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Foreword

The Feel Happy On The Spectrum event 
allowed young people with autism and 
Asperger's Syndrome to communicate 
their lived experiences, biggest concerns 
and suggested solutions to an audience 
of professionals and decision makers who 
specialise in that area. Unlike other public 
events, the young people who took part 
were able to set the agenda, instead of the 
'experts'. 

Frontline workers who help people with 
their health, education, media, home-life 
and employment came along to listen to 
what we had to say and learn something 
valuable from it. All of the young people 
involved wanted to demonstrate why 
changes need to be made, using examples 
from their lived experiences. I wanted to 
share my views because I know that a large 
number of young people with autism don't 
get the opportunity to do so; I hope I can 
help improve the lives of others by telling 
my story. 

I grew up not really understanding why 
I was the way I was and I was bullied 
throughout secondary school. There was 
a group of girls who would make nasty 
comments and spread rumours about me 
and boys would pull my hair and try and 
push me over. My anxiety and depression 
took hold; I was breaking down and 
wondering what was wrong with me and 
why I couldn't be like everyone else. I lived 
in fear of what would happen to me after 
school - I didn't see myself having any 
friends or any relationships and I had some 
grim thoughts. I didn't think I would live 
past 18.

I found a sign of hope when I was 15 and 
discovered an online community of activists 
who championed autism acceptance. 
They spoke about neurodiversity - which 
accepted autism as a natural difference 
in human brains, with autistic people 
needing to be accepted by society and 
accommodated instead of being looked 
down on or viewed as an abstract 
mystery to be solved by the next medical 
breakthrough. My family has also taught 
me to not be afraid and to be myself. I 
redefined myself as an autistic young 
woman who is capable and proud of who I 
am. 

During the Feel Happy on the Spectrum 
event in London, I heard other autistic 
young people talk about how they had felt 
misunderstood and how professionals and 
teachers didn't always know the best way 
to help them. They suggested more post-
diagnostic support, for both themselves 
and their families, and a broader portrayal 
of autism in the media. 

For me personally, I think we really need 
to be talking to parents and siblings about 
changing the narrative. I want to help other 
autistic people accept their differences 
and be proud of who they are. You're all 
amazing, you're all wonderful and you're a 
gift. 

We would like anybody who works in areas 
of health, education, media, supporting 
people at home and in their workplaces 
to listen to the voices of the young people 
who feature in this report and help us to 
bring about the changes we are asking for. 
The ideas of acceptance, autistic pride and 
diversity, without exaggeration, saved my 
life and made me a happier person. Most of 
all, we want everyone to see us for what we 
are, not label us or treat us as a puzzle to 
be solved. Please use this report to help us 
lead the best lives we can.

By Jessica Benton, 20, Brimingham

Jessica Benton
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Executive Summary
Young people who are on the autistic 
spectrum have begun a new conversation 
in which they open up about their lives 
and describe their conditions in full HD 
vibrancy; they speak candidly about the 
challenges they have faced and are putting 
forward practical, tangible solutions which 
they say would help them but also others.

In this report, they are motivated to 
share their experiences and wisdom in 
schools and colleges, in healthcare and 
in workplaces and ask you, wherever you 
work, to invite their lived experiences into 
your worlds.

They described their home lives as a 
rollercoaster, prone to chaos, anger, 
extreme reactions and friction. A common 
experience for all was a draining fight for 
rights and they recognised that parents, as 
well as themselves, needed consistency 
of support no matter where they lived. 
They also suggest more could be done by 
mental health professionals to crack the 
'tragedy narrative' which can consume a 
diagnosis.

Their social lives had been challenging, with 
isolation high on the list of problems, and 
they wanted to see their peers understand 
more about their condition so they would 
be better equipped to relate to and interact 
with each other.

They are calling for an education system 
that works for them, not against them. 
To achieve this, they suggest practical 
solutions which will tackle challenges of 
which they have first-hand experience. In 
classrooms, they called for sessions on 
what it is like to be on the spectrum - and 
with a focus on girls and the 'forgotten 
middle', that is to say less on the extremes 
of the 'genius end of high-functioning' 
and low-functioning. They put themselves 
forward as the ideal candidates to deliver 
training sessions to teachers and other 
school staff and call for an end to being 
'lumped in with anxiety and depression.'

They want to be empowered in their 
healthcare in future and not required by 
the system to be a passive patient. They 
see their autism becomes an obstacle 
to treatment because as soon as they're 
diagnosed people 'stop listening’. To this 
end, they suggest they are willing to run 
experience led training sessions which 
will open health professionals' eyes to the 
possibilities and importance of actually 
listening to them. They hope to see an end 
to patchy levels of support across localities 
and a more integrated approach to services 
to level out the 'cliff-edge' experience of 
transitioning from child to adult services.
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Significantly, they say they are at their most 
reluctant to be open and disclose their 
conditions when it comes to employment. 
Small talk, office politics, dress codes and 
other behaviours are the biggest challenges 
at work; but the young people we spoke 
to are urging employers to implement 
minor, practical and low cost changes in 
the workplace to allow them to shine, to 
support themselves and for employers to 
see the net benefits of employing someone 
who is on the spectrum. They hope greater 
understanding will break the stigma around 
autism in the workplace and allow them to 
feel free to disclose any conditions as early 
as interview stage.

Finally, the media was a double-edged 
sword impacting their lives, as damaging as 
it is empowering due to the perpetuation of 
stereotypes and male gender bias. Whilst 
they recognised the positive intentions 
behind the BBC's drama The A word, they 
identified more to be done by celebrities 
and role models like Chris Packham in 
fostering greater understanding and, it 
is hoped, leading to greater on-screen 
diversity.

The young people who have contributed 
here have been given pseudonyms so they 
could feel comfortable to speak openly; 
but their voice-led evidence is authentic 
and many have also shared their stories in 
a multitude of Fixers projects which can 
be found along with other issue-specific 
content on a dedicated microsite here: 

fixers.org.uk/autismfix

The evidence in this voice-led report 
is made up of their contributions to 
workshops and a listening event with an 
invited audience of 'experts'. The group, 
made up of a mix of genders and from all 
backgrounds, came from all parts of the 
UK for the sessions in January 2018. Here 
you will find valuable insights and practical, 
tangible solutions to problems they have 
identified.

Most of all they want policymakers and 
frontline workers to appreciate what they 
have to offer for wider learning and 'actually 
listen and learn' from them. They need all 
of us, and especially figures in authority 
- education, health and employment - to 
walk with them on this journey.

