. eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
= Whlte Rose https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk

. o
Q\J) ReseCerh On"ne Universities of Leeds, Sheffield and York

Deposited via The University of Sheffield.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/245124/

Version: Accepted Version

Article:
Poole, D., Molloy, H., Butnicu, B. et al. (Accepted: 2026) Exploring the phenomenology of
autistic attention. Autism in Adulthood. ISSN: 2573-9581 (In Press)

https://doi.org/10.1177/25739581261489267

© 2026 The Author(s). This is an author produced version of a paper accepted for
publication in Autism in Adulthood. Uploaded in accordance with the publisher's self-
archiving policy. Article available under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND licence
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Reuse

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs
(CC BY-NC-ND) licence. This licence only allows you to download this work and share it with others as long
as you credit the authors, but you can’'t change the article in any way or use it commercially. More
information and the full terms of the licence here: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

Takedown
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request.

ﬁ &, | University of

1 =
UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS Sh ffleld



mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1177/25739581261489267
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/245124/
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

The Phenomenology of Autistic Attention 1

Exploring the phenomenology of autistic attention

Daniel Poole', Helen Molloy’, Beatrix Butnicu', Elizabeth Milne' & Karen Leneh Buckle?

1 School of Psychology, University of Sheffield, UK
2 Division of Psychology, Communication and Human Neuroscience, University of
Manchester, UK

Corresponding author Dr Daniel Poole (daniel.poole @sheffield.ac.uk)

Accepted at Autism in Adulthood, 27/08/2026



The Phenomenology of Autistic Attention 2

Abstract

Background: Existing research has identified areas of strength and challenge in relation to
autistic attention. However, this existing work has tended to rely on comparisons to
neurotypical benchmarks meaning that how attention is lived and embodied by autistic
people has been under-explored. This study addresses this critical gap via the first
phenomenological account of how autistic adults experience their attention within everyday
contexts.

Methods: Thirteen autistic adults took part in semi-structured interviews. To help participants
express their complex and potentially hard to verbalise experiences, we integrated photo
elicitation using researcher-selected photographs as prompts for participants to discuss their
attention experiences. Data were analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
which was inductively driven but informed by a Merleau-Pontian framework.

Results: Three Group Experiential Themes (GETs) were developed. GET1, Interruption is
Devastating: Participants described their attention as a sequential, deeply engrossed
process. Interruptions, especially from other people, were profoundly challenging, often
leading to a collapse of their focus and an exhausting state of vigilance. GET2, Interest
Engagement as a Sanctuary: Time spent deeply focused on interests was described as a
sanctuary, providing both joy and replenishment of cognitive resources depleting through
navigating inaccessible environments. GET3, Attentional Normativity, exposed the friction
between participants' attentional style and entrenched normative expectations about how
attention ‘should’ function, which particularly impacted their experiences in the workplace.

Conclusion: This work provides novel insights into the phenomenology of autistic attention.
We highlight elements across themes which support the monotropism theory of attention,
within a lived and embodied subjectivity. We discuss the importance of challenging
normative expectations of attention for creating neuroinclusive environments, particularly in
the workplace.

Community Brief
Why is this an important issue?
Most research on autistic attention has been done using psychology experiments, comparing
autistic people to non-autistic people. This can miss out on what attention is like in the real
world. Understanding autistic people’s lived experiences, not only in comparison to non-
autistic people, is important for creating a more accurate understanding of what it is like to
be autistic. This is important for making sure autistic people are appropriately supported.

What was the purpose of this study?
This study aimed to understand how autistic people understand and experience their
attention, distraction and focus in their everyday lives.

What did the researchers do?
The researchers interviewed thirteen autistic adults, this included showing photos as
prompts to explore their experiences around attention. The participants' responses were
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analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, which is a way of identifying
important ideas based on the participants' exploration of their own experiences.

What were the results and conclusions of the study?
There were three themes
1. Interruption is Devastating. Participants described their focus as working on a single-
track, focusing on one thing at a time. Interruptions, particularly from other people,
created challenges which had an impact on their performance and wellbeing
2. Interest Engagement as a Sanctuary: Deep focus on interests was a source of joy
that helped people recharge their mental energy
3. Attentional Normativity: Participants faced pressure from themselves and others to
follow expectations about how attention "should" function. There was an impact on
their wellbeing when they did meet these expectations and they described difficulties
getting simple accommodations.

What is new or controversial about these findings?

The findings are new because they provide rich insight directly from autistic adults about
what their attention is like. This work supports monotropism theory which describes how
attention can be driven by interest. The theory says that people who are more monotropic
focus their attention on a few interests at a time. Monotropism is popular with autistic people
but has not been widely tested in research.

What are potential weaknesses in the study?
The interview we used might have encouraged participants to respond in a particular way.

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

These findings may validate the experiences of autistic adults, or help others to articulate
their own experiences. This work has highlighted the impact interruptions can have on
autistic people and how important time focused on interests can be. In the future, work like
this can help with designing environments which are inclusive for different attention styles.

