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Abstract

Background: The transition to adulthood involves achievement of objective milestones, yet becoming an adult
is also widely considered a subjective experience. Much of the extant research about autistic adulthood focuses
on the objective aspects of adulthood, with little emphasis on the subjective experience of adulthood. There is
lack of research incorporating the perspectives of autistic youth about preparation for becoming an adult.
Methods: Using semistructured interviews with 27 autistic adolescents (12–17 years old), we examined youth
considerations for adulthood. In a subset of the sample (n = 8), we also examined youth perspectives on adulthood
in general. The research team conducted qualitative thematic analysis with an inductive, iterative approach.
Results: Adolescents considered a variety of factors when considering their plans and desires for adulthood,
including their family connections, their own interests and abilities, characteristics of their future situations, and
chronological progressions. When speaking about adulthood in general, participants discussed the importance of
factors such as age/accomplishment and responsibility/maturity.
Conclusions: This study confirms the appropriateness and importance of conversations with autistic youth
about their own adult futures. Understanding how autistic youth understand and consider adulthood can help
inform the development of improved supports and services during the transition to adulthood, and promote
positive adulthood experiences.
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Lay Summary

This article describes a research study that included interviews with 27 autistic adolescents (ages 12–17). During the interviews,
the adolescents discussed their plans and desires for their adult lives. Research of this kind is important as it expands under-
standing of the perspectives of autistic individuals in the discussions about important aspects of their lives. Findings of the study
suggested that autistic youth considered a variety of things when thinking about their adult lives including their family
connections, their own interests and abilities, characteristics of their future situations, and chronological progressions. When
asked about their perspectives on adulthood, participants discussed considerations such as age/accomplishment and responsi-
bility/maturity. These results can help those who are developing services aimed at autistic youth preparing for adulthood. This
study also confirms the appropriateness of having discussions with autistic youth about their futures.

Introduction

Although there exist objective and legal definitions
of adulthood, becoming an adult is considered by many

to be a subjectively defined experience. Indeed, the term
‘‘emerging adulthood’’ was coined to refer to the period
during which the transition to adulthood has begun but be-
fore one considers him or herself to be an adult.1 Literature
with the general population suggests that the subjective ex-

perience of becoming an adult commonly involves making
decisions about one’s own beliefs and values, accepting re-
sponsibility for one’s actions, and establishing an equal rela-
tionship with one’s parents.1–3 In contrast, objective measures
of adult success usually include questions about whether or not
youth attained specific milestones such as graduating from
college, entering a stable career path, marrying, and becoming
a parent.4,5 Despite evidence that transitioning to adulthood
can be a subjective experience, much of the extant literature
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about autistic* individuals focuses on objective aspects of
attaining adulthood.6 To expand understanding of the subjec-
tive experience of preparing for adulthood and contribute to
advancing knowledge to support successful transitions to
adulthood, this study used qualitative interviewing with au-
tistic youth to explore their conceptualizations about and
considerations for adulthood.

Extant literature suggests autistic individuals typically
struggle during the transition to adulthood, especially with
the traditional objective measures of adult success.6 Specifi-
cally, evidence suggests challenges with finding and main-
taining employment, and low rates of high school graduation
and participation in postsecondary education.8–12 Social iso-
lation is also common among autistic adults and the majority
of autistic adults are reported to live in supportive settings.13–16

Overall, a recent meta-analysis identified that nearly half of
autistic adults experience what was considered by researchers
to be ‘‘poor’’ objective adult outcomes.17 Researchers have
also investigated quality of life, suggesting it may be a po-
tentially more valuable adult outcome to study.18 Some studies
of autistic adults have found quality-of-life scores within a low-
normal range; however, the preponderance of evidence sug-
gests lower than typical quality of life for autistic adults.19–21

Both objective and subjective aspects of the transition to
adulthood are worth examining, and efforts to expand satis-
faction with multifaceted aspects of adulthood are needed.