They are positive and ambitious about their 
futures. They hope you will be too.
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What exactly is Autism? Or, to give it its 
umbrella medical terminology: Autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD). When one asks 
an expansive question like that, especially 
when it comes to a subject like autism, 
you get a multitude of answers and 
variables. On top of autism itself, people 
can also be diagnosed with a multitude 
of conditions ranging from Asperger's to 
Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA), 
which also appear on the spectrum. Added 
to this is the multiple ways autism might 
affect an individual or present itself in 
that individual's everyday life - including 
whether an individual with autism has 
sensory autism or even the distinct 
difference in autism diagnosis between 
genders. As the National Autistic Society 
states, 'All autistic people share certain 
difficulties, but being autistic will affect 
them in different ways.'1 Indeed, given the 
plurality of experiences and diagnoses 
amongst those with autism, it is worth 
asking: what does autism mean to young 
people who have it and how does it impact 
their lives? That is what this report will 
endeavour to bring to the fore - young 
people with autism giving voice to their 
lived experiences.

For millions of young people with autism 
- both diagnosed and undiagnosed - 
their condition is not just a neurological 
condition but an immutable part of their 
individual identity; as much a part of them 
as their skin or their heart. It is an integral 
part of what makes them who they are; as 
one young person in our workshops said, 
'my autism makes me, me.' Understanding 
autism as an everyday part of a young 
person's life, rather than a medical 
disorder to be endured, is fundamental 
to understanding how young people with 
autism view themselves, their place in 
society and what they want to see changed 
to improve life for other autistic young 
people. When one considers more than 
1 in 100 people in the UK are believed to 
be on the autistic spectrum2, this speaks 
to the need to ensure that this substantial 
minority voice is heard; and listening to 
young autistic people is surely just as vital 
as they are just starting out in their life with 
autism. While autism as an issue is gaining 
more prominence in public discourse, 
and through that people on the spectrum 
are more visible than they were in recent 
decades, is this resulting in improved life 
chances for young people on the spectrum 
or are they still not listened to? Television 

programmes like The A Word may set 
out to give a more realistic and positive 
portrayal of autism, but is that how the 
young people with autism see it? How are 
their voices included in this conversation?

To make a meaningful and insightful 
contribution to the public discussion of 
autism, Fixers, the national social action 
charity, brought together young people on 
the autistic spectrum aged between 16-25 
as part of the Feel Happy on the Spectrum 
project. The aim of this project was to give 
voice to the views of young autistic people 
and illustrate their lived experiences as 
someone living on the spectrum. Through 
five subject areas - home, school, health, 
work and media - the young people who 
participated talked about how being autistic 
affected their lives, for good or bad, and 
how family, institutions and professionals 
in these areas helped or hindered their 
progress as young adults. 

Fixers is not a single-issue charity; 
therefore, we do not claim to be experts 
on any one single issue here in this report. 
We believe the real experts are the ones 
with lived experience of an issue. What 
Fixers does provide is a platform for young 
people to get their voices heard by frontline 
workers, academics, campaigners and 
policy makers alike so they can contribute 
to a wider discourse. The key aim of the 
research and resources in the Feel Happy 
on the Spectrum project is to insert the 
knowledge and wisdom of young people 
on the autistic spectrum into public policy 
debates through their own voices and 
lived experiences. Out of these voices 
come the key recommendations the Fixers 
themselves have created, aimed at making 
positive changes to improve the lives of 
young people with autism.

As will be shown further in this report, 
young people on the spectrum don't want 
to be defined by their medical diagnosis but 
neither do they feel shame about it or seek 
to hide it away; they want professionals 
and institutions to stop talking down to 
them and instead listen to them; they want 
extreme, negative and unrepresentative 
portrayals of autism to stop and they want 
discrimination, whether in the workplace or 
in wider society to be ended. But most of 
all, these young people just want to have 
their voices, their lived experiences and 
their perspectives heard and listened to.

Introduction
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“
All journeys start with a beginning, and 
for most young people this beginning is at 
home. For all the multitude of definitions 
and interpretations of what constitutes a 
family, it is recognised that each young 
person requires a stable home environment 
to grow, flourish and from which to leave 
into the wider world as a fully participating 
member of society. As Terry-Anne Craigie 
and her colleagues have observed: 'The 
family into which a child is born and 
develops, present both advantages and 
disadvantages that subsequently affect 
cognitive, socio-emotional and even 
physical health outcomes.'3 Indeed, this 
underlines how important it is for young 
people on the autistic spectrum to have 
starting points in life that equip them with 
the coping mechanisms to help navigate 
their way through life as independently 
as they seek to be. As autistic young 
people emerge into adulthood and take 
their rightful place as citizens in often 
challenging environments - environments 
that prove difficult even for those not on the 
spectrum - the home proves to be a crucial 
element to autistic young people's success 
in life.

As The Autism Society stated: 'A child's 
autism diagnosis affects every member 
of the family in different ways.'4 This is 
especially true for the young people who 
participated in the Feel Happy workshops 

on autism, many of whom had varying 
and unique experiences regarding family 
reactions to their diagnosis or disclosure, 
the support received or the strain it put 
on their familial relationships. Indeed, the 
participants in our workshops all spoke of 
how each young person's experience with 
autism and their family is unique, but that 
in each case their family proved to have a 
major impact on their lives - for better or 
worse.

In the autism workshops, the young people 
expressed the sentiment that they faced 
enormous barriers at home and with family 
in terms of understanding, support and 
stigmatism. They were often confronted 
with negative attitudes from parents, 
siblings and other family members - often 
caused by wider societal stigmatism 
towards autistic people - that made the 
already difficult process of diagnosis and 
disclosure that much harder. As David 
Gray has observed in his study of 'felt 
and enacted stigma' in parents of high 
functioning autistic children, 'parents 
imagined that others were critical of their 
child-raising abilities, not accepting of 
them and made them feel embarrassed... 
embarrassment, was the most common 
manifestation of felt stigma among the 
parents.'5 The internalisation of this 
stigmatism can put immense strain on 

Sam

Sometimes life
seems to be quite chaotic, 
especially during school 
years, and home can provide 
that safety net when things 
are going wrong.

“

Home
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families and was certainly an issue which 
participants raised in the workshops. As 
one Fixer observed: 'Anger at home is 
common - things can get extreme quickly.' 
Another added: 'Arguments can get 
extreme very fast. We can have extreme 
reactions that are difficult for family 
members to handle.'