Key words: attention; monotropism; interruptions; interest; normativity
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Introduction

In this study, we asked autistic people about their experiences of attention. We adopted a
broad definition of attention as the mental processes which determine which signals enter
conscious awareness. Underlying this definition is the assumption that awareness has a
limited capacity,! meaning that some signals must be preferentially processed at the
expense of others. We acknowledge that there is considerable academic debate about what
attention is?>* and intentionally adopted a broad, lay definition to avoid constraining insight
from participants. This study is part of a wider research effort to systematically develop an
autistic phenomenology,®® providing a rich account of autistic people’s lived experiences and
developing potential frameworks for research programmes about autistic and neurodivergent
attention.

Autistic attention has primarily been studied using cognitive psychology experiments,”#
findings indicate reduced attentional control, such as slower disengagement® and distractor
interference,'®'" alongside strengths, including enhanced visual search,'>'® and increased
perceptual capacity.'' This experimental work has been valuable in characterising
differences between autistic and neurotypical cognition. In the context of a broader autism
literature which has been focused on deficit based understandings of autism, attention
research has been notable for identifying autistic cognitive strengths. However, insights are
necessarily limited by the use of measures and theories designed for the general population,
meaning that attention has been measured in comparison to a neurotypical benchmark.
Currently, attention theories do not provide a framework for estimating what size of effect
observed on experimental tasks should be expected to translate into differences which
shape experiences of attention in everyday life. Additionally, the reliance on theories from
the general population has meant that common experiences for autistic people, which may
be less relevant for neurotypicals, have been neglected. Most notably, the experience of
deep focus. Autistic scholars have developed theoretical accounts relevant to the experience
of deep focus, including the theory of monotropism,'® autistic flow, '” and inertia.'® However,
there is currently limited empirical work testing these theories.

Moving beyond experimental research, there has been a recent emergence of qualitative
studies on the nature of autistic attention which has incorporated an examination of the
experience of deep focus. Irvine et al.'® used an open-ended survey asking autistic, ADHD,
Autistic and ADHD (AuDHD), and neurotypical adults about their everyday attention
experiences. Data was analysed within the enhanced perceptual capacity framework (i.e.
developed from perceptual load theory of attention).? Participants described the common
experience of being overwhelmed by both sensory signals and internal thoughts.
Additionally, the pleasures of deep focus, a hyper-vigilance to surroundings and a need for
environmental control were also raised. Broadly similar experiences were also described in a
follow up study where intellectually disabled autistic people were interviewed.2' Rapaport et
al.?? interviewed autistic adults about their experiences of being immersed in a task,
analysing the data within the framework of autistic flow. Participants used a range of phrases
to capture the depth of their absorption when immersed in a task, including “hyper-focused”,
‘immersed”, “in a state of flow” and “in the zone”. Participants described this absorption as
something which could be all encompassing, but brought a sense of joy, control and was a
key part of understanding their identity. At the other end of the autistic attentional
experience, a recent interview study explored how autistic burnout feels in ‘the body and the
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mind’.Z Participants described exhaustion from periods of overstimulation leading to a
profound impact on physical action. Following periods of burnout participants required time
away from others and sensory stimulation to recuperate, or reported using substances to
cope.

These emerging qualitative insights indicate that deep focus, attention switching, distraction
and overwhelm are not isolated cognitive processes, but a significant aspect of autistic
peoples’ everyday experience that are deeply felt and shape (in)action.®?22 As such, an
inductive phenomenological investigation of autistic attention is essential for capturing how
the interaction between these processes are felt and shape interaction with the real world.
This involves investigating how autistic participants understand their experience of attention
without constraining them to a specific attentional construct (like flow) nor theoretical
approach to attention (like perceptual capacity). In the present work our research question
was foundational: how do autistic people make sense of their experience of attention?

Method

Approach

We made use of the interpretative phenomenological analysis method?* to enable a close
examination of autistic people’s own meaning-making about their attention.? This is
essential to understanding autistic attention, as what is meaningful to the individual drives
what captures and holds focus.?® To capture this, we adopted a Merleau-Pontian approach
in the present study,? conceptualising attention as an embodied, situated phenomenon,
involving an autistic person interpreting and interacting with environments which have
meaning for them. The benefits of IPA as a methodology for autism research have been
highlighted elsewhere.?”?®¢ We highlight four ways in which Merlau-Pontian IPA is aligned
with the neurodiversity paradigm.?°® First, by treating neurodivergent people as experts in
their own experience, with these experiences as worthy of detailed investigation and not only
via comparison with neurotypical people. Second, through the double hermeneutic process®’
requiring the researcher to reflect on and interpret cognitive disposition which may be
different from their own.3? Third, its ideographic approach,*® requiring case-by-case analysis
honours diverse ways of experiencing the world, a core goal of the neurodiversity paradigm.
Finally, understanding attention from a situated perspective, shifts research from an
individualised differences to environmental mismatches and in doing so can address
epistemic injustices.®*

