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Autistic adult friendships look different from the neurotypical default: fewer friends, deeper
connections, anchored in shared interest, less small talk, longer gaps that are not signs of
trouble. This is preference, not loneliness.

Friendships as an Autistic Adult:
Smaller, Deeper, Different
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IN SUMMARY

Friendships as an Autistic Adult: Smaller, Deeper,
Different

What autistic friendships usually want
• Fewer, deeper, interest-led. Research on autistic adults' own descriptions consistently finds a

preference for a small number of close friends, anchored in shared interest, with side-by-side activity
often more comfortable than face-to-face. The 2020 Crompton et al. paper captured this well: a
substantial majority described relationships with other autistic people as easier and more genuinely
understood.

• The double empathy framing. Milton 2012, supported by Crompton 2020. Autistic social difficulty is
not all in the autistic person. The pool of people you naturally click with may be smaller and may include
more neurodivergent adults. This is a feature of how matching works, not a failure.

• Longer gaps are not distance. Predictable rhythms, less small talk, comfort with parallel time. A
pattern of three close friendships, no large network, infrequent but high-quality contact, and a
near-absence of casual acquaintances is a recognisable autistic friendship picture.

Where the worry is warranted
• Wanting friends and being consistently rebuffed. There is a difference between opting out of group

social settings and being excluded from them. A pattern of trying and being shut out is not the same as
a chosen smaller social life.

• Friendships lost and not replaced around transitions. A move, a job change, a relationship ending,
a bereavement. Loneliness named by you or showing up in your behaviour (low mood, increased
anxiety, withdrawal from things you usually enjoy).

• Exploitative or one-directional relationships. Friendships where the other person consistently takes
and you give. Relationships where autism-related directness or honesty is being used against you.
Heavy masking to keep friendships that is producing burnout.

What helps in adult friendships
• Anchor friendships in shared interest. A craft, a sport, a fandom, a research topic, a game.

Friendships built around shared activity tend to land more reliably than friendships built on social
availability. The activity does the small-talk work for you.

• Use structured social contexts. Clubs, classes, hobby groups, online communities with regular
real-life meet-ups. The structure substitutes for the spontaneous social work that autistic adults often
find expensive.

• Look deliberately for other neurodivergent adults. Not exclusively, but the matching is often easier.
Local autism social groups, online communities, neurodivergent-led peer support are the most
consistent sources of new friendships for many autistic adults after diagnosis.

• Be honest about contact rhythms. If you go a month without speaking to a close friend and they
assume distance, the relationship is being run on a non-autistic clock that does not work for you.
Naming the rhythm explicitly often saves a friendship that would otherwise drift. Written and
asynchronous contact often holds up better than intensive in-person demand.
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WHEN TO SPEAK TO A PROFESSIONAL

Speak to your GP if loneliness, low mood or anxiety is significantly affecting daily life. Private adult
autism assessment with a CQC-registered provider is a legitimate parallel route where the NHS wait
is not workable. For peer support and community, the National Autistic Society and local autism
groups are useful starting points. Seek urgent help via 111, 999 or A&E for any acute mental health
crisis; the Samaritans helpline is 116 123 (free, 24 hours).
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NEXT STEPS

Speak to NeuroFX
Private ADHD and autism assessment for adults and children aged 6 and upwards.
CQC-registered. Bedford Consulting Rooms, 4 Goldington Road, Bedford MK40 3NF.
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