'My autism had really bad consequences 
with family members. The way they 
approached the issue, their lack of 
understanding caused friction... they aren't 
bad people, they wanted to support me 
- they just didn't want the 'autism label' 
because of the stigma.' Gemma 

'Home is a rollercoaster. Your parents want 
to fight for your rights and that can be 
draining for them. It is important to have 
somewhere at home you can go and calm 
down.' Susie

'What our families think of us and what we 
think of them is really important to shaping 
how we'll cope with autism later in life.' 
Gemma

'I do not think parents get enough 
support... there is money out there, but it is 
getting spent on other things. The support 
is not consistent and can vary depending 
on where you live.' Christopher 

'Arguments can get extreme very fast. We 
can have extreme reactions that are difficult 
for family members to handle.' Ellie

'It would be nice if I could expect there 
to be a general understanding of the fact 
that some situations stress me out - that 
I sometimes need space to 'recharge my 
batteries'. Some on the spectrum are 
extroverts - but I'm not.' Sam

'I'm an extrovert, but I still feel 
uncomfortable when people don't give 
me warning if they're going to hug me or 
something like that. I need a warning cue 
beforehand - ask me clearly if it's okay 
beforehand.' Ellie

Another area for concern, raised by the 
young autistic people in the workshops, 
was the sense of loneliness and isolation 
that stems from the lack of understanding 
of autism as a condition. This was 
particularly pronounced among friends and 
social groupings where the young people 
identified a lack of understanding of what 
autism is as a major barrier to forming long-
term, sustainable friendships. 

As Nirit Bauminger and her colleagues 
observe, 'The formation and maintenance 
of a satisfactory friendship is an 
interpersonal achievement built upon 
a foundation of interpersonal skills'6; 
therefore, for many young people on the 
autistic spectrum, forming friendships is 
already difficult enough because of the 
necessary interpersonal skills that put them 
at a disadvantage compared to non-autistic 
peers. 

Even for young people with high-
functioning autism the process of forming 
friendships and social networks, valuable 
for future success in life, can be immensely 
difficult. The manifestation of this comes in 
a general social isolation for many autistic 
young people across the spectrum, who 
feel their autism is something to hide away 
for fear the stigma or lack of understanding 
of it will mean social ostracism. 

'Some people can be really cautious when 
it comes to friends or dating - people don't 
know how to approach you, so they end up 
not trying.' Dylan
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'I try to be open about my autism, but I still 
don't really talk about it.' Matt
 
'I think a large part of it [social isolation] is 
overcoming your fear of how people will 
react.' Gemma

'If I'm out and about in public, I'll hide my 
autism from people.' Susie 

Finally, the young people who participated 
in these workshops raised concerns about 
a prevailing 'tragedy narrative' hanging 
over their lives and their relationships. 
This narrative largely consists of people 
adopting an attitude towards autism and 
those living on the spectrum that seeks 
to feel sorry for or mournful on behalf 
of autistic people and their families. 
While some parents and family members 
welcome an autism diagnosis as a relief, 
others see it as something to be fearful of 
or angry towards; as some organisations 
have observed, managing the reactions and 
emotions of extended family members can 
be challenging7, but this is a challenge that 
young people with autism are determined 
to face head-on and effect cultural change 
on this issue.

'We need to change the narrative on 
disabilities. Parents are worried their child's 
life will be limited or isolated... it is almost 
like they're grieving. We need to get away 
from this tragedy narrative.' Gemma

'Now that I've got the autism label, I've got 
the diagnosis and my family has got the 
relevant information... it makes it so much 
easier for families. It helps them understand 
rather than judge.' Ali

Changing narratives and established 
cultures is hard, but the challenge this 
presents young people with autism 
is something they are determined to 
do something about. For many of the 
young people who participated in these 
workshops, the stigmatism and lack of 
understanding they face acts as a barrier 
to them being fully participating members 
of society and independent young adults. 

To overcome this, they wanted to see 
more efforts to help families with autistic 
children to obtain support and information 
when their child is diagnosed. Many 
organisations, like the National Autistic 
Society, already support families in this 
way; but from the feedback in these 
workshops, these young people want more 
constructive action taken to ensure families 
are properly educated about autism - 
such as more emphasis on signposting 
to support and advice at the point of 
diagnosis.

Further to this, young people identified 
the difficulty people on the spectrum, 
especially younger people, have in 
forming the sort of friendships and social 
relationships that can be of immense 
support later in life. They identified 
ignorance of autism as a root cause of 
this problem, and wanted more resources 
put into overcoming these barriers to 
integration with more public education/
information campaigns launched targeted 
primarily at younger age cohorts. 

Finally, the identification of a 'tragedy 
narrative' surrounding autism was of 
particular concern to many; the feeling that 
a testament of autism was akin to losing a 
child was a frequent experience for many. 
Therefore, they wanted mental health 
services to be less neutral in their diagnosis 
and make more efforts to show parents that 
autism can be a positive, life-affirming part 
of their child's life. This, they felt, would 
have positive impact on the lives of many 
young people. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

More emphasis on signposting of support 
and advice services for families at the point 
of diagnosis.

Public information campaigns targeted 
at young people educating them about 
autism.

Mental health services to encourage 
parents to see autism in a positive light.
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For most of us, uninhibited access to 
universal education is something we often 
take for granted and utilise to its fullest. 
Schools aim to provide young people with 
the necessary guidance for adult life and, 
simultaneously, the opportunity to progress 
towards their fullest potential as human 
beings. Indeed, as Thomas Wren has 
written, education is 'at once a necessary 
condition for social control and an 
indispensable means of self-realisation.'8 
In this sense, we might very well consider 
education to be a key component of 
ensuring every child is socially mobile and 
capable to achieve their ambitions. As the 
Centre for Social Justice has stated, those 
leaving school with poor qualifications 
can bear the costs of this for a lifetime9.
Therefore a positive school experience is 
essential for future success.

However, for young people on the autistic 
spectrum, this is far from guaranteed, 
especially if they remain within a 
mainstream education setting where 
resources are spread over a wider school 
body and teaching staff less likely to be 
well versed in autistic spectrum disorder. 
As Simon Baron-Cohen and his colleagues 
have observed, approximately 1% of the 

school aged population fall somewhere 
under the diagnosis of 'autism-spectrum 
disorder'10 and 'prevalence estimates 
for autism-spectrum conditions have 
shown a steady increase over the last four 
decades'.11 This underlines the growing 
importance of ensuring young people on 
the spectrum have the same advantages 
and opportunities as other children in 
mainstream school settings. As this section 
of the report will show, young people with 
autism want an education system that 
works for them, not against them.

Throughout the education segment of 
the workshops, the young autistic people 
participating raised concerns about how 
the mainstream education system - from 
teachers to school support staff - didn't 
understand autism spectrum disorder 
to the same extent as staff teaching in a 
specialised school. This is understandable 
as teachers in mainstream school settings 
cannot be experts on all things and must 
allocate their time and attention across the 
wider student body. As one young person 
acknowledged: 'Teachers just have so 
much to cope with - safeguarding, student 
welfare, grades etc.' However, this posed 
problems for those young people who 

“
Matt 

Secondary school was 
a really stressful time for 
me - more than any other 
time in my life.