Despite a growing body of literature on the transition to
adulthood, there has been little published research incorpo-
rating the voices of autistic youth in discussions about their
own adulthoods. The studies that do incorporate the perspec-
tives of autistic youth have demonstrated their importance. For
example, Cheak-Zamora et al. conducted focus groups with 13
autistic youth, finding that they had worries, fears, and anxi-
eties about various aspects of the transition, and, as a result,
were not taking active roles in preparing for their adulthood.22

In addition, Anderson et al. interviewed 31 autistic high school
students about their postsecondary expectations and defini-
tions of adulthood.23 Using a directed content analysis ap-
proach, they examined and quantified which domains of
adulthood were discussed by the participating youth, including
postsecondary education (90%), employment (62%), friend-
ships (77%), and independent or semiindependent living
(42%). They also examined youth definitions of adulthood,
finding that they discussed both traditional and nontraditional
adult roles, including individual criteria (e.g., independence),
character qualities (e.g., maturity), and, less frequently, tran-
sition roles (e.g., finding a job) and chronological age.23

In this study, we expand upon existing work by looking
beyond what domains of adulthood were discussed to how
adolescents are considering their plans for adulthood using
inductive qualitative analysis. Specifically, we aimed to un-
derstand different factors autistic youth considered when
thinking about and preparing for their futures, as well as,
more generally, their conceptualizations of adulthood. Our
hope is that this exploration can offer insight and guidance to
support transitions to adulthood that better meet the needs
and desires of youth.

Methods

In this article, we discuss data collected as a part of three
separate research studies led by the same principal investi-
gator. To address our stated aims, we first conducted quali-
tative interviews with eight autistic adolescents (study A).
For practical reasons, recruitment stopped at n = 8. Upon
analysis, we felt that saturation was reached for our research
question about adolescent conceptualizations of adulthood
(i.e., our secondary aim); however, we wanted to collect
additional interviews to more fully understand youth con-
siderations for adulthood (i.e., our primary aim). Therefore,
we included qualitative interviews in two additional studies
(studies B and C). Each study had a primary focus on prep-
aration for adulthood for autistic youth and their families.

All study procedures were approved by university institu-
tional review boards; each caregiver and participant underwent
informed consent and assent procedures, respectively. The total
group included 8 participants interviewed in North Carolina as
part of a qualitative descriptive study (study A), 15 interviewed
in Utah at the beginning of a longitudinal mixed-methods
project (study B), and 4 interviewed in Utah before the start of a
pilot intervention (study C). As a part of each study, we also
conducted qualitative interviews with a primary caregiver for
each adolescent, which were not included in this analysis.

Participants

We recruited using emails and printed flyers distributed to
local organizations, clinics, and schools that serve autistic
youth. Inclusion criteria included youth, ages 14–17 years
(studies B and C) or 12–17 years (study A), with a community-
obtained diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder or one of its
variants (e.g., Asperger’s disorder), who were anticipating
receipt of a high school diploma (studies B and C), and who
caregivers felt could verbally participate in an interview. The
27 included participants had a mean age of 15.6 (SD = 1.2)
years and the overwhelming majority (93%) were male. Al-
though we did some targeted recruitment for female youth, we
had difficulty enrolling more females in the study. Participants
identified as white non-Hispanic (78%), black (15%), and
Hispanic (7%). Annual household income levels ranged from
<$30,000 (11%) to >$80,000 (56%). Table 1 contains de-
scriptive information for each participant.

Data collection

We collected data from semistructured interviews with
27 autistic adolescents. Interview procedures were highly
similar across studies; the first author conducted or supervised
each interview, ensuring consistency of the interviews across
projects. All interviews were conducted face-to-face, verbally
in English, either at the participant’s home or at a university
clinic. The interviewers were experienced working with au-
tistic youth and took care during the interviews to make the
youth feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and experiences.
The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim;
they lasted between 10 and 27 minutes (M = 16:55, SD = 5:00).
Participants received financial incentives (i.e., $20–25 gift
card or check) for participating in interviews.

