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Abstract 

With more autistic students enrolling in higher education, little is known about how autistic students 

can actively and effectively shape their own university experience through self-determination. The 

current study explores how both autistic (n = 18) and typically developing students and recent 

graduates (n = 18) perceive their self-determination during their transition into, through and out of 

university in the UK. Students reported many shared and unique aspects of autonomy, competence 

and relatedness underlying self-determination. Many autistic students also discussed autism related 

strengths facilitating academic pursuit at university, though found coping with transitional changes 

more difficult than typically developing students. Using strength-based approaches to help autistic 

students to actively adapt to routine changes might facilitate their self-determination during transition 

to university. 

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, Self-Determination, autonomy, competence, 

relatedness, university, college 
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Lay Abstract 

Prior research suggests that autistic students in higher education might struggle with developing 

autonomy, competence and establish relatedness due to their executive functioning and social 

communication difficulties. We interviewed 18 autistic and 18 typically developing (TD) students to 

explore how students perceived themselves to be in control of their university experience. Both 

groups provided anecdotal examples that supported similar perceptions of self-determination in 

shaping the academic, daily living and socialisation aspects of university life. Autistic students 

reflected on their cognitive strengths such as attention to detail, persistence and ability to tailor their 

academic studies towards their interest. Varying degrees of sociability were noted, with some autistic 

students preferring to focus their self-determination efforts on academic success, whilst others 

treasured the novel social experiences including peer support and friendship at university. Compared 

to greater flexibility endorsed by TD students, autistic students perceived establishing a routine at 

university to be a necessity and were self-determined in maintaining stability amidst a sea of change. 

Recognising strengths and self-determination efforts in autistic students can help stakeholders support 

their personal development towards independent living and self-sufficiency in adulthood, and to 

successfully transition into, through and out of university. 
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Understanding the role of self-determination in shaping university experiences for autistic and 

typically developing students in the UK 

 

For young people, university can be a springboard to a multitude of social and academic 

opportunities depending on one’s ability to effectively shape their experience through self-

determination (Field et al., 2003). Although self-determination has been identified as an important 

construct related to university transition for autistic students (Field & Hoffman, 1999; Wehmeyer et 

al., 2010), little is known about how autistic students’ perception of their own self-determination 

through a first-person perspective may compare to their neurotypical peers. To the best of our 

knowledge, this is the first qualitative study to explore how autistic and neurotypical students perceive 

their own self-determination transitioning into, through and out of university. Focus is paid to 

students’ experience across academic, daily living and socialisation domains of their university lives. 

Similarities and differences in autistic and neurotypical students’ perception of their ability to shape 

their university experience are highlighted. 

Self-determination and higher education 

Self-determination is conceptualised as the inherent human tendency towards psychological 

growth, independence and improved wellbeing, based on meeting the basic needs of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Wehmeyer, 2005). 

Autonomy refers to one’s ability to self-regulate and initiate actions; competence refers to having the 

knowledge, skills and understanding to achieve desirable outcomes congruent with one’s goals; and 

relatedness refers to the development of a secure and satisfying social network (Deci et al., 1991). 

Cognitive Evaluation Theory (Deci et al., 1991) further stated that compared to intrinsically motivated 

behaviours, extrinsically motivated behaviours can only become self-determined if the external goals 

are congruent with one’s internal values and sense of self, and such integration can foster a sense of 

belonging and connectedness towards someone they value (i.e., through relatedness) (Gagné & Deci, 

2005).  

To date, quantitative studies have documented that typically developing (TD) students’ 

perceived sense of autonomy and competence are predictors of academic success and enjoyment at 
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university (Black & Deci, 2000; Goldman et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2014). Self-determination of TD 

students also underlies the pursuit of both intrinsically or extrinsically motivated actions (Niemiec & 

Ryan, 2009). However, the use of qualitative methods to explore TD students’ voices and perceptions 

of self-determination at university are lacking. In contrast, qualitative methods are more widely used 

to examine the relationship between self-determination and university success amongst students with 

learning disabilities and specific learning difficulties (Field et al., 2003; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Ju et 

al., 2017; Petcu et al., 2017; Sarver, 2000). Using qualitative methods, many attributes such as 

problem-solving skills, persistence, being aware of one’s strengths and weaknesses, setting 

appropriate short- and long-term realistic goals and self-management were identified as key self-

determination skills that an effective self-advocate would have to access support and succeed in 

postsecondary education (Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Sarver, 2000). Educators may therefore facilitate 

self-determination amongst both student groups by helping them identify and internalise extrinsically 

motivated goals of academic performance through fostering a collaborative and supportive learning 

environment at university (Black & Deci, 2000; Goldman et al., 2017; Hong et al., 2011) and ensure 

student voices are being heard (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). For students with disabilities, developing 

support systems through meaningful relationships with peers and professors also contributed towards 

college retention, highlighting that relatedness in addition to autonomy and competence facilitates 

self-determination in higher education (Getzel & Thoma, 2008). 

Autism and self-determination 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by social 

and communication difficulties and restricted and repetitive behaviours and interests (American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013). A rise in UK higher education attendance by autistic1 individuals 

reflects recent movements in neurodiversity and widening participation (MacLeod & Green, 2009). 

According to data reported by Office for Students (2019), the number and relative percentage for 

students with social or communication impairment (including ASD) have risen from 2465 (0.2%) 

 
1 A recent publication (Kenny et al., 2016) that investigated language preference when referring to autism found 

that autistic individuals and their families and friends prefer to use identity first language when referring to 

autism (i.e., autistic individual), rather than person-first language (i.e., person with autism), though the latter 

was more commonly used by professionals. In this paper, we will use identity-first language. 
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students in 2010-11 to 10,890 (0.7%) in 2018-19. Given that many autistic students experience co-

occurring conditions, a proportion of them may be captured by data including students with multiple 

impairments (including social/communication impairment, sensory, medical, physical and mental 

health conditions) which also showed an increase from 30,955 (2%) students in 2010-11, to 44,490 

(2.8%) in 2018-19.  

In a recent narrative synthesis of studies that have examined neurodiversity in higher 

education (Clouder et al., 2020), the authors identified the need for universities to encourage students 

to disclose their diagnosis before they reach a crisis point and can no longer cope with the demands of 

university life (Van Hees et al., 2015). Diagnosis disclosure enables students to access practical and 

social/emotional support available on campus, as well as for reasonable adjustments to be made 

(Clouder et al., 2020). However, the quality of support and adjustments may differ depending on the 

knowledge and training of university staff members (Clouder et al., 2020). The authors also 

highlighted that despite support systems being available in higher education, students need to be more 

active and serve as their own advocates when approaching the university to seek out support tailored 

to their needs, thus suggesting that the role of self-determination and agency may play an important 

role in their ability to shape their own university experience (Clouder et al., 2020).  

Self-determination is therefore important to consider for autistic students (Wehmeyer et al., 

2010). Many autistic students might have executive functioning difficulties (e.g., poor cognitive 

flexibility and working memory to engage with multiple goals concurrently, time management and 

organisation difficulties) (Dijkhuis et al., 2020) that make the actualisation of their self-determined 

goals harder to accomplish. Parents of autistic young people have noted that performance and 

capacity for skills related to self-determination (e.g., problem-solving, self-management, decision-

making) for this group of young people were low (Carter et al., 2013). Compared to students with 

specific learning difficulties and learning disabilities, autistic middle and high school students showed 

poorer autonomy, self-regulation, psychological empowerment and self-realisation, suggesting that 

social communication difficulties unique to autism might place them at a particular disadvantage 

relative to their peers with other disabilities in establishing a sense of relatedness (Chou et al., 2016).  
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Wehmeyer et al. (2010) emphasised that educators should encourage autistic students to self-

advocate for their strengths and needs, to improve their self-regulation and flexibility, set realistic 

goals that can be achieved and to exercise their decision-making skills whenever possible, as all are 

important for independent living in adulthood (Field & Hoffman, 1999). Educators may consider 

adopting a strength-based framework to help autistic students increase their sense of autonomy and 

perceived competence underlying self-determination. For example, helping autistic students recognise 

their own strengths such as in visual perception and attention to detail, good systemising skills and 

having strong interests and in-depth knowledge of certain fields can enable them to become more 

confident in their own competence (de Schipper et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2019; Urbanowicz et al., 

2019), especially when pursuing academic success (Bakker et al., 2019). Helping students recognise 

how they can best harness and utilise their own strengths to overcome problems in their university 

lives (beyond the academic domain) can further enable them to experience a greater sense of 

autonomy and empowerment and help students live more authentically as self-fulfilling agents with 

better quality of life (Lee et al., 2019; Urbanowicz et al., 2019). 

To date, there is quantitative evidence to support a positive association between better quality 

of life and autonomy, psychological empowerment, self-realisation and having the capacity to become 

self-determined in autistic young adults (White et al., 2018). However, it remains unknown from a 

first-hand qualitative perspective if and how autistic students perceive themselves to be effective in 

shaping their own university experience through self-determination compared to TD peers who have 

similar academic background and interests. 

Current study 

 This is the first qualitative study to collectively investigate autistic and TD students’ 

reflections on the extent to which they shaped their university experiences through self-determination. 