“Education



12

reside on the 'high functioning' end of 
the autistic spectrum who are expected 
to be taught in mainstream schools but, 
nonetheless, still have special educational 
needs (SEN) requirements. While much has 
been done in recent years to strengthen 
SEN provision in schools and close 
attainment gaps, there remains lower 
levels of 'subjective wellbeing' among 
school children with SEN12 and, based on 
the feedback of these workshops, young 
people with autism are no different in this 
regard.

'Looking back at school a lot of my 
problems stemmed from people not 
understanding autism.' Gemma

'Teachers need to be trained on how to 
deal with it [autism] and this training should 
be updated regularly so they are up to 
scratch. You do not want to be treated 
as an outcast but you do not want to be 
treated completely 'normal' because you 
are a bit different.' Rory 

'There needs to be 'co-delivery by people 
on the spectrum, and people working 
in the system - and a focus on shared 
experiences' - for example, when someone 
is having a troubled period because of their 
condition, the shared experience is both 
sides dealing with that. There needs to be a 
focus on maximising potential with autism, 
as opposed to excluding them and their 
autism.' Sam

'Everybody's an individual... there's an 
overemphasis on the 'genius' autistic 
stereotype and the extreme 'low 
functioning' type. But nothing in between.' 
Ross

Further to the issue of teaching staff 
understanding the issue of autism spectrum 
disorder, of note was the consistent theme 
of a divergence in understanding of how 
autism affects and presents itself in girls 
and boys and how this impacts not only 
school performance but also how young 
autistic people are treated by teaching 
staff. For instance, as some young people 
stated:

'Autism for girls is a nightmare.' Susie

'As a girl at school it is harder because 
autism manifests itself differently, especially 
in girls. If teachers don't know that, they 
just assume girls are just quiet.' Sian

Referencing how boys with autism were 
treated some young people said:

'Teachers and other pupils think that 
because I have autism I am a naughty 
kid. You get labelled quite a lot. I was not 
naughty, I just could not cope because the 
classroom was so noisy.' Christopher

'I got into trouble for not understanding 
instructions. But because, to me, they were 
vague instructions I couldn't understand 
them. But teachers thought I was being 
disruptive.' Ali

Another aspect of school life and the wider 
education system that concerned young 
people on the spectrum was the impact 
mental health statementing (now known 
as educational health care plans) and 
poor support thereafter impacted on their 
education. A consistent theme emerged 
during these workshops that drew attention 
to the delays experienced by young people 
on the spectrum and the struggles they 
face in getting statemented as a pre-
requisite for wider support and particularly 
support within the school environment. 

Further to this, the quality of support 
within schools available to young people 
on the spectrum was also a source of 
concern and criticism; many felt delays in 
diagnosis and poor provision of support 
post-diagnosis in schools contributed 
to a wider disenfranchisement from the 
education system that held them back 
and limited their potential. As Ofsted 
identified in 2010, many schools far too 
often rely on diagnosis by healthcare 
professionals rather than educational 
professionals identifying a pupil's learning 
difficulties.13 This approach, as evidenced 
by the stories relayed to us by young 
people in the workshops, results in young 
people on the spectrum having limited 
access to education and poor academic 
performance. The quotes that follow point 
to this being not just an education issue, 
but a social justice issue as well.

'At school they just lump you in with 
anxiety and depression.' Ali

'School was interesting for me because 
I wasn't diagnosed till I was 14... being 
diagnosed later in life made it really difficult 
because I had to struggle on my own until 
year 10 or 11.' Gemma
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'A lot of teachers have a hard time knowing 
how to identify and support pupils on the 
spectrum.' Matt

'Even if you get statemented, there isn't the 
resources in place to help you.' Ali

'I needed emotional support to cope with 
the classroom environment. I didn't fit 
neatly into any of the boxes. I was 'too 
bright' for special needs support but there 
was no other support available.' Ross

Another issue confronting young people 
on the spectrum in schools is how the 
reaction to their autism from others in 
school impacted on their ability to learn 
and grow socially. The reactions of fellow 
pupils proved to be a major barrier to 
them embracing school life to the full and 
utilising its many benefits beyond academic 
achievement; as Amy Feldman and Jennifer 
Matjasko have said, school activities, 
and particularly extracurricular activities, 
are the 'central developmental settings 
for adolescents.'14 In this context, how 
interactions with peers impacts the lives 
of young people on the spectrum takes on 
an importance all of its own. The negative 
impact of poor peer-to-peer relationships 
in schools, between young people with 
autism and those without, is demonstrated 
by the feedback from the workshops.

'You get socially isolated at secondary 
school when you have autism, in a way that 
never happens to you in primary school.' 
Matt

'Because of my autism I was bullied. If you 
are high functioning or if your autism isn't 
noticeable, then you can appear completely 
'normal'. If your autism makes you stand 
out, then it is really hard for you.' Rich

'What we need is more classes for children 
to show them what it is like to have autism, 
so they can see we're no different from 
them.' Christopher

Across the education system, young 
people with autism struggle to enjoy the full 
access to learning that every child should 
have the right to. While much has been 
done, and much continues to be done, 
to improve the education experiences of 
SEN children - both at the classroom level 
and the national level - the young people 
in these workshops expressed a desire to 
see more done and innovative approaches 
undertaken. For instance, to address the 
lack of teacher and school support staff 
knowledge of autism, the young people 
recommended training in this area be 
'co-developed' with those with autism, 
so as to foster a better understanding 
of autism in young people based on the 
lived experiences of those with first-hand 
knowledge.

Further to this, with regards to the impact 
of delayed statementing of autism on 
educational attainment, the young people's 
recommendations echo that of Ofsted in 
its emphasis on teachers relying more on 
identifying signs of special educational 
need as the catalyst for support rather than 
awaiting medical diagnosis. 

Finally, to address issues of social isolation 
and poor peer-to-peer relations at school, 
the young people wanted to see more done 
in schools to foster better and empathetic 
understanding of autism in the form of 
PSHE classes or social activities. 

In each of these areas, young people on the 
spectrum have demonstrated an eagerness 
to learn, to socialise and, more importantly, 
to embrace their autism not as a disability 
holding them back but as an integral part 
of who they are as a young person. As 
one Fixer put it: 'We can do anything we 
set our minds to. Don't let anyone tell you 
otherwise.'

RECOMMENDATIONS

Co-development of autism focused teacher 
and school support staff training.

More focus on classroom-based 
assessment of need for support, less on 
medical diagnosis.

