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Social media can connect people to social , 
employment , and other resources

84% compa nies recruit  via  socia l media

73% young  a dults  seeking  jobs found through socia l media

54% of employers ha ve not  hired  someone beca use of their socia l media  post

21% hiring  ma na gers not  likely to consider someone w ithout  a  socia l media  presence



Those on the a utism spectrum* 
experience more online harassment and 

harms than the general population

*We acknowledge different preferences for person -first v. identity - first language



Ind ivid ua ls
Dia gnosed  w ith  Autism 
a nd  qua lified  for s ta te  

d isa b ility benefits  
(w ith  or w ithout  

in te llectua l d isa b ilit ies )

Over the  yea rs  w e ha ve in terview ed , 
observed , sought  feedba ck from…

Sup p ort  Ne t w ork 
Provides  support  on  a  

da ily ba s is
(se rvice  p roviders , 

pa rents , fa mily)

Fie ld  s it e s  
Da y p rog ra ms ,

Res identia l p rog ra ms , 
Tra ns it ion  a ge  schools , 
Community members



Toda y w e’ll sha re

1. Positive and Negative impacts  of social media use

2. Individual  Traits that are unsupported by social media

3. How Support Networks can help

4. Social Media Literacy course



Pos it ive  
Outcom es

INTEREST-BASED IMMERSION

“Facebook Groups, those are a rea lly big  benefit… I'm in a  lot of 
sports  groups .” Client8

“She could recite  Disney ba ck to you, beca use she 's  done a ll tha t 
homew ork from rea ding a nd socia l media .” Pa rent2

“They come here  every da y, they ha ng out w ith the sa me people  
every da y, a nd then they go home a nd they might not ha ve much 
of a  socia l life  outs ide of the people  they know  here. So being a ble  
to ha ve a  w a y to connect w ith people  [is  importa nt].” Sta ff8

“I ca n conta ct fa mily members  tha t live fa r from me. Fa mily tha t I 
don't usua lly see. They live [too] fa r for me to even go vis it.” Client3

SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT

MAINTAINING SOCIAL CONNECTION DESPITE GEOGRAPHY

Optiona l type in cha t: 

W ha t other pos itive 
outcomes  you ha ve 
seen? 



“Another client was fighting with somebody. And then they 
ta gged tha t they w ere somew here, a nd then the other person 
show ed up there” Sta ff8

“Sometimes  people… come ba ck on a nd sa y, ‘W hy did you 
messa ge me so ma ny times?’ And then… it’s  a w kw a rd, it’s  like, ‘I 
don’t know  w ha t to sa y to this .’” Client7

“She texts  me incessa ntly. It 's  hea rtbrea king beca use I've  
s truggled to set bounda ries  w ith her.” Sta ff9

“W e're  compa ring ourselves  to others . It is . It 's  judging. Judging 
yourself a nd others . For him, I ca n sa y it 's  ma de him misera ble , it 's  
fueled his  a nxiety.” Pa rent1 

P HYSICAL: RISK OF HARM

SOCIAL: RELATIONAL DAMAGE

P SYCHOLOGICAL: SOCIAL ANXIETY

Neg a t ive  
Outcom es

Optiona l type in cha t: 

W ha t other nega tive 
outcomes  you ha ve 
seen?



Personal Traits
that are

Unsupported by Social Media



Litera l Interp re ta t ion

Trus t ing  content  a t  fa ce  va lue
Believing posts  a re  a  complete  a nd a ccura te  depiction of someone’s  life .

“It was definit ely really difficult for him to kind of process that just 
because someone posted that picture doesn’t mean that’s what they 
really look like.” -  Staf f

Peprmint  Patee  
Friend  la bel ma kes  you rea l friends
Thinking tha t being la beled a s  a  friend ma kes  you a n a ctua l friend.

“I thought I was her friend, but she said, ‘You're not because we don't 
know each other well enough.’” -  Client

Optiona l type in cha t: Other times  this  ha s  ca used problems?



Follow ing  p rompts  a s  ins t ruct ions ​
Interpreting suggestions as instructions of what to do.

Sugges t ions  a s  Ins t ruct ions

“I had to [share my phone number] because when I made my account it said phone 
number or email” -  Client



Rea d /Dea l w ith  content  ins tea d  of ignoring  it ​
Fear of Missing Out (FOMO).