Breaking down university experience into three stages, namely transitioning into, through and out of 

university, we examined whether students demonstrated evidence for autonomy, competence and 

relatedness in their experiences. Given that prior literature suggested that autistic students find self-

determination more challenging than others due to their social communication difficulties and unique 

cognitive styles, we selected a group of TD students matched to autistic students based on age, sex, 
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pre-academic performance level, and degree subjects studied at university to investigate both shared 

and unique experiences related to self-determination between autistic and TD students.  

Methods 

Student Sample Selection and Characteristics 

 A total of 36 students (18 TD, 18 autistic students) took part in the study. Students’ 

demographic and diagnostic information are displayed in Table 1. Students were recruited through 

flyers and student groups on social media channels advertised to university students throughout the 

UK. For the autism group, students were included based on their self-report of having received a 

formal diagnosis of autism from a clinical professional and have disclosed their clinical diagnosis to 

their university disability service and are eligible to access autism-specific support on campus. Some 

students may have received clinical diagnosis during childhood prior to the publication of DSM-5 in 

2013 which introduced the umbrella term Autism Spectrum Disorder, and we report the diagnostic 

label provided to us by students. Sixteen out of eighteen autistic students met screening cut-off on the 

Autism Quotient (AQ), twelve of whom also met clinical cut-off. Many autistic students experienced 

at least one co-occurring mental or chronic physical health conditions, or specific learning disability, 

the most prevalent being anxiety, depression and specific learning disability.  

For the TD group, students were only included if they reported no current or past diagnoses 

for mental health, chronic physical illness, or any other forms of specific learning difficulty or 

developmental condition. Given that the current study is the first to explore autistic and TD students’ 

shared experiences in self-determination at university, we chose to include only TD students with no 

current or past diagnoses to reflect upon their university experiences that was not impacted by having 

any mental or physical health condition(s). Therefore, the challenges that TD students reported may 

reflect general challenges associated with transitioning into, through and out of university for most 

students, rather than unique challenges due to any personal health conditions. This allowed us to gain 

insight into how students may act in a self-determined way when addressing typical daily challenges 

at university. TD students were excluded if they scored above the screening cut-off on the Autism 

Quotient. None of the TD students met screening cut-off on the AQ, nor had any current or past 

mental health, chronic physical health, or specific learning conditions. 
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 All students must have either attended, or currently attending undergraduate studies in the 

UK and spoke fluent English. Autistic and TD students were matched on gender, age (t(34) = 1.34, p 

= .19) and pre-university academic performance, both in terms of number of A-Levels (or equivalent) 

completed (t(34) = -1, p = .32), mean grade received for all A-Levels competed (t(34) = -2.02, p 

= .05). Students in the TD group came from ten different institutions and autistic students came from 

eleven different institutions in the UK. In terms of living status, one third of autistic students lived at 

home with family, compared to TD students who either lived on campus or off campus with peers. 

We did not record specific information on socioeconomic status in the current study.  

[INSERT TABLE 1] 

Ethical Consideration 

 The study was approved by the university’s psychology department ethics committee and 

performed in accordance with the ethical standards of the institution and the with the 1964 Helsinki 

declaration and its later amendments. All students provided individual written informed consent prior 

to participating in the study.  

Materials 

See Appendix A for information on demographic questionnaire and Autism-Quotient (AQ; 

Baron-Cohen et al., 2001). 

Interview Topic Guide 

 The first author developed the interview topic guide (see Appendix B) with the aim of gaining 

insight into students’ experiences at university through their own narrative account. Taking a critical 

realist approach, we were interested in whether students may describe their personal experience in a 

way that naturally reflected a sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness without explicitly being 

asked to provide evidence for each of the three domains of self-determination. Therefore, we asked 

students to reflect upon their experience of transitioning into, through and out of university (or for 

those yet to graduate, conjecture what life after university might be like). We designed the questions 

to be more open to allow students to recall aspects of university life perceived to be most important to 

themselves. In order for the interview to capture students’ sense of agency, the interviewer asked 

students to think about to what extent they have shaped their academic, daily living and socialisation 
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life at university. Students reflected on how they experience might have compare to others, and 

whether there were things that they had wished to be different. Finally, students reflected upon 

whether they have gained any skills during university that might be helpful for the future. For autistic 

students, one question specifically prompted them to think about the impact of autism on their 

university experience, to ensure that there is scope to capture how autism associated strengths and 

weaknesses may have shaped their university experience.  

Community Involvement 

One autistic graduate student helped to pilot the interview guide to see whether the questions 

could elicit recall of their university experience across academic, daily living and social domains, and 

to ensure that the interview length was appropriate. The same student also provided feedback on ways 

to improve the clarity of the wording to minimise the chance of misinterpreting the questions during 

the interview. Autistic students did not participate in the research design, analysis or interpretation of 

findings in the current study.  

Procedure 

 All students interested in taking part read through the study information, completed written 

informed consent and filled in an online questionnaire (basic demographic information and AQ) via 

Qualtrics. Students who met the inclusion criteria and successfully completed the online 

questionnaires were offered to attend the interview in person, via phone or Skype. The latter options 

were offered given that many students lived and attended institutions that far away from the research 

team, and students preferred to conduct the interview remotely rather than travelling to do so in 

person. Interviews lasted 20-45 minutes, and students received £10 Amazon gift vouchers upon 

completing the interview.  

Analysis 

We conducted thematic analysis following the Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) method. We 

adopted a critical realist approach and focused on the semantic features of the interview data. We first 

adopted a deductive approach when examining all transcripts to assess whether there may be evidence 

that support the notion of self-determination as outlined by Ryan and Deci (2000) (i.e., autonomy, 

competence and relatedness). Referring to critical realism, the first step served to critically evaluate 
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whether observations made in the “experiential” and “actual” spheres  (i.e., students’ perception of 

their personal experience, as well as the events and actions they took during their time at university) 

may be related to the “real” (i.e., whether autonomy, competence or relatedness underlying self-

determination served as potential causal mechanisms that influenced students’ ability and desire to 

shape their university experience).  

We analysed data from both autistic and TD students as a whole rather than split into two 

groups, as we wanted to highlight how university students reflected upon their self-determination at 

university in general. The nuanced differences at the level of each subtheme raised by autistic students 

are highlighted to showcase their additional perspectives beyond that of TD students. The first author 

who conducted all of the interviews familiarised herself with the data through transcribing, reading 

and re-reading of the transcript, and developed initial codes which were then returned to, revised and 

evaluated together with the senior author who is an experienced autism researcher and clinical 

psychologist.  

The first author identified relevant excerpts across all transcripts that provided evidence 

supporting self-determination and sorted them into three bins which corresponded to autonomy, 

competence and relatedness. The first author broke down excerpts that supported more than one of the 

three constructs so that the relevant sections for each construct can be analysed independently. The 

first author took an inductive approach when analysing data within each bin and coded semantically 

to best characterise key features present in the data.  

During finalisation of the codes, both authors first ensured that codes and themes were 

sufficiently distinct from each other within each of the three bins, and remained characteristic of the 

three domains of autonomy, competence and relatedness underlying self-determination. We then 

compared the themes across the three different bins, to examine whether certain themes may be 

discussed within more than one of the three pillars underlying self-determination (i.e., relying on a 

combination of autonomy, competence and relatedness). This final step allowed us to distinguish 

between themes that were unique to each of the three domains underlying self-determination, and 

themes that were common across multiple domains. We expected there to be some overlap in the way 
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that students recounted their university experience to show that they fulfilled more than one of the 

three needs underlying self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

The first author was not blinded to students’ diagnosis during the interviews or analyses, 

though data was collated across the two student groups to be analysed together, and codes were not 

created to be autism specific. We did not use a second rater to assess inter-rater reliability in the initial 

steps of coding as a measure of quality in the current study. Given that the first author conducted all 

of the interviews in an interactive manner using a topic guide rather than in a semi-structured way, her 

interactions with the students informed the subsequent coding and understanding of the data in a way 

that a second-rater would be unable to replicate (Morse, 1997). Therefore, the use of a second rater 

would be incoherent with the current epistemological and ontological positions adopted (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, 2013; Terry & Braun, 2016). 

Results 

 Interview format and duration information are shown in Table 1 and Appendix A.  

Thematic Analyses 

 Themes and subthemes identified as unique to, or shared across autonomy, competence and 

relatedness are shown in the thematic map (Figure 1). We quantified endorsement by students (Figure 

1) post-hoc (i.e. upon completing the development and selection of themes during thematic analyses). 

We coded endorsement in a binary sense, based on whether the student referred to that theme (1) at 

least one time or not (0) in their transcript. Therefore, the number provided can be interpreted as a 

headcount for the number of students that endorsed each theme. Given that the current study included 

both a group of typically developing and autistic students, the sole purpose for providing this 

quantitative comparison is to characterise potential differences in the extent to which each student 

group related to the specific themes, supplementing the results from the thematic analysis. The 

quantification should not be interpreted as a guide for the relevance of or used to rank the importance 

of the themes across the different domains of self-determination, as this is advised against by the 

thematic analysis approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013). We selected quote(s) to 

represent students’ general and nuanced opinions. To protect students’ anonymity, we took 

precautions to remove or modify any potential identifiable information from the selected quotes. We 
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first describe similarities across both student groups when discussing ideas related to each theme, and 

then highlight between group differences by outlining ways in which autistic students may have had 

additional or different insight when describing their own experiences. Please refer to Figure 1 as a 

guide for the overall thematic structure when reading through the results below.  