More done to foster better peer-to-peer 
understanding of autism in schools.
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Coping with autism as an everyday part of 
your life can prove challenging for anyone, 
but particularly for young people. For 
any young person, access to healthcare 
is regarded as a fundamental right in the 
UK and mental health care and support is 
an increasingly important element to this. 
Indeed, as the NHS' Five Year Forward 
View observed with one in four adults 
experiencing mental health issues at some 
point in their lives, it represents the single 
biggest cause of disability in the UK.15 
In terms of how autism relates to mental 
health, young people do not regard autism 
as a mental health problem nor do they 
feel health professionals should treat them 
as mental health patients. As the National 
Autistic Society states, although autism is 
not a mental health condition, it is a truism 
that autistic people of all ages have greater 
difficulty accessing mental health services 
and, as a result, are more likely to develop 
mental health conditions.16 In fact it is this 
issue of access, both in terms of physical 
and mental health, that young people with 
autism consistently raised as an issue to 
be addressed by health practitioners and 
policy makers.

While reiterating autism is not a mental 
health issue, it is also important to 
recognise young autistic people's health 
concerns do not begin and end with their 

autism diagnosis. Just like everyone else, 
there are diverse health challenges for 
every autistic young person who seeks to 
lead a full and active life; therefore, health 
services should seek to accommodate 
each individual autistic person with health 
care needs as much as possible to allow 
those on the autistic spectrum the same 
rights and access to health care enjoyed by 
the rest of society. As Jill Aylott has stated, 
in relation to health care provision, 'No 
two people with autism are alike and it is 
important to address individual differences 
to tailor care to meet each person's 
need.'17 

In recent years there has been a growing 
call for NHS England to address this 
lack of individualised care through the 
adoption of a more holistic approach 
based on the 'social model' of care. As 
the Mental Health Foundation states 'that 
what makes someone disabled is not 
their medical condition, but the attitudes 
and structures of society.'18 As this report 
shall demonstrate, this reflects the voices 
of young people on the autistic spectrum 
quite accurately with regards to how they 
view the health care system and their 
experiences as patients within it.

Firstly, a major point of concern for the 
young people taking part in the Feel 

“
Ellie 

Some GPs don't take 
you seriously - they don't 
believe you can know what 
your issue is, just because 
you're on the spectrum.

“

Health
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Happy on the Spectrum project was 
the attitudes and practices of health 
professionals towards young people on 
the spectrum whenever they had cause 
to access healthcare. In many cases, the 
treatment they received from professionals 
was based upon either a misconception 
of their autism as a medical condition, 
therefore resulting in health professionals 
treating them as mental health patients, 
or, in other instances, their place on the 
autistic spectrum elicited a response from 
professionals that failed to treat them 
with the respect due to a fully cognizant 
individual seeking assistance. In this 
sense, getting statemented for autism 
by mental health services proved to be a 
double-edged sword - on the one hand it 
opened access to the correct support but 
on the other it often drastically altered their 
relationship with health professionals from 
one of empowered individual to that of 
passive patient. The young people stated:

'Most healthcare professionals forget that 
people with autism are people too. It would 
help if they saw us as individuals.' Sian

'Health professionals seems to have an 
issue about listening to people with autism. 
As soon as you're statemented they stop 
listening and treat you like you're incapable 
of making your own decisions.' Gemma

'CAHMS was good when I was seven years 
old - but now, at 17 years old, they still treat 
me like I'm seven. Appointments are too 
short, and waiting lists too long.' Ross

'When I've met young autistic people 
with complex health needs, they've 
often struggled when dealing with health 
professionals who ignore or try to downplay 
their concerns. They see their autism as the 
main obstacle to treatment instead of being 
part of a larger health picture.' Gemma

Another area young people on the 
spectrum identified as requiring urgent 
attention was what they saw as the 
'patchwork' and 'postcode lottery' of 
support for autistic people. Indeed, this 
reflects the criticism of groups like the 
National Autistic Society which have 
lamented the track record of local and 
health authorities in taking a 'one-size fits 
all' approach to support for children with 
autism.19 The concern amongst many of 
the young people was this patchy approach 
to support meant there was an unequal 

level of service provision across the country 
and this resulted in some autistic young 
people being worse off simply because of 
their geographic location. 

'Trying to get an annual statement was like 
an annual event with hard work and only 
disappointment at the end. It took me years 
to get statemented.' Matt

'It got to a real crisis point before I got 
diagnosed. So many things were worrying 
me about the future. Since we have got the 
diagnosis it has been better but the battle 
was getting it in the first place. If I had been 
diagnosed earlier it would have been a big 
improvement for me.' Josh

'CBT seems to be the default prescription 
- but it doesn't always work. Therapy must 
be tailored to the individual, and a fuller 
range of options must be available.' Ellie

'From my own experience of therapy, a 
big issue was getting to appointments. 
Because of how my condition works with 
me, I need reminders of appointment times 
- and travel can be an issue for me. They 
forgot to remind me of my appointments, 
so I missed them and had my place 
removed; it took me over a year to get it 
back - in which time my mental health had 
deteriorated rapidly.' Rich

Finally, another area of concern to note is 
what the young people identified as a 'cliff 
edge' in terms of transitioning from child 
mental health services to adult mental 
health. Many young people expressed a 
deep sense of anxiety of this transition 
or relayed to us their experiences of this 
with the resulting impact on their well-
being. As one young autistic person 
described it: 'It was like going from a 
supportive environment to a waiting list.' 
This sentiment echoes the concerns of the 
Care Quality Commission in their findings 
that 'the transition process is variable and 
previous good practice has not always 
been implemented.'20 For young people on 
the spectrum suffering from mental health 
issues this turbulent process of transition 
exacerbated their health issues rather 
than easing them, as good mental health 
practice seeks to achieve.

'When you are 16 you are in child mental 
health services and when you become an 
adult it stops. We do not get the support 
because we are 'not having a crisis.' Susie
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'After you get statemented you get 
supported by CAMHS. But it stops when 
you're 18 because you're an adult and 
need to see adult mental health services. 
After CAMHS there needs to be support 
and not a cliff edge.' Sam

The experiences of young people on the 
spectrum with health services, point to a 
wake-up call for health professionals and 
policy makers. Autism need not prove to 
be an obstacle to young people accessing 
services to help address their physical or 
mental health needs. Indeed, many of the 
young people expressed deep frustration 
with accessing health care - not because 
their disability was an obstacle to seeking 
help, but rather because the system 
itself was an obstacle to obtaining that 
goal. Therefore, the recommendations 
the young people arrived at reflect an 
urgent need for change in how the health 
service helps people access services at 
the ground level. To this end, the young 
people strongly urged health services to 
include patient experience-led training 
for health professionals to assist them 
in understanding and structuring their 
services around what works best for 
patients and service users with autism. 
As one Fixer, Ali, said: 'I wish they'd use 
autistic people in their training. Actually 
listen and learn from us.'

