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Abstract	

	

Background:	While	being	bilingual	(knowing	2	or	more	languages)	is	becoming	a	more	common	

experience	globally,	little	is	known	about	the	combined	experience	of	bilingualism	and	autism.	

Research	currently	available	focuses	on	quantifying	language	and	cognitive	development,	and	the	

only	 two	 qualitative	 accounts	 of	 first-hand	 experiences	 are	 from	 either	 bilingual	 children	 or	

highly	multilingual	adults	(with	4	languages	or	more),	which	may	not	represent	the	wider	autistic	

bilingual	population.	All	other	accounts	focus	on	parents	or	practitioners.	This	qualitative	study	

reports	the	experiences	of	autistic	bi-	and	multilingual	adults,	focusing	on	barriers	and	enablers	

to	language	learning	and	reported	benefits	of	bilingualism.	

Methods:	Thirty-nine	UK-based	autistic	bilingual	adults	 (41%	female,	mean	age	=	33.2	years,	

range	=	16-61)	with	knowledge	of	2	to	7	languages	(mean	=	3.6,	SD	=	1.4)	completed	an	online	

Demographic	 and	 Language	 Questionnaire	 including	 three	 open-ended	 questions	 about	 the	

interplay	between	autism	and	bilingualism.	A	thematic	analysis	was	conducted	on	the	responses	

to	these	open-ended	questions.	

Results:	 Participants	 perceived	many	 opportunities	 and	 benefits	 brought	 by	 bilingualism,	 in	

terms	 of	 relationships,	 hobbies,	 mobility,	 employment,	 education,	 and	 cultural	 insight.	

Respondents	 reported	 social	 communication	 as	 being	 a	major	 benefit	 of	 being	 bilingual,	 and	

discussed	 how	 bilingualism	 had	 broadened	 their	 mindset,	 while	 identifying	 factors	 that	 had	

enabled	or	challenged	their	language	learning	journey.	

Conclusions:	This	study	builds	upon	the	few	reports	available	to	highlight	experiences	that	are	

shared	by	autistic	bilingual	people	regardless	of	the	number	of	languages	they	know.	It	is	the	first	

study	to	report	the	perspectives	of	UK-based	autistic	bilingual	adults	who,	in	most	cases,	grew	up	

in	a	bilingual	environment.	Accounts	of	the	factors	that	can	facilitate	or	hinder	language	learning	

will	inform	the	development	of	strategies	to	better	support	autistic	people.	These	findings	have	

implications	for	bilingual	families	and	practitioners	supporting	autistic	bilingual	people.	
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Community	Brief	

	

“Why	is	this	an	important	issue?”	

At	least	half	the	world’s	population	is	bilingual	or	lives	in	a	bilingual	environment.	However,	the	

experiences	of	autistic	bilingual	people	are	rarely	represented	or	acknowledged.	So	far,	research	

in	this	field	has	concentrated	primarily	on	parent	perspectives	and	on	the	effects	of	bilingualism	

for	autistic	children’s	skills.	Only	one	study	to	date	has	focused	on	understanding	the	experiences	

of	autistic	bilingual	adults	 themselves,	but	 this	research	 focused	on	multilinguals	with	 four	or	

more	 languages.	 It	 is	 essential	 to	 represent	 the	whole	 autistic	 bi-	 or	multilingual	 community,	

including	those	with	2	or	3	languages.		

	

“What	was	the	purpose	of	this	study?”	

The	study	explored	the	experiences	of	autistic	bilingual	people,	focusing	on	the	perceived	benefits	

of	bilingualism;	the	shared	experiences	of	autism,	bilingualism,	especially	regarding	identity;	and	

the	elements	that	make	language	learning	easier	or	more	difficult.	

	

“What	did	the	researchers	do?”	

Thirty-nine	 autistic	 bilingual	 adults	 completed	 an	 online	 questionnaire.	 The	 questionnaire	

included	 quantitative	 questions	 about	 the	 participants’	 language	 profile,	 and	 open-ended	

questions	about	their	experiences	of	being	autistic	and	bilingual.	The	answers	were	analysed	and	

summarised	using	a	method	called	thematic	analysis.	

	

“What	were	the	results	of	the	study?”	

Participants	reported	that	being	bilingual	had	shaped	their	ability	to	communicate	socially,	it	had	

helped	 them	 to	 understand	 the	 perspectives	 of	 others,	 and	 better	 express	 themselves.	

Participants	also	identified	many	additional	opportunities	and	benefits	of	bilingualism	in	terms	

of	relationships,	hobbies,	mobility,	employment,	education,	and	cultural	insight.	They	discussed	

how	bilingualism	had	 influenced	 their	 self-understanding	 in	 terms	of	 increased	 awareness	 of	

their	own	skills,	and	it	had	contributed	to	a	broadened	mindset.	Participants	also	listed	several	

difficulties	 in	 becoming	 bilingual	 that	 they	 considered	 linked	 to	 being	 autistic.	 Participants	

highlighted	several	elements	that	had	made	their	language	learning	easier	or	harder,	including	

the	learning	environment,	opportunities	for	practice,	or	specific	language	competencies.	

	

“What	do	these	findings	add	to	what	was	already	known?”	

Previous	studies	describing	the	experiences	of	autistic	bilingual	people	only	represented	people	

with	four	or	more	languages,	and	most	of	these	studies	only	involved	one	or	two	people.	This	
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study	 is	more	 representative	 of	 the	wider	 autistic	 bilingual	 population.	 It	 shows	 that	 autistic	

people	benefit	from	bilingualism	in	their	daily	life,	even	when	they	know	“only”	two	languages.	It	

highlights	 that	 being	 bilingual	 is	 a	 part	 of	 autistic	 bilingual	 people’s	 identity.	 It	 reports	 that	

different	autistic	people	need	different	learning	strategies	to	best	learn	additional	languages.	

	

“What	are	potential	weaknesses	in	the	study?”	

Participants	answered	our	pre-set	questions	online,	and	our	questions	had	very	few	prompts.	As	

a	result,	it	is	possible	that	many	topics	were	not	mentioned.	Future	research	should	build	upon	

the	topics	presented	here	to	describe	them	more	specifically.	

	

“How	will	these	findings	help	autistic	adults	now	or	in	the	future?”		

There	are	still	many	barriers	to	equal	access	to	additional	language	learning	for	autistic	people.	

This	study	shows	how	valuable	autistic	people	find	bilingualism,	and	it	supports	autistic	people’s	

advocacy	movement	for	equal	rights	and	opportunities.	
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Main	text	

	

1 Background	

 

Knowing	 several	 languages	 is	 commonly	 considered	 a	 valuable	 skill	 that	 enriches	 one’s	

sociocultural	experiences.1	However,	autistic	people	are	routinely	excluded	from	conversations	

around	bilingualism1	 and	 its	 related	experiences.	This	 exclusion	 could	be	due	 to	 the	 fact	 that	

autism	is	clinically	characterised	by	a	distinctive	profile	of	social	and	communication	differences,	

with	language	delay	being	the	most	common	difference	leading	to	referral	to	specialist	services	

in	children.2	Both	language	use	and	proficiency	are	highly	variable	amongst	autistic	people:	15	to	

25%	of	autistic	children	use	little	spoken	language,3	but	55	to	95%	of	autistic	people	who	had	

little	spoken	language	in	childhood	have	expressive	language	skills	similar	to	that	of	their	non-

autistic	 peers	 in	 adulthood.4	 Regardless	 of	 the	 quantity	 of	 language	 produced,	 language	

differences	have	been	described	in	vocabulary	learning,5	morphology	(e.g.	the	omission	of	past	

tense),6	 phonology	 (e.g.	 increased	 repetition	 of	 neologisms),7	 and	 increased	 prevalence	 of	

dysgraphia	or	situational	mutism.8,9	Conversely,	autistic	people	can	also	demonstrate	enhanced	

language	 skills,	 including	 hyperlexia	 or	 enhanced	 pattern	 recognition,	 with	 an	 increased	

prevalence	in	autistic	people.10,11	

These	 language	 and	 communication	 differences	 have	 led	 researchers	 to	 address	 the	

implications	 of	 being	 bilingual	 or	 living	 in	 bilingual	 environments	 on	 language	 and	 cognitive	

development	 for	 autistic	people.	Thus	 far,	most	 studies	have	assessed	 the	 impact	of	 bilingual	

exposure	 on	 language	 and	 cognitive	 skills	 in	 autistic	 children	 and	 young	people	 and,	 to	 date,	

research	has	identified	either	no	detrimental	effects	of	bilingualism12,13	or	early	signs	of	positive	

effects	 in	 areas	 including	 executive	 functioning14	 and	 social	 communication.15	 Furthermore,	 a	

review	of	research	focusing	on	the	implications	for	language	development	found	no	evidence	of	

delays	 in	 autistic	 bilingual	 children.16	 Despite	 this	 growing	 evidence	 base	 demonstrating	 an	

absence	of	negative	effects	of	bilingualism	on	language	and	cognitive	skills,	many	parents	and	

practitioners	 remain	 concerned	 that	 bilingualism	 is	 detrimental	 to	 autistic	 children's	

development.	Indeed,	many	clinical	practitioners	still	frequently	advise	bilingual	parents	to	raise	

their	children	monolingually,17–19	even	if	the	rest	of	the	family	maintains	their	multilingualism.20	