“She feels like when she can, she's supposed to always be on social media... like she’s 
missing something.” -  Parent​

Always engaging with what they see

Bothered by others’  conflict s
Feel stressed when you see other people being mean to each other on social media. 

“I get really stressed out sometimes” from seeing “drama” -  Client



Uncerta inty lea ds  to a nxiety
Misinterpretation or lack of feedback in the user interfa ce lea ds  to a nxiety.

Expect  Feedba ck

Client interprets  the 
"messa ge sent, but not 

received" icon 
a s  

"the person ha s  rea d it”
 

a nd is  upset w hen there
is  not a  response right a w a y



Expect friends  to g ive complete  a ccess
Being blocked or unfriended can lead to extreme anxiety. 

“When you get blocked, mentally sometimes it messes with you and you ask, ‘Is it about 
me? Did I do something wrong?’” -  Client 
“He would see pictures of friends out together and immediately think, ‘They must all hate 
me if I’m not out with them right now.’ ” -  Staff

Clea r Expecta t ions

Single  rule-ba sed  decis ions ​
Using a  s imple rule  to help ma ke a ll decis ions .

“Accept all friend requests from females and deny all requests from males” -  Client 

Assume Sing le  Audience 
Not rea lizing others  beyond the intended a udience ca n a lso see this  pos t.
She would send me “naked pictures” and she “posted ‘em on Facebook.” -  Client



Summary of your responses



How  a dults  w ith  a ut ism… 

Are Supported  by Their Netw ork



How  support  netw ork gets  involved

Support  netw ork often detects  the  p rob lem
 “He has had girlfriends that just want his money. And even though he doesn’t make a lot, he’s 

on Social Security, but they know when the first of the month is and they’ll hang out with him 
those times… He doesn’t care [that I’m manually monitoring his phone] so it’s not like I’d be 
sneaking to look at it” – Sibling

 
 “[My wife’s] friends with enough people that we don’t have to watch it, ’cause we would be 

alerted to something that popped up if we weren’t on regular checkups” – Parents

Ind ividua l in it ia tes  if they detect  a n  is sue
 “[For] the most part, my caseload’s very open with me and comes to find me and just tells 

me” – Staff

 “I was going through a panic attack that day...and I didn’t know what to do...So, I kind of had 
to get my mom involved."- Client



Sa fety a nd  Priva cy Rules

Lea rning  through repet it ion
 “I was going to post something, mom, but I decided not to because I don’t think that I learned 

my lesson” – Client

Externa lly defined
 “[I don’t post about friend] and a lot of different stuff that’s private between us, and I 

don’t want [that person] to get mad at me about it” – Client

 “[I] would say to [my son], ’you can talk about yourself, but you can’t talk about other 
people on Facebook. It’s not appropriate” – Parent



Timing  of med ia t ion

Immedia te  med ia t ion more effect ive
 “Well, I just went to message my sister about why [the cyberbullying] happened” - Client

 “He’ll mention to us, ’This person keeps calling...’ which, I think it was phishing scams 
and things like that, and [I said] ‘if you don’t know exactly what you’re talking to or who 
it is, you don’t give them any information” – Parent

Dela yed  med ia t ion a s  (ineffect ive) da ma ge control
 “She doesn’t want to be my friend anymore and I don’t get it. I just want to talk to her, 

but she’s not answering me when I call her, [or] when I message her,’ and we’re like, ’You 
have to give her space’. It happens over and over, so it’s hard to kind of learn the lesson 
from it” - Staff



How  a dults  w ith  a ut ism… 

Experience Benefits  a nd  Tens ions  from 
Involving  their Support  Netw ork



Benefits  of Med ia t ion

Socio-Emotiona l Co-regula t ion
 “sometimes if she’s depressed or something, she may just say certain things like, ’If you’re 

feeling down in the dumps, and you’re . . . I don’t know, some things like that. ’Let me know if 
you’re feeling the same way,’ ...I think she puts her feelings out there because she knows that 
she can now"- Parent