With regards to the issue of service 
provision across the UK, young 
autistic people echoed the concerns of 
organisations like the National Autistic 
Society in identifying a patchwork 
landscape of service provision with 
different localities providing different 
levels and standards of service. As the 
NSPCC has shown, even after waiting 
for a considerable period of time, 'tens 
of thousands of children' won't receive 
treatment or support at the end of that 
process.21 For many young people on 
the spectrum the long waiting times for 
referrals and the uncertainty of what 
support they'll receive at the end of the 
process act as a deterrent to seeking 
support in the first instance. This chimes 
with the findings of Think Autism, which 
wanted to see support for people with 
autism move 'beyond statutory services' 
and towards making communities more 
aware and accessible to those with 
autism.22 Whether they have mental health 
issues or not, young people with autism 
want to see more integrated services for 
those with autism and also a greater role 
for support groups outside of the system.

Finally, in terms of how young people with 
autism are supported in practice by mental 
health services, there is a palpable sense 
of alarm, of the transition from child mental 
health services to their adult equivalent. 
The term 'cliff edge' was often used by 
young people describing this process, 
and they identified it as being acutely 
damaging to their long-term well-being. 
To address this issue, they advocated 
more integration between the two services 
and for practitioners to aim to achieve as 
seamless transitions as possible. In this 
regard, their recommendations reflect 
the Care Quality Commissioner's call for 
greater use of 'health passports' during 
transition.23 In light of what we know about 
the importance of this period in any young 
person's development, getting it right from 
the start is surely a top priority for us all?

While not all autistic young people have 
mental health issues, and neither should 
we view autism as a mental health 
condition, it is vital we recognise those on 
the spectrum who do suffer from mental 
health conditions are not left excluded and 
isolated because of their autism. On the 
contrary, their voices need to be an integral 
part of health service decisions. As was 
said in one workshop: 'Actually listen and 
learn from us.'

RECOMMENDATIONS

Greater involvement of patient experience 
in development and implementation of 
training of health professionals.

More integration and involvement of third 
party support groups to address gaps in 
service provision for people with autism.

Greater use of health passports and other 
measures to create seamless transition 
periods for young autistic people moving to 
adult health services.
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One of the biggest steps in any young 
person's development from child to 
adolescent and finally to adult is the step 
into the workplace. For many, the first 
job or step on the career ladder can be a 
daunting prospect, but for those on the 
autistic spectrum it presents an entirely 
different set of challenges. In this sense, 
being a young person on the autistic 
spectrum, whether in work or looking for 
it, you can face the possibility of being 
shut out from the workplace or isolated 
in one where talents go neglected and 
un-nurtured. In fact, as the Trade Union 
Congress (TUC) has observed, only 15% 
of people with autism are in employment 
and only a further 9% are in part-time 
employment.24 This makes autism in the 
workplace, and how the workplace seeks 
to include employees with autism, a hot 
issue for the autistic community and 
society as large. 

The ability to pay your own way in life 
and support yourself through your own 
means still remains a prerequisite to being 
a fully-participating member of society 
- to exclude people, many of whom are 
perfectly capable and willing to work, 
because of their autistic spectrum disorder 
would mean to deprive them of a basic 
tenet of citizenship.

For young people with autism, navigating 
the modern workplace can prove 
challenging. Even for high-functioning 
autistic people, grappling with the social 
and professional dos and don'ts of a 
workplace environment can often be a long 
journey. As Susan Dunne has observed, 
'Like many high-functioning people on the 
spectrum, I've worked out the alien codes 
of small talk and office politics over many 
years. I speak them as a foreign language, 
but it remains foreign and hard to keep 
going all the time. The hidden depleting 
effects of enforced social interaction take 
their toll.'25 This mirrors the experiences 
and concerns relayed to us throughout 
the workshops when discussing work and 
autism. Young people on the spectrum 
want to work and they want to have 
successful careers; the voices in this 
section of the report articulate a view of the 
workplace that tells us employers need to 
listen more to young autistic people and 
pre-judge them a lot less.

For any young person, the starting point 
of any job is progressing past the initial 
interview stage. A successful interview 
performance can mean the difference 
between employment and unemployment, 
career and worklessness. As the TUC has 
observed, the propensity of employers 
to focus on small social cues, such as 

“ I remember being told 
by an employment agency 
to not disclose my autism 
because ‘you won’t get any 
work’.

“

Work

Susie
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making eye contact during job interviews or 
workplace assessments puts young people 
with autism at an automatic disadvantage 
as it assumes dishonesty or disinterest.26 
It is precisely these sorts of social cues by 
which young people on the spectrum feel 
unfairly disadvantaged and discriminated. 
During the workshops, young autistic 
people relayed their concerns about this 
issue and the experiences they have had 
with employers unfairly penalising them 
for behavioural traits associated with their 
autism.

'Interview stage [of a job application] was 
always a problem for me. I'd have trouble 
making eye contact and communicating 
effectively. When I did get a job, I didn't 
disclose my autism.' Gemma

'The job centre wanted me to go to places 
and ask for a job, but I can't do that. I am 
too shy. Then my confidence goes. I also 
don't know what to do in an interview and 
can't get experience without a job.' Josh

'It's not just about actually doing the job... 
It's knowing what to wear when you are 
there and your manners and behaviour.' 
Susie

Another aspect of the work environment 
concerning young people with autism, was 
the feeling of isolation and marginalisation 
when disclosing autism, coupled with the 
fear of such a reaction, that causes them 
to hide their condition. During the Feel 
Happy on the Spectrum workshops, young 
people identified a sense of insecurity in 
the workplace resulting from their autism 
and fear employers would view them 
differently as an employee if they disclosed 
they were on the spectrum. Even those 

young people who were high-performing 
autistics, expressed concerns their autism 
would be misperceived by employers to the 
detriment of their position in the workplace 
and career progression.

'I've worked as both an IT engineer and 
a teaching assistant. So, I've seen how 
autism is treated in different workplaces. 
I was isolated and shut out because I told 
them of my autism.' Ali

'As someone who has worked in childcare, 
I've never had a problem working with 
kids; they accept you for who you are. With 
adults they can be really prejudicial... you 
never feel confident going to them with a 
problem about your autism.' Sian

In terms of employers themselves, young 
people on the spectrum identified levels of 
understanding, misconceptions and even 
prejudice against autistic people as areas 
of concern. The young people shared with 
us experiences in the workplace that have 
demonstrated to them there is a deep lack 
of understanding of what autism is and 
the capabilities of people on the spectrum. 
Naturally, this impacts on the prospects 
of young autistic people in the workplace 
and can limit their career opportunities 
through other people's prejudices rather 
than any limitations on their part. However, 
the young people did identify good practice 
on the part of employers and provided 
a comprehensive picture of the world of 
work for young people on the spectrum 
containing positives as well as negatives.

