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BACKGROUND
Autistic people often face significant challenges in high-stakes interactions with strangers, 
such as dating (Hancock et al., 2020; Sala et al., 2020) or job interviews (Finn et al., 2023)

Social difficulties have conventionally been attributed to reduced social motivation / ability, but 
growing evidence instead points to stigma (Brosnan & Gavin, 2021; Norris et al., 2024) , 
sensory challenges and anxiety as key drivers (e.g., Davis & Crompton, 2021)

VR has attracted considerable interest as a support tool — primarily through simulated social-
skills training (Kourtesis et al., 2023; Politis et al., 2020) — but its generalisability (Carnett 
et al., 2023) and safety remain contested, given evidence it can promote cognitively 
demanding ‘masking’ (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2024)

More recently, VR has been proposed as an alternative communication modality that modifies 
the social environment rather behaviour, but no study had explored how autistic people 
themselves experience social VR, or whether they find it useful for genuine social connection.

STUDY AIM To elicit autistic young people’s experiences of a social interaction with a stranger in immersive VR 
and their perspectives on VR as an alternative modality for social connection.

METHOD

22 autistic young people

Collaborative joint attention exposure task (Caruana et al., 2021) with an unfamiliar ‘VR partner’ (see Caruana et al., 2024 for quantitative study findings)

Semi-structured interview about their VR experience/perspectives on VR use in other social contexts (May 2019–Apr 2022) were transcribed verbatim and analysed using reflexive thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019)

Data collection spanned pre- and post COVID-19 related lockdowns (Sydney, Australia); identified themes were supported across both data collection periods

RESULTS

THEME 1
VR supports communication

1A. “Block out all the noise”
I just pick up too much of everything that is 
happening around… so the virtual things, 
obviously could be limited [in VR].

[I would use VR for] a party. Too many people. 
Too much social stuff.

Design the classroom how they want so they 
concentrate better.

1B. “Help you understand other people 
and what they mean”
A device that allows you to get more meaning 
out of statements … help you understand 
other people and what they mean.

It would be cool if it told you when people were 
being sarcastic.

THEME 2
VR is “less scary” and makes me 
“more confident”

2A. “It would break down a barrier”

It would be breaking down a barrier for 
people who don’t go on a date because they 
are scared.

He felt like he already knew him , so he had 
already gone through that … We kind of 
completely missed that [anxious] bit that we 
normally always have (Parent)

2B. “Give people more confidence to 
become more social”
You have more confidence … because they 
don’t know you personally… removes that 
feeling of responsibility with every action .

Would get rid of the stress of lots of people 
thinking ‘oh people don’t like how I look’.

THEME 3
VR offers new and “fun” social 
possibilities

3A. “You don’t have to meet up 
somewhere”

If another person was far away … that [VR] 
could be a great way to connect.

It helps you extend the range of contact … as 
close to a physical conversation as you can get 
with an online [interaction].

3B. “VR is funner”
VR is awesome… you can play games and 
stuff on VR with your friends… meet up in 
different worlds … Just have a laugh.

It felt really good… like I’m in a CGI movie.

I’d go more fantastical with it. Like… mystical 
forest ...

THEME 4
VR is “just not the same” as seeing 
someone in “real-life”

4A. “It takes away people’s humanity”

I think it would be a very sad reality … It’s just 
not the same experience as seeing someone 
in real life… it takes away people’s humanity!

Real life interactions are much easier… 
because you’re actually seeing the person.

Meeting a friend at a café… That’s just lame… 
I want to see them, I wanna talk to them. I 
wanna have a laugh with them.

4B. Concerns about internet safety

People act different on virtual reality than they 
do in real life.

They might fake their avatar model.

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION
Supporting Interaction Through Access, Control & Augmentation
VR as a way to scaffold interaction by modifying the sensory and social environment; 
filtering overwhelming input, or controlling avatar appearance to reduce judgement 
based on looks or body language (Sasson et al., 2017)

A Safe Stepping Stone — Not a Destination
VR as a transitional space — a low-stakes way to build familiarity before high-stakes 
contexts such as dates or job interviews. Participants’ clear preference for real-world 
connection directly challenges neuronormative assumptions that autistic people have 
reduced motivation for social interaction.
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Age 9–22 years

IQ in average/above-average range | FSIQ-4 117.78 (SD 14.17)

State anxiety unchanged during interaction. 
Pre STAI-B: M 11.23 (SD 2.64) | Post STAI-B: M 11.05 (SD 3.24)

ADOS-2 communication + social interaction | M 7.50 (SD 5.32) 
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