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Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this letter to the editor is to further elucidate the arguments Keates
(2022) and Beechey (2022) stated in their commentaries. Both Bambara (2022) and Camarata
(2022) pose comments which require clarifying the original arguments, in particular regarding
power and autistic sociality, which we feel will provide further clarity to this highly significant
and growing topic within autism research.

Conclusion: We recommend not teaching autistic people, but rather non-autistic individuals
about autistic sociality, in order to lower the burden on autistic interlocutors in cross-neurotype
interactions and socialisation (as per previous literature, Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018). We
provide recommendations to address difficulties in cross-neurotype interactions; for example,
bridging the neurotype gap through practices or psychosocial interventions for acceptance of

autistic people and their system of interpretation, as per Jones et al., 2021).

Introduction

We thank Bambara (2022) and Camarata (2022) for their lively engagement with
commentaries by Keates (2022) and Beechey (2022). The purpose of this letter to the editor
is to further elucidate the arguments that Keates (2022) and Beechey (2022) introduced. Both
Bambara (2022) and Camarata (2022) pose comments which require clarifying the original
arguments, in particular regarding power, and autistic sociality, which we feel will provide
further clarity to this highly significant topic within autism research.

The pathologisation of autistic social skills is in its own right the identification of the difference
in neurotype! (Milton, 2014). In the last commentaries by Keates (2022) and Beechey (2022),
it is believed that evidence through citation has been provided that autistic sociality exists as

inherent to being autistic.

1 Neurotype: category of different types of brain at a broad conceptual level, including how information
and social cues are processed



Power Imbalance and Harm

Firstly, as stated by Bambara (2022) and Camarata (2022), ensuring ethical responsibility for
participants we work with and collect data from is imperative. Whilst we understand this can
be seen as going beyond the scope of their study, discussions on the ethics of studies are
relevant to all empirical work, especially when collecting data from and with other people.
Doing no harm is a central aspect of many ethical dilemmas, and beneficence (as reported
in the Belmont Report; National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of
Biomedical, & Behavioral Research, 1978) must outweigh any potential harm. We indicate
important considerations in relation to the APA discussion on justice, that researchers should
take precautions to avoid poor practice. Moreover, in our context in the UK, this is the same
with the British Psychological Society (BPS) (Oates et al., 2021) stating that researchers
should ‘...maximise potential benefits and avoid potential risks to psychological well-being,
mental health, personal values, privacy or dignity’ (p. 9). Whilst it is understood that evidence
bases should guide best practice, it is also the case that the quality of some evidence bases
is ever more increasing - notably in the case of autistic people and people with intellectual
disabilities (ID) through participatory and inclusive research (e.g., Nicolaidis & Raymaker,
2015; Pellicano, 2017). Furthermore, Hailes et al. (2020) extend the APA ethical code with
consideration of power dynamics, empowerment, and individual and community well-being.
Similarly, the BPS recommends that “normally, the risk of harm should be no greater than
that encountered in ordinary life” (p. 9). Although teaching social skills with a non-autistic
partner may appear beneficial, an increasing body of research suggests the implicit harm
this can cause (e.g., Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2017; Monahan et al., 2021).
There remains a lack of differentiation between long- and short-term harm in the evidence
bases, ethical guidance documents (e.g., BPS, Belmont Report) and autism research. Much
of the harm which has been elicited through research studies in relation to autistic people is
long-term - happening many months or years after participation in a study (e.g., Bottema-

Beutel et al., 2020; Dawson & Fletcher-Watson, 2022). We understand why such studies are



likely to gain an ethically favourable opinion, and that studies may appear to have short-term
merit for some autistic individuals, but we believe this is a broader problem which needs to
be addressed within autism research (as echoed by Dawson & Fletcher-Watson, 2022;
Papaioannou et al., 2021; McGill & Robinson, 2020).

Furthermore, considering power dynamics at play between autistic and non-autistic peers is
of vital importance. We agree with Bambara’s (2022) assertion that skills can be useful;
however, we believe that further clarification is needed in relation to autistic sociality within a
world based on non-autistic norms. It is true that many autistic people experience social
anxiety (Spain et al., 2018) and may need support with socialisation. However, such support
should not be imposing non-autistic norms upon autistic people. The issue of whom do
interventions benefit, raises the question of the autistic being and the concept of observing
power. Using Foucault’s (2019) idea of a regime of power, autistic people are constrained
through not meeting non-autistic norms, embodying preference for non-autistic being and
compliance. For social validity, interventions should be acceptable to both autistic and non-
autistic populations. Whilst it is understood that for some individual autistic people this may be
‘socially valid’, wider discussions identify a tension with this at theoretical (e.g., Milton, 2012)
and practical levels (e.g., Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018).

