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Background

• The communication skills and styles of autistic people have been the focus of much research, 

but little has been done focussed on understanding the communication mode preferences of 

autistic adults themselves.

• It is important to identify autistic people’s mode preferences (e.g., email vs. face-to-face) and 

how these might differ between individuals, to provide organisations with advice on the contact 

methods they offer, which will contribute to improving accessibility and interactions. 

Objectives: This study adopted mixed-methods to identify:

1. what the preferred communication methods of autistic people are in a range of situations 

2. whether age, age at diagnosis, camouflaging, and anxiety levels influence preferred 

communication methods 

3. what reasons autistic people give for their communication preferences

Method

• 245 autistic people completed an online survey. Participant age ranged from 16-74 years and 

the sample included people who identified as female (151), male (61), non-binary (31), and 

transgender (5). The survey involved:

1. Ranking six modes of communication (face-to-face, letter, email, text message, phone 

call, online instant messaging) in order of preference across seven communication 

scenarios (accessing services, customer support, temployment, education, research, 

family, friends,). 

2. Providing qualitative responses after each scenario ranking, to 1) explain their first choice 

and 2) anything else they wanted to share on the topic. 

3. Responding to questions/surveys to measure age, age at diagnosis, levels of anxiety 

(GAD-7), camouflaging behaviour (CAT-Q), and autistic traits (AQ-10). 

Quantitative Results
• The pattern of communication mode preferences varied between scenarios. The rankings for each scenario are summarised in the boxplots below. 

• Very few individual differences were found to influence mode preference selection, which indicates that communication preferences across most scenarios were independent of age, age at diagnosis, 

anxiety, and camouflaging behaviours. 

Conclusion
• Mode of communication can be either enabling or disabling for autistic people and context is important. 

• Written communication forms such as email are strongly preferred by autistic people when contacting organisations and services.

• For personal connections, face-to-face was often preferred, though this was dependent on how close and accepting the relationship was.

• A reliance on phone calls can create barriers to access yet adopting written forms of communication can improve accessibility. 

• This study provides concrete data to support the alteration of communication mode options offered by organisations, to reduce the communication/interaction

challenges autistic people experience and enhance autonomy and accessibility.

• This paper has just been published in Autism (open access) and can be accessed via this link or the QR code. 

“Anything but the phone”: Communication Mode Preferences in the 
Autism Community

Accessing services: Email was most 

preferred, phone calls were least preferred 

Employment: Email and face-to-face 

were most preferred, letters and phone 

calls were least preferred 

Education: Email and face-to-face were 

most preferred, letters were least 

preferred 

Research: Email was most preferred, 

phone calls were least preferred 

Family: Face-to-face and text were most 

preferred, letters were least preferred 

Customer Support: Email was most 

preferred, face-to-face, phone call, and 

letters were least preferred 

Friends: Face-to-face and text were most 

preferred, letters were least preferred 

Figure Key 

1 = most preferred mode

6 = least preferred mode

Horizontal lines = median rank

Diamonds = mean rank

Coloured boxes = interquartile range

Vertical lines = spread of data 

Grey dots = raw data points

Not the Phone

People reported being highly averse to 

making or receiving phone calls because of 

the anxiety/stress this induced, along with 

challenges with the partial information 

provided (voice only) made understanding 

people more difficult 

Written Communication

People reported preferring written modes of 

communication because these modes provide 

thinking time, are more structured (e.g., 

clearer expectations on what to write/say), 

and reduces sensory issues commonly 

experienced in face-to-face scenarios (e.g., 

choosing the environment you engage in to 

communicate). 

Masking vs Autistic 
Communication

A distinction between communicating with 

non-autistic and autistic people was made. 

When communicating with people who were 

also autistic or were understanding of their 

communication needs, that this makes face-

to-face communication easier and more 

comfortable

Avoiding Communication

Avoiding communication altogether was widely 

reported as a consequence of the anxiety this 

induces. Formal (e.g., advocate) and informal 

(e.g., family support) communication was 

reported to reduce avoidance 
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