanding and acceptance of differences associated with 

autism (Crompton et al., 2020). However, data from this current study suggested that it 



 

 108 

may go beyond this. Future studies should go beyond surface-level descriptors of 

disability status and investigate if there are similarities in experiences as well. 

Specifically, there should be studies that ask questions such as “how did you become 

friends with this person”; “what is it about your best friend that makes them special”; or 

“what qualities and traits do you look for in a friend.” Participants in this current study 

emphasized the importance of compassion and understanding in their friends and 

indicated that these friends’ compassion and understanding may have been influenced by 

personal experience with mistreatment. Although Style (1988/1996) applied the mirrors 

and windows analogy to curriculum, the connections between some participants and their 

friends suggested that it may have been crucial for them to see crucial aspects of their 

experiences reflected in their friends.   

Takeaway: Homophilic Relationships May Go Beyond the Surface 

 Limited studies have explored homophilic relationships, however, some scholars 

have theorized that autistic people prefer to befriend other autistic individuals for various 

reasons (Cook et al., 2016; Crompton et al., 2020; Locke et al., 2010). Specifically, Cook 

and colleagues (2016) noted that autistic students in their study tended to develop 

friendships with other autistic students who demonstrated acceptance and respect. Results 

from this present study differed from what the researcher expected given the existing 

literature. Specifically, the researcher predicted that participants would demonstrate some 

preference for friends who were also autistic. Some of those involved in this current 

study were friends with other autistic people, however, none of them mentioned autism 

influencing their decision to become friends with these people. Furthermore, Rose was 

the only participant who described her engagement with an organization for autistic 
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people. Although she expressed being friendly with those involved with this organization, 

it did not appear that she joined this organization to develop friendships with other 

autistic people. As previously mentioned, participants emphasized the values their friends 

possessed more than components of their identity. Their responses primarily underscored 

the importance of the acceptance and respect the students involved in Cook and 

colleagues’ (2016) study referenced. 

Adults involved in Crompton and colleagues’ (2020) study described feeling as if 

they were better understood by other autistic individuals. Participants of this current 

study stressed the importance of being understood and accepted by their friends, yet none 

of them expressly stated that they were only able to receive this support from other 

autistic people. Some participants described being able to relate to and possibly being 

better understood by others who are neurodiverse, disabled, or otherwise a member of a 

marginalized community. Those involved in the prior study also indicated that they felt 

more relaxed around other autistic individuals (Crompton et al, 2020). Participants in this 

current study described feeling relaxed and at peace with those who accepted and 

supported them. The descriptions of participants’ closest friends and supporters included 

those from varying backgrounds who were often not autistic. For instance, Kevin 

received support from a group of men whom he described as being neurotypical and 

accepting of his differences. Phoebe shared a similar response as he expressed how his 

neurotypical friends support him through moments of anxiety in social settings.  

To further explore this complex yet somewhat unknown topic, the researcher first 

reviewed the definition and explanations of homophily included in the literature review 

along with descriptions of participants’ friends and supporters. An initial review of the 
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data and the summary of the American Psychological Association’s (n.d. -a) definition of 

homophily included in the literature review suggested that some participants formed 

homophilic relationships based on similarities such as autism or gender identity. For 

example, Phoebe’s best friend was also autistic, and Adhika’s best friend was also a 

transgender woman. However, a deeper dive revealed that the relationships went beyond 

similarities in disability or gender identity and reflected the American Psychological 

Association’s (n.d. -a) full definition of homophily–“the tendency for individuals who are 

socially connected in some way to display certain affinities, such as similarities in 

demographic background, attitudes, values, and so on.” Specifically, there were 

similarities between participants’ values and the values of those they were closest to.   