The interaction between harm and ableism is central to assessing the power dynamics and
the empowered typicality of an intervention. We recognise and accept Camarata’s (2022)
assertion that there was no evidence of coercion or disrespect. Physical harm and
disrespectful behaviour generally are easier to observe than implicit attitudes, underpinning
perceptions of disability and subsequent dehumanisation (Dawson & Fletcher-Watson, 2022;
Papaioannou et al., 2021; McGill & Robinson, 2020).

The presence of potential willing participants alone does not suggest a study carries no long-
term harm. The promotion of neurotypical (NT) behaviours through self-reflection and self-
motivation for this change does not remove the prospect of self-stigmatising identity but may
compound, disempowering individuals (e.g., Bradley et al., 2021; Cage & Troxell-Whitman,

2019; Miller et al., 2021). Interventions should not disempower autistic people, and should



allow for autonomy and agency. The tension remains between promoting choice and control

with autistic sociality, and teaching skills to ‘function’ and adapt to NT norms.

Autistic Sociality and System of Interpretation

Fundamentally, Keates (2022) and Beechey (2022) both suggested that autistic sociality and
system of interpretation have a growing evidence-base. Bambara (2022) remarked that their
study was not about autistic people, yet their sample consisted of three autistic adolescents.
When using autistic participants, the growing evidence bases surrounding autistic sociality
and systems of interpretation should be consulted in terms of designing interventions and
arguing their significance. Furthermore, the suggestion that an intervention could never
change thoughts, personality, or traits, is disputed (e.qg., it is unknowable whether
interventions cannot change personality; Lai, 2022), ignores the history of education (e.qg.,
Socrates’ methods and discourse) (see Batista, 2015; Mulhern, 1959) and how a person can
be shaped by others (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978, on social learning theory). In regard to autistic
people, being shaped by the world around them, including a higher rate of adverse events
(e.g., Hoover & Kaufman, 2018; Kerns et al., 2015), may lead to passing and masking (Cage
& Troxell-Whitman, 2019). Consequently, the potential for harm could be resulting from self-
stigma? and ableism®. One particular example from Camarata (2022) is when stating autistic
people can achieve ‘sufficient’ social and communication skills, which clearly suggests
authority over autistic people deemed to not have 'sufficient skills'. Suggesting that some
autistic people are not deemed to have sufficient skills, in this case neuronormative*
communicative skills, is a further example of pathologisation, which is inherently harmful to
autistic people’s agency and autonomy. Neuronormative communication skills are based on

the empowered typicality and is nescient to the autistic system of interpretation. Therefore, it

2 Self-stigma: negative attitudes which have been internalised in regards to disabilities and/or medical
conditions

3 Ableism: discrimination in favour of non-disabled people. Often in autism research, this includes
discrimination in favour of non-autistic people.

4 Neuronormative: the privileging of neurotypical over neurodivergent expression and processing.



must be asked why neuronormative communication skills, notably enshrined through NT
social communication, are more important than autistic people’s way of being and
socialising.

We agree that little is known in regard to autistic sociality and systems of interpretation,
especially when co-occurring ID is present. However, Camarata (2022) comments on
masking, stating “to generate social pressure to mask autism characteristics and/or who
would otherwise be harmed by forcing conformity for the comfort of neurotypical ‘norms.”
This implies that people with ID do not mask, which is currently under explored within the
academic literature (Sedgewick et al., 2021). Nonetheless, Bambara (2022) agrees that
communication is relational and interactional. This relational and interactional understanding
of communication would suggest an agreement with teaching non-autistic participants to
bridge the gap by an intervention promoting positive interactions with autistic people would
be better (as per Jones et al., 2021), rather than any social or communication training for
autistic people regarding engagement with non-autistic peers. Furthermore, Bambara (2022)
noted the possibility of lopsided conversations between neurotypes, which indicates a need
to teach NTs about autistic sociality and systems of communication. Likewise, Camarata
(2022) agrees that there is a need for shared communication, which also implies the
recommendation for psychosocial training for bridging the neurotype gap.

Bambara (2022) suggested that their intervention showed the autistic adolescents could
learn NT communication to enhance their social relationships. However, autistic people may
not express themselves according to the neuronormative methods (e.g., Cole, 2021,
Heasman & Gillespie, 2018; Walker, 2021). By complying to these neuronormative
standards, interventions requiring this of autistic people are promoting passing which leads
to various issues, such as mental distress (Cook et al., 2021).