We made use of photo elicitation®® within the interviews, whereby researcher-selected
photos served as visual prompts for participants to reflect on the nature of their attention in
different contexts. Photo-eliciation is well aligned with the IPA method as both prioritise the
lived experience of the participant and the collaborative construction of meaning with the
researcher.>%3” Photo elicitation supports the hermeneutic process: first, the participant is
required to make sense of their own experience through their interpretations of the images
and ‘show’ this to the researcher. The researcher is then required to interpret this process of
meaning making. We considered that using researcher-selected images had the potential to
challenge the participants' own reflective assumptions about their attention and invite a deep
and critical reflection on their experience.
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This study is reported in line with the Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research.® The
completed checklist is available as part of the materials available on the study Open Science
Framework page (https://osf.io/ht694). We also include a short, co-produced comic which is
a companion piece to the current work.

Participants
Participants were recruited from the Sheffield Autism Research Lab database. Participants
responded to a recruitment email seeking autistic adults to explain what their attention is like.

Thirteen autistic adults took part in online interviews between April 2023 and August 2024.
Four participants gave their age in years between 18 - 30; three between 31 - 40; three
between 41 - 50; two between 51 - 60 and one between 61 - 70. Eight participants described
their gender as male (including one TransMale) and five as female. Ten participants
described their ethnicity as white British, one as Arab, one as Black African and one as
Mixed Heritage. All participants in the study had a formal diagnosis of autism. Three
participants described themselves as AuDHD. This sample size was determined based on
guidance about robust IPA which encourages the use of relatively smaller samples to
maintain an ideographic approach.'*® Additionally, we were confident that our sample held
high information power*® as our participants held highly specific insider perspectives about
their attentional experience and the communicative depth of the interviews was enhanced
through the use of photo-elicitation.

All participants completed an online consent form prior to taking part in the study. Ethical
approval for the study was obtained from the University of Sheffield (reference number
049363).

Procedure

In line with best practice in autism research,*' participants were provided with the interview
schedule in advance of the interviews. The interview was semi-structured with participants
encouraged to elaborate on anything that was important to them on the topic and the
interviewer deviated from the order of the questions to follow salient points. Participants
were given the option to take part online or in-person according to their own preference.
Twelve participants were interviewed via Google Meet, Average interview duration was 42.5
minutes (SD = 8.27). One participant was interviewed via email. DP conducted twelve of the
interviews and HM conducted one interview.

The interview began with photo elicitation, where participants were asked if any images were
reflective of what their attention was like. The images were: a spotlight, fireworks, a hamster
in a wheel, out of focus light (bokeh), pouring molasses, a person meditating by a lake, a
tangle of electrical wires and a juggling unicyclist. Participants were told that they could
choose more than one, or describe something else. Participants were then asked questions
about focusing and being distracted, including being encouraged to recount specific
experiences. They were also asked about workarounds they used and what would improve
problems they experienced. The written version of the interview included examples to
provide participants with a framework for responding to abstract questions about distraction
and focus, but these were not directly referenced by the interviewer. The interview schedule
is available as part of the materials available on the study Open Science Framework page.
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Analysis

The analysis was inductive but drew from Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of phenomenology.?®
Specifically, DP was attentive to how participants described their bodily sensations and
physical actions within their experiences of attention. This included prioritising the affective
and physical subjective experience of attention and how these experiences might be shaped
by interactions with the environment and other people.

Interview audio recordings were professionally transcribed. DP analysed the data following
the IPA method:?* This began with a detailed reading of each case and writing a brief
summary statement on this initial reading. Following this, DP analysed each case
consecutively, beginning with a process of line-by-line exploratory note taking. DP used the
following analytic approaches: rephrasing statements into a single conceptual framework,
making notes on the embodied phrases and metaphor the participants used when describing
their attention experiences and making conceptual notes on possible meanings underlying
participant statements. Once this was completed, DP formulated Experiential Statements
from the exploratory notes within chunks of text. DP clustered Experiential Statements
according to shared meaning. DP used Google Gemini to reorganise the Experiential
Statements away from the structure of the interview to enable a deeper, more interpretative
analysis when identifying clusters of meaning. No raw participant data was entered into
Gemini and it was not used for interpretations. Personal Experiential Themes (PETs) were
developed through identifying central organising concepts within clusters with iterative
refinement to minimise redundancy. Once this entire process was completed, it was
repeated for the next participant. A table of all Personal Experiential Themes, including
underlying Experiential Statements and supporting quotes are provided in the materials
available on the study Open Science Framework repository.