Participants emphasized their desire to relate to and be supported by their friends 

and their descriptions of those that fit these characteristics went beyond these friends also 

being autistic, also being a transgender woman, or sharing any of the number of identities 

that were included on participants’ identity maps. The people who participants were 

closest to were described as “loving”, “caring”, and “wonderful” more than they were 

described by their disability or other components of their identity. The researcher decided 

to then explore definitions of affinity since this was included in the American 

Psychological Association’s (n.d. -a) definition of homophily and understood by the 

researcher to essentially mean similarities. Affinity is defined by the American 

Psychological Association (n.d. -b) as “an inherent attraction to or liking for a particular 

person, place, or thing, often based on some commonality. Merriam Webster did not have 

a definition for homophily, but defined affinity as “sympathy marked by community of 

interest (Merriam Webster, n.d. -c).  
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Data from this study indicated that it is a mix of aspects of these three definitions 

that influenced participants’ friendships. Some participants’ descriptions aligned with the 

American Psychological Association’s definition of homophily as they described the 

values, such as kindness, compassion, and understanding, that their friends demonstrated 

and would be desired in an ideal friend. For instance, when asked, “Are there qualities 

and traits that [your group of friends] share,” Adhika replied, “every single one of them 

really really cares about other people.” Feline was asked a similar question and stated, 

“We share a lot of interests, but we also share a lot of values. I think that’s why we 

became friends.” Similar sentiments were shared by other participants reinforcing the 

assertion that shared values were what strengthened the bond between participants and 

their friends rather than other similarities.  

Other descriptions provided by participants extended Merriam Webster’s 

definition of affinity by underscoring the importance of the empathy, not necessarily 

sympathy, that their friends demonstrated. Lanie explained that she wanted to meet more 

disabled people because she felt that they would have a shared understanding of her 

experience living with multiple chronic illnesses and disabilities. Adhika reinforced this 

idea during her interview as she mentioned that those closest to her understand what it is 

like to experience discrimination even if they have not been discriminated for the exact 

same reasons as Adhika. While it is possible for those who have not experienced the 

rejection and disparagement that many participants faced to sympathize with them, 

individuals who have first-hand experience can genuinely empathize with participants. 

This reinforced the prior takeaway that shared experience with discrimination played a 

role in the social bonds that those involved in this study developed.   
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Recommendation 

The tendency to form homophilic relationships is a topic that has not yet been 

fully explored. There are a few studies that include findings that suggest that autistic 

people prefer to form homophilic relationships with other autistic individuals (Cook et 

al., 2016; Crompton et al., 2020; Locke et al., 2010). However, only one of these studies 

thoroughly explored this topic and provided potential reasons for this preference 

(Crompton et al., 2020). The findings from this current study deviated from previous 

findings as none of the participants indicated that they would or have developed 

friendships solely with other autistic people.  

It would be beneficial to take a deeper exploration into autistic individuals’ 

friendships to gain a better understanding of if surface-level affinities, such as disability 

or race, are the basis of the friendship or if it goes deeper, as data from this present study 

suggested. Specifically, studies that examine the internal qualities of autistic people’s 

friends might provide a more comprehensive view of these friendships beyond 

similarities in disability.   

Takeaway: Masking Should Be Researched Further 

 Autistic people often try to conceal aspects of their autism to present as more 

neurotypical during social interactions (Brown et al., 2017; Libsack et al., 2021). This 

behavior, known as masking, is sometimes done to fit in while other times it is done for 

safety. Several involved in this study expressed engaging in masking either for personal 

reasons or at the encouragement of others. However, their decisions appeared to 

ultimately come down to a desire to be accepted. For instance, Rose engaged in masking 

at the request of a family member, and it seemed important for her family member and 
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others to accept her which may have influenced her decision to meet this request. Rose’s 

close relationship with her family was apparent during her interview and it made sense 

that she would take steps not to jeopardize this connection. Phoebe engaged in masking 

by imitating his brother, who he describes as one of his closest friends throughout his life. 

The bullying that Phoebe experienced may have influenced his decision to mask since 

masking has also been associated with trying to avoid being subjected to violence which 

is an unfortunate possibility for those who have multiple parts of their identity that result 

in their “othering” (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014). Phoebe indicated that he felt othered 

throughout his life due to multiple parts of his identity.  