'Some organisations are very disability 
confident but some employers are very 
reluctant because they believe adjustments 
are expensive or we might be difficult to 
work with.' Sam

'I was told by employers 'we're not social 
workers' when I've talked about my autism 
in the workplace before.' Ali

'I had a great experience with a company 
manager. He set up mechanisms to help 
me - at no extra cost to the company. For 
example, making sure I had access to 
rotas and timetables and knowing of any 
changes well in advance so I could adjust.' 
Ellie

'Reassurance is needed from employers 
about what support they can offer and the 
details of what a job entails. Things that 
can seem very small to some can mean a 
lot to someone on the spectrum.' Sam
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'Civil Service fast-stream is really good for 
people with autism. They go out of their 
way to accommodate your autism in their 
entrance exams with things like extra time 
and they don't discriminate if you disclose.' 
Gemma

Across the modern workplace, young 
people living on the spectrum have 
experienced both good and bad practice 
from employers. There are many good 
examples, such as the UK Civil Service 
and individual employers cited above, that 
demonstrate the workplace is becoming 
more responsive to the needs of autistic 
people and the challenges they face in a 
work environment. 

However, there are also areas where young 
people on the spectrum identified need for 
improvement and changes in approach. For 
instance, employers were asked to make 
allowances for autistic people in terms of 
'social cues' most of us take for granted. 
They recognised they didn't want any 
special privileges over other employees 
but, nonetheless, felt they shouldn't be 
unduly critical of their work performance if 
it were due to them being on the spectrum. 
In fact, many of the young people identified 
the positives autistic people bring to the 
workforce in terms of intelligence, attention 
to detail and ability to carry out complex 
tasks. 

'We have some things to offer employers 
that are better and different than what most 
can offer - autism can be a strength. We're 
entitled to adaptations in interviews, but 
as soon as you disclose you're autistic, 
they strike you off the interview list. There 
needs to be more awareness of the unique 
positives autism can bring.' Ross

'You can end up keeping a job that is really 
bad for your mental health, out of fear of 
losing your benefits - and having to go 
through the system to get them back.' Ellie

The young people on the spectrum felt 
more needed to be done to emphasise to 
employers what net benefits autistic people 
bring to the workplace. 

Further to this, there was a concerning view 
amongst the young people that they felt 
the need to hide their autism or ensure their 
autism wasn't disclosed to an employer 
- either prior or during employment. This 
speaks to a deep-seated fear amongst 
many young people on the autistic 
spectrum who believe their condition is 
viewed as a disability by employers rather 
than a part of their overall character. As 
demonstrated in the workshops, young 
autistic people tended to view their autism 
as, in the words of one participant, 'a 
quirky character trait' whereas employers 
tended to see it either as a burden to 
be endured or an obstacle to workplace 
productivity. The young people wanted to 
see greater emphasis put on protecting 
autistic employees from discrimination in 
the workplace, particularly from employers 
with outdated views about autism.

Finally, another issue which was of concern 
to the participants of our workshops was 
the overall lack of support for autistic 
employees and lack of understanding 
of autism as a condition. Many young 
people on the spectrum wanted to see 
more done by employees, trade unions 
and government to address workplace 
deficits in understanding of autism and 
ensure workplaces become welcoming 
environments for young autistic people. 
In each of their recommendations, young 
people on the spectrum have advised 
those in positions of authority of meaningful 
changes they could make; none of 
these are costly or disruptive changes 
to workplace practices. Rather many 
are practical and easily implemented. 
This certainly echoes the sentiments of 
the TUC on this matter who have called 
on employers to adjust their workplace 
practices to make them autism inclusive.27 
As one Fixer said: 'We're all individuals and 
we can all do any job we want to do. All we 
ask for is support and simple adjustments'.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Employers to implement TUC 
recommendations for making workplaces 
open to autistic people.

More done to tackle discrimination of 
autistic employees like other disabled 
groups.

More education in the workplace on autism 
- both as a condition and the positive 
attributes autistic employees can have.
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The media helps shape our understanding 
of the world around us, gives expression 
to different voices and can help articulate 
viewpoints and opinions that wouldn't 
ordinarily find an outlet on their own. For 
young people on the autistic spectrum 
their relationship with media - online, social 
media, television, print journalism - can 
both be a positive means of changing 
attitudes to autism and, at the same time, 
a negative counterweight that reinforces 
stereotypes about autistic people. 

In recent years, television programmes 
such as the BBC's The A Word have 
sought to show autism in a more three-
dimensional way. These are positive steps 
towards autism being presented in the full, 
HD vibrancy of the autistic spectrum in its 
entirety and a move away from previous 
decades where autism was presented as 
a debilitating condition and those on the 
spectrum as helpless victims. However, 
news organisations have often distorted 
what autism is and presented it as an 
'illness' along with the perpetuation of other 
negative stereotypes. As Ambitious About 
Autism has stated, 'the media are peddling 
out of date phrases from the days of 20th 
century where stigma around autism 
was rife. These depictions of autism are 
preventing a positive rethink and movement 
around autism.'28 For many of the young 

autistic people who participated in the Feel 
Happy on the Spectrum workshops, this 
sentiment accurately reflects a sense of 
frustration with media, in particular news 
media, at the negative portrayals of autism 
still prevalent today.

While much positive progress has been 
made over the years with regards to the 
portrayal and depiction of autism in the 
media, there remains much more to be 
done to tackle negative stereotypes and 
to make the media more inclusive of 
autistic voices. As the young people in this 
report demonstrate, their voices are often 
ignored and, when they are listened to by 
the media, what they say is distorted or 
projected through an institutional lens that 
twists how they are portrayed because 
of long-standing negative stereotypes. 
As one academic has noted in relation to 
media portrayals of autism, while autistic 
people continue to face challenges to equal 
rights and general acceptance, people 
on the autistic spectrum are 'more likely 
to be misunderstood and inadequately 
represented in everyday life.'29 For 
young people on the spectrum, who are 
of a generation increasingly media and 
social media literate, engagement with 
media platforms may prove to be equally 
damaging as it is empowering.

“
Gemma 

Girls and women 
are never represented as 
autistic in television or 
the media - it’s always seen 
as a boy’s condition.

“

Media
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Firstly, with regards to the depictions of 
autism and autistic people in the media, 
participants of the Feel Happy on the 
Spectrum identified many positive aspects 
of media output in recent years that has 
sought to not only portray a more positive 
image of autism but, in certain cases, make 
autism an everyday part of modern life. 
Television programmes such as The A Word 
and Channel 4's The Undateables have, 
in their own ways, sought to achieve this. 
However, while some young people in the 
workshops recognised the positive intent 
behind these programmes, many also 
highlighted aspects of their content that felt 
reinforced negative stereotypes of autistic 
people.