Personal Experiential Themes and the underlying Experiential Statements were audited by
neurodivergent researchers (LB, BB, HM) leading to some relabelling and refinement. Cross
case analysis of finalised Personal Experiential Themes was conducted to identify shared
and unique experiences across participants and develop GETs. These were also discussed
with the research team. All participants were sent a summary of the themes and were asked
to respond to the following questions: Are there any points here which stand out to you?
Does the summary spark any new thoughts or reflections? All four participants who
responded endorsed the summaries with some refinements to wording which were
incorporated in the finalised write-up.

Positionality

The epistemological position of the analysis was critical realist,** acknowledging a shared
reality which is mediated by individual subjectivity. In the current study, understanding that
attention experiences arise through the interaction between an individual’s neurotype and
their environment (rather than being a social or linguistic construct).

| (DP) bring training in IPA and experience of using qualitative methods. Prior to beginning
the interviews, | completed a bracketing exercise,* working through the interview schedule
to surface my a priori expectations about what the participants might say and my own
responses to the questions. Briefly, | highlighted the contextual factors which | expected
would shape participants’ attentional experiences, with task interest likely to shape the
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degree to which participants would be distracted by external stimuli. | noted an expectation
that participants would highlight more challenges associated with attentional control in
childhood which would have been mitigated through increased autonomy in adulthood and
through the use of workarounds.Throughout the interviews and analysis | kept a detailed
reflexive diary which | referenced throughout the analytic process. Additionally, |
acknowledge ways in which my identity and experience will have shaped the interpretations
reported here. | am a non-autistic autism and neurodiversity researcher. Whilst experienced
with qualitative methods, my PhD training was in cognitive psychology, which likely shaped
my interpretation and labelling of concepts highlighted by participants. The study was part of
a larger research project making use of multiple methods to characterise autistic adults’
experience of distraction which was supervised by EM who is a non-autistic professor of
cognitive neuroscience who has primarily researched autistic attention and perception using
experimental methods. LB, who is an autistic and ADHD researcher who is completing a
PhD studying autistic inertia, was a consultant on this project. LB and DP co-developed the
interview schedule, including the selection of images for photo elicitation. The images were
selected to invite reflection on aspects of autistic attention which are commonly described
within the autistic community and the research literature. LB also provided supervision, with
additional auditing and supervision from neurodivergent researchers BB and HM who have
researched monotropism and perceptual capacity respectively. LB, BB and HM also
completed bracketing exercises prior to beginning the analysis

Results

There were three GETs: Interruption is Devastating, Interest Engagement as a Sanctuary
and Attentional Normativity. The relationship with the underlying Personal Experiential
Themes is represented in Table 1.

Table 1. Group Experiential Themes (GET) with the underlying Personal Experiential
Themes (PET) and supporting quotes for that theme. Note that PETs “Carol”: Overwhelm
and burning out and “Emily”: Overwhelm, self-worth and unmet security needs appear in
GET1 and GET2. See the study Open Science Framework page for a description of each
PET and their underlying experiential statements

GET PETs Supporting Quotes

GET1: “George”: Single track attention | It becomes paralysing because, one
Interruption is of the problems of being autistic, is
Devastating “Daniel”: Imposing order that | can only actually focus on one

thing at a time, but my mind’s trying
“Carol”: Overwhelm and burning | to take in lots of things at the same
out time. [George]

“Emily”: Overwhelm, self-worth And even when it's quiet, | can’t relax

and unmet security needs because any second that quiet could
be shattered into a million pieces, so

“Emily”: (Dis-)Embodied I’'m tense permanently and | never

attention relax [Carol]

“‘Adam”: Attentional Self- You know that it might happen at

Management some point today, and therefore,




The Phenomenology of Autistic Attention

“Carol”: The hidden labour of
preparing for distractions

“Liam”: Preparing for disruption:
the exhaustion of always being
ready

you're constantly thinking to yourself,
I've got to be ready for that or it's
going to blast my ears off and I'm
going to feel terrible [Liam]

GET2: Interest
Engagement as

“Adam”: Attention tunnels as a
cognitive state

| don’t really notice my body, it’s like
my body becomes, like it ceases to

“Omar”: Guilt over 'wrong' focus.
“‘Hannah”: A Lifetime of
Navigating Normative
Expectations of Attention
“Liam”: The resource cost of
masking: navigating stigma and
normative expectations at work
“Sarah”: Mismatches of salience

“Jacob”: Loss of attentional
autonomy through expectations

“Alex”: Attentional needs:

a Sanctuary exist, I'm not aware of my body, I'm
“George”: Hyper-focus as a not aware of needing to go to the
sanctuary toilet or needing to eat or anything

like that [George]
“Sarah”: Interest as the source
of meaning.
My brain is, it’s like I'm an elastic
“Omar”; “Suffocation” of band, so when I'm trying to walk
disinterest away from the interest, there’s more
and more resistance until | can, kind
“Daniel”: Resources for focus of, [think about my interest]... And it
does feel like this elastic band is
“Aisha”: Getting to the baseline: | trying to pull me back all the time...|
Flow as a neutral state but a want to be focussing on the work or
respite the conversation I’'m having, and |
feel that it’s difficult to do so because
“Alex”: Interest as a my brain is wanting to go back to
fundamental drive where it feels comfortable. [“Sarah”]
“Carol”: Overwhelm and burning
out
“Emily”: Overwhelm, self-worth
and unmet security needs