Masking also occurred outside of home and school and without the 

encouragement of others as was the case for Alex who masked in their place of 

employment. Yet, Alex’s behavior did not appear to be influenced by a desire to fit in 

since they did not indicate that they particularly wanted to fit in or become closer to their 

co-workers. Alex may have decided to mask because they fear that their co-workers 

would not accept their authentic personality or simply because they have felt the need to 

hide aspects of themselves throughout their lives. Alex commented that they have been 

masking for so long that they feel as if they do not truly know who they are.  

 It is likely that there are other occurrences of participants engaging in masking 

that were not disclosed during the interviews. Rose did not describe following her aunt’s 

directives as a form of masking but did illustrate that she masked during her teenage 

years which was not mentioned when she met with the researcher. Likewise, other 

participants may have knowingly or unknowingly engaged in masking but did not have, 

or use, the vocabulary to describe their actions. Those who explicitly used the term 



 

 114 

masking either had prior experience, such as college classes or reading literature about 

the phenomenon, that may have familiarized them with the term. Additionally, there may 

have been some participants who would have masked with additional exposure to and 

awareness of neurotypical socialization patterns. For example, although Kevin did not 

indicate that he engaged in masking, he demonstrated some interest in being accepted 

when he mentioned being “confused about popularity.” This suggested that he may have 

recognized that he was not a part of the popular crowd and may have been unaware of 

how to behave in a manner that may have resulted in him fitting in with this crowd. He 

described himself as “lost in books” throughout much of his life and may not have 

understood current social norms since he stated that he mostly read books related to 

mythology.  

Recommendation 

Data gathered during this study reinforced Libsack and colleagues’ (2021) 

assertion that more research is needed to fully understand masking. Prior studies have 

determined that masking led to depression, anxiety, stress, and other negative emotions 

(Anonymous, 2021; Crompton et al., 2020; Strauss, 2017) and it is important to learn 

more about the consequences of masking. There is also a need to investigate the reasons 

for masking. It was clear that there were several participants who engaged in behavior 

that masked some of their manifestations of autism, but the data did not provide clear 

direction about who decides to mask and exactly why. Some autistic People of Color 

have previously explained that they mask to avoid potentially violent confrontations 

(Onaiwu, 2017a) or other situations that would impact multiple facets of their lives 

(Tiffany, 2022). Insights may help mental health providers proactively work with those 
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who feel the need to mask and support those who decide to mask to ensure that they are 

able to effectively tackle depression, anxiety, and stress associated with masking.  

Additionally, it would be beneficial to explore the role that applied behavior 

analysis (ABA) therapy and other similar interventions play in masking. ABA therapy is 

intended to eliminate what is considered by some to be “undesired” behavior, such as 

vocal or physical stims, and encourage more desirable behaviors (CDC, 2024). 

Participants were not asked about the interventions they received, however, it is possible 

that some of those who were diagnosed as children, such as Rose, may have either 

received ABA or similar therapies to address some of their behaviors or their families 

may have utilized similar strategies at home. 

Takeaway: Diagnosis Experiences Are Complex 

 There were also findings from the gathered data that connected to previously 

reviewed literature, but not specifically the social experiences of autistic PoC. 

Participants’ experiences being diagnosed was one of these findings. All participants 

were asked to share details about when they were diagnosed with autism to determine if 

there was a correlation between being diagnosed and their social experiences. Although 

Benjamin Kearl (2021) argued that it is time to move away from focusing on numbers 

when discussing the experiences of autistic People of Color, it was important to first 

describe when participants were diagnosed before discussing their diagnosis experiences. 