All participants were asked about their visions for their adult
future (i.e., what do you think your life will be like after high
school?), but only those in study A were asked about their

*Identity-first language (e.g., ‘‘autistic person’’) is used in this
article rather than person-first language (e.g., ‘‘person with au-
tism’’) to align with common preferences of autistic self-advocates7

and the editorial preferences of this Journal.

38 KIRBY ET AL.



conceptualizations of adulthood (i.e., what do adults do and
how will you know when you are an adult?).When asking youth
what they thought their lives would be like after high school,
the interviewer prompted with follow-up questions about em-
ployment, education, living arrangements, and relationships/
social life if youth did not mention these areas on their own.

Data analysis

We conducted a thematic analysis of the written interview
transcripts using an inductive, team-based approach that in-
volved coding, categorizing, and developing themes.24,25 Our
iterative process, led by the first author, included reading and
rereading the transcripts with frequent group discussions fo-
cused on asking questions and making comparisons.26

Throughout analysis, we engaged in investigator triangulation
to ensure robustness and clarity of the findings.27 Upon final-
ization of the code and theme structure, the first three authors
recoded each written transcript in Dedoose (Version 7.6.21).
The first author then reviewed and confirmed all final coded
data segments, determining saturation was reached for the pri-
mary and secondary aims with the included data. The presented
results include verbatim quotes to maximize trustworthiness.28

Results

Throughout the results, we use pseudonyms for partici-
pants. To indicate which study the participants were from, we
have assigned names beginning with A, B, or C to partici-
pants from studies A to C, respectively.

Youth considerations for adulthood

During their interviews, youth responded to questions
about what they thought their futures might look like and
discussed various considerations for their future desires and
plans. Identified themes related to their considerations for
adulthood included family connections, situational charac-
teristics, personal characteristics, and a step-by-step process
(see summary in Table 2). Although we asked about multiple
aspects of adulthood (e.g., employment, living arrangements,
and social life), the youth tended to focus most of their
conversations on employment.

‘‘It runs in our family blood.’’ Many youth in the study
related their plans for the future to family or friend connec-
tions they had. For some, it seemed that they had developed
interests very closely aligned with members of their family
and wanted to continue the family tradition. For example,
Ben wanted to attend the university that his parents had both
attended and also wanted to pursue his father’s career path.
When asked about when he had made his decision to be a
veterinarian, he responded, ‘‘Oh, back when I was 5. I knew
that it was my calling the entire time. And my dad never
really had to push me toward it.It’s just like, I just knew it.’’
Similarly, Brian was interested in the career field both of
his parents worked in, ‘‘I love psychology because both my
parents have degrees in psychology.’’ Chris expressed interest
in joining the military because of his family history, ‘‘I would
like to go into the military.because it runs in our family
blood.great grandpa, he was a belly gunner; my grandpa, he
was I think an aerospace engineer; my uncle, he is a marine.’’
When considering where he wanted to live, Blaise said, ‘‘I’ve
always wanted to live in California.my dad’s Californian.’’

Other youth discussed family connections not necessarily as
corresponding to their interests, but more as good opportunities
or potential avenues. For example, Connor had recently held a
summer job working for his stepfather at a fast-food restaurant
and considered continuing to work there in the future. Simi-
larly, Cody explained, ‘‘My uncle works for the tile industry so
he is going to give me a job working for his tile company.’’
Bobby described considering attending the university where
his father worked, especially because he could get free tuition.

Finally, some youth discussed their awareness of what
their family wanted them to do and how that weighed into
their thought process. Specifically, Brad explained his in-
terest in computer programming, but said, ‘‘My mom wants
me to pick another field that relates to computers so that I
don’t have to just do computer programming, because she
thinks there’s too many programmers.’’ Brad then described
a conversation he had with his older sister: ‘‘We were talking
the other day and she does support me just having free choi-
ce...don’t let my mom choose for me.’’ Blaise also discussed
an influence from his parents when considering whether he
would want to complete a religious mission during his tran-
sition to adulthood. He explained, ‘‘They will be happy if I
do.they’ll be happy if I don’t, but really happy if I do.’’