In	addition	to	cognitive	effects,	bilingualism	can	be	highly	advantageous	to	autistic	people	

in	 terms	 of	 contribution	 to	 social	 development,21	 family	 and	 cultural	 connections,17,19	 and	

increased	 wellbeing.22,23	 Especially	 for	 autistic	 children	 growing	 up	 in	 bilingual	 families,	

excluding	 a	 child	 from	 a	 bilingual	 upbringing	 after	 an	 autism	 diagnosis	 can	 have	 negative	

 
1 “Bilingualism” refers to using “two or more languages (or dialects)”, as summarised by Grosjean1, and as used 
customarily in the research fields related to bilingualism. It is used interchangeably with “Multilingualism”.  
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consequences,	particularly	in	terms	of	relationships	and	participation	in	activities.	Indeed,	being	

able	to	understand	the	languages	of	their	family	and	community	is	a	key	enabler	to	accessing	their	

heritage,17	and	to	strengthening	the	bond	with	their	close	and	extended	family,19	as	well	as	with	

their	religious	and	cultural	community,18,24,25	all	of	which	are	critical	to	building	one’s	identity.		

So	 far,	 two	 studies	 have	 sought	 to	 report	 the	 perspectives	 of	 autistic	 bilingual	 people	

themselves,	and	quantified	their	lived	experiences	of	being	both	autistic	and	bilingual.	The	first	

asked	autistic	bilingual	children	aged	7-14	who	grew	up	in	a	bilingual	home	about	their	school	

experiences,	especially	their	identity	formation	compared	to	their	classmates	and	their	classroom	

experiences.26	 Those	 in	more	bilingual	 environments	 (in	 the	 study:	 schools	with	a	number	of	

pupils	with	 English	 as	 an	 additional	 language	 (EAL)	 higher	 than	 the	UK	 average)	were	more	

positive	about	being	bilingual	than	those	in	more	monolingual	settings	(schools	with	fewer	than	

average	pupils	with	EAL).	Children	expressed	the	potential	positive	impact	of	additional	social	

and	communication	opportunities	as	a	result	of	bilingualism,	for	example	to	interact	with	their	

extended	family.	The	second	study	explored	the	lived	experiences	of	autistic	multilingual	adults	

who	spoke	four	or	more	languages.21	Participants	reported	that	bilingualism	had	enabled	them	

to	 better	 understand	 themselves	 and	 others	 around	 them	–	 for	 example	 introducing	 them	 to	

different	ways	of	thinking	–,	and	it	provided	opportunities	for	hobbies,	travel,	work,	and	building	

and	 maintaining	 relationships	 –	 for	 example	 allowing	 them	 to	 connect	 with	 the	 autistic	

community	around	 the	world.	Taken	 together,	 these	 findings	 suggest	 that	bilingualism	comes	

with	 a	 plethora	 of	 benefits	 across	 socio-cultural	 and	 communicative	 domains.	However,	 both	

studies	employed	relatively	specialised	subgroups	of	the	autistic	bilingual	community;	one	being	

children’s	experiences,	and	the	other	a	group	of	multilingual	adults	with	four	or	more	languages.	

It	 is	 likely	 that	 the	experiences	of	multilingual	 individuals	are	not	representative	of	 the	wider	

autistic	bilingual	population,	and	research	suggests	that	the	majority	of	autistic	bilingual	people	

do	not	have	four	languages	or	more.27	Therefore,	a	direct	account	from	a	broader	range	of	autistic	

bilingual	adults	is	necessary	to	fully	capture	the	effect	of	bilingualism	on	autistic	people’s	identity,	

well-being	and	inclusion	in	society.	

This	 study	 addresses	 this	 gap	 by	 understanding	 the	 intersection	 of	 autism	 and	

bilingualism	with	 a	 broader	 representation	 of	 participants	with	 two	 or	more	 languages.	 This	

study	explores	the	experiences	of	39	autistic	bi-	and	multilingual	adults,	with	a	focus	on	how	each	

identity	 –	 being	 autistic	 and	 being	 bilingual	 –	 affects	 their	 experience	 of	 the	 other,	 and	 the	

importance	of	linguistic	identity	in	their	everyday	lives.	The	research	questions	are:	(1)	How	do	

the	motivations	and	benefits	expressed	by	multilingual	autistic	people	match	those	of	the	wider	

autistic	bilingual	population?	(2)	Do	autistic	bilingual	people	perceive	being	bilingual	as	part	of	

their	identity?	(3)	What	are	the	barriers	and	enablers	identified	by	autistic	bilingual	people	in	

their	bilingual	journey?	
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2 Methods	

	

Methodological	approach	

This	 study	 used	 a	 cross-sectional	 survey	 design	 with	 self-report	 measures	 and	 open-ended	

questions	to	explore	the	demographic	and	language	profiles	of	autistic	bilingual	people,	as	well	

as	their	lived	experiences.	Data	were	analysed	thematically.		

	

Participants	

Thirty-nine	 autistic	 bilingual	 people	 participated	 in	 the	 study.	 Inclusion	 criteria	 stated	 that	

participants	had	to	be	aged	16	or	above,	have	self-reported	knowledge	of	at	least	two	languages,	

have	a	self-reported	autism	diagnosis,	and	reside	in	the	UK	at	the	time	of	the	study.	Language	

proficiency	was	not	assessed,	which	is	further	discussed	in	the	Limitations	section	below.	The	

study	received	ethical	approval	from	the	PPLS	Research	Ethics	Committee	of	the	University	of	

Edinburgh	(reference	338-1718/4).	The	researchers	advertised	the	study	via	a	flyer	(available	at	

https://osf.io/mxsb8/)	circulated	through	social	media,	autism	charities	and	networks	across	the	

UK,	disability	services	of	UK	universities,	and	lists	of	participants	from	previous	research	who	

had	expressed	interest	in	taking	part	in	additional	studies.		

	

Procedure	

All	participants	completed	an	online	consent	form	and	were	sent	a	personal	 link	to	the	online	

survey.	 Participants	were	 then	 invited	 to	 take	 part	 in	 a	 follow-up	neurocognitive	 assessment	

outside	 the	 scope	 of	 the	 present	 study.	 Data	 were	 collected	 from	 July	 to	 December	 2018.	

Participants	received	a	£20	gift	voucher	as	compensation	for	their	time	and	their	support	with	

the	overall	project,	which	involved	participating	in	online	questionnaires	and	the	neurocognitive	

assessment.	Participants	had	 to	be	able	 to	 complete	 the	questionnaire	 independently	without	

support.	This	limitation	is	further	discussed	in	the	Limitations	section	below.	

	

Measures	

The	study	used	the	Demographic	&	Language	Questionnaires,	an	online	survey	built	in	Qualtrics,	

available	 to	 view	 at	 https://osf.io/ns7ma/.28	 The	 survey	 contained	 four	 main	 sections:	

demographic	 information,	 detailed	 language	 history	 for	 up	 to	 seven	 languages	 (additional	

languages	could	be	listed	at	the	end	of	the	section),	overall	language	information	related	to	non-

verbal	experiences	currently	and	in	childhood	and	language-switching	habits,	and	open-ended	

questions.	The	present	study	focused	on	the	participants’	answers	to	the	open-ended	questions.	

These	questions	addressed	the	experiences	of	language	learning	and	experiences	of	language	use,	
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and	 their	 thoughts	 on	 the	 role	 of	 bilingualism	 and	 the	 interplay	 between	 autism	 and	 their	

bilingualism	 experience.	 No	 question	 was	 mandatory,	 thus	 preserving	 the	 comfort	 of	 the	

participants	and	ensuring	that	answers	were	voluntary.	The	main	open-ended	questions,	each	

allowing	up	to	20,000	characters	responses,	were:	

1. Think	 about	 when	 you	 were	 learning	 your	 languages.	 What	 was	 easy?	 What	 was	

challenging?	

