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Abstract  21 

Purpose The purpose of this letter is to address interpretations regarding Bambara et al. (2021) 22 

study and help resolve potential for further missteps within this line of research. 23 

Conclusion There is clear value in teaching skills that are wanted by autistic people. The primary 24 

issue within the paper is that it does not acknowledge the double empathy problem and is 25 

constructed based on only a neurotypical system of interpretation or communication style. What is 26 

being promoted is to address skills autistic participants request. 27 

Key words: double empathy problem, communication, autism, skill development, system of 28 

interpretation, neuronormativity. 29 

  30 



Introduction  31 

Bambara et al.’s (2021) study investigated three autistic participants to help their development of 32 

peer-focused conversation with a cue sheet to assist in self-reflection. The paper addresses the 33 

development of capabilities the three autistic participants did not have previously well. Enabling the 34 

skill development of abilities frequently required in life (such as language and flexibility) can be 35 

beneficial (Kapp, 2020). Nonetheless, due to potential literature missed, some key factors have not 36 

been considered. For example, as McCracken (2021) argues, the practice of altering autistic 37 

communication is essentially asking them to pass as neurotypical (of which it is known causes harm, 38 

Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Halsall et al., 2021; Libsack et al., 2021).  39 

Considering the Double Empathy Problem: Autistic Sociality 40 

Autistic people tend to have to change to suit other people’s communication styles (Williams et al., 41 

2021). Ensuring the social engagement of communication is put upon the autistic person, terming 42 

them as ‘socially disabled’. This creates social pressure upon them to accommodate the neurotypical 43 

communicative need. However, as per Morrison et al. (2020), the perception of atypical autistic 44 

sociality is unfounded and there is a need to acknowledge the real-world relational dynamics. Recent 45 

studies including those by Crompton et al. (2020) and Morrison et al. (2019) found there are benefits 46 

for autistic people to socialising with those with an insider identity, e.g., being autistic. The 47 

neurotypical difficulties experienced by the mismatch in neurotype with autistic peers are an 48 

important part of the social difficulties (Davis & Crompton, 2021) upon which Bambara et al. (2021) 49 

is based. Furthermore, Bambara et al. (2021) indicate how the goal of demonstrating interest in their 50 

conversation partners was through verbal means, but other forms such as non-verbal methods exist 51 

(e.g., nods, smiles and eye gaze). Jack (2013) discusses that autistic communication does not seem to 52 

be constructed as neurotypical human communication. Instead, autistic people may engage in 53 

communication through their system of interpretation (contrary to the wider cultural norms, e.g., 54 

eye contact in many western cultures) (Williams et al., 2021). Similarly, such systems of 55 

interpretation (i.e., backchanneling, the verbal sounds made to signify the interlocutor is listening) 56 



are found to not be used in the homogenous autistic neurotypes interlocutors (Rifai et al., 2021). 57 

Albeit that it is commendable that the autistic participants in Bambara et al. (2021) were not forced 58 

to adhere to neurotypical backchannelling, the peer focus within the study means the skills are still 59 

comparable to the neurotypical peers. Thus, the peers were assigned more power in regard to their 60 

position within the research, i.e., improving the autistic participants’ conversation skills.  61 

DeBrabander et al. (2021) reports that autistic people have rapport with other autistic people due to 62 

the lack of impediment that any one social encounter has upon a desire for another social exchange. 63 

In fact, Crompton et al. (2020) found that neurotypical people self-rate themselves higher than 64 

observers and autistic people are more accurately self-rate their rapport. Therefore, this reifies that 65 

autistic people do not need to learn peer-focused communication when their communication may 66 

be accepted elsewhere.  67 

Likewise, non-speaking autistic people have a non-normative communication style (Ashby & 68 

Causton‐Theoharis, 2009; Baggs, 2012; Lebenhagen, 2019). For examples of autistic accounts of 69 

being non-speaking, see Higashida et al. (2016) and Baggs (2012). As for autistic people in moments 70 

of greater support needs (to avoid the misnomer of high/low binary of ‘functioning’; Alvares et al., 71 