GETS3: “lan”: Friction between own But | feel like, if | put any attention

Attentional attention style and others needs | onto things that | want, | just think it's

Normativity not attention on things that other

people want... | always want to do
my things when | want to, in my time,
and it's not always possible. So, it
makes me feel a bit...well, other
people can make me feel very selfish
and self-centred about my own
projects and what | want to do and
whether it takes up too much time.
[lan]

it, sort of, brings you out of your
zone, and then you’ve got to start
acting like a ‘normal’ person, instead
of like an autistic person, when
you’re at the door. And then you
come back and then you, you'’ve lost
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environmental mismatch and your train of thought [Liam]
other’s misinterpretations

GET 1: Interruption is devastating

Participants described attention as a sequential process, whereby they deeply engaged

with a thought, item, or stimulus before moving on to the next. As George described: “one of
the problems of being autistic, is that | can only actually focus on one thing at a time” with
lan also highlighting “/ can only think of one thing at one time”. When able to sustain periods
of focus after “just being left alone”, participants described being able to “zone out” [Hannah]
from external demands and focus deeply on the current task. Interruptions were described
as a violent rupture of this attentional state. Abrupt sensory stimuli, particularly motion in
peripheral vision or sudden sounds could disrupt the sequential flow of attention. However,
the sensory environment was typically described more as a barrier to initiating engagement,
whereas interruptions from other people collapsed the focused state the participant had
achieved. Indeed, participants who were interrupted by family members during their
interviews highlighted how this disruption made it profoundly challenging to recollect their
thoughts and continue, even with the aid of the interview schedule on screen.

Participants described a hidden labour associated with managing the interruptions in their
daily lives. This was an attempt to establish control by reshaping tasks and actively
physically restructuring their environment in a way which could facilitate the sequential
nature of attention. For instance, considerable time was put into cognitive offloading like
breaking tasks down "by putting it all in a particular order, that really helps me to focus"
[Carol] and carefully listing the sequence of the fragmented parts “as a physical brain”
[Adam]. There was a sense of relief in successfully preserving cognitive resources through
offloading, as Daniel noted “It’s a, sort of, compulsion feeling... it’s, kind of, pleasant in a way
maybe... it stops my brain from jumping from one thing to the next all the time.” [Daniel].
However, ultimately offloading was essential to completing tasks as “/ find it difficult to return
to things” [Carol].

There were also resource costs as a consequence of interruptions. It was widely noted that
even minor interruptions, intended to be benign, had a significant impact: “Even a manager
coming over to see how I'm getting on is a distraction to my concentration” [Hannah]. Open
plan offices were described as environments particularly challenging for this attention style,
due to a continued threat of interruption:

[in an open plan office] you'd have people walking back and forth behind you, where you
think | don’t know if this person is specifically coming to talk to me, or if they’re just
happening to walk in that direction right behind me. And you’d be sitting there, and anyone
might come up behind you and be like, oh hey, can | do this? And it’s, like, you can’t focus
on anything in that situation. [Liam]

Liam later noted how the impact of an interruption could far exceed the intentions by making
the comparison to having someone “come with a megaphone and scream at your ear”.
Existing in a state of hyper-vigilance constantly anticipating interruptions depleted
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participants' cognitive resources, but was seen as inevitable where they had limited control
over their environment: “sometimes you’re doing one job and then suddenly you have to do
another one and I've got used to doing that. So, it’s...I'm not happy about it, but what can |
do?” [lan] Participants described resource loss*® from spending extended periods being
interrupted and anticipating interruptions. Carol described how continuous workplace
interruptions physically manifested: “In my later years of working. | would go and silent
scream in the ladies’ room” [Carol]. Here Carol is describing a desperate expression of pain
from the conflict between neurotype and an overwhelming, inaccessible environment.

GET2: Interest Engagement as a Sanctuary

Interest in a topic or activity was described as the key determinant of attentional function “/t’s
very polar, | think. There’s that really far end of, sort of, the hyperfocus, where I'm only
paying attention to that thing and nothing else, and then this other side, where I'm finding it
really difficult to focus and pay attention to things” [Alex]. When their interest was
appropriately stimulated, participants described a special state of being ‘in the zone’. The
deep immersion of this state so completely consumed their attentional resources that the
external world would “fade away until it’s me and the thing | need to be doing” [Aisha], or
experiencing a complete detachment of subjective from physical experience becoming
“totally oblivious to my own body” [George]. Participants described self-reinforcing loops
where deep focus created new connections which further sustained their engagement: “/ get
really obsessive about knowing everything. And then linking it to other things as well, | think,
with the same theme” [Sarah]. Within this state, many participants felt able to process stimuli
and information in a way that was otherwise inconsistent with their perception of their own
cognitive abilities. These experiences of increased function also reinforced the desire to
remain focused on their interest.