‘‘In the robotics industry you get all the cool toys.’’ Youth
often integrated comments about various situational charac-
teristics into discussions about their considerations for
adulthood. In particular, many of the youth discussed locale
and physical position as considerations for types of em-
ployment. For example, youth stated preferences such as

Table 1. Participant Pseudonyms and Descriptions

Study Pseudonyma Age Gender Race/ethnicity Incomeb

A Alexander 17 Male Black $$
A Amandaa 12 Female Black $$
A Anthonya 16 Male Black $$
A Armand 17 Male White $
A A.J. 15 Male White $$
A Adam 17 Male White $$$
A Andrew 14 Male White $$$
A Arthur 17 Male Black $
B Ben 15 Male White $$$
B Brian 17 Male Hispanic $$$
B Bobbya 16 Male White $$$
B Brodya 16 Male White $$$
B Beth 17 Female White $$
B Brad 15 Male White $$$
B Bruce 15 Male White $$$
B Brandon 15 Male White $$$
B Bartholomew 15 Male White $$$
B Blaise 15 Male White $$$
B Brent 17 Male White $$$
B Bert 16 Male White $$$
B Bear 14 Male White $$$
B Bernardo 15 Male Hispanic $$
B Boris 15 Male White $
C Chris 14 Male White $$
C Charlie 16 Male White $$
C Connor 16 Male White $$
C Cody 16 Male White $$$

aSibling pairs within studies.
bIncome levels: $, <$29,999, $$, $30,000–79,999, $$$, q$80,000

annual household income.
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‘‘Working at a desk’’ (Beth), ‘‘I don’t want to be cramped
inside an office or anything, I have to move around’’ (An-
thony), ‘‘A job where I can work from home’’ (Bruce), and
‘‘I’d want to work with my hands’’ (Bobby). Youth also
described what types of things or people they would want to
interact with at a job, for example, working with animals,
children, or certain equipment. Brody contemplated what
types of equipment he would like to work with, stating, ‘‘I’m
kind of interested in going into the construction industry
because you get all the big toys there, but in the robotics
industry you get all the cool toys.’’

Many youth also talked about the pay associated with
various jobs, wanting to earn high salaries. For example,
Chris talked about how welders can ‘‘make pretty big mon-
ey’’ as one reason he was considering that career path. Others
were looking for jobs that could be enjoyable; Brandon said
he wanted ‘‘a job that is easy to do and fun.’’ Bruce expressed
interest in working in the video game industry because he had
heard stories about office culture in which employees ‘‘Spend
all night and order pizza, and that sounds really cool!’’ Al-
though A.J. was not sure exactly what type of job he wanted,
he summarized his ideal job as one that met situational char-
acteristics as well as personal characteristics (e.g., personal
interest), which are expanded upon in the next section: ‘‘I want
a job that involves indoor and outdoor, that’s good paying, that
I’m actually interested in.that has an office, I guess.’’

Beyond the relationship of this theme with employment,
participants also discussed situational characteristics of pla-
ces to live, their forms of transportation, and their adult re-
lationships. Bill described, ‘‘I don’t really want to do college,
because it’s hard, and it’d cost a lot of money.’’ A.J. explained
why he was interested in living in Oregon, ‘‘Well, it has things
like mountains, the pacific ocean, my favorite ocean that is.’’
Connor considered factors that would determine where he
would live, ‘‘If I have enough money I will move out and buy
another house. But then who is going to pay for the Wi-Fi?’’