2. Do	 you	 think	 learning	 and	 knowing	 several	 languages	 is	 useful?	Why?	 (For	 people	 in	

general,	and	for	you	in	particular)	

3. Is	there	anything	you	want	to	tell	us,	but	we	didn't	ask?	

Participants	also	completed	other	assessments	during	a	follow-up	in-person	appointment	as	part	

of	a	study	on	the	sociocognitive	effects	of	bilingualism.	These	additional	assessments	included	

the	Wechsler	Abbreviated	Scale	of	Intelligence	2nd	Edition	(WASI-II)	to	measure	non-verbal	IQ,	

the	Test	of	Everyday	Attention	to	measure	executive	skills,	a	visual	perspective-taking	task,	and	

a	 cognitive	 and	 affective	 perspective-taking	 task.	 The	 data	 gathered	 in	 these	 cognitive	

assessments	 are	 outside	 the	 scope	 of	 the	 present	 study,	 and	 only	 the	 non-verbal	 IQ	 score	 is	

provided	here	for	additional	information	regarding	the	participants,	thus	clarifying	who	is	and	is	

not	represented	in	this	study.		

	

Data	analysis		

All	participants	completed	the	Demographic	and	Language	Questionnaire	in	full.	To	accurately	

describe	the	sample,	we	analysed	and	combined	their	responses	to	create	new	language	profile	

measures	 for	 each	 language	 reported:	 overall	 language	 proficiency,	 acquisition	 context,	 and	

current	 context	 of	 use.	 Full	 details	 of	 the	 questionnaire	 data	 management	 are	 available	 in	

Supplementary	 material	 1.	 Demographics	 and	 language	 history	 data	 were	 analysed	 with	

descriptive	analyses	using	R	(version	3.5.3).		

Answers	 to	 the	 open-ended	 questions	 were	 analysed	 in	 NVivo	 (release	 1.5)	 using	 inductive	

thematic	analysis	within	a	critical	realist	framework.29	This	method	is	an	appropriate	approach	

for	 exploratory	 studies	 addressing	 under-researched	 topics,	 deriving	 themes	 from	 raw	 data	

rather	than	looking	at	the	data	from	the	perspective	of	prior	theories	and	assumptions.30	This	

process	involved	six	stages	of	data	analysis:	familiarisation	with	the	data,	preliminary	coding	of	

the	data,	generation	of	patterns	or	themes	across	the	codes,	review	of	the	themes,	definition	and	

naming	of	the	themes,	and	production	of	the	analysis	report.30	

After	 familiarisation	with	 the	data,	 two	coders	(B.G.D.	and	R.D.)	each	analysed	 the	answers	of	

respectively	26	and	25	participants	for	first-level	codes,	leading	to	the	answers	of	12	participants	

(31%)	 being	 double-coded,	 to	 confirm	 consensus	 between	 the	 coders.	 First,	 the	 coders	

independently	produced	the	first-level	codes	for	these	12	participants’	data,	before	reconvening	
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to	compare	the	codes	and	reach	a	consensus.	The	first-level	codes	generated	for	the	double-coded	

data	were	all	identical	or	thematically	equivalent	(i.e.,	the	first-level	code	“Broaden	perspective-

mindset”	generated	by	B.G.D.	was	equivalent	to	the	first-level	code	“mind-expanding”	generated	

by	R.D.),	 confirming	consensus	between	 the	 coders.	Each	coder	 then	conducted	 the	 first-level	

coding	of	their	remaining	allocated	data.	The	first-level	coding	led	to	86	distinct	first-level	codes	

across	all	39	participants	(see	Supplementary	material	4	for	examples	of	first-level	codes).	The	

coders	conducted	together	the	subsequent	stages	of	the	thematic	analysis	to	group	the	first-level	

codes	 into	 mid-level	 sub-themes	 and	 top-level	 themes,	 to	 reach	 a	 final	 combination	 that	

meaningfully	encapsulated	almost	all	the	coded	material,	as	per	Braun	and	Clarke’s	guidelines.30	

This	combination	of	themes	and	sub-themes	is	reported	below	to	address	our	research	questions.	

	

3 Results	

3.1 Respondents	

The	 participants	 (n=39)’	 mean	 age	 was	 34.5	 years	 (range:	 16-61),	 and	 the	 mean	 age	 when	

receiving	a	clinical	diagnosis	of	autism	was	26.6	years	 (range:	3-56).	Gender	distribution	was	

41.0%	 female,	 35.9%	male,	 and	23.1%	either	disclosed	 a	different	 gender	 identity	 or	did	not	

disclose	their	gender	identity.	Mean	non-verbal	IQ	as	measured	by	the	WASI-II	was	119.8	(SD	=	

10.4,	range	=	101	–	145),	highlighting	that	the	group	consisted	only	of	people	with	average	to	very	

high	 IQ.	Forty-eight	per	cent	of	participants	were	native	English	speakers.	Non-native	English	

speakers	(52%)	reported	their	English	proficiency	as	part	of	the	Language	Questionnaire,	self-

rating	 their	 oral	 and	 written	 comprehension	 and	 expression	 proficiency	 on	 a	 9-point	 scale,	

ranging	from	0	proficiency	=	“not	at	all	proficient”	to	8	=	“excellent	proficiency”.	An	overall	English	

proficiency	 score	 was	 calculated	 for	 each	 participant	 as	 the	 average	 of	 the	 four	 self-rated	

proficiency	scores,	with	a	group	mean	of	7.33	(SD	=	0.99,	range:	4.50-8.00)	across	all	non-native	

English	speakers.	Importantly,	7	(18%)	participants	self-reported	having	been	non-	or	minimally-	

speaking	in	childhood	by	selecting	“Yes”	to	the	question	“Were	you	non-verbal	as	a	child	(in	other	

words,	 did	 you	 start	 speaking	 unusually	 late	 in	 your	 childhood)?”.	 Further	 demographic	 and	

language	characteristics	are	reported	in	Tables	1,	Figure	1,	and	Supplementary	Materials	2	and	

3.	
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Table	1	–	Participants’	demographic	characteristics	(n=39)	

Age in years, M (SD, range) 34.5 (12.8, 16 – 61) 

Age at diagnosis in years, M (SD, range) 26.6 (14.4, 3 – 56) 

Gender, N (%) 
 

Female 16 (41.0) 

Male 14 (35.9) 

Other gender identity / Not disclosed 9 (23.1) 

Non-verbal IQ, M (SD, range) 
119.8 (10.4, 101 – 

145) 

Highest Education, N (%)  

Less than an undergraduate degree 12 (30.8) 

Undergraduate degree or higher 26 (66.7) 

Country of birth, N (%)  

UK 19 (48.7) 

Non-UK, English-speaking a  5 (12.8) 

Europe, non-English speaking b 9 (23.1) 

Non-Europe, non-English speaking c 5 (12.8) 

Non-UK-born UK-residents, N (%) 19 (48.7) 

Age of arrival in the UK, M (SD, range) 21.4 (11.1, 2 – 38) 
Note: Summary table of the autistic participants’ demographic characteristics. One data point was missing for the 

“Highest Education” question.  

a = Canada (1), India (1), New Zealand (1), South Africa (1), USA (1).  

b = France (2), Germany (3), Norway (3), Ukraine (1).  

c = Argentina (1), China (1), Macau (1), Russia (1), South Korea (1)	
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Figure	1	–	Age	of	acquisition	and	proficiency	for	the	languages	reported		

	

	
A. Age of acquisition: Scatterplot and boxplot showing the distribution of the ages of acquisition (in years) for 

the languages (L) 1 to 7 reported by each participant, ranked by age of acquisition. 

B. Language proficiency: Scatterplot and boxplot showing the distribution of the overall self-rated proficiency 

(averaged across self-rated skills in oral expression, oral comprehension, written expression, and written 

comprehension) for the languages (L) 1 to 7 reported by each participant, ranked by age of acquisition, on a scale 

from 0 (= “not at all”) to 8 (= “excellent”). 

C. Detailed language proficiency: Radar plot of the overall and detailed (written expression, written 

comprehension, oral expression, and oral comprehension) self-rated proficiency of the respondents for their 

languages (L) 1 to 4 (ranked by age of acquisition), averaged across all participants, on a scale from 0 (= “not at 

all”) to 8 (= “excellent”).31 

	

3.2 Thematic	analysis	

Five	central	themes	arose	from	the	interviews.	These	were:	(1)	‘communication’;	(2)	

‘opportunities	and	benefits’;	(3)	‘self-understanding’;	(4)	‘language	learning	challenges;	(5);	

‘language	learning	facilitators’	(Figure	2).		
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Figure	2	–	Thematic	map	of	themes	and	sub-themes	identified	in	the	data		

	
Note. Themes are presented circled in bold, related sub-themes are circled with dashed lines.31 
 

3.2.1 Theme	1:	Communication	

This	 theme	 envelops	 participants’	 references	 to	 explicit	 discussions	 relating	 to	 the	

communicative	aspect	of	bilingualism	across	all	questions	asked	(Figure	2).	It	included	three	sub-

themes:	(a)	‘social	communication’;	(b)	‘facilitated	self-expression’;	and	(c)	‘understanding	other	

perspectives’.		