At the other end of the continuum of interest engagement was the sense of panic
participants evoked when describing trying to engage their focus when their interest was not
stimulated in the task: “suffocated... Just talking about it now and I'm feeling a bit short of
breath, it's intense” [Omar]. Here Omar is describing a literal, physiological response from
the memory of profound disinterest. A common experience was the struggle to focus on
conversation around non-stimulating topics and activities. However, it was also noted that
engagement was not only dependent on the topic, but also on the delivery of the speaker. In
this instance, when others spoke "enthusiastically” this could make a topic easy to engage
with, whereas the effort required to follow “small talk” was seen as disconnecting.

There were also costs associated with the singular focus on interests. Adam described
failing to be sufficiently reactive to his partner:

“I might not register my partner talking to me, she said she could say my name two or three
times or hearing her but needing to finish a thought, so looking at her but seeming like I'm
ignoring but just had to finish the thought first” [Adam].

Deep focus could also impact on the degree to which participants attended to their own
physical needs:

“I was enjoying it and | was taking every opportunity | could to get as much into it, and to do
as much research as | could... Because, obviously, if I'm enjoying something, as |
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mentioned earlier, why would | want to stop doing it? But | also do have to remember that |
am a human and not just some sort of vessel of information. | do need to look after myself’
[Alex].

Alex here provides a reminder to himself of his own physical needs as the external direction
of attention is so complete that the experience is disembodied.

Although participants expressed regrets at missing important signals when deeply engaged
in their interest, focusing on one thing alone also served as a respite. It was noted that
attentional resources being absorbed in an interest left none for rumination: “the little voices
in the back of the head, they’re not there, there’s no self-hatred and no thinking about
problems or anything” [Aisha). It would also serve as a balm for the pains of overwhelming
sensory environments: “It’s like...once you get into that focus it can become very relaxing
and very enjoyable, ‘cause, | mean, life as an autistic person is very chaotic, you hear
everything, you see everything” [George]. There was an intense need to protect this
replenishing time, a need that participants compared to the need for sleep: “I'm closing my
eyes, I'm staying in this dream, this dream’s great, don’t you dare wake me up out of this
dream” [Aishal.

Crucially, time spent focused on interests played a role in restoring cognitive resources.
Sarah embodied this concept using the metaphor of her interest pulling her like an ‘elastic
band when engaging in tasks which depleted attentional resources. This created a tension
which was physically felt, pulling her towards her interest:

“I want to be focussing on the work or the conversation I'm having, and | feel that it’s difficult
tfo do so because my brain is wanting to go back to where it feels comfortable” [Sarah].

GET3: Attentional Normativity

Participants made negative comparisons between how their attention functioned and
perceived norms about attention. Self-expectations were linked to what the attention of a
productive, and thus valued, person should be like. Participants reflected on their own limits
at managing multiple tasks simultaneously and how this entrenched feelings of low self-
worth: “it’s almost like a compounding my sense of failure in a way because | feel like they all
need doing [different tasks] and they all need attention and I’'m sort of failing because | can’t
do them” [Emily]. Frustrations at not being able to focus in the ‘right way’ fed into resource
loss and overwhelm.

Participants also commented on how they internalised expectations about what should be
considered salient and appropriate to prioritise. This included feeling guilty that the activities
they tended to engage in were not acceptable: “if I've won the game, yes, | feel happy. But, it
comes with it very sad and angry from myself that | shouldn’t be wasting so much time on
this game or this, doing gaming anyway” [Omar]. Participants described the common
disconnect between what they considered salient and external expectations. They
acknowledged that the activities and topics which they were intrinsically motivated to engage
in, were not well aligned with what others needed from them: “juggling between what | want
to focus on, to what my wife wants me to focus on, what’s expected of me at work and things
like that” [lan]. Participants accepted that this compromise was part of being a responsible
person and required to participate in society. However, there were frustrations that these
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accommodations for differences in attentional style were not reciprocated as they were left
with the feeling that what was salient to them was seen as trivial and that their motivation to
spend time engaged in their interests was self-indulgent:

“But I feel like, if I put any attention onto things that | want, | just think it’s not attention on
things that other people want...it makes me feel a bit...well, other people can make me feel
very selfish and self-centred about my own projects and what | want to do and whether it
takes up too much time” [lan].