‘‘I’ve got a mind that can problem solve.’’ Youth also in-
corporated considerations about their own characteristics when
discussing their future plans and desires. Specifically, they
spoke often about their interests and preferences, and how to tie
those into future plans such as related employment. Participants
discussed skills or talents they feel they have. For example,
Ben said, ‘‘I have the talent and I have the skills necessary to do
this’’ and ‘‘I’m not bothered by blood and guts.’’ Adam stated,
‘‘I’m good at making comic strips, I’m hoping to turn that into
a business someday.’’ Other skills and interests participants
discussed related to their futures included creating art (e.g.,
costumes, drawings, and graphic design), writing, sports, com-
puters, video games, problem solving, working with animals,
working with children, helping people, and flying planes. Some
youth also talked about their own limitations. Cody stated, ‘‘I
plan on getting an okay job I guess, ‘cause I’m not all that
smart.’’ He also talked about being limited by a co-occurring
psychiatric diagnosis, ‘‘I thought about being in and joining the
military, but.I can’t because I’m bipolar.’’ Similarly, Beth
spoke about her current struggle with an eating disorder and
how that could affect her adult plans. Brian said, ‘‘socially I’m
just not very good,’’ explaining that this could impact his ability
to have future relationships.

‘‘I’m going to have a puppy child before a real child.’’
Discussion of timelines was common among the participants.
Specifically, they often laid out a plan that they would first do
something before something else with regard to their plans
and desires for adulthood. Regarding his living situation,
Blaise discussed, ‘‘I would probably be living in an apartment
for a little bit until I really started to get in some good
money.started to really establish myself, then I might move
into a house.’’ Many youth discussed needing money before
being able to live on their own. Others had timelines related
to finding a partner; Brad explained, ‘‘After college, I guess I
would try and get an apartment until I found a girl.’’ Ben

Table 2. Summary of Qualitative Themes Describing Youth Considerations for Adulthood

Theme titlea Theme description Theme examples

It runs in our family blood Personal connections: plans and desires
for adulthood are tied to family
or friend connections

Desire to attend same university that parents
did or follow same career path

Plan to work for an uncle, parent, or friend

In the robotics industry
you get all the cool toys

Situational characteristics: plans and desires
for adulthood related to the nature
of a job or living situation

Desire to work indoors or outdoors
Desire to work with animals or children
Desire to have a job with high pay
Desire to live in a place that meets

certain criteria

I’ve got a mind that
can problem solve

Personal characteristics: plans and desires
for adulthood related to aspects
of themselves

Desire to work in a job related to their
interests or abilities

Considering what they are good at
Considering limitations of their diagnoses

I’m going to have a puppy
child before a real child

Chronological progressions
(step-by-step process): plans
and desires for adulthood
are viewed in a progressive way

Attend college before seeking employment
Rent with friends before buying a home
Live with parents first and move

out when ready
Meet a partner, get married, then move out
Attend a 2-year college, then a 4-year
Join the military or complete a religious

mission first, then go to college

aTheme titles are based on participant quotes that were emblematic of the respective theme.
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discussed wanting to have or adopt children, but stated, ‘‘I’m
going to have a puppy child before a real child.’’ Brandon
discussed starting off small and building experience with
employment, ‘‘get a small job and build up from there.’’

Alexander discussed his plan to transfer between schools;
‘‘I’ll go for the 2-year track and then I can transfer to a 4-year
[college].’’ Brent wanted to start college, leave, and then
return; ‘‘I kind of have a plan.okay, I graduate, a few years
of college, I go on a [religious] mission, and then I finish
college.’’ Youth often had plans for obtaining employment
after finishing college. Bert said, ‘‘After I get the degree, I
want to start my own company.’’ Some participants discussed
graduate school; Brian reported that his plan was to get a
Bachelor’s degree, ‘‘and then go get my MBA in business.’’

Secondary results

As a secondary aim, we also examined youth conceptual-
izations of adulthood among the participants of study A
(n = 8) in response to two general questions: (1) what do
adults do and (2) how will you know when you are an adult?