Relating	 to	 the	 subtheme	 ‘social	 communication’,	 participants	 frequently	 highlighted	

communication	with	others	as	both	a	benefit	of	and	a	drive	for	knowing	multiple	languages.	For	

example,	“it’s	a	powerful	way	to	connect	with	people”	[P39],	and	“I	like	that	with	a	bit	of	practice	I	

have	access	to	a	valuable	skill	(L2)	for	communicating	with	people”	[P21]2.		

Participants	also	discussed	how	having	access	to	multiple	languages	provided	them	with	

a	richer	set	of	concepts	to	more	precisely	identify	and	express	their	thoughts	and	emotions,	as	

illustrated	by	these	quotes:	“personally	it's	also	fun	to	be	able	to	express	myself	in	different	ways,	

 
2	All	participant	quotes	are	reported	as	they	appear	in	the	data,	regardless	of	spelling,	capitalization,	
and/or	grammatical	errors.		
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with	a	wider	vocabulary	that	takes	in	cultural	differences”	[P08],	and	“[bilingualism]	teaches	you	to	

express	yourself	in	different	ways	if	you	struggle	to	explain	yourself	exactly”	[P20].	

Finally,	participants	considered	that	knowing	multiple	languages	allowed	them	to	better	

understand	different	perspectives,	referring	to	both	cultural	differences	and	differences	between	

people.	 For	 example,	 “[bilingualism]	does	allow	you	 to	appreciate	 that	 language	 forms	ways	of	

thinking”	[P20],	and	“[bilingualism]	has	opened	me	up	to	many	wonderful	points	of	view	and	also	

understanding	that	I	could	only	have	gained	through	other	languages”	[P01].	

	

3.2.2 Theme	2:	Opportunities	and	benefits	

This	 theme	 encapsulates	what	 participants	 perceived	 as	 increased	 opportunities	 available	 to	

them	 thanks	 to	 bilingualism.	 It	 brings	 together	 five	 sub-themes:	 (a)	 ‘social	 connections’;	 (b)	

‘hobby	and	mobility’;	(c)	‘work	and	education’;	(d)	‘cultural	insight’;	and	(e)	‘tool	to	decode	people	

and	information’.		

The	sub-theme	‘social	connections’	refers	to	the	notion	that	being	bilingual	had	allowed	

some	participants	to	create	and	maintain	relationships	with	family	members,	friends,	or	romantic	

partners.	For	example:	“I	also	speak	different	languages	with	different	family	members”	[P18],	“My	

best	friend	is	[nationality]3,	and	his	family	feels	like	my	family,	so	I'm	exposed	to	[language]	when	

I'm	visiting”	[P14],	and	“[I]	had	long	term	relationships	-	sequentially	-	in	all	those	languages”	[P23].		

Participants	 reported	 that	 their	 hobbies	 were	 also	 shaped	 by	 their	 understanding	 of	

multiple	languages,	with	bilingualism	being	useful	for	“appreciating	books/film/theatre/TV	etc.	

all	of	which	provide	insights	and	enjoyment	that	can’t	be	obtained	from	sticking	to	one	language”	

[p24].	One	benefit	 regularly	mentioned	was	also	 international	mobility	 (“travel,	 travel,	 travel”	

[P23]),	as	illustrated	by	“[bilingualism]	is	useful	to	travel	and	live	abroad”	[P09].	In	several	cases,	

participants	had	moved	to	a	different	country	either	as	a	motivation	to	learn	another	language,	

or	as	an	opportunity	made	possible	because	they	already	knew	the	language.	

	 Related	to	this	is	the	sub-theme	of	‘work	and	educational	opportunities’,	referring	to	the	

participant’s	 reports	 that	 bilingualism	 had	 been	 key	 in	 pursuing	 their	 higher	 education	 or	

securing	employment.	This	is	illustrated	by	the	following	quotes:	“it	helped	me	being	able	to	come	

here	to	study”	[P04],	and	“it	is	essential	for	my	work”	[P24].	

Participants	regularly	listed	‘cultural	insight’	as	a	benefit,	linking	specific	languages	to	the	

cultures	 that	 use	 them.	 For	 example,	 P24	 wrote	 “knowledge	 of	 other	 languages	 is	 useful	 for	

understanding	how	people	from	other	cultures	think,	how	other	cultures	work”.	

Conversely,	some	participants	described	the	process	of	learning	additional	languages	as	

a	puzzle	to	be	figured	out,	while	others	use	languages	as	tools	that	allow	them	to	“decipher”	[P16]	

 
3	All	languages	(but	English)	and	countries	(but	the	United-Kingdom)	were	removed	for	anonymity.		
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the	meaning	of	concepts	or	information,	independent	of	a	communicative	role:	“while	I	know	that	

many	people	consider	languages	as	a	means	of	communication,	I	rather	see	them	as	an	intricate	and	

complex	web	of	interconnected	system	that	govern	the	world”	[P18],	and	“it	helps	to	make	different	

connections	to	the	same	concept”	[P07].		

	 		

3.2.3 Theme	3:	Self-understanding	

This	theme	summarises	participants’	reflections	that	being	bilingual	had	shaped	their	awareness	

and	 understanding	 of	 their	 own	 identity,	mindset,	 skills,	 options,	 and	 difficulties.	 This	 theme	

gathers	three	sub-themes:	(a)	‘autism-related	challenges’;	(b)	‘self-awareness	of	own	skills’;	and	

(c)	‘broaden	mindset	and	perspectives’.		

	 Participants	 reported	 that	 some	of	 the	 social	 features	of	 learning	and	using	 languages	

overlapped	with	aspects	of	autism;	 in	particular	differences	 in	 the	social	domain.	Participants	

discussed	social	challenges	relating	to	communication	(“being	somewhat	challenged	socially	made	

practicing	speaking	far	more	challenging”	[P20]),	and	social	understanding	(“[bilingualism]	is	a	

way	of	learning	to	see	different	perspectives.	This	is	perhaps	particularly	useful	for	me,	because	I	

have	to	work	quite	hard	to	see	something	from	someone	else's	perspective	in	the	first	place”	[P39]).	

	 Relatedly,	many	participants	explained	how	they	had	become	aware	of	their	own	skills:	

“it's	been	such	a	great	experience	learning	my	own	capabilities”	[P21].	This	awareness	was	often	

implicitly	positioned	relative	to	a	hypothetical	norm	–	or	typically	autistic	abilities	–	and	thus	we	

interpret	 these	 insights	 as	 having	 a	 connection	 to	 autistic	 identity.	 For	 example,	 several	

participants	considered	that	they	enjoyed	language	learning	“far	more	than	the	average	person”	

[P16]	or	found	it	“easier	than	most	people”	[P10].	Three	participants	(P03,	P11,	and	P21)	specified	

being	hyperlexic,	but	others	instead	described	their	“natural	ability”	[P25]	with	specific	language-

related	skills,	most	notably	the	production	of	native-like	accents	thanks	to	their	listening	skills	

(P10	and	P16),	or	the	understanding	of	grammar	rules	(P16).	Participants	also	expressed	pride	

and	feeling	rewarded	when	reaching	a	level	of	proficiency	allowing	them	to	use	their	languages.	

“For	me,	it	is	useful	simply	because	it	is	quite	rewarding	and	calming	when	something	that	was	so	

alien	to	me	before	now	makes	sense”	[P22],	and	“learning	languages	have	given	me	a	feeling	that	I	

can	do	something”	[P14].		

	 Finally,	participants	expressed	that	knowing	several	languages	had	shaped	their	identity	

more	 generally,	 and	 broadened	 their	 mindset,	 attitudes,	 and	 perspectives.	 Indeed,	 several	

participants	stated	that	being	bilingual	has	influenced	their	“ways	of	thinking”	(“different	sentence	

structures	and	ways	of	expression	enhances	the	way	of	thinking	about	and	seeing	the	world”	[P37])	

and	 their	 perspectives	more	 broadly	 (“[my	 languages]	 broaden	my	 perspective”	 [P17]).	 Some	

participants	also	considered	the	influence	of	bilingualism	as	part	of	their	identity,	as	expressed	

by	P03	“I	have	a	unique	perspective	on	the	world	because	I	have	experienced	more	than	one	culture	
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and	 have	 lived	 in	 both”,	 and	 P05,	 “multiple	 languages	 have	 been	 part	 of	 my	 identity	 and	

background”.	Overall,	this	sub-theme	can	be	summarised	by	P32’s	quote:	“the	languages	that	you	

know	draw	the	boundary	of	your	world”.	

	

3.2.4 Theme	4:	Language	learning	challenges	

This	theme	brings	together	the	references	to	elements	that	made	language	learning	difficult,	and	

contains	two	sub-themes:	(a)	‘role	of	the	environment’;	(b)	‘language	domains	and	competences’.	