Participants described interacting with deep rooted norms about how appropriate it is to
express passionate interest in particular topics:

“When | was a kid it was like, this is amazing, this...and they’re like, okay, yeah, good, yeah,
great, that’s what you’re meant to be interested in, go ahead, knock yourself out. But now
it’s like, why are you talking about this?” [Sarah]

Normative expectations about how attention should function were felt acutely in the
workplace and suggestive of an ingrained sense of being different from the attentional norm:
“I've got a pattern of focus that’s, kind of, different than what the job needs at times” [Jacob].
A specific consequence of this mismatch was the expectation from other staff that the
autistic person would share an understanding of what should be considered salient without
explicitly communicating this to them: “when | was given more than one task at the same
time, | was really struggling to prioritise them, if you know what | mean, unless they
specifically said, this is the most important one, so please focus on this” [Omar]. The
indifference from others left participants feeling helpless, the challenges dismissed as their
own personal failing. Indeed, participants found it difficult to ask for adjustments to better
support their attention at work due to fears of being viewed as incapable: “people would just
get fed up of me and then I'll be devalued” [lan]. There was a fear that adjustments, which
might be trivial to implement, were impossible to request as they required established norms
to be upended. For instance, Sarah commented on how valuable it would be to be able to
use her break times to engage with her interests to replenish the cognitive resources she
needed to work, but instead there was an expectation to spend it engaged in small talk with
colleagues: “I think in an ideal world | would be able to, my break would, kind of, be
dedicated to that interest. | would be a bit embarrassed to be, like, | need you to leave right
now... so the elastic band isn’t so taut” [Sarah]. There was widespread frustration that
adjustments would be simple to offer, but what was truly needed was some flexibility from
management in thinking about what employees might need to succeed at work. Control was
central to participants’ attentional needs in the workplace to address the conflict between
their embodied subjectivity and their physical environment. For instance, access to hybrid
working, control over one's schedule or the environment. However, control at work was seen
as a marker of occupational prestige which could not be made available as reasonable
adjustment, even where this might transform the experience to the benefit of the individual
and the organisation. Liam summarised the despair: “We will make any reasonable
adjustment so long as it’s the exact same workplace you’re already in”.

The sub-theme of stigma captured a final way in which normative expectations shaped
attentional experiences. Participants highlighted how self-monitoring involved attentional
resources being directed to the body in space with fewer available for the external
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environment. Hannah highlighted how challenging following the content of a conversation
could be while self-monitoring:

“I'm busy mentally reminding myself to give eye contact, when to look away, when to nod or
look like I'm listening, and I'm very aware of what my body is doing. | don't want to have my
hands stimming, or to touch my hair etc. | have to be aware of so much it can affect focus.”

Additionally, alternating between a task and social interaction led to pronounced switch
costs: “you’ve got to start acting like a normal person, instead of like an autistic person,

when you’re at the door. And then you come back and then you, you’ve lost your train of
thought” [Liam]. People are typically unaware of their body parts unless they turn their
awareness away from the world and towards the body itself.?® Participants highlighted that
self-monitoring requires attention to the body both within interpersonal interaction and simply
when in a position when they felt that they might be observed: “you’re in the office, you have
to sit with your back straight. You have to look like someone who is there to do work, even if
that look is a facade. Whereas at home, you can be slouching, you can be sitting in your
underwear at your desk but doing your job properly” [Liam].

Discussion

In this study, we aimed to provide a phenomenological account of how autistic adults
experience their attention. Group Experiential Themes (GETs) highlighted benefits and
challenges: attention was described as deep, functioning in a sequential fashion, which
caused problems when interrupted, particularly by others (Interruption is Devastating). When
free to focus on tasks and activities which stimulated their interests, participants described
joy and a replenishing function to spending time deeply focused (Interest Engagement as
Sanctuary). The challenges of navigating entrenched normative expectations about how
attention should function were described and the ways in which these expectations shaped
their experience at home and in the workplace (Attentional Normativity).

This study has provided rich and contextual insight into the interior experience of autistic
attention style. These accounts were not suggestive of a fundamental deficit in attention ;%
instead attention experiences were shaped by factors like interruptions, having sufficient
opportunity for deep engagement and most notably, the degree of interest in the task. The
accounts across the GETs resonate with monotropism theory.'® Monotropism is an interest
based theory of attention, which suggests that autistic peoples’ attention tends to be focused
on a relatively narrow range of interests (monotropic). The monotropic attention style is
characterised by “attention tunnels” activated by a person’s interest. The attention tunnel
creates a “safe state” and being disrupted from these tunnels can be “catastrophic”.’® In the
current study, participants characterised their attention in a way which was highly consistent
with narrowly distributed attention. The challenges of being interrupted were captured in
GET 1, although we noted that this was not only when engaged in activities that participants
described as interesting. GET 2 showed the strongest alignment with monotropism theory,
as participants detailed the passion for their interests and the importance of deep
engagement for their wellbeing. This work suggests a monotropic attention style is a
foundational, embodied way of being. This converges with accounts from other recent
qualitative research which have highlighted how important autistic people describe their time
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engaged in their interests and their experiences of being deeply immersed.'®2'22 |n an
investigation of task immersion?? participants made reference to disembodied experiences
when deeply engaged in an interest, similar to the accounts in the present study (“not sure
I’m even aware | have a body at such time”, pg367). Within these attentional tunnels, the
focus of attention appears to be externalised on the interest to such an extent that the
person’s own body is no longer experienced as a physical object. Notably, this is in marked
contrast to the accounts of self-monitoring within GET3 where attention was instead
internally directed, on elements of interaction like eye contact but also movement and
posture, to the extent that external focus is negatively impacted.

