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The Top 10 Communication Tips to  Improve 

Communication with an Indiv idual on the  

Autism Spectrum  

 

Dear Reader, 

Families with a loved one on the autism spectrum face many challenges in day-

to-day life which can be stressful, frustrating, and even exhausting. 

Communication is one of the most important, and easiest challenges to address. 

Communicating with someone on the autism spectrum is not the same as 

communicating with someone who is not on the spectrum. People with autism 

take in, process, and retain information differently than those not on the 

spectrum. They are also motivated differently. 

I have faced this situation in my own life. Communicating with my son and others 

in my family who are on the spectrum was very frustrating and challenging until I 

understood the 10 simple guidelines outlined in this report and the underlying 

reasons for the communication frustrations I was experiencing. 

One of my motivations in writing Autism & the Rest of Us was to provide the tips 

and strategies that I learned through painful trial and error, in order to reduce 

the learning curve for other families and professionals. I hope to enable you to 

quickly and easily communicate more successfully. 

Success in this area will not only improve the practical, functional aspects of your 

relationship, but will increase your own satisfaction, sense of well- being, and 

connection to the person on the spectrum. 

I hope you enjoy this report and will join our family at the National Autism 

Academy, 

Warmly, 

Jeanne Beard 
Founder, National Autism Academy 
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Meaning Gets Lost! 
Have you ever sat down with an individual with autism, explained something in 

great detail, asked them if they understood, got a resound “YEP! I got it!” only to 

come back and hour later and find that the person is acting as if you never had the 

conversation? It feels like the Bill Murray movie Groundhogs Day. It’s confusing and 

irritating. If you are dealing with an adult who appears relatively functional, it’s 

maddening! Often, with our social perspective, we assume that the person just 

wasn’t listening, or doesn’t care about what we said, or is just plain defiant! 

That quick affirmative response may very well be indicative of the individual’s deep 

desire to end the uncomfortable social contact as quickly as possible. We need to 

check for meaning, because meaning gets lost!  

Here is what the NAA recommends: Remember that Meaning can be M.I.A. 

(Missing in Action!). 

                                    THE NAA’S  M.I.A.  RULE :  

M – Meaning Gets Lost. 

  I – Inquire what was heard. 

 A – Ask the person to repeat what they heard back to you to 

        confirm their understanding. 
 

There are many factors that are part of autism which contribute to the disruption 

of the ease and clarity of communication we enjoy with others who are not on the 

autism spectrum. Short term memory issues, anxiety, lack of social motivation, and 

difficulty with abstract language re only the beginning. The inability to apply world 

knowledge appropriately, and the inability to read between the lines, which in part 

result from the linear thinking and lack of executive functioning, also contribute to 

the difficulty. 

 

When we learn to communicate in ways that make it most likely that the individual 

will get the full meaning of what we are saying, we will have increased success with 
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our conversations, with understanding one another, and with helping the individual 

stay calm and be more compliant. Experts theorize that one of the most anxiety 

producing circumstances for an individual with autism is not knowing what is 

expected of them in a situation. 

 

Here are the Top 10 Communication Strategies 

for Interacting with a Person with the Autism 

Spectrum .   

 

1. Slow down. Speak at a pace that is comfortable for them to 

process the information. Do not try to deliver more than one 

message at a time; this is rarely successful (especially if you 

communicate by text message). Take one thing at a time. 

 

2. Write a list. Sometimes it is beneficial to eliminate the detail and 

fluff that is required to form a complete sentence. Short, concise, 

and to the point works better. 

 

3. Be aware of social shorthand, which is a common basis of 

information that we take for granted in everyday conversation. 

The rest of us fill in the blanks automatically. Remember that 

individuals with autism do not always have the same social 

database of information to draw from. Therefore, embedded 

knowledge or information, which is not in need of explanation for 

most people and goes unchallenged in communication with the 

rest of us, may not be part of the understanding of the person on 

the spectrum. 
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Here’s an example: when my son went Trick-n-Treating for the 

first time, he refused to leave the house with an empty candy 

bucket. He absolutely melted down in our entry hall until I put a 

couple of handfuls of candy in his bucket. Finally, with his bucket 

partially full, he headed out with his father. I watched as he 

approached the first door, and after the door bell was rung, and 

dad stepped back, I realized what was behind the meltdown. As 

the door opened, my son reached into his bucket, pulled out some 

candy, and dropped it into the large bowl that the homeowner 

offered. He understood much about Halloween; the costume, 

going door to door, and the exchange of candy were all clear to 

him, but he did not get that candy was to be received not given. 