What do adults do? In response to the question, ‘‘what do
adults do?’’ we identified three general themes: productive
activities, care for self and others, and handle difficult situ-
ations. Productive activities described by participants in-
cluded having jobs, making money, and paying for things.
Armand described that adults do, ‘‘A lot of work.email,
make presentations, helping run the economy.’’ Youth also
described that adults take care of themselves and others
through activities such as shopping, cooking, helping people
in need, and having children. A.J. explained that adults,
‘‘Make good money, like enough to support a family.’’ Par-
ticipants also explained that adults need to be able to handle
difficult situations. Anthony stated that adults are, ‘‘respon-
sible, do the right thing, and take action when necessary.if
there’s a situation it should be handled correctly.’’ Adam
explained that being an adult is about, ‘‘being mature and
being prepared.for maybe problems that people may have.’’

How will you know when you are an adult? In response to
the question ‘‘how will you know when you are an adult?’’
we identified two general themes: age/accomplishment and
maturity/responsibility. Regarding age and accomplishment,
youth discussed certain milestones associated with them
becoming adults including turning 18 years of age, graduat-
ing high school, or graduating college. Youth also spoke
about maturity and responsibility. Alexander said that you
know you are an adult, ‘‘when you’re required to make all of
your decisions on your own.’’ Amanda explained maturity
and responsibility this way:

People say 19 is an adult, but some people when they turn
19, they’re still not mature enough .it’s not about age, it’s
about respect, maturity, how you treat others, and everything
because.if you’re not responsible, you’re not gonna end up
anywhere.

Discussion

The current project focused on examining the perspectives
of autistic youth about their own adult futures. Through in-
terviews with 27 youth in two U.S. states, we gained novel

insights into youth considerations for adult life, which can
inform interventions to support youth and families in preparing
for the transition to adulthood. Notably, participants talked
almost exclusively about what are often considered the more
‘‘objective’’ measures of adulthood when discussing what they
hoped their adulthoods would look like. This included going to
college, having a career, making money, getting married, and
having children. Employment was the most commonly dis-
cussed aspect of adulthood among the participants. Subjective
aspects of adulthood discussed in the literature, such as quality
of life, were not explicitly described by participants, and dis-
cussion of relationships (e.g., friendships and marriage) was
minimal. However, it is possible to infer that subjective con-
siderations were implicit in some of their desires for the future.
For example, it is likely that the common experience of wanting
to apply their interests to a career was discussed because they
want to enjoy their work and facilitate happiness in adulthood.
It is also possible that youth do not think as much about di-
mensions such as quality of life and happiness in adulthood
because those are not the aspects of adulthood promoted by
those around them. It is likely that family members, teachers,
and other adults emphasize employment in conversations in
attempts to help the youth prepare for adulthood.

In general, we found that the youth in our studies felt pos-
itively about their futures and had high aspirations for what
they would accomplish as adults. We are unable to evaluate
whether or not their expectations for the future are ‘‘realistic’’;
however, we did find that their parents often did not speak as
optimistically about their children’s futures during separate
parent interviews.29 This is not unexpected; prior research has
suggested autistic youth and their parents may not be aligned in
their visions of adulthood.22 Furthermore, in a nationally
representative study of youth with disabilities, parents of au-
tistic youth were reported to have lower expectations for adult
outcomes than most other disability groups, and parents across
disability categories were found to have lower expectations for
youth than the youth have for themselves.30,31 Discrepancies
between parent and youth expectations for the future could
lead to increased stress for families during the transition to
adulthood. Moreover, the literature on expectations suggests
that higher expectations are associated with more positive
outcomes.32,33 Therefore, it may be beneficial to encourage
parents to be mindful of the aspirations that autistic youth have
about their futures and set ambitious goals to work toward
during the transition to adulthood.

Through qualitative data analysis, we identified four themes
addressing our primary research question related to youth
considerations for adulthood, including (1) connections with
their families, (2) their own interests and abilities, (3) char-
acteristics of future situations, and (4) chronological progres-
sions. Recommended transition planning practices include a
focus on youth interests and abilities as well as considerations
of situational characteristics. However, practitioners should
ensure that youth are engaged throughout this process so that
their perspectives about their own interests, abilities, and
limitations are considered as well as situational characteristics
that are appealing to them. Implications for transition planning
related to these findings could also include giving attention to
familial connections by specifically asking youth what types of
work members of their family are engaged in and if they have
ever considered similar work. Based on the findings in this
study, youth may be motivated to follow in family footsteps or
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may be interested in taking advantage of other family con-
nections, of which practitioners should be aware.