[INSERT FIGURE 1] 

Autonomy 

We identified three themes from students’ responses that uniquely reflected autonomy. 

Finding Meaning and Purpose. Despite being determined to achieve their goals, students 

had uncertainties as to what that goal might be and how it might change over time, especially juggling 

the social and academic aspects of university life: 

“I think that for me now it’s less towards getting the top grade… I guess that goal then 

kind of became more, just kind of wanting to have good personal connections and just be 

happy.” (P11, ASD) 

When thinking about the future, students reflected on the lack of a clearly defined path when 

transitioning out of university. When talking about their degrees, TD students were less likely to draw 

upon the distinction between intrinsically and extrinsically motivated goals, autistic students spoke 

about being motivated only to pursue goals that naturally aligned with their intrinsic interests: 

“If I’m not interested in something, then I just can’t really be bothered, I don’t have that 

motivation, I don’t want to do it…” (P06, ASD) 

Similarly, for future career prospects, TD students were more flexible in the career paths that 

they will pursue: 

“I knew psychology was what I wanted to do, but at the same time I was still being 

flexible, like those goals could change… I could find a different route to those goals sort 

of thing.” (P29, TD) 

In contrast, autistic students were more fixated on specific professions that were related to their 

intrinsic interest and the degree they were pursuing. 

Positive Attitude and Outlook. Students talked about trying out new things to broaden their 

experience and enjoying the freedom to schedule their own time at university when compared to 
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school and agreed that a good degree would improve career prospects. Autistic students were less 

likely to engage with and described difficulties accessing extracurricular activities, which they 

perceived to lack usefulness. TD students described excitement and readiness for change both when 

transitioning into and out of university: 

“I actually remember not even being actually that nervous which is strange, because 

obviously it was such a big thing… I just remembering being really excited about it, 

excited to start, meet new people as well.” (P37, TD) 

While autistic students had a less positive outlook towards transitions in general: 

“I suppose I’m always maintaining this hope that things are going to get better, but that’s 

probably just a defence mechanism” (P03, ASD) 

Self-Actualisation. Students perceived self-control as more of a “state than a trait”. Self-

control varied depending on the area of university life, and sometimes led to counter-productive 

decisions being made and in the absence of self-discipline. Students noted the importance of being 

able to manage one’s own expectations through recognising personal strengths and weaknesses, and 

not comparing self to others to maintain mental wellbeing at university. Following advice from others 

can set up false expectations of what university might be like, which resulted in disappointment when 

compared to reality: 

“You have to kind of lower your expectations, lower your competitiveness, because a lot 

of people went from top of the school, or quite high up in their school, and now they are 

average at university, and preparing for that was also quite hard.” (P33, TD) 

Finally, students talked about a growing sense of independence, accountability and responsibility 

when it comes to problem-solving at university:  

“Everything depends on you, and actually you have to do it yourself, because if you 

don’t do it you just don’t do it, no one will punish you, but no one will help you at the 

same time.” (P25, TD) 

Compared to TD peers, autistic students expressed more conflicting opinions regarding problem-

solving, as some wanted to do things independently, and others felt more comfortable seeking support 

from others who were willing to help. Many spoke of an intense fear of failing one’s academics at 
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university, which can both be highly motivating to secure academic success (sometimes at the cost of 

socialising), but can also immobilise one’s desire to try harder as it can be rather disappointing if one 

does not succeed. 

Competence 

We identified two themes from students’ responses that uniquely related to competence. 

 Facing Difficulties. Students commented on low motivation to complete university when 

they perceived a lack of personal development. Autistic students felt less equipped both socially and 

academically to cope with the demands at university compared to their TD peers, and this lack of 

direction and competency contributed towards feeling overwhelmed and inability to stay in control: 

“I felt completely lost… School to university was like falling off a cliff. Going… well 

when I went to work it felt… I don’t know… going for a walk on some hills, there were 

ups and downs but overall it was a lot more even than a cliff face.” (P18, ASD)  

Personal Growth and Development.  Students spoke about developing some new hard 

(academic and technical) and soft (inter/intrapersonal) transferrable skills at university, which they 

foresaw would help them in the future: 

“I think at uni they’ve like equipped us with a sort of confidence to sort of then go out 

and feel like we can do a job and do well at it.” (P23, TD) 

Students described being able to adopt a new perspective when faced with difficult situations, 

indicating growth and development. Akin to a journey of self-discovery, students learnt to present 

themselves in an authentic way over time. Students described feeling more comfortable to meet and 

learn from new people. Autistic students talked about an improvement in managing social naïveté in 

university with a shift in attitude to actively work on one’s sociability: 

“The having to practice talking to people and cooperating with people because there’s so 

much group work, and be diplomatic and stuff, I think that will be useful in the future 

because you have to get on with people.” (P05, ASD) 

Contrastingly, while TD students spoke about learning new strategies to cope with anxiety and stress, 

autistic students described feeling less able to regulate their own emotions: 
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“I think the balance between doing things and learning new things, and having these 

opportunities, and kind of the anxiety that comes with it, and knowing that you can enjoy 

it, is a really hard balance that I struggle with.” (P11, ASD)  

Relatedness 

We identified two themes from students’ responses that uniquely related to relatedness. 

 Developing Social Connections. Students talked about their appreciation of having made 

important social connections at university through both formal academic settings, and informally 

through shared interests and societies. Such friendship provided a source of companionship and 

support, and is an important part of university life: 

“Now that I’ve got this whole community of different people, it’s so wonderful to have 

such a supportive group of friends, and have peers who kind of band together to help 

each other with their projects” (P15, ASD) 

Students expressed a desire to diversify their social network so that not all friends are from the same 

group, which can be difficult to manage at times and appear “cliquey”. Students found it easier to 

socialise at the start of university, as everyone tried to make friends by being open and friendly, 

though there was a distinction between peers they simply got along with, versus peers that they 

“clicked” with and became good friends, and thus finding the right group of people was deemed to be 

important. Students talked about significant people in their lives, such as a helpful lecturer, or older 

students who provided reassurance to help ease into the transition, and using social media channels to 

familiarise themselves with housemates prior to transition: 

“I’m still closer with the people that I knew from the start, so that just kind of built the 

very nice initial bond then.” (P24, TD) 

In addition, autistic students also remarked that having pre-arrival preparation events organised by the 

university provided valuable in-person meeting experiences, and that university allowed them to 

socialise with peers outside of work-related settings. 

 Social Differences and Difficulties. Students found university can sometimes be quite a 

lonely place as socialising is not always easy, though there is a difference between being alone, 

feeling lonely and isolated:  



SELF-DETERMINATION AT UNIVERSITY 

 16 

“I’ve never felt like I’m completely alone at uni, but sometimes if you are not getting on 

with your friends so well… or like you see them doing more things at uni, and you feel 

like oh that’s where I should be, or you feel like you know, I’m not in that group or 

something. So I’d say that sometimes you feel isolated.” (P31, TD) 

“I am probably an awful lot more alone, and sometimes that can feel lonely. Being alone 

and being lonely are quite different things.” (P03, ASD) 

Maintaining social interactions overtime can be challenging, especially when relationships begin to 

breakdown due to individual differences, and the challenges of socialising and being understood by 

same aged peers. Students talked about how peer influence can motivate them to stay on track but can 

also lead to a sense of obligation when it comes to socialising, which can be exhausting:  

“I guess some aspects were ok, tolerable, others were slightly more tedious, like the 

going out, you had to intermingle and socialise, that was fairly laborious.” (P16, ASD) 

Although both student groups appreciated having a supportive network away from home, providing 

emotional support to others can be draining at times, and negatively influence one’s own mental 

health. Autistic students also commented on the lack of motivation to initiate social interaction to 

actively maintain pre-university friendships when they were no longer within physical proximity at 

university. 

Autonomy and Competence 

We identified three themes from students’ responses that related to both autonomy and 

competence. 

 Academic Challenges and Pursuit. Students found that having a good academic foundation 

both in terms of school preparation and learning style to prepare for university to be crucial. Students 

talked about enjoying the academic freedom at university to tailor subjects towards their own areas of 

interest. Students discussed the difficulties of adjusting to the new teaching and independent learning 

environment at university, and that the lack of clear guidance and structure in terms of how to 

determine appropriate quantity and quality of workload affected their mental wellbeing and academic 

motivation. Both student groups emphasised the importance of persistence being the key to academic 

success and not being let down by failures:  
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“It’s more about trying rather than maybe succeeding.” (P42, TD) 

Autistic students also reflected upon how strengths associated with autism such as tenacity and having 

a more detail orientated, systematic and analytical cognitive style can be used to their academic 

advantage. Autistic students found tailoring their academic assessments towards their special interests 

can lead to peaks and troughs in motivation, concentration, attention focus and work quality: 

“I think it’s a mixture of both positive and negative. From a positive aspect, it’s handy 

that I have a special interest in psychology, so that means I can definitely learn a lot 

quicker than most people, and I can do really well with it, which is really handy. The 

downside is when my special interest changes at times, and I end up thinking more on 

other subjects than I probably should.” (P08, ASD) 

Adjusting to Daily Life. Students talked about the need to have self-discipline and 

organisation skills to ensure proper self-care. Students often gave daily living tasks less priority 

compared to social and academic tasks and left incomplete, which negatively affected students’ 

mental wellbeing. Students recognised the lack of independent living skills prior to university when 

living at home and reported to have actively tried to develop skills such as cooking, driving and 

budgeting in preparation for university. Students highlighted previous experiences of living away 

from home, whether for recreational (e.g., travelling), health (e.g., hospital stays), or academic 

purposes (e.g., academic summer camp) to be particularly helpful in getting used to being away from 

home, and not feeling homesick when transitioning to university. 