Collect ive  Effort  to Achieve Sa fety
 “Reinforcement’s one of the main routes we go through because... it’s really hard to 

address in the moment.” - Staff

Dig ita l Litera cy
 Can help “when he’s got a question.” - Parent



Tens ions

Support  netw ork overw helmed  
 “The last thing they can do is monitor [their] young adult on social media… even if they’re a 

very organized parent, [they’re] just trying to respect their child’s adulthood because they’re 
going through a very difficult time in their life and they want to pick their battles." - Staff

Tens ion betw een sa fe ty a nd  independence
 Don’t take “their kids off social media completely… because the goal is really, I think, to help 

them live independently.“ – Staff

 Avoids sharing about issues online, worried her parents will “tell her to give it up” – 
Parent



Summary of your responses



Designing  for a  
Spectrum

Wide range of challenges and situations

Especia lly problema tic for young a dults

Problems w ere observed rega rdless  of inte llectua l 
disa bility

Provide a  w a y to enga ge w ith the w orld, not isola ted 
pla tforms w ith only those on the spectrum

Solution involves  a  combina tion of technology, tra ining, 
a dvoca cy, persona lized support



#1 Esta b lish a  Common Voca bula ry
   For exa mple,

• Unders ta nd w ha t it mea ns  to be a  Friend

• What the indicator means on Messenger

Recommenda t ions

Emilio Alvarez



Recommenda t ions

#2 Unders ta nding  Audience a nd  Purpose

• Audience needs to be ​selected
• A post ca n be used for a nother purpose
• A post ca n be interpreted differently tha n 

intended
1478 Cougar Way, Provo, UT 84444

Duke Pow ell

:



Recommenda t ions

#3 Cooling-off Period  Before  Rea cting

• Do not post, comment, message right away 
when you are upset

• Consult with an ally for advice



Recommenda t ions

#4 Do not ta ke content a t fa ce  va lue

• A person sending you a Friend Request might 
not be telling the truth. 

• If you do not have mutual friends, watch out 
for: spelling errors, no profile picture. 

• Consult with an ally to understand whether 
to accept other friend requests.

Peprmint  Patee  



Recommenda t ions

#5 Do not follow  the  interfa ce  prompts  w ithout a  good rea son

• Even though they are worded like instructions, prompts are meant to be 
examples of what you can do

• Do not answer those prompts or post the requested information just 
because you see it



Recommenda t ions

#6 Remember tha t w ha t people  sa y a nd  do is  not a lw a ys  clea r

• Just because it the technology makes it look like someone has read your 
message, does not mean that they have, or that they are available to 
answer.

• When you read something that makes 
   you upset, talk to an ally to see if it 
   might mean something different
   than you think.



Socia l Med ia  Litera cy Course



Course  Overview

1. The norms of social media

2. Choosing safer privacy settings

3. How to identify fake profiles

4. Types of social groups on social media

5. Appropriate interactions based on social group

6. Social Media vs Reality

7. Misinformation



Educa t iona l Slides



Educa t iona l Slides



Lesson Compa nion Ha ndouts



Pra ct ice  Modules



Lea rning  Assessments



Persona lized  Approa ch: Da ily Ques t ionna ires



Persona lized  Approa ch: 
Bi-w eekly One-on-one sess ions

“Have you posted anything in the past week on Facebook? If so, 
please show us or tell us about it”

If they had positive experiences in the past week
•“On [day] you mentioned that you had a positive experience on 
social media. Will you please tell us more about this experience?”

If they had negative experiences in the past week
•“On [day] you mentioned that you had a negative experience on 
social media. Will you please tell us more about this experience?”



Init ia l Results

We are in our third round of running the course.

Students a re lea rning the ma teria l: 
• Repea ted practice questions helpful
• Competition leads to more correct answers (e.g., Kahoot)
• Effective with and without intellectua l disability



Future  P la ns

• Covering more social media platforms
• Enrolling more field sties
• Waitlist for individuals to take online sessions

Fill this google form to participate or learn more:  



Tha nk you!

Contact: byu.s ta pl.resea rch@gma il.com 

Plea se rea ch out to us  if you’d like to w ork w ith us  on a ny of 
these, or to te ll us  a bout your experiences  w ith socia l media .
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Spring Cullen, Elizabeth Johnson, Pamela J. Wisniewski, Xinru Page. (2024) “Towards Digital Independence: 
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