	 Participants	identified	the	language	learning	environment	as	playing	a	crucial	role	across	

several	 elements	 of	 language	 learning	 or	 skill	 development,	 though	 what	 constituted	 a	

challenging	environment	varied	between	participants.	For	example,	participants	reported	that	

“learning	in	school	was	difficult”	[P12],	listing	school-based	tasks	such	as	learning	lists	of	words	

or	following	a	pre-defined	pace	as	unsuitable	for	them.	On	the	contrary,	several	participants	also	

considered	that	learning	languages	in	adulthood	was	more	challenging	than	in	childhood,	either	

explaining	that	“as	an	adult,	I	find	it	difficult	to	memorise	vocabulary	and	grammar”	[P17],	or	that	

“‘adult	things’	comes	in	the	way,	not	that	language	learning	is	harder	in	itself	now”	[P14].	Lack	of	

opportunities	to	practice	was	identified	as	a	barrier	to	learning,	as	illustrated	by	P13	with	“the	

most	challenging	part	is	to	retain	the	knowledge.	I'm	fairly	good	at	picking	up	new	languages,	but	I	

forget	about	them	just	as	easily	when	I	don't	use	them”.	Some	participants	pointed	out	that	their	

self-perceived	social	challenges	made	practicing	oral	expression	difficult.	

	 Importantly,	participants	highlighted	specific	language	competences	or	domains	as	being	

challenging,	 though	 these	 competences	 or	 domains	 differed	 between	 participants.	 Oral	

comprehension	 and	 expression	 were	 regularly	 mentioned	 as	 difficult	 (“I	 find	 hearing	 and	

speaking	the	language	difficult”	[P26]),	with	oral	expression	being	often	singled	out,	and	several	

participants	explained	that	“speaking	is	challenging	for	[them]	because	[they]	become	very	anxious	

about	making	a	mistake”	 [P11].	 Several	 participants	 experienced	difficulties	with	memorising	

vocabulary	and	/or	grammar.	For	some	participants,	difficulties	rather	related	to	disentangling	

double	meanings	and	expressions	across	languages.	

	

3.2.5 Theme	5:	Language	learning	facilitators	

This	theme	refers	to	the	participants’	opinions	on	the	factors	facilitating	their	language	learning	

journey,	and	contains	three	sub-themes:	(a)	‘role	of	the	environment’;	(b)	‘language	domains	and	

competences’;	and	(c)	‘enjoyment	with	language	learning’.		

	 Several	 participants	 pointed	 out	 that	 learning	 languages	 had	 been	 easy	 for	 them	 in	

childhood,	be	that	with	their	close	or	extended	family,	in	their	community	more	generally,	or	in	

primary	school,	as	expressed	by	P10:	“I	did	not	find	learning	English	or	[language]	challenging	in	

primary	school”,	who	benefitted	from	school-based	learning.	Indeed,	some	participants	explained	
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how	their	learning	environment	(family,	community,	school,	or	on	their	own)	had	supported	their	

language	learning.	On	the	contrary,	for	some	participants	learning	with	their	family	or	within	a	

country	 or	 community	 that	 used	 the	 language	 had	 facilitated	 their	 progress,	 “learning	 in	 the	

country	where	it	was	spoken	was	loads	easier”	[P12],	but	not	school-based	learning.	Importantly,	

being	 able	 to	 follow	 their	 own	 learning	 pace	 had	 been	 particularly	 beneficial	 for	 some	

participants.	A	final	environmental	facilitator	that	encouraged	practice	opportunities	was	having	

language	learning	as	a	shared	interest	with	friends,	partners,	or	family	members,	as	illustrated	by	

this	quote:	“my	friend	and	I	loved	[language]	so	much	so	we	were	encouraged	to	learn	more	with	

our	excitement	for	the	language”	[P25].	

	 Participants	highlighted	several	language	competences	or	domains	as	having	been	easy	

to	 develop,	 though	 again,	 these	 differed	 between	 participants.	 Written	 comprehension	 and	

expression	were	regularly	reported	as	easy	(“reading	and	writing	has	always	been	a	lot	easier	in	

acquiring	a	new	language	than	listening	and	talking	it”	[P37]).	However,	some	participants	found	

pronunciation	easy,	especially	imitating	accents,	as	explained	by	P16:	“I	have	a	really	good	ear	for	

languages	and	can	reproduce	non-native	sounds	with	good	accuracy”.	Several	participants	pointed	

out	that	they	had	been	able	to	learn	either	or	both	vocabulary	and	grammar	with	ease	–	as	shown	

respectively	by	the	following	quotes:	“I	find	learning	vocabulary	very	easy	in	all	languages”	[P30]	

and	“I	have	always	enjoyed	grammar	and	the	rules”	[P16]	–	especially	when	they	were	able	to	rely	

on	connections	and	similarities	between	their	languages.	

	 Finally,	participants	discussed	how	enjoying	cultures,	languages	or	language	learning	had	

supported	 and	 facilitated	 their	 learning,	 as	 illustrated	 by	 P25:	 “It	 was	 easy	 when	 you	 had	

enthusiasm.	[…]	It	was	difficult,	but	fun.	With	[language],	I	enjoyed	learning	the	language	a	lot	and	

I	did	not	find	it	difficult,	I	found	it	easy.”	

	

4 Discussion	

This	 study	 is	 the	 first	 to	 report	 the	 lived	 experiences	 of	 a	 group	of	UK-based	 autistic	 bi-	 and	

multilingual	 adults	who	know	 two	or	more	 languages.	The	 findings	 reveal	numerous	ways	 in	

which	 bilingualism	 can	 shape	 the	 life	 of	 autistic	 people,	 and	 in	 which	 autism	 can	 shape	 the	

language	 learning	 journey	 of	 bilingual	 people,	 with	 autism	 and	 bilingualism	 influencing	 one	

another.	 Building	 upon	 previous	 findings,	 the	 themes	 identified	 in	 this	 study	 show	 how	 the	

benefits	of	knowing	two	or	three	languages	mirror	those	of	knowing	four	or	more	languages	for	

autistic	people.21	For	example,	we	reported	that	autistic	bilinguals	consider	that	knowing	more	

than	 one	 language	 had	 allowed	 them	 to	 access	 a	 range	 of	 opportunities	 –	 such	 as	 social	

connections	 and	 hobbies,	 and	 had	 shaped	 their	 social	 communication	 skills.	 The	 findings,	

especially	those	related	to	the	self-understanding	theme,	also	highlight	how	being	bilingual	can	
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be	an	integral	part	of	autistic	bilingual	people’s	identity,	and	shed	light	on	the	factors	that	can	

complicate	or	facilitate	their	language	learning.		

This	group	included	a	wide	range	of	demographic	and	language	profiles	(for	example	with	

ages	 of	 acquisition	 of	 their	 second	 language	 ranging	 from	 birth	 to	 adulthood,	 with	 varying	

language	learning	environments,	and	varying	levels	of	proficiency),	reflecting	the	diversity	of	the	

autistic	 bilingual	 population	 described	 in	 previous	 research.21,32	 This	 allowed	 us	 to	 capture	 a	

diverse	range	of	 lived	experiences	and	insights	regarding	the	bidirectional	influence	of	autism	

and	bilingualism.	Even	though	the	majority	(24	out	of	39)	of	the	participants	only	reported	two	

or	three	languages,	the	motivations	to	learn	languages	and	the	perceived	benefits	they	discussed	

mirrored	those	expressed	by	autistic	multilinguals	with	four	or	more	languages.21	Motivations	

and	benefits	discussed	included	personal	elements	(such	as	enjoyment	in	language	learning	or	

self-awareness	of	their	abilities),	interpersonal	elements	(such	as	facilitated	communication	or	

social	connections),	and	societal	elements	(such	as	access	to	opportunities	and	cultural	insight).	

Overall,	 the	 social	 domain	was	highlighted	 as	 a	 key	 element	 of	 the	 intertwined	 experience	of	

autism	and	bilingualism,	emerging	from	both	the	‘Opportunities	&	benefits’	and	‘Communication'	

themes.	 Participants	 explained	 how	 bilingualism	 either	 supported	 or	 enabled	 meaningful	

relationships,	and	they	reported	that	learning	and	knowing	several	languages	had	strengthened	

their	social	and	communication	skills,	as	well	as	their	ability	to	understand	other	perspectives.	