 Time Management and Organisation. In terms of time management, students recognised 

poor organisation and talked about struggling during unstructured time at university, and how a lack 

of self-discipline can lead to continued procrastination when working towards deadlines. Students 

discussed strategies to help them stay on schedule, including seeking support from others, making 

lists and setting reminders. Students spoke about trying to strike a good work/life balance, though TD 

students talked about being more mindful of the bigger picture and accepting that falling behind is 

bound to be part of life but having the confidence that one will be able to catch up in time: 

“I’ve got a part time job which you need to lend time to as well, so I think it’s for me the 

adjustment of feeling alright with sometimes being behind on work, and that’s not the 
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end of the world, because you can catch up, so that sort of adult life of balancing 

everything.” (P23, TD) 

In contrast, autistic students spoke about academia taking priority and willingness to sacrifice social 

opportunities to secure academic success: 

“I find that sometimes social life distracts form… I feel like university should be more 

about academia and doing well and achieving for yourself, but other people seem to 

value the social side more, and I just don’t really know. It’s a bit uncertain for me how to 

get the balance.” (P03, ASD). 

Autonomy and Relatedness 

We identified one theme from students’ responses that related to both autonomy and 

relatedness. 

Social Acceptance, Motivation and Drive. Students spoke about using social motivation to 

push oneself to socialise at university and actively trying to make friends:  

“… And I think when I realised that and I know that I get a lot of pleasure and happiness 

from social connections, then my kind of driving force behind creating those 

connections, it wasn’t kind of because I felt like I should be doing it, or because you 

know, for some kind of strange reason like I’m going to be missing out, it was more like 

this is how I know I’m going to be happy, and I guess I realised throughout, so that sort 

of self-determination became less academic and more social, I’ve never had social 

motivation before to have friends, but again I just was never really fussed, until 

university, I realised how good it can be.”  (P11, ASD) 

Students talked about having social selectivity in order to manage their social time more effectively: 

“If I didn’t feel like I can get on with someone, or I couldn’t see that we would be 

friends, then I would just go and focus on the people who I knew I had a stronger bond 

with, so I guess in that way that was self-determining” (P32, TD) 

Splitting the university social scene based on alcohol consumption, students discussed the importance 

of finding the right social activities, especially for non-drinkers, and feeling comfortable with one’s 

own decision rather than being peer-pressured into undesirable activities. Differences arose when 
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students talked about accepting one’s own social differences. TD students spoke about becoming less 

self-conscious and to focus one’s efforts on becoming the best version of oneself: 

“I think at university just from talking to people, a lot of them, like no one cares, I think 

everyone is just trying to get about their life as much as possible. I think it’s more to do 

with kind of being like you are your own person…” (P28, TD) 

Autistic students acknowledged the quantity and quality of social contact that one needed in 

order to maintain one’s wellbeing and not feeling pressured to be surrounded by people all the time. 

Individual differences in sociability were highlighted as some students actively tried to be involved 

but lacked success, and others acknowledged they preferred solitude but were aware how this can be 

unpopular amongst TD peers: 

“I don’t really like people that much, if I’m networking it’s a nightmare. Some people 

mistake that for unfriendliness, some people don’t like that sort of people and I 

understand, but in a way, that’s made making friends really hard.” (P03, ASD) 

Autistic students discussed the challenges they faced when trying to join a group at university. 

However, despite the difficulties, university seemed to bring on a sudden social awakening where 

they experienced for the first time the value of meeting and connecting with others, through pushing 

themselves to try out new things which they have found to be very enjoyable, and thus worth the 

amount of social effort they had put in. Autistic students spoke about being more active in their social 

relationships to initiate social engagements rather than passively taking part. However, autistic 

students also recognised how their social differences can be misunderstood by others and led to some 

degree of social exclusion and lack of close friendships, with one autistic student highlighting how 

she was “lucky” because acceptance by others is “very unusual” when you have autism.  

Autonomy, Competence and Relatedness 

We identified three themes from students’ responses that related to autonomy, competence 

and relatedness.  

 Routine and Flexibility. Students expressed wanting to have more structured time and a 

routine at university to guide their activity planning: 
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“I think if it was a 9-5 course, or normal teaching time, I don’t think I would have had 

the problems that I had for the whole 3 years, I think it would have been much easier.” 

(P11, ASD) 

Students talked about developing their own routine and ensuring that they integrated social and 

academic aspects of university life into their daily schedule. However, whereas TD students 

commented that it was important to enjoy the spontaneity of university life and have flexibility within 

one’s schedule to adapt to any changes, autistic students expressed a desire for clearer guidance and 

expectations for what to do during unstructured time on campus, which many struggled with. 

Coping with Uncertainty. Students expressed difficulties when coping with the uncertainties 

transitioning into and out of university. Having something familiar, such as living at home, having a 

good friend from school attending the same university, or even having consistent hobbies can all be 

good ways to ground oneself despite all the changes: 

“I was quite lucky there, so I guess that sort of mediated that sort of negativity of not 

having my family and my close circles around.” (P38, TD) 

Students found the lack of clarity regarding academic expectations, and how relationships can change 

or deteriorate over time to be particularly stressful. Attitudes towards stepping into the unknown 

differed amongst students, with some seeking the thrill of exploring unfamiliar territory, whilst others 

were reluctant to try out new things without guidance. Autistic students found the idea of being 

surrounded by strangers both in accommodation and at university to be particularly stressful, who 

commented that they could only truly unwind when they returned to parental home. 

 Family Support. Compared to TD peers, many autistic students spoke about the importance 

of family providing a constant source of support throughout university. Parents served as advocates 

and liaisons for students: 

“It’s always easier to fight someone else’s battles than your own battles… my mum 

would usually end up fighting mine.” (P01, ASD) 

Autistic students found living at home to be a source of comfort, knowing that they had a safe space 

to return to at the end of the day provided reassurance despite facing challenges at university. 

Discussion 
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 Following a critical realist approach, we identified aspects of both autistic and TD students’ 

university experience that are unique and shared across the conceptualisation of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness as defined by Ryan and Deci (2000), and provided evidence of self-

determination when shaping the academic, daily living and socialisation aspects of university life. The 

flexible nature of a topic guide allowed us to follow-up and clarify the role of self-versus-other in 

students’ ability to shape their own university experience. We highlight four main findings from the 

current study in relation to wider literature, to help provide a better understanding of how self-

determination is perceived by autistic students compared to their TD peers. 

First, one striking comparison between autistic and TD students was the focus of self-

determination efforts at university. Many autistic students commonly reported viewing academics to 

be the most important aspect of university life and had a strong sense of persistence and self-

determination to succeed. Our study provides evidence that autistic students are aware of and able to 

flexibly use their cognitive strengths to their academic advantage at university, thus acting in an 

autonomous and competent manner (Field & Hoffman, 1999; Wehmeyer et al., 2010). Some autistic 

students were aware that their academic focus was at odds with the preference for socialisation shown 

by their TD peers, who were more engaged in a wider range of social settings and valued social life 

just as, if not more, important than academic studies. 

However, whilst some autistic students viewed socialising to be a source of threat that could 

jeopardise their academic success if indulged in, others highlighted the importance of social 

connections at university beyond that of academics. Our seconding finding shows that some autistic 

students expressed similar perspectives with regards to social motivation and having the self-

determination to initiate and establish relationships at university compared to their TD peers, and 

found such autonomous behaviours resulted in improvements in social competence over time. For 

these autistic students, our finding resonates with a recent study which showed an association between 

self-determination and participation in structured social activities related to autistic adults’ interests 

(Kim, 2019), and such increased social opportunities helped them observe, evaluate and improve their 

social skills over time (Müller et al., 2008). Therefore, rather than lacking self-determination as 

suggested by previous studies (Wehmeyer et al., 2010; Wehmeyer & Shogren, 2008), we found many 
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autistic students recognised that challenging themselves and developing social competencies was an 

important part of reaching their goal of relatedness, and chose to compensate for their social 

communication differences by drawing upon their self-determination skills.   

 Autistic students who positively embraced new opportunities and developed meaningful 

social connections at university have been found to report better wellbeing, relative to those who had 

more difficulties in making friends (Bailey et al., 2019). Autistic students in the current study 

expressed different degrees of sociability, drawing the distinction between feeling “alone” and 

“lonely”, with the latter contributing to low mood and anxiety. Given that some autistic students 

found socialisation at university to be “necessary but exhausting” (Van Hees et al., 2015), university 

stakeholders may consider supporting students to find the right balance of academic and social life for 

themselves at university. For example, universities may consider providing more psychoeducation on 

ways for maintaining one’s wellbeing at university and emphasise on the importance of setting 

wellbeing as a goal for successful university transition, beyond that of either social and/or academic 

success.  