2019), a hypothetical triggering event may leave someone to be selectively mute (e.g., Peña, 2019); 72 

if those around them empathise and are supportive, there is scope to engage in the communication 73 

style necessary in that moment. For an example of positive engagement with non-speaking autistic 74 

children, Jaswal et al. (2020) found parents could form an emotionally reciprocal relationship with 75 

their child(ren) by considering the forms of connections the child offers (assuming competence and 76 

through acceptance).  77 

Milton’s (2012) double empathy problem relates to these issues through a mismatch of salience. The 78 

autistic participants were not understood when using their own communication style and as such 79 

were required to comply with and emulate their neurotypical peers.  80 



The autistic voice matters 81 

As social validity centres on the social importance and acceptability of goals (Foster & Marsh, 1999), 82 

in this case, network peers’ agreement about whether autistic people succeeded may not hold true 83 

social validity for the autistic participants. With ten neurotypical peers and three autistic people, the 84 

study reported asking the neurotypical peers whether the autistic participants achieved their target 85 

skills. This places the perceived social validity onto the neurotypical participants, rather than the 86 

autistic participants. This echoes the concern regarding social validity as given above, and further 87 

amplifies a mismatch of salience. Crucially, this is a case of ‘oughtism’ (Evans, 2019), whereby 88 

autistic people ought to be other than themselves. The weight of whose opinion matters is at 89 

disparity. Therefore, their opinions are diminished unless they match the views of their network. It 90 

remains unclear whether the autistic participants were asked if these skills were desired. There are 91 

autistic people that do want to learn ‘relevant’ social skills to fit in with society or maintain 92 

friendships, yet everyone must adapt their communication (to some extent) dependent on who they 93 

are talking to (i.e., in relation to Milton’s Double Empathy Problem). 94 

It is vital to engage autistic people in their needs. An ever-increasing amount of work is being 95 

conducted acknowledging the need of the autistic voice in research (e.g., Ashworth et al., 2021; 96 

Botha, 2021; Pellicano & den Houting, 2021; Waldock, 2019). Therefore, this should be the same 97 

within research that is attempting to support and form development opportunities. It is only too 98 

common that the autistic experience is devalued (Baggs, 2010). Akin to Arnstein’s ladder of citizen 99 

control (Arnstein, 1969), autistic people should have a level of power equivalent to citizen’s control 100 

(Arnstein, 1969) regarding their own autonomy (including desired skills taught), and more broadly, 101 

research about autistic people (or preferentially with autistic people).  102 

The power imbalance noticeable in Bambara et al. (2021) begs the question about reporting what 103 

was wanted by the autistic participants (and not just ‘enjoyed’). We need to acknowledge the impact 104 

of compliance (see Sandoval-Norton & Shkedy, 2019), the need to change the widely accepted 105 



normative idea about what being social means (neuroqueering interpersonal communication theory; 106 

Cole, 2021), and autistic people being valid in and of themselves (Yergeau, 2017). There is a growing 107 

body of knowledge which demonstrates the importance of gaining a positive identity (which would 108 

include autistic system of interpretation) and being accepted by others improves quality of life (Cage 109 

et al., 2018; Cooper et al., 2017). 110 

Lastly, language used to describe autistic people in the field of autism research has been found to 111 

vary across different groups of people (Kenny et al., 2016). Although some autistic people will use or 112 

want person-first language, it is important to acknowledge the role of stigma (Bottema-Beutel et al., 113 

2021) and how many autistic people understand being autistic as part of their identity (Sinclair, 114 

2013). This is vital to consider, especially when considering power imbalances and the autistic voice 115 

within research. 116 

Conclusion 117 

There may be some scope to run skills training that matter to autistic participants. However, social 118 

and communication skills must address the double empathy problem and not require autistic people 119 

to adhere to a neurotypical system of interpretation. Furthermore, being critical of who is defining 120 

what is relevant in regard to power imbalances is a necessary consideration. Lastly, social validity 121 

must be both important and acceptable for the primary, key stakeholder(s), i.e., the autistic 122 

individuals.  123 
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