This	finding	dovetails	with	that	of	Digard	et	al.	(2020)32	suggesting	a	relationship	between	bi-	and	

multilingualism	and	self-rated	social	life	quality	for	autistic	adults.	This	is	particularly	relevant	as	

these	domains	are	regularly	reported	as	challenging	for	autistic	people.33–35	Strikingly,	a	majority	

of	 the	participants	(25	out	of	39)	spontaneously	mentioned	a	social	element	to	their	bilingual	

experience	at	least	once,	particularly	its	benefits,	even	though	the	questions	were	not	prompting	

towards	this	theme.	This	finding	supports	the	idea	of	intrinsic	social	motivation	for	many	autistic	

people	within	this	group.	This	adds	to	the	growing	body	of	literature	showing	that	autistic	people	

do	not	intrinsically	lack	social	drive,36	and	that	social	elements	play	an	important	role	in	their	

everyday	 life	 as	 is	 the	 case	 for	 non-autistic	 people	 –	 for	 example	 through	 friendships	 and	

relationships,	which	are	positive	predictors	of	autistic	adults’	quality	of	life.37	Crucially,	the	social	

connections	 enabled	 by	 their	 knowledge	 of	multiple	 languages	 and	 their	 drive	 also	 included	

connections	with	their	autistic	peers	from	around	the	world,21	in	turn	informing	their	identity-

building	as	autistic.	Outside	of	the	social	domain,	and	similarly	to	the	accounts	of	the	multilingual	

autistic	respondents	from	Nolte	et	al.	(2021)21,	participants	expressed	benefits	of	bilingualism	in	

several	 other	 contexts	 linked	 with	 wider	 issues	 encountered	 by	 autistic	 people,	 including	

confidence	in	their	abilities38	or	employment	opportunities.	This	is	particularly	relevant	as	being	

employed	has	been	linked	with	a	higher	quality	of	life	for	autistic	adults,37	while	unemployment	

is	an	ongoing	serious	issue	for	the	autistic	community.39	Arguably,	it	is	evident	that	many	of	these	
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motivations	 and	 perceived	 benefits	 can	 be	 experienced	 by	 any	 bilingual,	 regardless	 of	 their	

neurotype.	Indeed,	research	in	non-autistic	populations	also	reports	benefits	of	bilingualism	in	

academic	and	professional	opportunities,	communication,	and	sociocultural	understanding.	40,41	

Expanding	on	the	experiences	of	autistic	multilinguals	presented	in	Nolte	et	al.	(2021),21	

the	current	results	also	reveal	the	interplay	between	autism,	bilingualism,	and	identity.	Indeed,	

being	bilingual	is	an	intrinsic	part	of	many	participants’	identities.	For	some,	this	is	more	closely	

aligned	with	the	bi-cultural	component	of	their	experience	–	especially	for	those	who	have	grown	

up	hearing	and/or	speaking	several	languages	or	have	lived	in	different	countries.	For	others,	it	

is	due	to	bilingualism	shaping	their	own	self-understanding	–	for	example	allowing	them	to	access	

interests	and	hobbies,	set	their	own	goals,	broaden	their	perspectives,	or	better	understand	their	

own	abilities.	These	findings	highlight	the	importance	of	supporting	bilingual	autistic	children,42	

as	it	is	evident	that	bilingualism	can	act	as	an	additional	tool	to	help	autistic	people	thrive	within	

their	community,	family	and	own	individual	identity.	In	addition,	it	is	equally	crucial	to	support	

autistic	 people	 who	 want	 to	 become	 bilingual,	 as	 this	 skill	 can	 open	 doors	 for	 additional	

opportunities.		

There	 is	 evidence	 identifying	 societal	 and	 institutional	 barriers	 in	 terms	 of	 access	 to	

additional	language	learning	for	autistic	people,	42	and	indications	that	autistic	people	themselves	

consider	autism	as	both	an	advantage	and	a	disadvantage	for	additional	language	learning.21	This	

study	also	identifies	some	of	the	specific	challenges	and	facilitators	that	autistic	bilinguals	identify	

related	to	language	learning.		

Participants	 highlighted	 the	 role	 of	 the	 environment,	 though	 different	 respondents	

favoured	different	learning	environments.	Some	respondents	reported	that	learning	from	birth	

with	their	families	had	been	the	best	option	for	them,	others	pointed	out	that	they	had	benefitted	

from	school-based	learning.	Others	still	explained	how	school-based	learning	could	sometimes	

be	 ill-suited	 to	 their	 learning	 profile,	 and	 they	 favoured	 independent	 or	 community-based	

learning.	As	such,	while	many	respondents	identified	a	preferred	learning	environment,	not	all	

did,	 and	 some	mentioned	 that	 their	 preferred	 environment	 changed	 between	 childhood	 and	

adulthood.	Together,	this	suggests	that	supporting	a	range	of	learning	opportunities	could	benefit	

the	 learners.	 	 Importantly,	 participants	 also	 listed	 numerous	 language	 domains	 and	 language	

competencies	–	such	as	oral	expression	and	comprehension,	grammar,	or	vocabulary	–	that	in	

some	cases	were	easy	to	develop,	while	in	other	cases	were	particularly	challenging.	In	short,	the	

similarities	 in	 language	 domains	 listed	 and	 the	 discrepancies	 in	 participants’	 experiences	

highlight	that	for	autistic	learners	(just	as	for	neurotypical	learners),	there	is	not	a	“one	size	fits	

all”	approach	to	 language	 learning;	one	skill	can	be	easy	 for	some	learners,	whilst	difficult	 for	

others.	Future	research	should	better	understand	how	the	specificities	of	autism	might	shape	

autistic	 learners’	 acquisition	 of	 the	 different	 language	 domains	 listed	 above.	 In	 addition,	 this	
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diversity	in	language	learning	experiences	reinforces	the	need	for	individualised,	person-centred	

support	for	autistic	learners	of	additional	languages.42		

The	 present	 study	 raises	 new	 questions	 regarding	 the	 joint	 experience	 of	 autism	 and	

bilingualism.	 A	 dedicated	 investigation	 of	 the	 language	 learning	 strategies	 of	 autistic	 people	

would	provide	the	autistic	community	with	better-suited	learning	experiences	and	support.	In	

addition,	a	comparative	account	of	the	experience	of	autistic	and	non-autistic	bilinguals	would	

show	whether	 and	 how	 autistic	 people	 can	 uniquely	 experience	 bilingualism,	 for	 example	 in	

terms	 of	 the	 sensory	 aspects	 of	 languages,	 or	 regarding	 communicative	 benefits.	 Finally,	 and	

importantly,	as	participants	spontaneously	mentioned	social	cognitive	processes	–	in	particular	

the	understanding	of	different	perspectives	–	as	an	aspect	of	their	lives	shaped	by	bilingualism,	

the	 relationship	 between	 bilingualism	 and	 social	 cognition	 in	 autism	 should	 be	 investigated	

further.	 To	 date,	 this	 relationship	 has	 almost	 exclusively	 been	 studied	 in	 neurotypical	

populations,	and	remains	limited.43	In	autism,	the	relationship	between	bilingualism	and	social	

processes	has	only	been	covered	by	a	few	studies,	which	focused	on	social	life	quality,32	overall	

functional44	 or	 social45	 communication,	 or	 overall	 social	 functioning.13,46	 As	 participants	

independently	 pointed	 out	 the	 link	between	bilingualism	and	 social	 process,	 it	 is	 essential	 to	

address	this	question	in	the	context	of	autism	specifically.		

	

Limitations	

The	 findings	 should	 be	 considered	 in	 light	 of	 their	 limitations.	 First,	 the	 data	 were	

collected	using	open-ended	questions	that	included	very	few	prompts.	While	this	was	suitable	in	

that	it	allowed	participants	to	report	elements	of	their	experience	that	were	the	most	relevant	to	

them,	it	will	be	important	for	future	research	to	investigate	each	topic	more	specifically,	focusing	

first	 on	 the	 facilitators	 and	 barriers	 to	 language	 learning,	 to	 better	 support	 autistic	 language	

learners.	 Further	 intersecting	 experiences	 could	 be	 revealed	 by	 giving	 priority	 to	 depth	 over	

breadth,	such	as	biculturalism	or	migratory	experiences	of	autistic	bilingual	people.		

Although	each	participant	also	attended	an	in-person	appointment,	we	did	not	conduct	

any	standardised	 language	skills	assessment,	 thus	preventing	us	from	rigorously	verifying	the	

self-reported	proficiencies.	Similarly,	we	did	not	verify	the	presence	of	language	impairments	or	

savant	skills,	only	enquiring	about	experiences	of	being	non-speaking	in	childhood	or	adulthood,	

as	mentioned	in	the	Methods	section	2.3.	Previous	research	shows	that	self-ratings	of	language	

proficiency	and	standardised	language	tests	provide	similar	results,3,47	but	this	has	not	yet	been	

verified	with	an	autistic	population.		