Similar to our finding of chronological progressions, par-
ticipants in the study by Anderson et al. also referred to adult
events in a sequenced manner, which the authors identified as
an emerging theme.23 Our current study expands upon that
finding, suggesting it is consistent across qualitative studies.
Together, these results suggest autistic youth often consider
adulthood as a progressive sequence of events that can vary
by individual preference. Therefore, youth may not want to
talk about isolated goals, such as graduating high school or
attending college, but may benefit from considering a pro-
gression of sequenced events in a timeline (e.g., graduate,
then attend college, then find employment) so they can vi-
sualize how short-term goals can connect to long-term goals.

Our secondary results, related to understanding youth per-
ceptions of adulthood in general (i.e., what do adults do? and
how will you know when you are an adult?), also shared some
similarities to the findings of Anderson et al.23 Anderson et al.
identified that participants defined adulthood using individual
criteria (e.g., financial independence and independent living)
and character qualities (e.g., responsibility and maturity), and
less often with transition roles (e.g., obtaining a job) and chro-
nological age. In our sample, transition roles and chronological
age were commonly discussed along with both individual cri-
teria and character qualities. Specifically, we identified pro-
ductive activities, care of self and others, and handling difficult
situations as actions of adults, and age/accomplishment and
responsibility/maturity as criteria for adulthood from the per-
spectives of the participants from study A.

Overall, we found our interviewing approach to be suc-
cessful. Although youth participants varied in how much
information they provided during their interviews, they each
completed an interview resulting in analyzable information.
We instituted a number of practices that we believe helped
ensure success of the interviews. Specifically, we spent the
first few minutes of every interview trying to build rapport
with the participants, focused on them getting comfortable
and willing to talk. Our interviewers had extensive experi-
ence working with autistic youth, which supported successful
conversations. In addition, the interviewers positioned them-
selves diagonally across a table to the participants so as not to
make the participants feel that they were being interrogated or
that they had to make eye contact with the interviewer.

Strengths and Limitations

This study has a number of strengths and limitations to
consider. Broadly, this study has limitations similar to many
qualitative studies including the use of a convenience sample
and overall inability to generalize the findings to a broad
population. Rather, the study provides insight into the per-
spectives of the included participants, who were American
adolescents with community-obtained autism diagnoses,
able and willing to participate in semistructured interviews
about their futures. Our sample of 27 is relatively high for an
in-depth qualitative study; however, our use of only 8 par-
ticipants for our secondary aim could be considered a limi-
tation, despite our assessment that saturation was reached.
We had the benefit of incorporating interviews collected
from three different research studies, although it is possible
differences in study procedures could have affected the

findings. Inclusion of interviews with adolescents from two
different U.S. states is a benefit in that it expands the relevance
of the findings to a broader group. Unfortunately, we had dif-
ficulty enrolling autistic females into our studies. In study A, we
expanded our age range to include youth as young as 12 to
enroll the one female whose parent contacted the study. For
study B, to mitigate expected recruitment difficulty, we spe-
cifically requested flyers be sent to any known families who had
autistic daughters and attempted female-specific snowball re-
cruiting. Despite these efforts, only 2 out of 27 participants were
females, which is low considering an expected 4.5:1 male to
female ratio in the population.34 There is a high need for re-
search on autistic females, including about the transition to
adulthood, and additional efforts are needed to recruit females
into all types of autism studies.35,36

This study contributes the perspectives of autistic youth into
the important ongoing conversation in the research literature
about the autistic transition to adulthood. Inclusion of these
perspectives is critical to a more complete understanding of
factors that should be considered during transition planning.
This study also confirms the appropriateness and importance of
conversations with autistic youth about their own adult futures.
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