Many involved in this study were diagnosed later in life, but the demographics for those 

who were diagnosed later did not align with previous findings that Black and Hispanic 

individuals were more likely to be diagnosed with autism later in their lives than White 

children (Burkett et al., 2015; Mandell et al., 2002). There was only one participant who 
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identified as only Black or Hispanic and this participant was diagnosed as a child. The 

participants who were diagnosed as adults were: Adhika who is Asian and White; Alex 

who is Asian; Feline who is Asian; and Lanie who is American Indian, Hispanic, and 

White. This means that 4 of the 9 participants were diagnosed later in their lives which 

indicated that challenges being diagnosed were not reserved solely for Black and 

Hispanic people. However, these experiences reinforced the claim that the diagnostic 

measures for autism do not account for cultural differences (Burkett et al., 2015; Butts 

2002; Sanchez, 2015). In addition, the 4 participants who were diagnosed as adults did 

not identify as males, which hinted at the impact of misconceptions that autism being 

reserved for White boys (Gardiner, 2017; Heilker, 2012;  Kearl, 2021; Knights, 2018; 

Matthews, 2019; Onaiwu, 2020; Prahlad, 2017).   

 Participants’ descriptions of their experiences being diagnosed presented some 

potential avenues for further research regarding the causes of delayed diagnosis. Prior 

scholars have theorized that healthcare professionals’ attitudes toward families and 

caregivers may play a role (Burkett et al., 2015; Gourdine et al., 2011; Johnson, 2017) 

which was not something that any of the participants in this current study mentioned. 

Their accounts illustrated how intricate family dynamics may play a role in autistic 

People of Color’s experience being diagnosed with autism. Some participants’ families 

avoided having them evaluated for autism as children, but their reasons did not appear to 

be because they considered being autistic a bad thing. These reasons included innocuous 

reasons such as not knowing about autism or not knowing how to get their children 

evaluated, which may have been the case for Feline. She did not share why her parents 

did not have her evaluated but explained that she had to wait to move to the United States 
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to get evaluated. Feline described having a better overall quality of life in the United 

States that included access to mental health care and other similar care that was not 

available to her back in China. She also stated that she believed one of her adult family 

members may have also been autistic but was unable to get evaluated because there were 

no specialists who conducted adult evaluations where they are located in China.  

There were also some complex reasons for parents not having their children 

evaluated. For example, Lanie explained that someone from her school suggested that her 

mother have her evaluated for autism, but her mother refused. She shared that she 

believed her mother refused because Lanie was already visually impaired and 

experiencing other health issues and that her mother did not want to add something else 

to their plates. Alex explained that their parents did not consider having them evaluated 

since Alex was performing well academically and therefore their parents did not believe 

that anything was “wrong” with Alex. They explained that their parents are immigrants 

and did not know much about autism and that getting good grades was their primary 

concern for Alex. Interestingly, both Alex and Lanie shared that they believed that one of 

their parents was also autistic but had not been diagnosed. When asked if their parents 

considered being evaluated, Lanie stated that her parent did not want to be evaluated 

because they were dealing with other health issues and Alex shared that their parent did 

not see a point in being evaluated at their age.  

Recommendation 

 Some scholars have researched potential reasons for delayed diagnosis in some 

populations, yet this is an area where further examination may be warranted. A previous 

study determined that children of foreign-born mothers were more likely to be diagnosed 
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with comorbid autism spectrum disorder and mental retardation (Becerra et al., 2014), 

which then raised the question of if some families’ reluctance to having their children 

evaluated for autism stems from a fear of their children being labeled with multiple 

disabilities. Lanie’s experience illustrated how some parents may want to avoid 

evaluations that could result in their children being diagnosed with multiple disabilities. 

Additionally, prior research showed that there were discrepancies in the racial 

background of children diagnosed with what was formerly known as Asperger’s (Jarquin 

et al., 2011). It may be possible that children who are doing well academically, as was the 

case for some in this study, are not evaluated because their parents may equate doing well 

academically with an absence of a disability.     

The Possibility of Being Unaware of a Diagnosis.  

Participants who were diagnosed as children were asked to describe when they 

realized that they were autistic, and many discussed not completely understanding this 

part of their identity until later in life. For example, both Kevin and Rose described 

reading books and articles or listening to podcast about autism and fully embracing what 

it meant for them to be autistic as adults. Kevin expressed that he was involved in some 

conversations about his disability during transition planning in high school, but that he 

still did not fully grasp what was being discussed in these meetings until recently. 