From this example, you get the idea that information can be 

missing that changes the entire exchange. In this case it was 

innocent, but it might be much less innocent if you are talking 

about your 20-year old and car dealership who wants to sell him a 

new car when he has a flat tire. 

In some cases, like the need for doing homework, which most kids 

do without debate as to its necessity or the reason for its 

existence, you can end up describing or even debating information 

that is generally understood or taken for granted. At best, social 

shorthand can detract from the original purpose of the 

conversation, at worst it can leave everyone frustrated, upset and 

unable to communicate. 

 

4. Give details in writing, especially complicated instructions. Written 

communication can be helpful for the person on the spectrum to 

use as a reference later. Remembering a multitude 

of steps can be difficult for any of us and is ten times more 

challenging for people on the spectrum. Take the memory 

requirement out of the equation to assist the individual in focusing 

on executing the steps required instead of being distracted by the 
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effort required to remember the list. They may not be able to do 

both at the same time. 

 

5. Detail any changes in routine carefully. When changing methods 

from an old way to a new way, write a list or sketch a chart 

showing the old way and the new way side by side so they can 

compare and contrast to easily see the differences. Providing both 

old and new is important to help solidify understanding. 

 

6. Avoid emotional language. Statements like, “I would love it if you 

would rub my feet” may be less effective than saying, “Would you 

please rub my feet?” I have been told many times that I should just 

say what I want directly and simply, and not couch it in more-subtle 

message. The statement “I would love…” can be misinterpreted (or 

not understood at all) because it does not include the specific 

request to “rub my feet.” 

 

7. Be prepared for “I don’t know” and “I don’t care” responses when 

asking questions. If your loved one on the spectrum doesn’t 

understand what you are asking, make a quick decision about how 

important it is to pursue the question at this time. If it is important, 

be ready to help them figure out what you are asking and how to 

answer the question. If you are convinced that “I don’t know” 

means that they really don’t care (and often they don’t), be 

prepared to move ahead without their input. 

 

8. Give options rather than open-ended choices. For example, 

instead of saying, “Where do you want to go on vacation?” ask, 

“Would you like to go to Disney World or SeaWorld on vacation 

this year?” This type of question increases your chances of getting 

a response. When I ask my son an open-ended question, his first 
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response is always “What are my options?” So, listing them up 

front is a way to simplify the conversation by making it specific. 

 

9. Point out a way that this communication will benefit them, if 

possible to do so. I know this makes a person on the spectrum 

sound very self-serving, and that is not my intention in saying it. 

Because of how people on the spectrum are motivated, 

understanding and expressing the benefit to them is important in 

getting the message heard, and getting the response you are 

looking for. Remember this little trick: What’s the world’s largest 

radio station? W.I.F.M. (What’s in it for me?). Detailing what’s in it 

from their perspective, and how they will benefit helps people with 

autism to be motivated to push through the communication 

difficulties in order to achieve understanding. 

 

10. Detail what you want done and, more importantly, the 

consequences that will occur if what you want is not done. Again, 

showing both sides of the equation is a critical component to the 

autistic person’s full understanding of the situation. It is not 

unusual for someone with autism to have executive functioning 

challenges that do not allow them to project themselves into the 

future and understand the consequences of their actions, 

especially if those consequences are social in nature. For example, 

they may not be able to string together for themselves the causes 

and effects such as “…if you don’t do your homework you will get 

bad grades, and bad grades will impact your college choices, which 

will impact your future job choices, which impact your income, 

your life choices, etc.”). 

Therefore, just sharing what you want done (“do your 

homework”) requires that the person on the spectrum infer the 

consequences of not doing it. While neuro-typical children may 

understand the need for homework as part of their overall social 
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understanding, children on the spectrum may be thinking 

“school work is for school and home is for home, and they should 

be kept separate.” In many cases they may not have the 

executive functioning to connect to those outcomes or the social 

database that allows them to fill in that blank on their own and 

assess future consequences. 