Third, many autistic students in the current study expressed a preference for routine and 

stability and were more anxious when coping with changes in schedule and experienced greater 

emotion fluctuations. Compared to TD students, autistic students in the current sample reported a 

range of co-occurring mental health conditions, which present additional vulnerabilities. In the UK, 

mental health support from statutory healthcare services is not always readily accessible and often not 

well integrated with the more informal mental health support within the university such as 

counselling, wellbeing and peer support services (Batchelor et al., 2020; Byrom, 2018). Furthermore, 

although benefits from peer support has been noted amongst TD students (Byrom, 2018), challenges 

such as the need to overcome emotional barriers when disclosing one’s mental health difficulties to 

peers and fear of stigma, as well as concerns around the lack of professional training in peer support 

may reduce the adoption and efficacy of such alternative interventions (Batchelor et al., 2020). For 

autistic students, receiving mental health support that is adapted to cater for social communication 

differences in autism may be especially difficult (Camm-Crosbie et al., 2019), and there may be added 
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issues around disclosure of autism diagnosis and both personal and external autism acceptance to 

consider in addition to mental health difficulties (Cage et al., 2018).  

Autistic students’ experience of mental health may also be partially influenced by both the 

acceptance of their autism diagnosis by both themselves and others (Cage et al., 2018), such that 

greater personal and external autism acceptance was associated with lower depressive symptoms, 

though only the former was associated with reduced stress. Interestingly, anxiety was not associated 

with autism acceptance by self or others (Cage et al., 2018), which suggests other factors may be at 

play. In our study, autistic students may have a greater “tendency to react negatively on an emotional, 

cognitive and behavioural level to uncertain situations and events” (Buhr & Dugas, 2009, p.216), 

which is consistent with the reported increase of intolerance of uncertainty (IU) in autism (Boulter et 

al., 2014; Cai et al., 2018; Hwang et al., 2020; Wigham et al., 2015). IU encompasses a desire for the 

future to appear certain (Desire for Predictability) and difficulties making cognitive decisions or 

taking actions in the face of uncertainty (Uncertainty Paralysis) (Berenbaum et al., 2008; Birrell et al., 

2011). IU might mediate the association of autism and anxiety (Boulter et al., 2014) and influence 

emotion regulation in autistic young people (Cai et al., 2018), where those with higher levels of IU 

were more likely to engage in maladaptive emotion regulation strategies such as suppression which 

inhibits appropriate emotional expression (Gross & Levenson, 1993), rather than adaptive strategies 

such as reappraising a situation to evaluate and modify its emotional impact (Lazarus & Alfert, 1964). 

Therefore, the need for autistic students to establish stable and consistent routines might be driven by 

a stronger sense of IU which increases their vulnerability to experience elevated levels of anxiety 

(Boulter et al., 2014). Given that we did not explicitly ask students about their IU, anxiety and 

emotion regulation strategies, future studies might investigate if and how any of such factors can 

interact with self-determination amongst both autistic and TD students at university.  

Finally, self-determination and self-advocacy for autistic students to navigate and seek out 

appropriate mental health support and reasonable accommodations at university is somewhat 

inconsistent amongst our autistic students. The fourth main finding from our study is that autistic 

students highlighted that family continued to provide a constant source of support and comfort during 

university and continued to advocate for some students on their behalf. One autistic student in 
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particular spoke about having the autonomy and competence to advocate for her friend at university, 

though struggled to do so for herself and turned to her mum for support. This suggests that rather than 

assuming that autistic students have poor advocacy skills in general, there may be additional barriers 

surrounding disclosure and self-advocacy at the university level. Some students hinted that coping 

with the emotional side of self-advocacy can be overwhelming and having a parent speaking on their 

behalf who understands their needs can be more efficient. One future direction may be for universities 

to consider developing a buddy scheme where two students may begin their university career by 

developing their advocacy skills through voicing each other’s needs, and receive skill-based training 

from university staff during their time at university to practice using their advocacy skills to voice 

their own needs. Helping students overcome the challenges of self-advocacy during university can 

further support their transition out of university, such as seeking reasonable adjustments from 

employers during job interviews. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

It should be noted that some of the challenges highlighted by autistic students in the current 

study such as the reduced and less explicit structure at university, the contrast between better quality 

family support versus poor social integration, feelings of loneliness and lack of proactive campus-

based support resonate with factors that were associated with the decision to drop-out of university by 

autistic students in recent quantitative and qualitative studies (Cage et al., 2020; Cage & Howes, 

2020). Given that some of the students in the current study were just beginning their undergraduate 

degrees, follow-up research can be an important next step to investigate whether and how students 

develop coping strategies as they progress through university, or whether some of the current 

challenges discussed may predict their retention status in the near future. It is also important to note 

that for almost half of the current sample of autistic students, family support helped students develop 

and assume their self-determination in their pursuit of university studies. Having a high and consistent 

level of family support when faced with varying quality of institutional and peer support may be 

especially relevant to maintain autistic students’ engagement at university (Cage & Howes, 2020) and 

considered as one part of the micro support system around the individual to secure better transition 

and retention outcomes (Cage et al., 2020). Future studies should seek to compare and contrast how 
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support from family, peers and educational staff may interact to support the development and 

maintenance of students’ self-determination in their ability to pursue, continue and complete higher 

education in the UK amongst autistic and TD students.  

The current study utilised a TD student sample who did not have any current or past mental or 

physical health conditions. In contrast, many of our autistic students experienced co-occurring mental 

and physical health conditions that may have added unique challenges to their daily university life 

above and beyond that of their autism. Therefore, in order to understand the extent to which self-

determination amongst autistic students at university was specific to challenges associated with 

autism, or related to their co-occurring conditions, future studies should seek to include a comparison 

group of non-autistic student with other conditions (mental and physical health, as well as specific 

learning difficulties). This will enable further exploration to understand the impact that having a 

diagnosis (other than autism) may have on students’ ability to act in a self-determined way at 

university, and to better distinguish self-determination when specifically addressing autism related 

challenges at university amongst autistic students. 

Another limitation is that the critical realist position adopted in the current study might limit 

the extent to which our findings may be of use to research stemming from a more positivist 

background. However, anecdotal evidence from the current study can help contextualise and extend 

beyond the quantitative differences in the capacity for self-determination from previous studies (Chou 

et al., 2016; Wehmeyer et al., 2010), and future studies may benefit from mixed-method designs 

(Chou et al., 2017; Wehmeyer & Kelchner, 1995; Wolman et al., 1994). 

Finally, the use of the AQ as a means of screening and characterising autistic traits in both 

student samples also has caveats. Although the AQ has good sensitivity and specificity when used to 

discriminate between autistic individuals and TD controls (Booth et al., 2013), poorer specificity 

arises when the AQ is used to predict autism diagnosis in a clinically referred yet undiagnosed sample 

(Ashwood et al., 2016). When using the AQ to predict autism diagnosis in a sample referred to an 

autism diagnosis clinic in the UK, nearly two thirds of students who scored below the clinical cut-off 

went on to receive an autism diagnosis, thus suggesting that the AQ did not predict autism diagnosis 

beyond chance level in a clinically referred sample (Ashwood et al., 2016). In the context of the 
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current study, the high sensitivity of the AQ may be helpful in detecting elevated autistic traits in a 

healthy TD sample, but its low specificity would mean that it cannot sufficiently prove that those who 

score below the cut-off in the clinical sample do not have an autism diagnosis. Therefore, we used 

elevated levels of autistic traits in the TD sample to exclude controls, though only used AQ scores to 

assess current levels of autism traits and not used to exclude autistic students if they scored below the 

cut-off. However, given that the AQ was the only means of characterising autistic traits/autism 

symptoms in the current study, there may be some inaccuracies in self-reporting of symptoms. Future 

studies should seek to include and triangulate clinician and parent/carer assessments to further inform 

and verify autism diagnosis. 

In conclusion, the current findings help us understand self-determination that young people 

harness when navigating their development as young adults orienting to life goals. While a highly 

individualistic process, shared experiences expressed by all students highlight that they provide a 

remarkable resource for themselves and others in similar positions. For autistic students, sharing their 

self-determination through the self-advocacy movement may support other incoming students to 

become more self-reliant and secure a successful transition into, through and out of university. 
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Figure 

1. 

Thematic analyses output map identifying themes that are unique to, or shared between autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The number of 

autistic (n = 18) and TD (n = 18) students who endorsed each theme are provided.  
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Table 1. Participant demographic information. 