Similarly, Rose recalled participating in a fundraiser for an autism organization in high 

school and feeling as if some of what she read in their informational resources described 

her. Rose shared that she was unaware of her autism diagnosis for many years due to this 

information not being shared with her by her family. She described asking her school 

psychologist who confirmed that Rose was autistic and feeling upset that her family did 
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not share this information with her. Her family may have decided not to share Rose’s 

diagnosis with her because they were reluctant to accept the disability or for other 

reasons. Rose mentioned that she believed that the documentation for her original 

diagnosis was lost which is why she decided to be re-evaluated. Rose’s experience with 

seeking a reevaluation shined a light on a potential phenomenon that has not yet been 

explored–the possibility that autistic People of Color who are diagnosed as adults may 

have been previously diagnosed as children. Given that Kevin and Rose indicated that 

they were not fully aware that they were autistic until they were adults, it is possible that 

there are some adults who are unaware of previously being diagnosed and then seek out a 

diagnosis as adults. Autism is diagnosed by professionals who are often not a person’s 

primary care physician which creates the possibility for incomplete medical records. 

Specifically, it is possible for a child to be diagnosed with autism and the only people that 

know are the professional who provided the diagnosis and the person who received the 

diagnosis. It ultimately comes down to the caregivers’ decision to make children aware of 

their diagnosis or not.    

Recommendation. Although some health records may be accessible to doctors 

across specialties and locations, these records may not always include information about 

patients’ disabilities. Adopting a universal record keeping system may help reduce the 

gap between medical and mental health professionals. There have been unsuccessful 

efforts to adopt this system, most likely due to HIPPA regulations, however, there is a 

clear need for at least some collaboration between medical and mental health care 

providers so that they both have a holistic view of the patients they serve. In the 
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meantime, there should be a way for individuals to access their comprehensive personal 

health records with minimal effort.  

Methodological Recommendations 

 This study sought to be inclusive to all participants and utilized several strategies 

that should be considered for future research studies. Specifically, the researcher 

leveraged insights provided by autistic individuals in literature included in the literature 

review, social media posts, as well as AASPIRE’s research guidelines (Nicolaidis et al., 

2019) to create a study and materials that were accessible to a wide audience. The 

independent creation of identity maps prior to participants meeting with the researcher 

was one strategy that had multiple purposes and benefits. As previously mentioned, prior 

scholars have theorized that mapping may break the tension associated with speaking 

with a new person about such deeply personal experiences (Futch and Fine 2014; 

Katsiaficas et al., 2011). Furthermore, differences in social communication are a part of 

being autistic (APA, 2017; CDC, 2022d), and it was important to account for this in the 

study’s design and execution. There were several participants who described themselves 

as shy and it seemed as if discussing their artistic creations helped ease them into the 

conversation with the researcher. Each interview began by asking participants to share a 

little bit about themselves and having the maps provided a foundation for the discussion. 

Additionally, the researcher offered to share her screen with participants during the 

meeting which may have also helped reduce any anxiety participants might have felt 

being the sole focus of the researcher’s attention.  

 There were also ways that the study’s methodology could be improved. 

Specifically, participants discussed their identity maps with the researcher but did not 
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meet again to discuss their social journey maps. As previously mentioned, this created 

challenges when trying to accurately represent some participants’ social experiences as 

there were significant events included on their maps that were not discussed with the 

interviewer. Futch and Fine (2014) explained the importance of discussing maps with 

participants after their creation and it would have been beneficial to discuss the social 

journey maps with each person. Future studies should consider mapping activities or 

other similar tasks prior to engaging participants in conversations especially for 

populations that may be prone to social anxiety. 