The reason you are reading this is because you want to have more success in 
communicating with an individual with autism. In addition to the original “Top 10 

Rules” listed above, add these 3 safeguards to make sure your meaning is received: 

11. Define even simple abstract terms, such as “hurry up” or “calm down.” If 

there is not one explicit behavior associated with a phrase (for example 

“tie your shoe”) then your meaning may be lost. 

 

12. When you explain boundaries, explain them thoroughly and do not leave 

anything open to inuendo, implication, or suggestion. Rather than simply 

saying “…you can go to the movie if your homework is done…” (which 

implies that you can’t go if it is not done but does not specifically state it) 

say “…you can go to the movie if your homework is done, but you cannot 

go to the movie if your homework is not done.” 

 

13. Use visuals whenever possible. Individuals with autism often learn much 

better when what you are saying is accompanied by a visual explanation. 

 

WHEN COMMUNICATION IMPROVES, THE NATURE OF THE RELATIONSHIP AS A 

WHOLE IMPROVES. FOR THE FULL LIST OF 17 COMMUNICATION TIPS, PLEASE 

CHECK OUT CHAPTER 7 OF AUTISM AND THE REST OF US. 

 

  

Click Here to Buy the Book on Amazon.com Now! 

http://www.amazon.com/Autism-Rest-Functional-Satisfying-Relationship/dp/0990916278/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&amp;qid=1427900470&amp;sr=8-1&amp;keywords=Autism%2Band%2Bthe%2Brest%2Bof%2Bus
http://www.amazon.com/Autism-Rest-Functional-Satisfying-Relationship/dp/0990916278/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&amp;qid=1427900470&amp;sr=8-1&amp;keywords=Autism%2Band%2Bthe%2Brest%2Bof%2Bus
http://www.amazon.com/Autism-Rest-Functional-Satisfying-Relationship/dp/0990916278/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&amp;qid=1427900470&amp;sr=8-1&amp;keywords=Autism%2Band%2Bthe%2Brest%2Bof%2Bus
http://www.amazon.com/Autism-Rest-Functional-Satisfying-Relationship/dp/0990916278/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&amp;qid=1427900470&amp;sr=8-1&amp;keywords=Autism%2Band%2Bthe%2Brest%2Bof%2Bus
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ARE YOU ASKING YOURSELF, NOW THAT I KNOW, WHAT DO I DO? 

If you want support in implementing these strategies, understanding your child or 

loved one’s behavior more completely, and making a lasting long-term difference 

in your life and theirs, consider one of our easy on-line trainings available at 

www.nationalautismacademy.com 

 

Get your paper back copy of Amazon’s Best-Selling Book 

Autism & The Rest of Us and receive these valuable insights: 

• Learn the Seven Hidden Rules of Social Gravity, and how 

they create crisis in our relationships with those with 

autism. 

• Learn why communication is difficult with those with 

autism, and what to do to overcome the challenges. 

• Understand why the non-social perspective of those with autism make 

them appear that they just don’t “get it,” and learn strategies to 

compensate. 

• Recognize why we feel alone in our relationships with those with autism. • 

Gain insight and understanding to help you be more effective in any 

situation with a person on the autism spectrum. 

• Find relief for the sense of frustration and aggravation that stems from your 

relationship. 

• Explore the family ties and generational implication of life with autism. 

• Begin to heal your deepest pains around autism when you relate to the 

secret, unspoken fears and pain that live inside the hearts of other people 

like you. 

• Identify the common character traits of people with ASD in your loved one. 

• Learn 38 strategies in 5 categories that will improve your experience of 

living with autism. 

• Discover the potential for joy and peace that exists in your relationship with 

a person on the autism spectrum. 

LEARN ALL THIS AND MORE AS YOU TURN EVERY DAY INTO A THERAPEUTIC DAY WITH YOUR LOVED 

ONE WITH AUTISM!  
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Together we can change the way the world experiences autism, 
and that means… 

there is so much hope! 
 

 

Every day with your child is precious, don’t waste another day in 

uncertainty. You don’t have to walk this journey with autism alone! 

 

Take 4 minutes to discover new opportunities to make a bigger 

difference in your child’s life. Take the free assessment at 

www.naa-assessment.com, and get immediate help from 

someone who understands! 

 

 

For Further information, support, strategies and classes to empower your 

thinking about autism: 

www.nationalautismacademy.com 

http://www.naa-assessment.com/
http://www.nationalautismacademy.com/