	There	are	also	limitations	regarding	the	profile	of	our	participant	sample	profile.	Females	

were	over-represented	in	comparison	to	the	male-to-female	ratio	estimates	in	autism	averaging	

3:1.48	 However,	 the	 gender	 distribution	 in	 our	 group	 mirrored	 the	 commonly	 reported	 bias	
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towards	female	participants	in	online	studies,49,50	including	in	autism	research.51	Additionally,	we	

did	 not	 enquire	 about	 the	 ethnicity	 of	 the	 participants,	 though	 we	 recognise	 that	

intersectionality52	 between	 autism,	 ethnicity,	 and	 language	 status	 could	 also	 impact	 the	

experience	 of	 autistic	 bilinguals.53	 Furthermore,	 our	 current	 methods	 –	 which	 involved	 no	

additional	support	to	the	participants	to	complete	neither	the	questionnaire	nor	the	additional	

cognitive	assessments	–	were	unlikely	to	allow	participation	from	bilingual	autistic	people	with	

intellectual	 disabilities,	 contributing	 to	 the	 lack	 of	 understanding	 of	 this	 specific	 population.	

Indeed,	the	mean	non-verbal	IQ	in	the	group	was	119.8	(range	=	101	–	145),	highlighting	that	our	

study	 did	 not	 include	 any	 input	 from	 autistic	 bilingual	 people	 with	 lower	 IQ	 or	 intellectual	

disability.	Similarly,	 the	age	at	diagnosis	(Table	1,	mean	=	26.6,	range	=	3	–	56)	as	well	as	the	

participants’	responses	(particularly	those	covered	in	section	3.2.3	Theme	3:	Self-understanding)	

hints	that	apart	from	the	7	respondents	(18%)	who	self-report	having	been	non-	or	minimally-

speaking	in	childhood,	people	in	this	group	may	not	have	experienced	marked	language	delays	as	

children.	 The	 lack	 of	 representation	 of	 autistic	 bilingual	 people	 with	 lower	 IQ,	 intellectual	

disability,	 or	 language	 delay	 is	 a	 limitation	 that	 has	 to	 be	 considered	 in	 the	 broader	 societal	

context	of	additional	language	learning	access	for	all	autistic	people.	Indeed,	currently	and	over	

the	last	few	decades,	autistic	children	and	young	people,	especially	those	with	language	delay	or	

intellectual	disabilities	are	being	denied	opportunities	for	additional	language	learning,	including	

within	their	own	family	and	cultural	community.	These	attitudes	and	policies	against	bilingualism	

for	autistic	people	inevitably	lead	to	bias	in	the	current	adult	autistic	bilingual	population	–	and	

by	extension	in	the	related	research	–	against	those	with	language	delay	or	intellectual	disability.	

Still,	it	is	urgent	that	upcoming	research	provides	a	better	representation	and	understanding	of	

these	specific	populations.	Finally,	participants	were	all	residing	in	the	UK	at	the	time	of	the	study,	

and	 it	 is	 reasonable	 to	 assume	 that	 autistic	 bilinguals	 residing	 in	 other	 countries	might	 have	

different	experiences.	However,	this	sample	greatly	varied	regarding	their	country	of	origin,	age,	

and	age	at	diagnosis	of	autism,	allowing	variation	in	diagnosis	procedures	across	time	and	space	

to	 shape	 the	 participants’	 overall	 lived	 experiences.	 Importantly,	 we	must	 point	 out	 that	 the	

different	language	learning	environments	(i.e.	at	home,	at	school,	or	in	the	community)	reported	

by	 the	 participants,	 as	well	 as	 their	 current	 use	 of	 their	 languages	 (i.e.	 their	 current	 level	 of	

immersion	 in	 their	non-native	 languages)	may	also	have	 influenced	 the	overall	 picture	of	 the	

results	 reported	here.	Future	 research	should	 seek	 to	better	 represent	each	specific	 language	

journey,	such	as	growing	up	bilingually	in	a	bilingual	environment,	or	learning	a	foreign	language	

at	school	before	moving	to	a	country	where	the	language	is	spoken,	amongst	other	profiles.			
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5 Conclusion	

This	study	is	the	first	to	report	the	perception	of	a	larger	group	of	autistic	bilingual	adults	living	

in	 the	 UK	 regarding	 their	 joint	 experience	 as	 being	 both	 autistic	 and	 bilingual.	 Participants	

described	numerous	motivations	and	benefits	to	being	bilingual	–	citing	for	example	social	factors	

or	access	to	opportunities,	as	well	as	a	better	understanding	of	themselves	and	others,	how	being	

bilingual	 had	 shaped	 their	 identity,	 and	 how	 specific	 environmental	 and	 language-dependent	

factors	could	both	enable	or	hinder	their	language	learning.	These	findings	have	implications	for	

bilingual	 families	and	 the	practitioners	who	support	 them.	Knowing	 the	 long-term	benefits	of	

bilingualism	identified	by	autistic	bilinguals	themselves	will	help	reduce	the	worries	of	bilingual	

parents	regarding	a	bilingual	upbringing,	and	it	will	also	provide	practitioners	and	policy-makers	

with	clear	evidence	 for	equal	access	 to	additional	 language	 learning	opportunities	 for	autistic	

people.	 In	addition,	gaining	a	deeper	 insight	 into	the	various	 language	learning	experiences	of	

autistic	people	will	inform	general	and	language-specific	education	practices,	to	better	support	

bilingual	learners	and	learners	of	additional	languages.		
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Supplementary	Materials	

Supplementary	material	1.	Survey	data	management	

Participants	completed	the	online	Demographic	and	Language	Questionnaire,26	which	includes	

four	main	sections:	demographic	information,	detailed	language	history	for	up	to	seven	languages	

(additional	 languages	 could	 be	 listed	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 section),	 overall	 language	 information	

related	to	non-verbal	experiences	and	language-switching	habits,	and	open-ended	questions.	

	 Several	variables	were	created	based	on	the	participants’	responses.		

Language	proficiency:	For	each	language,	proficiency	was	calculated	as	the	average	of	4	self-rated	

language	 skills	 (oral	 expression,	 oral	 comprehension,	 written	 expression,	 written	

comprehension).	

Number	of	 languages	reported	(N	language	R):	Each	participant	provided	data	on	a	number	of	

languages	ranging	from	1	to	7.		

Number	 of	 languages	 known	 with	 medium	 to	 high	 proficiency	 (N	 language	 P4):	 For	 each	

participant,	 this	was	 the	number	of	 languages	 reported	with	 a	proficiency	 equal	 to	 or	 over	4	

(“Adequate”).	This	threshold	was	defined	as	indicating	that	the	respondents	had	a	more	than	a	

basic	grasp	of	the	language.	This	discrete	variable	ranged	from	1	to	7.		

Age	of	acquisition:	Participants	were	asked	“how	old	were	you	when	you	first	encountered	L2”	

and	the	answer	to	this	question	was	defined	as	the	age	of	acquisition.		

Language	order:	Participants	reported	their	languages	in	varying	orders	(e.g.	by	increasing	age	of	

acquisition,	or	by	decreasing	proficiency).	Languages	were	reordered	by	age	of	acquisition,	with	

the	2nd	language	being	the	first	language	learned	after	the	native	language.		

Acquisition	context:	For	each	language,	participants	indicated	the	frequency	of	use	with	different	

interlocutors	and	in	different	contexts.	The	home	environment	included	5	item	scores	(parent	1,	

parent	 2,	 siblings,	 other	 people	 in	 the	 household,	 other	 members	 of	 the	 family),	 the	 school	

environment	included	1	item	(school),	and	the	community	environment	included	2	item	scores	

(friends,	community).	Not	all	participants	assigned	a	score	to	all	items	(e.g.	participants	without	

siblings	did	not	report	a	score	for	this	item).	The	maximum	score	reported	in	an	environment	was	

the	score	assigned	 to	 that	environment.	The	main	context	of	acquisition	was	 identified	as	 the	

environment	with	the	highest	score.	When	the	main	(highest-scoring)	context	had	a	score	strictly	

under	3	(“Occasionally”),	the	main	context	was	re-coded	as	“independent”,	highlighting	the	fact	

that	the	respondent	mostly	learned	the	language	independently,	and	didn’t	use	it	in	the	home,	the	

school,	or	the	community.	

Current	context:	The	main	context	of	current	use	was	identified	in	the	same	manner	as	the	main	

context	of	acquisition.	For	this	variable,	the	home	environment	included	7	item	scores	(parent	1,	

parent	2,	siblings,	partner,	children,	other	members	of	 the	family,	 flatmates),	 the	school/work	
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environment	included	1	item	(school/work),	and	the	community	environment	included	2	item	

scores	(friends,	community).		
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Supplementary	material	2.	Participants’	language	characteristics	(n=39)	

Note.	Summary	table	of	the	autistic	participants’	language	characteristics.	Some	percentages	do	not	sum	up	

to	100%	due	to	cumulative	rounding	effects.	Reported	sample	sizes	(N)	reflect	the	number	of	respondents	

who	provided	useable	age	of	acquisition	data	(in	years).	