In addition to changing the order of the study’s activities, having an alternative to 

the mapping activities may have been beneficial. Lanie expressed that she initially did not 

believe that she could participate in the study because she was blind and felt unable to 

complete the artistic exercises. She uses a screen reader, and the provided sample maps 

initially did not include alt text that a screen reader could read. Lanie also thought that 

she had to create a picture or a similar creation to complete the identity map which she 

stated was not something she felt she could do; she later shared that spatial reasoning is 

difficult for her. The researcher created alt text for an example identity map and worked 

with Lanie to think of ways for her to create an identity map, however, Lanie raised an 

important area for consideration for future studies. She shared that she often encounters 

situations where she receives accommodations for one of her disabilities, but the others 

are ignored. This was an important point to consider especially given that one aspect of 

the study’s conceptual framework, the social model of disability, references the impact of 

reduced access created by barriers on the disabled communities (Burchardt, 2004;  

McGuire, 2016b). Researchers should consider working with accessibility specialists to 
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ensure that all materials and activities are accessible to those with varying needs or that 

alternatives are available.  

Future studies should also consider ways to provide attractive compensation that 

may encourage more people to participate. This is especially true for populations who 

may be susceptible to underemployment as is the case for those from traditionally 

marginalized backgrounds. This current study did not utilize outside funding that would 

have allowed for increased financial compensation. A nominal gift card was provided for 

the completion of the mapping activities and one-on-one interviews which may be the 

reason why some participants chose not to participate in the optional focus group 

discussion. Forthcoming researchers may consider providing alternative forms of 

compensation, such as findings resources, editing documents, or providing connections to 

other services based on their areas of expertise.   

Summary of Chapter 5 

 This chapter described how this study connected to existing literature as it 

explored the social experiences of autistic People of Color. The takeaways and 

recommendations included in this chapter addressed the intricate identities that shaped 

the experiences of those involved in this study as many of the takeaways highlighted 

Crenshaw’s (1991) assertion that individual’s identities cannot be separated into neat 

pieces, which also aligns with tenet two of DisCrit (Annamma et al., 2013; Annamma et 

al., 2018). There were participants whose sexual orientation or gender identity heavily 

influenced their experiences thus elevating the need to further investigate their 

experiences. Other experiences highlighted the complexity of the social challenges 

autistic PoC experience and the need research that goes beyond describing these 
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challenges to exploring all possible reasons and outcomes of these challenges. 

Ultimately, the takeaways emphasized and reinforced the researcher’s initial declaration 

about the need for diversity in autism research to learn more about the experiences of 

those who differ from the stereotypical portrayal of autism.  
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Conclusion 

The prevalence of autism spectrum disorder, also known as autism, has increased 

over the years and people from all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds are 

diagnosed with autism (CDC, 2022b). However, there are many existing misconceptions 

about autism. For example, autism is still stereotypically portrayed as a disability 

reserved for young White boys (Gardiner, 2017; Heilker, 2012;  Kearl, 2021; Knights, 

2018; Matthews, 2019; Onaiwu, 2020; Prahlad, 2017). Autism is a lifelong condition that 

affects those of all ages and racial backgrounds (Autistic Self Advocacy Network 

[ASAN], n.d.; CDC, 2022d). Autistic individuals are also perceived as having no desire 

to connect with others socially (Brown et al., 2017; Kanner as cited in Baron-Cohen, 

2015; Kapp, 2020). Although many autistic people are content with being on their own, 

there are also many that have a strong desire to connect with others and form meaningful 

friendships (Brown, 2021; Rodriguez, 2021).  

This basic interpretive study addressed these misconceptions by taking a closer 

look at the social experiences of autistic People of Color. Nine participants provided 

insights about their lived experiences through artistic activities and semi-structured 

interviews. Each person had their unique identity and shared reflections that provided 

insights into how these identities shaped their experiences. There were participants for 

whom their LGBTQ+ identity was more integral to their identity, while others’ identities 

were more heavily influenced by their religion, geographic location, or familial history. 

This study highlighted the accuracy of a statement Alex shared during their interview–“if 

you’ve met one autistic person, you’ve met one autistic person.” However, this study 

attempted to provide both mirrors that reflected crucial components of participants’ 
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identities and windows that help understand the experiences of others as Emily Style 

(1988/1996) suggested. 