 

 ASD (n = 18) TD (n = 18) 

 (M; SD) 

Age (years) 20.94 (3.24) 19.83 (1.38) 

Gender (n, %) 

         Male 9 (50%) 9 (50%) 

         Female 9 (50%) 9 (50%) 

Ethnicity   

         English / white 16 (88.89) 13 

         Asian 0 3 

         Mixed 2 (11.11) 1 

         Prefer not to say 0 1 

Autism diagnosis   

         Autism / ASD 5 (27.78) - 

         Asperger’s 12 (66.67) - 

         PDD-NOS 1 (5.56) - 

Other diagnoses   

         Anxiety 6 (33.33) - 

         Depression 5 (27.78) - 

         ADHD 3 (16.67) - 

         Specific learning disability 6 (33.33) - 

         Anorexia Nervosa 1 (5.56) - 

         Other medical conditions 2 (11.11) - 

Pre-university qualifications (M; SD) 

         Number of A-Levels (or equiv) completed1 4 (1.37) 4.39 (0.92) 

         Average grade2 4.34 (1.24) 5.07 (0.91) 

Subject/degree at university (n; %) 

         Social sciences 7 (38.89) 8 (44.44) 

         Arts and humanities 4 (22.22) 3 (16.67) 

         STEM 7 (38.89) 7 (38.89) 

Living status   

        On campus 6 (33.33) 9 (50) 

        Off campus with family 6 (22.22) 0 

        Off campus with peers 6 (44.44) 9 (50) 

Current year of study   

        First 7 (38.89) 5 (27.78) 

        Second 7 (38.89) 7 (38.89) 

        Fourth / Final 2 (11.11) 2 (11.11) 

        Have graduated already 2 (11.11) 4 (22.22) 

Autism Quotient (M; SD) 

        Total3 34.22 (9.57) 11.83 (5.72) 

Interview format (n; %) 

        Face to face 8 (44.44) 5 (27.78) 

        Phone 8 (44.44) 12 (66.67) 

        Skype 2 (11.11) 1 (5.56) 

 

Note. ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; TD = Typically developing; PDD-NOS = Pervasive developmental disorder – Not 

otherwise specified; ADHD = Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder; STEM = Science, Technology, Engineering, 

Mathematics.  1In the UK, students typically complete 3-5 A-Levels in chosen subjects final year of secondary school, 

before entering university. 2Each A-Level (or equivalent) is scored on a scale of 0 (fail) to 6 (A* = highest grade). 3The 

clinical cut-off score for the Autism Quotient (AQ) is ≥32, and screening cut-off is ≥26. 
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Table 1. Themes identified unique to autonomy in autistic and typically developing students. 

 

Note. ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; TD = Typically developing. 

Theme Subtheme ASD 

(n =18) 

TD 

(n = 18) 

Quote 

Finding 

meanin

g and 

purpose 

Finding a sense of 

purpose 

14 16  “I think that for me now it’s less towards getting the top grade… I guess that goal then kind of became more, just kind of wanting to have good 

personal connections and just be happy, wherever I was…” (ASD 11) 

 

Following through 

commitment 

11 7  “I’m very competitive, but like self-competitive. I can be quite driven, if I have a long list of things that I want to do… I will try and achieve them, I 

will get them done by this time.” (TD 11)  

 “If I’m not interested in something, then I just can’t really be bothered, I don’t have that motivation, I don’t want to do it…” (ASD 06) 

Having a clear goal in 

mind 

11 17 “Well I’ve always had it in my head that I wanted to go to uni. My obsession kind of was like drama and theatre. I’ve always been into it… so I 

wanted to go to a drama school for a long time.” (ASD 17) 

“Because I knew what my goals were, I knew psychology was what I wanted to do, but at the same time I was still being flexible, like those goals 

could change…. I could find a different route to those goals sort of thing.” (TD 07) 

 

Positive 

attitude 

and 

outlook 

Embracing new 

opportunities 

1 14 “I think I’m definitely someone who engages in basically everything my university has to offer.” (ASD 10) 

“When you are at university it’s always good to join a society, so that… one you get to meet other people. The second reason is that it allows you to 

blow off steam.” (TD 20) 

Enjoying freedom at uni 3 9 “It’s nice to have time to allocate rather than just be told, especially because of learning styles, it’s really nice to be able to say well I’ve got these few 

hours I can go and chill in the library and get work done, so it’s really nice having that freedom as well as the scheduled stuff.” (ASD 10) 

Improve career prospects 4 3  “There’s no real jobs where I live unless you have a degree, because it’s a very rural area, so I kind of have to leave or become a baker really (laugh). 

So that was kind of the driving force” (ASD 11) 

“At the moment, job wise, a lot of people seem to be saying, for example for myself, CV is good, but we want more experience there… that’s my 

biggest regret of the year, it’s not going off getting internships or doing an industrial placement year.” (TD 22) 

Maintaining positive 

outlook and excited for 

change 

3 12 “I suppose I’m always maintaining this hope that things are going to get better, but that’s probably just a defence mechanism.” (ASD 03) 

 “I actually remember not even being actually that nervous which is strange, because obviously it was such a big thing… I just remember being really 

excited about it, excited to start, meet new people as well.” (TD 15) 

Self-

actualis

ation 

Fear of failure 5 0 “I’m not going to fail, like not gonna happen…. Because I’ve got a fear of failing, and I think personally if I started getting involved in the social side 

of things then that might happen… I’m determined to do well, I’m staying away from that side, if that makes sense.” (ASD 08) 

Fluctuating sense of 

control 

10 9 “I feel like self-determination for me is more of a state than a trait. I feel like some days I’m on top of things, I’m ok, and I am doing this and I can 

finish this and I’ll do well, and on other days I feel like my whole life and my whole world is falling apart and the sky is falling to pieces…” (ASD 

03) 

Managing expectations 9 18 “… and particularly at Cambridge, you have to kind of lower your expectations, lower your competitiveness, because a lot of people went from top of 

the school, or quite high up in their school, and now they are average at Cambridge, and preparing for that was also quite hard.” (TD 11) 

 

Taking responsibility to 

solve problems 

17 16  “Everything depends on you, and actually you have to do it yourself, because if you don’t do it you just don’t do it, no one will punish you, but no 

one will help you at the same time.” (TD 03) 
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Table 2. Themes identified unique to competence in autistic and typically developing students. 

 

Theme Subtheme ASD 

(n =18) 

TD 

(n = 18) 

Quote 

Facing 

difficulties 

Feeling less equipped 

than before 

4 0 “I do wonder whether I had gone into uni as one really sort of confident person, or sort of fairly confident, and I’ve come out as much shyer 

person I think, which is a danger that might happen.” (ASD 12) 

 

Overwhelmed and 

lacking control 

5 0 “I felt completely lost… School to university was like falling off a cliff. Going… well when I went to work it felt… I don’t know… going for a 

walk on some hills, there were ups and downs but overall it was a lot more even than a cliff face. “ (ASD 18) 

“I don’t know, they found it all fine, they found the social aspects fine, you know they found starting placement fine, and everything. I’m just 

like I don’t understand how you cannot be scared, like for me, I struggled to.” (ASD 19) 

 

Skills saturation 2 1 “So stuff at university that would be very useful afterwards I actually struggle to think about, it’s one of the things that’s impacted my 

motivation a lot. It feels pointless a lot of it.” (ASD 18) 

 

Personal 

growth and 

development 

Better equipped with 

skills from university 

16 17  “The having to practice talking to people and cooperating with people because there’s so much group work, and be diplomatic and stuff, I think 

that will be useful in the future because you have to get on with people.” (ASD 05) 

 “I think at uni they’ve like equipped us with sort of confidence to sort of then go out and feel like we can do a job and do well at it.” (TD 01) 

 

Developing social 

skills 

12 15 “Yeah I think just being able to socialise with different people, and find the common ground is what I’ve learnt. I used to just get on with people 

who were exactly like me, but going to different things you realise… people from lots of different background will come and talk to you, and 

you will just learn about different cultures and that sort of thing.” (TD 01) 

 

Establishing a sense of 

self 

2 1 “I found that quite difficult to know how I should present myself. I mean it’s the way you can be whatever you want to be, because no one is 

going to know you. So deciding which parts of yourself to make known, I think was quite difficult… so just trying to regulate that was quite 

difficult.” (ASD 03) 

Managing emotions 

and self-regulating 

4 8 “… and that’s exciting rather than terrifying, I think that’s the main difference… I think the balance between doing things and learning new 

things, and having these opportunities, and kind of the anxiety that comes with it, and knowing that you can enjoy it, is a really hard balance 

that I struggled with.” (ASD 11) 

“I learnt a lot about compassion… that being kind to yourself, and thinking positively, and mindfulness, and breathing and stuff like that, which 

I think has really helped it managing anxiety…” (TD 07) 

 

Note. ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; TD = Typically developing. 
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Table 3. Themes identified unique to relatedness in autistic and typically developing students. 

 

Theme Subtheme ASD 

(n =18) 

TD 

(n = 18) 

Quote 

Developing 

social 

connections 

Appreciating 

the value of 

social 

connections 

2 8 “It’s a lot better. Because I was too focused on work and didn’t think about it too much and it didn’t affect me. But if it was like that now, I would be really 

upset, because I’ve experienced, having friends and talking to others and stuff.” (ASD 13) 

“I think I’ve become a lot more engaged with current matters… I think that’s very much got to do with how much emphasis there is in university on meeting 

different people, different cultures, and just being made aware of what’s going on…. That’s definitely given me a lot more direction, finding out what I like 

through other people and through conversations.” (TD 02) 

Avenues of 

socialising 

13 13  “Now that I’ve got this whole community of different people, I’ve got people who specialise in sound, people who specialise in writing, it’s so wonderful to 

have such a supportive group of friends, and have peers who kind of band together to help each other with their projects.” (ASD 15) 

“I never used to meet with friends from school outside of school, we just talked in class about work, we didn’t talk about other stuff, which we do now.” 