Further reasoning that sought to validate the intervention was promoted: Bambara (2022)
discussed the imbalanced interaction between neurotypes that could lead to social isolation
because non-autistic individuals would be burdened by maintaining conversational

interactions. The burden falls currently on the autistic person (McCracken, 2021), as



noticeable through social skills training’s focus on autistic people’s development (and as
more generally noted, Mullen, 2015). Therefore, a change to psycho-social education for
NTs to not maintain negative social judgement of autistic people is required, for example,
bridging the gap (a recommendation also given in a previous commentary on social skills
training, Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018). Hence, to address Camarata (2022) comment that “...
it may be difficult to altogether avoid interventions based on “neuro-typical” communication
... when an autistic individual is unable to communicate effectively and is, from a
developmental perspective, at the initial stages of acquiring speech, language, and social
skills.” This merely vindicates the argument of the empowered typicality holding authority
over what is "sufficient". It is imperative to teach NTs about autistic people, and how

autistic people communicate (see our recommendations which includes an approach), rather
than replace autistic communication in order to pass as NT. We agree with Camarata (2022)
that non-speaking autistic people have used strategies and tools for speech and
communication (i.e., Alternative and Augmentative Communication or AAC), but this does
not avoid the need for non-autistic individuals to understand, accept autistic people and
bridge the communication gap (over teaching autistic people NT communication). More
research is needed, however, focus would be better served to be focused on autistic
communication.

Camarata (2022) states our commentary is only valid upon certain conditions, one being “the
goal of the intervention is to induce ‘social conformity’ rather than to establish foundational
speech, language, and/or social skills.” Keates (2022) and Beechey (2022) suggested using
an autistic communication style. As such, we speak to the issue of the latter part, teaching
NT social skills. Camarata (2022) discusses that interventions must match abilities with
social interactions. Further suggesting that any initial training should be deemed acceptable
as apparently this means the intervention does not focus on social conformity. Importantly,
neither Keates (2022) or Beechey (2022) comments on teaching and learning

communication as per natural, individual growth and maturation which would require a



discussion regarding spikey profiles and the non-normative learning trajectory of autistic

people.

Recommendations and conclusion

Bambara (2022) reported that Theory of Mind framed their research; in a similar manner,
one of the central foci of Keates’ (2022) and Beechey’s (2022) commentaries was a framing
communication through the lens of the double empathy problem® (Milton, 2012), along with
other theories (such as monotropismé, Murray et al., 2005). Therefore, the Double Empathy
Problem (and similar concepts, e.g., in neuroscience, Bolis et al., 2017, or cross-neurological
theory of mind, Beardon, 2017) should be used to frame research on autistic sociality and
systems of interpretation.

Camarata (2022) rightly introduces the commentaries suggesting that the need is to be
ethical in practice, and that autistic people should be at the centre of all decisions made
about them, and further identifies harm in past interventions. The paucity of research
focused on the autistic system of interpretation needs addressing. Therefore, studies need to
explore what the autistic system of interpretation includes and how it differs to enable non-
autistic individuals to communicate in a manner that lowers the burden on autistic people,
notably having to perform to NT standards (e.g., Rifai et al., 2022; Casartelli et al., 2020).

In relation to future steps, Bambara (2022) called for a ‘shared understanding’ in order to
“improve supports that are helpful, desirable, and acceptable.” Supports for autistic people
should be acceptable to autistic people, and we believe they can be guided by autistic
people and autistic-led knowledge (Milton, 2014; Pickard et al., 2022; Poulsen et al., 2022).

Researchers would gain from listening to, and working alongside autistic people in

5 Double empathy problem: an interactional theory of autism that postulates that there is a mutual
mismatch of reciprocity and understanding between autistic and non-autistic people. See Milton, 2012
for further information.

6 Monotropism: A theory of autism and cognitive strategy of autistic people that argues that autistic
people have monotropic minds - minds which focus on a small number of interests and stimuli at any
one time. Stimuli outside the attention tunnel are missed. See Murray et al., 2005 for further
information.



meaningful partnership in further knowledge generation, as  autistic voices should be
central in autism research (Waldock & Keates, 2022), given the impact of epistemic injustice
(Fricker, 2007) upon autistic livelihoods.

We do not suggest all interventions or strategies are pathologising, but meeting an autistic
individual’s needs and not for non-autistic benefit. The contents of interventions and how
they consider harm, epistemic injustice and agency indicate the degree to which an
intervention is pathologising; for example, speech and language therapy is not inherently
problematic, but if social skills are taught without consideration of autistic sociality and the
oppression autistic people may face in wider society (see the social model of disability,
Oliver, 1983) when using autistic sociality, this becomes problematic.

We recommend not teaching autistic people, but rather non-autistic individuals about autistic
sociality, in order to lower the burden on autistic interlocutors in cross-neurotype interactions
and socialisation. This particular recommendation has also been mentioned in previous
literature outlining concerns on social skills training (e.g., Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018).
Notably, Bambara (2022) discusses the significant level of social isolation that autistic
people may face. We recommend the above to address this (e.g., bridging the neurotype
gap through practices or psychosocial interventions for acceptance of autistic people and

their system of interpretation, as per Jones et al., 2021).
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