Findings from this study reinforced results from previous research while also 

presenting alternative conclusions and suggestions for further research. Those involved in 

this study experienced bullying, rejection, and isolation as prior scholars have determined 

to be a common experience for autistic people (Calder et al., 2013; Humphrey & Lewis, 

2008; Kasari et al., 2010; Mazurek & Kanne, 2010) and PoC (Ajodhia-Andrews, 2014; 

Azad et al., 2017; Zablotsky et al., 2014). However, having a friend did not protect 

participants from victimization as prior studies have determined (Ajodhia-Andrews, 

2014; Crompton et al., 2020; Cook et al., 2016; Howard et al., 2016; Zablotsky et al., 

2014). Additionally, there was no indication that participants had a desire to seek out 

connections with other autistic individuals as some previously suggested (Cook et al., 

2016; Crompton et al., 2020; Locke et al., 2010). Prior studies have also determined that 

autistic students either have no or fewer friends than their neurotypical peers (Calder et 

al., 2013; Kasari et al., 2010). Mazurek & Kanne, 2010). Although this present study did 

not compare the number of friends participants described having to a baseline, there were 

some who did not have friends outside of their families, while others expressed that they 

had numerous friends. Nonetheless, participants’ input reinforced the significance of 

having friends, even if it is one friend or someone from your family.  

Those involved in this study described the positive impact of the acceptance, 

understanding, and support they received from those closest to them. Some also shared 

some sage advice for people interested in learning more about them, their experiences, 

and how to support them that should be shared. As such, this dissertation ends with final 
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words from a few participants as the elevation of the voices of autistic People of Color 

was, and continues to be, the researcher’s primary goal.  

What Autistic People of Color Want You to Know 

“Appearances can be very deceiving…Some of us seem like we’re quite okay… but 

that’s not always the case… It is important to listen to [autistic people]…but listen to 

learn.” (Adhika) 

 

“There’s a difference between words and actions…. I can tell when people treat me 

differently…it comes from a place of a lack of knowledge…once you know more things, 

you’re able to do more things. (Alex) 

 

“People tell me I’m too smart to be autistic…autism doesn’t have to come with an 

intellectual disability…people think because I was so good academically that I could do 

everything.” (Lanie) 

 

“My biggest fear is that oftentimes I don’t feel seen. I don’t feel like people can see the 

totality of who I am and…I’ve become so good at becoming whatever people needed of 

me.” (Phoebe)  

 

“Autism is a way for me to accept myself. There’s no need to blame myself…I interpret 

things differently…[but] I want to build on my strengths…and recognize the strength that 

comes from [my differences].” (Rose) 
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Appendix A: One-on-One Interview Protocol 

Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. Just to quickly share a little bit about 

myself My name is Nicole and I am currently a doctoral student at George Washington 

University. I have not been diagnosed with autism but do identify with many of the 

diagnostic criteria which led to my interest in this population and this research study 

which is intended to gain a better understanding of the social experiences of autistic 

People of Color. This includes interactions with friends, acquaintances, and others. I have 

some prepared questions that I would like to ask however, feel free to push back on 

questions that may not be clear or framed correctly and share additional context that may 

be helpful in painting a clear picture of your experiences. 

 

I would like to record this conversation so that I can remain fully engaged rather than 

trying to write down everything you share. I will take some notes during the conversation 

so there may be brief pauses where I jot down something.  

 

These recordings will be used for my notetaking and will not be shared with anyone 

outside of the research study. While some of your thoughts and ideas will be included in 

my presentation of the findings, I will not share your name or other information that 

could reveal your identity. If there is anything that you reveal during this conversation 

that you do not want included, you are always able to communicate that to me.  

 

This conversation is expected to take about 1 hour. Please let me know if you would like 

to break it down into smaller chunks of time or if you ever need to take a break. 

What questions can I answer before we begin? 

 

Questions 

1. I’d like to begin by learning more about you and your identity, please tell me 

about your identity map. 