Participants highlighted the critical replenishing effects of immersion in an interest. This is
consistent with accounts from monotropism'® and autistic flow theory,"” which have
highlighted the role attention tunnels and flow states play in replenishing autistic attention.
Wider social psychological theory has also highlighted a replenishing effect of interest
engagement.*’ This replenishing function may be essential given the devastating impact of
interruptions (as described in GET1) and from navigating attentional normativity (as
described in GET3) alongside the wider stigmatisation and marginalisation autistic people
face. Indeed, participants who faced barriers to interest engagement arising from external
factors (like having young children) or internal factors (like pain) discussed feeling
overwhelmed and burnt-out, missing out on this important opportunity for cognitive resource
replenishment. Future research might examine how to effectively leverage interest
engagement to protect autistic peoples’ wellbeing. An additional consideration is the regret
participants expressed about missing potentially important signals (GET 2). Investigation of
effective workarounds which might empower autistic people to navigate external demands
without sacrificing the benefits of deep interest engagement would also be valuable.

As captured in GET3, participants understood their attentional experiences in social-
relational terms, misaligned with expectations of how attention ‘should’ function.*®

These accounts relate to the argument that attention norms are used to judge character and
misevaluate neurodivergent people.*® These norms include expectations about what a
person should notice and recognise within their surroundings, what they should naturally find
to be salient and how they ought to be attuned to what ‘objectively’ matters. In the present
work participants described the guilt and low-self worth which emerged from these
pressures. This overwhelming pressure to conform to normative expectations of attention
supports the autistic community theory of ‘monotropic split’,>® which describes situations in
which monotropic attention is forced to attend to multiple channels simultaneously,
overwhelming capacity limits. Masking within this state inevitably leads to burnout, as
reported by our participants.

Participants widely noted barriers relating to their inclusion in the workplace arising from the
mismatch between their intrinsic attentional style and what was expected. Chapman®! has
theorised about the role that the cognitive expectations of modern work have played in
increasing adult diagnosis and self-identification of neurodivergence. In post-industrial,
service based economies much employment involves using technologies which force
multitasking® and require working in open-plan settings where interruptions are common.%?
The accounts here highlight how these conditions create systemic workplace barriers.
Indeed, employment outcomes for autistic people are known to be poor. In the United
Kingdom the employment rate for autistic people has been estimated at 29%.5 Creating
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inclusive workplaces will involve dismantling normative expectations about attention and
valuing monotropic strengths. The current study has highlighted how minimising avoidable
interruptions and maximising job control may be a key access needs, where the latter refers
to the extent to which workers can influence their own work context, such as where they
work and the order in which tasks are handled.® This is particularly important because, as
has been illustrated here, autistic people can face heightened workplace demands, such as
severe costs associated with being interrupted and in the cognitive effort involved in self-
monitoring. Moving beyond requests for adjustments and towards neuroinclusion, future
research could involve developing evidence based guidance following the principles of
universal design,% to better support the diverse attentional needs of all people.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths: The use of IPA to understand how autistic adults experience and make sense of
their attention in everyday life is novel and has generated deep insight with implications for
future research and practice. The credibility of our analysis was enhanced through our
collaborative and reflective approach. The study was co-designed and the analysis was
audited within a neurodiverse team with a range of expertise in autism attention research.
Additionally, the use of photo-eliciation was innovative and effective for facilitating rich
discussion around participants’ experiences of attention.

Limitations: As the analysis involves interpretations of the participant’s statements by the
researchers, the researchers’ experiences and perspectives necessarily inform the content
of the analysis. We also acknowledge limitations relating to validity. The prompts that we
used in the interview schedule to scaffold participants in their responding may have
influenced or restricted the range of their responses. Additionally, we shared the summary of
the themes with participants for comments and refinement, but this member checking was
not conducted in a systematic way,®” meaning that only some participants provided feedback
that could be integrated into the final analysis. Finally, three participants identified
themselves as AuDHD, meaning insights also reflect ADHD experiences. However, an
overlap between autistic and ADHD attentional experiences is increasingly being
acknowledged. %859

Conclusions

The current study has provided a phenomenological account of autistic adults' experiences
of attention. These findings resonate with the monotropism theory of attention,
demonstrating how a narrow, deep attentional style is driven by context and shapes barriers
to inclusive experiences, particularly in employment. True neuroinclusion must dismantle
normative expectations around attention, implementing universal design principles to enable
environmental flexibility and provide protection from disruptive multi-tasking demands.
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