A.	Number	of	languages:	Number	and	proportion	of	respondents	who	reported	(R)	or	were	proficient	(i.e.	

with	an	average	self-rated	proficiency	equal	or	above	4,	where	4	=	“Adequate”)	(P4)	in	1,	2,	3,	4,	5,	6,	or	7	

or	more	languages	(lang.).	

	

A.	Number	of	languages	 B.	Age	of	acquisition	and	proficiency	

	 R,	N	(%)	 P4,	N	(%)	 Languages	

(N)	

Age	in	years,	M	

(SD,	range)	

Proficiency,	

	M	(SD,	range)	

1	lang.	 	0	(0.0)	 6	(15.4)	 L1	(39)	 0	(0,	0	–	0)	 7.2	(1.4,	2.8	–	8)	

2	lang.	 9	(23.1)	 20	(51.3)	 L2	(39)	 7.5	(9.7,	0	–	58)	 5.8	(2.1,	0	–	8)	

3	lang.	 15	(38.5)	 10	(25.6)	 L3	(30)	 13.1	(8.4,	0	–	36)	 3.7	(2.2,	0.3	–	8)	

4	lang.	 5	(12.8)	 2	(5.1)	 L4	(15)	 13.4	(7.3,	0	–	24)	 3.3	(2.4,	0	–	7)	

5	lang.	 5	(12.8)	 0	(0.0)	 L5	(10)	 22.8	(9.8,	5	–	38)	 2.0	(1.7,	0.5	–	6)	

6	lang.	 3	(7.7)	 0	(0.0)	 L6	(5)	 23.2	(11.8,	12	–	

43)	

2.7	(1.6,	1	–	4.8)	

7+	lang.	 2	(5.1)	 1	(2.6)	 L7	(2)	 27	(8.5,	21	–	33)	 3.3	(1.4,	2.3	–	4.3)	

C.	Age	of	acquisition	–	Age	groups	distribution,	n	(%)	

Language		

(N)	

Birth		

(age	=	0)	

Early	

childhood		

(age	=	1	–	5)	

Late	childhood	

(age	=	6	–	10)	

Adolescence	

(age	=	11	–	17)	

Early	

adulthood	(age	

=	18	–	30)	

Adulthood		

(age	>	30)	

L1	(39)	 	(100.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	

L2	(39)	 5	(12.8)	 12	(30.8)	 13	(33.3)	 8	(20.5)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(2.6)	

L3	(30)	 2	(6.7)	 3	(10.0)	 5	(16.7)	 14	(46.7)	 5	(16.7)	 1	(3.3)	

L4	(15)	 1	(6.7)	 2	(13.3)	 1	(6.7)	 5	(33.3)	 6	(40.0)	 0	(0.0)	

L5	(10)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(10.0)	 0	(0.0)	 2	(20.0)	 5	(50.0)	 2	(20.0)	

L6	(5)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(20.0)	 3	(60.0)	 1	(20.0)	

L7	(2)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(50.0)	 1	(50.0)	

	

D.	Acquisition	context,	N	(%)	 E.	Current	context	of	use,	N	(%)	

Home	 School	 Com.	 Indep.	 Home	 S./W.	 Com.	 Indep.	

L1	(39)	 38	(97.4)		 1	(2.6)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 35	(89.7)		 1	(2.6)	 2	(5.1)	 1	(2.6)	

L2	(39)	 11	(28.2)	 11	(28.2)	 6	(15.4)	 11	(28.2)	 19	(48.7)	 8	(20.5)	 2	(5.1)	 10	(25.6)	

L3	(30)	 4	(13.8)	 6	(20.7)	 1	(3.4)	 18	(62.1)	 6	(20.0)	 6	(20.0)	 2	(6.7)	 16	(53.3)	

L4	(15)	 4	(28.6)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(7.1)	 9	(64.3)	 1	(6.7)	 1	(6.7)	 7	(46.7)	 6	(40.0)	

L5	(10)	 1	(10.0)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(10.0)	 8	(80.0)	 2	(20.0)	 1	(10.0)	 1	(10.0)	 6	(60.0)	

L6	(5)	 1	(20.0)	 1	(20.0)	 0	(0.0)	 3	(60.0)	 3	(60.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 2	(40.0)	

L7	(2)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(50.0)	 0	(0.0)	 1	(50.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 0	(0.0)	 2	(100.0)	
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B.	The	age	of	acquisition	(Age)	in	years,	and	self-reported	current	proficiency	(Proficiency)	provided	by	the	

participants	 for	 their	 languages	 (L)	 1	 to	 7.	 Proficiency	was	 calculated	 as	 the	 average	 of	 the	 self-rated	

proficiency	score	at	oral	production,	oral	comprehension,	written	production,	and	written	comprehension,	

on	a	9-points	Likert-scale	from	0	(=	“not	at	all”)	to	8	(=	“Excellent”).		

C.	Age	of	acquisition	–	Age	groups	distribution:	Number	and	proportion	of	respondents	who	acquired	their	

languages	(L)	1	to	7	at	birth,	during	early	childhood,	late	childhood,	adolescence,	early	adulthood,	and	late	

adulthood.	

D.	The	acquisition	context:	Number	and	proportion	of	respondents	who	acquired	their	languages	(L)	1	to	

7	mostly	at	home,	 at	 school,	 in	 the	 community	 (Com.),	 or	 independently	 (Indep.).	One	participant	who	

reported	an	L3	did	not	report	an	acquisition	context	for	L3.	One	participant	who	reported	an	L4	did	not	

report	an	acquisition	context	 for	L4.	Proportions	 for	L3	and	L4	are	 calculated	based	on	 the	number	of	

participants	who	provided	the	information.	

E.		Current	context	of	use:	Number	and	proportion	of	respondents	who	use	their	languages	(L)	1	to	7	mostly	

at	home,	at	school	or	at	work	(S./W.),	in	the	community	(Com.),	or	independently	(Indep.).	
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Supplementary	material	3.	Visualisation	of	the	participants’	chronological	age	and	age	at	

autism	diagnosis	(n	=	39)	

 

 
Note.	Boxplot	and	scatterplot	showing	the	distribution	of	the	chronological	age	(Age)	and	age	at	diagnosis	

(in	years)	reported	by	each	participant.	
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Supplementary	 material	 4.	 Examples	 of	 initial	 first-level	 codes	 for	 all	 identified	 mid-level	

subthemes	and	top-level	themes	

 

Top-level	themes	 Mid-level	subthemes	 Examples	of	initial	first-level	codes	

Communication	

Social	

communication	

Social	exchange,	interaction,	social	

communication,	family	communication	

Facilitated	self-

expression	

New	concepts,	new	expressions,	meaningful	

communication	

Understanding	other	

perspectives	

Different	perspectives,	different	ways,	others’	

mindset	

Opportunities	&	

benefits	

Social	connections	

opportunities	

Friendships,	family	communication,	partners,	

limits	isolation	

Hobby	&	mobility	

opportunities	

Travel,	move	abroad,	films,	books,	music,	

hobby,	insight	enjoyment,	access	to	

information,	online	use	

Work	&	educational	

opportunities	
School,	university,	education,	employment	

Cultural	insight	
Different	cultures,	communities	together,	social	

niceties	

Tool	to	decode	

people/information	
Access	to	information,	decode,	decipher	

Self-understanding	

Self-awareness	of	

own	skills	

Capabilities,	patience,	pride,	rewarding,	

identity,	personality,	natural	abilities,	greater	

than	average,	ease	of	learning,	autism	

community,	special	interest	

Broaden	mindset	&	

perspectives	

Different	perspectives,	others’	mindset,	mind-

expanding	

Autism-related	

challenges	

Social	difficulties,	masking,	chat	scripts,	non-

speaking	childhood,	autism	community	

Language	learning	

facilitators	/	

challenges	

Role	of	the	

environment	

Family,	multilingual	childhood,	easy	in	

childhood,	community	use,	community-based	

learning,	general	education,	language	classes	at	

school,	difficulty	with	school-based	learning,	

implicit	learning,	pace-determined	success,	
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opportunities	to	practice,	difficulties	learning	in	

adulthood	

Language	domains	

and	competences	

Vocabulary	easy,	vocabulary	difficult,	double	

meaning	difficulties,	grammar	rules	&	patterns	

easy,	grammar	rules	and	patterns	difficult,	

pronunciation	advantages,	hyperlexia,	oral	

expression	difficulties,	oral	comprehension	

difficulties	

Language	learning	

facilitators	

Enjoyment	with	

language	learning	

Fun,	shared	interest,	special	interest,	natural	

abilities	

	

	
 
	