Probing questions: 



 

 148 

a. How do you identify yourself? 

i. Confirm gender identity and pronouns if not on map 

b. How do you think these identities influence your life? 

c. What emotions do you associate with the identities on your map? 

2. Some people prefer to use the term autistic while others prefer the term person 

with autism, which term do you prefer?  

3. I see that you did (or did not) include your identity as an autistic (or person with 

autism), please tell me more about your decision. 

4. How did you discover that you were autistic (or have autism)? 

5. What are your perceptions of what it means to be autistic (or have autism)? 

6. I’d like to talk about your social connections. Tell me about your friendships, 

acquaintances, and other social connections with other people who may not fall 

into these categories. 

Probing questions: 

a. How did you connect with these people?  

i. Ask about schooling and social connections formed through 

school. 

b. What is it about these individuals that made you want to form a 

friendship? 

c. Are there qualities that these people share? How did these qualities 

influence your connection with these people? 

d. What qualities do you look for in a friend or acquaintance? 

7. I’d like to now talk about how, if at all, autism and race influence your social 

relationships, please tell me the role that you think being autistic (or having 

autism) and being a person of color plays your friendships. 

Probing questions: 

a. Do you find that it is easier to form social connections with other autistic 

people (or people with autism)? 

i. If so, why? 

b. Do you find that it is easier to form social connections with other People 

of Color? 
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c. Do your friends know that you are autistic (or have autism)? 

i. If so, when did you decide to tell them? Why did you decide to tell 

them? 

ii. If not, why did you decide not to tell them? Do you feel that telling 

them would change your relationship? 

d. Have you experienced challenges forming friendships?  

i. If so, do think your autism and/or race played a role in those 

challenge? 

8. Tell me about your ideal friend; what qualities and traits would this person 

possess?  

9. Is there anything else you would like to share as it relates to your identity and the 

social connections you have, or have not, formed? 

 

Closing 

Thank you again for sharing your thoughts and experiences with me. Next steps include 

completing a map of your social journey. Directions and prompts for this activity will be 

shared within the next couple of days. Additionally, there will be an optional group 

conversation once other participants have met with me individually. This session is 

completely optional and intended to provide an opportunity to build connections with 

others who may have similar experiences while also sharing your stories. 

 

I may also reach out with follow up questions as I review the recording and my notes 

from our conversation.  

 

What questions can I answer before you leave? 

 

Please reach out if you have any questions or anything else that comes to mind.  
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Appendix B: Identity Map Prompt 

Using the materials of your choosing, please create a map of your core identities. This 

should be a representation of how you see yourself. You are free to design the map as you 

wish. You can use drawings, colors, symbols, words, or whatever you would like to 

reflect your multiple identities (adapted from Sirin & Fine 2007 as cited in Futch and 

Fine, 2014). 

Below are some questions that may help you as you create your map. Additionally, 

examples of some identity maps can be found here. [link to a folder with examples]  

● How do you identify yourself? This may include ability, age, citizenship, gender, 

race, or sexual orientation to name a few.  

● How do these identities influence your life? 

● What emotions are associated with these identities?  

(Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019) 
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Appendix C: Social Journey Map Prompt 

Now that you have thought more deeply about your social connections, you are invited to 

create a map to represent your social journey. You can use drawings, colors, symbols, 

words, or whatever you would like. Below are some questions that may help you as you 

create your map. Additionally, examples of some identity maps can be found here. [link 

to a folder with examples] 

● What is your understanding of social connections? 

● Are there any notable differences between how you view social connections, such 

as friendships, with how you think others view these connections? 

● Are there factors that influence(d) the social connections that you form? 

● Are there obstacles that influence(d) the social connections that you form? 

● Do you feel that the identities included on your identity map influence(d) the 

social connections that you form? If so, how? 
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Appendix D: Codebook 

Table 4 

Codes for Research Question 1: What promotes strong social connections for autistic PoC? 
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Table 5 

Codes for Research Question 1a: How to intersectional identities influence these social connections? 

 

Table 6 

Codes for RQ2: What prevents strong social connections for autistic PoC? 
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