(ASD 13) 

Diversity in 

peer network 

6 3 “I think other than one or two other friends, pretty much all my friends are just in one social group, so anything you do is about them, it’s like a whole group 

thing, you can’t really do anything without other people feeling left out, and I don’t like that, I don’t think that’s good. So I kind of wish I had more, I wasn’t 

just so, it wasn’t just so restricted as a friendship group.” (ASD 05) 

Easier to 

socialise at 

university 

13 14 “I think I’m really happy because I originally went into uni and I had no intention of sort of interacting with anyone really, I was really very much just going 

to go there and do things, so everything that I do socially has been a surprise, so I wouldn’t change it.” (ASD 10) 

“But generally, everyone was really welcoming, really friendly, super nice, I suppose what they say about like everyone is in the same boat, that is true, 

everyone tries very hard to make friends. I think that was probably the easiest part.” (TD 02) 

Finding the 

right people 

16 15  “Social life has not been what I expected here at uni. Because I thought that I would kind of make a lot of vague acquaintances and friends, but actually when 

I first came here I found two people that I connected with instantly, I get along with them really well, so I definitely count them as my best friends now, and I 

think vice versa as well.” (TD 04) 

“Even if you are surrounded by people you are happy to talk to, they are not your friends, they are just your coursemates.” (ASD 03) 

Transition 

facilitators 

6 3 “With the pre-arrival like I felt I had made some friends, so I didn’t feel as much pressure at the beginning of university like oh I have to make friends, 

because I already had people I knew.” (ASD 03) 

“We actually had a group chat in advance, so we kind of got to know some of us, because we found each other on the Facebook… I’m still closest with the 

people that I knew from the start, so that just kind of built the very nice initial bond then.” (TD 02) 

“Obviously you can talk to them in group chats and stuff, but you don’t really know them until you meet them.” (ASD 17) 

Social 

differences 

and 

difficulties 

Fear of 

loneliness 

7 4  “I could be stuck here on campus in the cold on my own for three hours. You know of course I’ll have work to do, and that’s ok, but it’s still a very lonely 

place… I’m probably an awful lot more alone, and sometimes that can feel lonely. Being alone and being lonely are quite different things.” (ASD 03) 

“I’ve never felt like I’m completely alone at uni, but sometimes if you are not getting on with your friends so well… or like you see them doing more things 

at uni, and you feel like oh that’s where I should be, or you feel like you know, I’m not in that group or something. So I’d say that sometimes you feel 

isolated.” (TD 09) 
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Managing 

difficult 

relationships 

12 8  “As the year goes on, relationships some of them start to get divided, some people start to not like each other…” (TD 20) 

“I mean I don’t get on with people my age, I find that they just don’t get a thing, they just don’t understand, they probably do, but you know for their own 

lives, probably not for mine.” (ASD 03) 

Social 

influence and 

pressure 

3 6 “So just having someone to work on a project or something with, really does help, because you are just pushing yourself, because you don’t want to lose face 

in front of them, so you do have to put in that extra effort.” (TD 06) 

“It was only semester 2 when I socialised a little more with them, just because they knocked on my door more. So it was more of a sense of duty than 

anything… I guess some aspects were ok, tolerable, others were slightly more tedious, like the going out, you had to intermingle and socialise, that was fairly 

laborious. So it wasn’t something that I particularly enjoyed.” (ASD 16) 

Socialising 

more difficult 

than expected 

6 4 “I think uni is a lot lonelier than a lot of people make it out to be, and I think that’s not something that’s talked enough about really, I think it can be quite a 

hard time for a lot of people… Well my activities and things I’ve enjoyed, they were quite solitary things anyway, so that was quite tricky in terms of actually 

needing to make connections outside of doing those activities.” (ASD 11) 

“Very quickly, everyone was suddenly in groups, and I didn’t know how they all got into groups so quickly, you know because I went to everything I was 

supposed to go to for my course, so it was quite strange, it kind of felt a bit lonely, I suppose kind of walking to lecture theatres and thinking oh my gosh I 

don’t know who I will sit next to… so that was quite stressful.” (TD 07)  

Out of sight, 

out of mind 

2 0 “I’m not very good at staying in contact or socialising with people that I don’t see frequently… as far as I’m kind of concerned, the friendship hasn’t really 

changed, but these are people I haven’t spoken to for years, so I doubt they also feel the same way.” (ASD 01) 

 

Seeking 

comfort in 

peer support 

8 10  “And you are so reliant on building a kind of meta-family away from your family, with your friends and having to use them for emotional support and things, 

and everything else. I think that’s the real challenge, and I don’t think I had too much experience of doing that before I went to uni, so I think that was quite a 

jump as well.” (ASD 11) 

“I talked to a few of my flatmates about it at the time, because I felt that they might be able to help me. I think that decision to talk to other people has helped 

me a lot as well, because they immediately made a very conscious effort to support me to be very aware of me being a bit insecure in that environment.” (TD 

02) 

Supporting 

peers 

1 3 “I only kind of had two close friend sand for second year, they both suffered from anxiety disorders as well, so kind of having to be there for them when I 

wasn’t in such a good place as well, that was quite tricky.” (ASD 11) 

 

Note. ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; TD = Typically developing. 
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Table 4. Overlapping themes between autonomy, competence and relatedness in autistic and typically developing students. 

 

Theme Subtheme ASD 

(n =18) 

TD 

(n = 18) 

Quote 

Autonomy and Competence    

Academic 

challenges 

and pursuit 

Academic 

persistence 

11 8 “I’ve always pushed myself to be a high achieving student… maybe because I wasn’t achieving so much in the social aspect, I was trying to make up 

for that in the academic, and pushing myself to sort of prove myself through my work” (ASD 11) 

“I’m persistent, I stick at things, I persevere, and I think that is very helpful. Because it means that I don’t, you know, that I can stick at a problem 

and I will just keep asking questions until it becomes clear to me.” (ASD 03) 

 “You always have to try, and try, and eventually someone will say yeah sure. It’s more about trying rather than maybe succeeding.” (TD 20) 

Adjusting to 

extrinsic academic 

demands 

17 18 “I kind of wish we didn’t have to find our own balance, because in say 80% of normal jobs, people don’t pick their own hours, people just go to 

work… and then they shut down, and they don’t have any extra reading to do, and they are not going to be valued based on how much they can do, 

they just leave it (crying).” (ASD 03) 

 “when it came to some aspects of my academic workload, it was quite good, the systematic approach, quite analytical, it helped, those were some of 

my strengths…” (ASD 16) 

“My sixth form was really keen on preparing us for uni… they had a lot of extra classes that were specific for basically university maths. So I was 

used to like this way of thinking.” (TD 08) 

Tailor academics 

towards interest 

6 3  “I think it’s a mixture of both positive and negative. From a positive aspect, it’s handy that I have a special interest in psychology, so that means I 

can definitely learn a lot quicker than most people, and I can do really well with it, which is really handy. The downside is when my special interest 

changes at times, and I end up thinking more on other subjects than I probably should.” (ASD 08) 

Attention focus 4 2 “And once I’m focused on it, I can focus on it for a long time and I can kind of get distracted into it and keep at it for a while.” (ASD 04) 

“Whereas in other aspects it might have been more of a hindrance, because I might have localised too much on a particular aspect of a topic rather 

than a more global representation of the topic, sometimes I was too specific, and not general enough.” (ASD 16) 

Adjusting to 

daily life 

Dealing with daily 

hassles 

10 14 “You know I’ve got to waste lots of time at home doing meal prep and things. It’s just an awful lot more planning. And I find that a lot more of my 

life now is just wasted.” (ASD 03) 

 “Some people are really unprepared for how to cook, and clean, and tidy up, and basically not have a mum around to sort them out.” (TD 08) 

Pre-transitional 

preparation 

8 9  “My mum would very much take care of all the housework and stuff like that, so I wasn’t used to cleaning, washing my clothes, cooking, anything 

like that, so it was a big transition there and actually having to look after myself.” (TD 16) 

“And it sounds a bit weird but I was in a psychiatric hospital a few years ago, and being away from home for that long was really helpful, like I had 

already done it before, I was used to being on my own, and away from people.” (ASD 05) 

Time 

management 

and 

organisation 

Organising one’s 

time and activities 

17 16 “I am an incredible procrastinator, always been a problem, easily distracted. And that when it’s independent living, is really a problem.” (ASD 15) 

“I’m a bit of a catastrophiser, so with my autism that kind of helps in a way that I know about five different ways of doing things, so if there’s a 

worst-case scenario, I’ve already figured out how to fix it. So that’s very handy.” (ASD 08) 

“I have to force myself to get into a certain cycle. It’s overwhelming because you have a lot of opportunities and doors, either that are closing or that 

are opening and you have to be conscious of that, and time goes by very quickly.” (TD 20) 

 

Getting the right 

balance 

5 5 “Yeah I find that sometimes social life distracts from… I feel like university should be more about academia and doing well and achieving for 

yourself, but other people seem to value the social side more, and I just don’t really know. It’s a bit uncertain for me which, how to get the balance.” 