'Programmes like The Undateables 
and The A Word are not helpful. They 
perpetuate negative stereotypes of autism.' 
Christopher

'There is too much representation of the 
extremes of the spectrum. This is a really 
bad reflection of people with autism as it 
impacts on employment and education 
opportunities.' Susie

'The media can perpetuate negative 
stereotypes but social media is useful 
because of the huge autistic community 
online. The Mighty and Young Minds are 
very good.' Sian

'Children's TV, like Cbeebies, is really good 
at showing positive role models for young 
autistic children and non-autistic children.' 
Gemma

Further to the view that the media 
perpetuates negative stereotypes of 
autism, the workshops identified an issue 
with how the media also reinforces a male 
gender bias in portrayals of autism. This 
was of particular concern for the autistic 
female members of the workshops, who 
felt this excluded women's voices from 
discussions about autism and marginalised 
their experiences of being on the spectrum. 
This added an interesting and much under-
discussed gender element to discussions 
about autism. While there does remain 
much scientific and academic justification 
for the portrayal of autism as a 'male 
condition' centred on 'extreme male brain 
theory' and genetics30, there is a perception 
that the emphasis on male experiences and 
portrayals of autism exclude an important 
female element from the wider discussion.

'There is nothing in the media about 
females with autism. It is not a male 
dominated disorder. There needs to be 
more exposure about this.' Susie

'The media needs to show a broader range 
of programmes about autism. There needs 
to be more portrayals of what it's like to 
be female and autistic. We are not all the 
same.' Megan

Finally, the issue of how the media impacts 
and influences young autistic people was 
discussed. The workshops identified the 
need for positive role models in the media 
to make an impact in the lives of autistic 
young people. Many of the young people 
in these workshops were proud of their 
autism and wanted others to share this 
pride; they wanted to see media figures 
and celebrities who are on the autistic 
spectrum taking a more prominent role 
in entertainment, news and culture. The 
feedback from these workshops indicates 
there is a clear emphasis amongst young 
people with autism on the positive impact 
this could have for awareness of autism 
and empowering young people on the 
spectrum.

'I've never heard anyone, except Chris 
Packham, talk about it [autism] in a positive 
light... I've got autism and I'm proud of 
it. It makes me and it makes me tick.' 
Christopher

'Chris Packham's documentary is a good 
example of positive representation of 
autism - he presents his own experience 
in an upbeat and positive light; he's not a 
professor talking about it like it's an issue 
that needs solving. We need more women 
with autism to be represented too.' Sam

'More celebrities and celebrity role models 
who are autistic are needed. Not just 
to build the esteem of children, but to 
show everyone that autism is something 
positive.' Susie
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Across all the Feel Happy on the Spectrum 
workshops, young people with autism 
described how media can both be a tool 
for empowerment but also for perpetuating 
negative stereotypes. Whether online, in 
social media or on television, autism is 
fast becoming a recognised disability on 
a par with other minority groups that are 
taking ownership of their lives and gaining 
empowerment through articulating their 
voices. But these young people also spoke 
of their concerns that there remains much 
more to be done to overcome negative 
stereotypes, gender biases and exclusion 
from mainstream media outlets. To address 
these concerns, young autistic people 
want to see media organisations and 
production companies encouraged to show 
a broader picture of autism as a condition, 
and to embrace positive depictions of 
life with autism in mainstream television 
programming. Programmes such as the 
BBC's The A Word are a positive step 
in this direction, but young people on 
the spectrum want to see examples like 
this built upon and used as a catalyst for 
positive change in the media industry.

Another aspect of the workshops, as 
far as media is concerned, was the 
raising of the perceived gender bias in 
depictions of autistic people. While this 
may be reflective of the fact males do 
form a significant majority of those on 
the autistic spectrum, the young people 
nonetheless felt this helped reinforce a 
gender bias in public perceptions of autism 
and served to exclude female voices from 
the public discourse about autism. The 
marginalisation of female lived experiences 
of autism was something both male and 
female participants identified as an area of 

concern that needed to be corrected and 
more balance instituted. Media outlets, 
production companies and script writers 
would do well to heed this call for more 
gender diversity in portrayals of autism; it 
not only serves to give fair representation to 
female voices and experiences, but also to 
provide new perspectives for programming 
and storylines.

Finally, many of the concerns regarding 
media and autism centred on how it 
impacted people with autism - especially 
the young. The young people in these 
workshops wanted to see more effort made 
by television and media to give prominence 
to autistic personalities and thus provide 
positive role models for autistic children. 
The BBC was identified as a media outlet 
that had made positive strides in this area, 
with people such as Chris Packham being 
prominent in media personalities combining 
their autism with a successful career. Such 
examples serve to empower young people 
with autism and give them the confidence 
that they can achieve what they want in life 
just like everyone else. As one Fixer put it: 
'You can do anything you want in life. Don't 
let anyone tell you otherwise.'

RECOMMENDATIONS

Fairer and more diverse portrayals of 
people with autism in film and television.

Address the gender bias in autism 
portrayals by including more female voices 
and experiences.

More celebrity and media role models 
to give confidence to young people with 
autism.
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Conclusion
From every walk of life, young people on 
the autistic spectrum have articulated 
their voices in a clear and powerful way. 
The Feel Happy on the Spectrum project 
gave them the opportunity to get their 
voices heard by experts, practitioners and 
policy makers across the fields of health, 
education, home, work and media. In this 
report they have shared their experiences, 
articulated their concerns and identified 
areas for positive change based on the 
recommendations they collectively arrived 
at. These recommendations aim to improve 
the lives of themselves and many others 
like them through their lived experience.

Young people on the spectrum identified 
the need for professionals to understand 
autism better and to stop treating them 
as incapable of making decisions for 
themselves. 

In employment, there was a likewise 
failure on the part of some employers to 
understand people with autism were no 
less capable of performing their jobs than 
their colleagues. What these examples 
relay to us is the failure to understand 
autism and the clinging to outmoded 
practices based upon misconceptions of 
generations past. 

The young people in these workshops 
called on those in authority - whether 
teachers, doctors or employers - to 
recognise it is not their autism that is 
a disability, but society's response to 
autism that is truly disabling. Disabling 
of their educations, disabling of their 
career prospects and disabling of their life 
chances. It is clear from the young people 
in this report there is still a long way to go 
before attitudes are completely changed.

But there are positives for young people 
on the spectrum. The young people who 
participated in this report were positive 
and ambitious about their futures and 
determined to have their voices heard. They 
identified much to celebrate, including role 
models in the media and good practice in 
the workplace, health and education. They 
recognise things are improving for people 
with autism and they are an integral part 
in continuing the progress - but they need 
those in positions of authority to help them 
in this task. From home life to education, 
from GPs to line managers, young people 
on the spectrum want to see more 
engagement with the autistic community 
and more understanding of their lives as 
people, who just happen to have autism. 
Ultimately, they want people to 'just listen 
and learn.' 
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