(ASD 03) 
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“I am in control of it, but it is always a balance, so you have to know if it’s alright, like sometimes you feel overwhelmed by work, or sometimes 

I’ve got a part time job which you need to lend time to as well, so I think it’s for me the adjustment of feeling alright with sometimes being behind 

on work, and that’s not the end of the world, because you can catch up on other points, so that sort of adult life of balancing everything.” (TD 01) 

Autonomy and relatedness  

Social 

acceptance, 

motivation 

and drive 

Social motivation 

and drive 

14 15 “I think for ASD it can be even more lonely, because it almost becomes a kind of excuse to not push yourself, to put yourself out there almost, so 

that’s quite tricky… And I think when I realised that and I know that I get a lot of pleasure and happiness from social connections, then my kind of 

driving force behind creating those connections, it wasn’t kind of because I felt like I should be doing it, or because you know, for some kind of 

strange reason like I’m going to be missing out, it was more like this is how I know I’m going to be happy, and I guess I realised throughout, so that 

sort of self-determination became less academic and more social, I’ve never had social motivation before to have friends, but again I just was never 

really fussed, until university, I realised how good it can be.” (ASD 11) 

“If I didn’t feel like I can get on with someone, or I couldn’t see that we would be friends, then I would just go and focus on the people who I knew I 

had a stronger bond with, so I guess in that way that was self-determining, because I actively chose and I was actively selecting who I wanted to go 

out with and who I wanted to hang out with.” (TD 15) 

Finding suitable 

social activities 

12 7  “I guess I’m not kicking myself for doing things I know that I’m not going to enjoy, which I think it’s something that my mum told me in first year, 

but I was like if I don’t push myself, how would I know what I enjoy, you know? But kind of just saying that no no, I’m not going out drinking 

tonight because that’s going to be horrendous, and it’s going to be completely over-stimulating.” (ASD 11) 

“Because I don’t drink, I was actually a bit worried before coming here like peer pressure to drink and stuff like that, but it’s been really great, if you 

don’t want to do anything, then you don’t have to do, it’s really up to you what you choose to do in terms of socially, so that’s been like amazing.” 

(TD 10)  

Social acceptance 

and 

misunderstandings 

12 7 “I’m very lucky that I have friends who are very understanding, but I think that’s probably very unusual, for someone with autism…. I think with 

friends I tend to get on alright with them, I find that sometimes I get anxious when I’ve been around them for too long and I really want to go away. 

And mostly, I can just do that because they are very understanding.” (ASD 05) 

“And I like being able to be myself a bit more often, and not have anyone judge me for it, like that helps a lot I think.” (TD 11) 

“It’s just the social side that it ruins! Like having autism, it does make you, you know I find that I’m quite quiet, I’m quite reluctant to start 

conversations, I don’t really like people that much, if I’m networking it’s a nightmare. Yeah some people mistake that for unfriendliness, some 

people don’t like that sort of people and I understand, but in a way that’s made making friends really hard.” (ASD 03) 

Accepting own 

social differences 

5 7 “So kind of with friends, being able to understand that I don’t need to be there all the time… you know that kind of dealing with the concept that it’s 

ok for me to not be with, you know with certain people all the time… Really useful to understand that, so wonderful to finally realise if that makes 

sense.” (ASD 15) 

“I think that at university just from talking to people, a lot of them, like no one cares, I think everyone is just trying to get about their life as much as 

possible. I think it’s more to do with, kind of being like you are your own person…. And everyone focuses on their own individuality and their own 

things at hand, so I think knowing that does kind of help.” (TD 06) 

Autonomy, competence, and relatedness  

Routine and 

flexibility 

Need for routine 

and structure 

9 5 “I’m only in uni about 9 hours a week, and that’s really hard for me because that’s the only kind of structured social time I have. I think if it was a 9-

5 course, or normal teaching time, I don’t think I would have had the problems that I had for the whole 3 years, I think it would have been much 

easier.” (ASD 11) 
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Establishing 

routine and 

flexibility 

9 8 “I was able to get into a routine where I was working from this time to this time, even in the holidays when I had, recently when I had some 

coursework to do, I was just doing 3-4 hours in the morning, and I had planned that, and that would be the routine and that would be ok.” (ASD 03) 

“I don’t tend to have sort of routine. So it’s been, it’s very spontaneous…. It sort of depends on what people are up to.” (TD 08) 

“I guess for me it was just kind of socialisation aspect of it, trying to keep that in a routine, and make sure I was like connecting with people and 

seeing people everyday.”  (ASD 11) 

Coping with 

uncertainty 

 14 11 “And I wasn’t particularly keen on moving away from home, just in terms of the course, and starting a new skill and having to like move and look 

for new people would have been that much all at once.” (ASD 06)  

“I think I’ve always had certain interests that have always been a good escape for me. So like things like reading and art and things… there was just 

so much change at university which is a nightmare, everything is just changing, I think it’s just life. But getting used to it is very hard, but having 

those structured activities, kind of knowing what’s going to happen, and you know you can get comfort from it is really helpful I think.” (ASD 11) 

“But at the same time, not having your close friends around you, or at least like a group of friends was pretty difficult…. I was quite lucky there, so I 

guess that sort of mediated that sort of negativity of not having my family, and my close circles around.” (TD 16) 

Family 

support 

 9 1 “It’s always easier to fight someone else’s battles than your own battles. Whereas my mum would usually end up fighting mine, I’m fine sort of 

arguing for someone else’s because it does not affect me.” (ASD 01) 

“Living at home made it a lot more helpful because I can always talk to someone about it. And you know, the physical proximity has really helped, 

and I can go back and I’m in a safe place, and I can have that. But I think a lot of the time in the first year I couldn’t always talk to someone about 

that, so in way that’s made it a lot better…” (ASD 03) 

 

Note. ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; TD = Typically developing. 
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Appendix A 

Methods 

Materials 

Demographic Questionnaire 

 Students reported their age, gender, ethnicity, autism and other past or current mental health, 

chronic physical illness, or specific learning disability or developmental conditions. Students listed 

their pre-university performance by stating the number of A-Levels (or equivalent) they completed 

and the grades received. Students reported their current degree of study and university attended, the 

current year of study they were in and living status. 

Autism Quotient (AQ; Baron-Cohen et al., 2001) 

 The AQ is a 50-item self-report questionnaire which assesses five different domains of 

autistic traits, including social skills, attention switching, attention to detail, communication and 

imagination. Students rated the extent to which they agree with each statement, which is subsequently 

scored either 0 or 1 depending on whether or not the autistic trait has been endorsed. The AQ has 

good internal consistency and test re-test reliability (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001), and has a screening 

cut-off score of ≥26 and clinical cut-off score of ≥32. 

Results 

Interview Format and Duration 

All students completed the interview either in person or via the phone (Table 1), which lasted 

between twenty to fifty minutes for TD students and twenty minutes to one hour for autistic students. 

Comparing the word count from interview transcripts, there were no statistically significant 

differences (t(34) = .60, p = .55) between interview length for autistic students (M = 5878.33, SD = 

1595.90) and that of TD students (M = 5575.72; SD = 1409.94). Given that one autistic student 

helped to improve the topic guide clarity during pilot phase, both student groups perceived the 

interview schedule to be clear and easy to follow, and we did not make any further adaptations. 
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Appendix B 

 

Questions from the interview topic guide: 

 

WARM UP QUESTIONS 

 

1. Which course are you studying? 

 

2. Which year of study are you in? How long is your programme? 

 

3. How did you reach the decision to start university? How old were you? 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

1. Thinking back to first starting university, what was transitioning to university like for you? 

PROMPT:  

Think back to moving in, Freshers’ Week, introductory lectures, meeting your flat mates for the first 

time? 

 

2. Were there any previous experiences, or things that you’ve done, which you felt were helpful in 

preparing you for making the transition to university? 

 

3. How has university life been like for you? 

PROMPTS:  

Can you tell me about some of the positive and negative experiences you have had?  

Has anything changed since first transitioning to university? How have things changed? 

Prompt for academic, daily living, and social domains. 

 

4. To what extent do you feel like your university life is being shaped by you? (or in other words, to 

what extent do you feel like you are in control of your university life?) 

PROMPTS: 

Which personal qualities or strengths do you think have helped you? 

Are there other people that have helped you along the way? 

Any formal / informal support? If yes, What has helped you in seeking support? 

 

5. How do you think your university life might compare to other students? 

Prompt for academic, daily living, and social domains. 

 

6. Are there things you wish would be different in your university life? What are they? 

Prompt for academic, daily living, and social domains. 

 

7. Autistic students only: In what ways do you think autism has had an impact on your university life? 

 

8. What do you think life might be like when you graduate from your current degree or when you 

leave university? 

PROMPT: 

How do you think it will compare to your experience of transitioning to university? 

 

9. Do you think there are things you’ve done, or skills you’ve gained during your time at university 

that will help prepare you for transitioning out of university? 

 

10. Is there anything else about your experience of university life (transition to and from university) 

that you would like to add / that you think is important and we have not mentioned yet? 


