AsYouCan – Teams and Clubs

Background
It is estimated that over 1 in 100 people in Ireland currently have a diagnosis of autism.
There are many individuals who do not have a formal diagnosis and for the most part their
autism does not impact hugely on their daily lives. There are some life experiences that
cause more stress and anxiety than others, and healthcare is just one
The autism spectrum is broad, with people affected in a variety of ways, to varying degrees.
No two people on the spectrum are affected the same way. However the areas of difficulty
for those on the spectrum can largely be summed up under 4 headings:
• Social Communication
• Social Imagination
• Social Interaction
• Sensory Processing
This document is developed to help you understand the condition and some simple ways
you can make your club environment more autism friendly.
Sport is the backbone of many local communities around the country; it provides an
opportunity for individuals to work together as a team improving their physical and mental
health. Participation in sports also provides an opportunity to develop coordination or fine
motor skills which is important for people with autism. It also provides an opportunity to learn
important life lessons such as working in a team, rules or the concept of winning and losing.
Additionally people also have the opportunity to become involved in non-sporting clubs such
as community work, a special interest or a hobby. These also provide an opportunity to come
together to work toward a common goal or share specialist knowledge. Sports and activity
clubs have so much to offer the autism community.

First and foremost, they provide the opportunity to meet
others in their own community to socialise in a structured,
safe environment, which is more comfortable for many
people with autism than socialising in a casual setting.
However clubs can also be a challenging place for those
with autism, because those with autism can, at times, be
left behind during activities, they can feel isolated or their
needs may go unaddressed because their condition may
not be obvious to many people.
This is a great pity, not only for those with autism, but also for the other members of the club.
People with autism are known for their ability to be focused, enthusiastic and, in many cases,
can excel in an activity or area which they find enjoyable. both assets which many clubs
would really benefit from! A person suffering from autism can bring assets and benefits to
any club or organisation because of their unique way of engaging with the world.

Key Challenges for people with autism in Sports and Extra-Curricular
Clubs
Communication
People with autism vary greatly in their communication
abilities and skills. There are those whose language
skills are exceptional to the point of sounding aloof and
even abrupt, to those with little or no verbal skills. This
can lead to difficulties communicating in group settings.
Communication is about more than just speech
however.

People with autism often need more time to process and share information, for some it can
be hard to follow instructions and to keep up with peers.
Abstract language, figures of speech and use of humour, can also be difficult for people with
autism, who may understand language at face value. Clear, concise and step by step instruction (using visual tools too) is often the most effective means of communication.
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Social Skills
Sports clubs and activities often involve a
large amount of interaction or socialising,
and for people with autism this can be
both a challenge and a cause of anxiety.
Because people with autism can behave
quite differently to their peers and
appear awkward, it can be difficult for
them to feel comfortable in a group or
to make friends. Due to these problems
people with autism may become the
victims of bullying or isolation.
The most suitable way of socialising would be in a setting where they do not feel pressured,
are at ease and are doing something they enjoy. For that reason, clubs can play a big role in
providing a social, safe, relaxing and healthy environment for people with autism. because
they really enjoy the activity and are in an environment in which they can feel relaxed.
However, if a club is a high-stress, competitive environment this can lead to isolation for
those with the condition. This can be seen at times if the person with autism is struggling with
an activity and this begins to become a source of humour for other members.
Sensory
People with autism often struggle with sensory
integration, this means they can be over or under
sensitive to their sensory surroundings. People
with the condition will often have particular
noises, smells, visuals, textures or tastes whic
they cannot tolerate or that they really like.
People with the condition may find sporting or
extra-curricular activities challenging because
they are such highly stimulating sensory environments. For example, a loud crowd at a
sporting match may be difficult for a player with autism to cope with or an arts and crafts
class might use a particular material, such as clay or glue they cannot bear to touch.
These challenges can pose a barrier for people with autism and something which a coach
or leader may need to monitor. However, clubs which can manage these challenges can

provide an important outlet enabling a person with autism to learn coping mechanisms and
socialise with peers.
Coordination
Many people with autism find coordination a challenge,
and this can make field sports or fine motor skills more
challenging.
However with the appropriate support and outlet, clubs
can also be a great means of developing this area.
Concentration
People with autism often have quite short attention spans, it can be a challenge for a
member with autism to maintain concentration for the duration of a game, activity or class.
Spatial Awareness

People with autism may have poor spatial awareness, they
may be more accident prone or may find large open spaces
difficult to navigate. This can pose challenges when following or playing in a field sport.

Imagination
As people with autism often think in quite “black and white” terms it can be difficult at times to
imagine a concept, for example an on-field strategy or a finished product.
For this reason, visual aids are often required to explain concepts to those with the condition.
“Stimming”
‘Stimming’ is a term used for repetitive stimulatory physical actions. When any of us become
anxious we resort to little physical actions such as tapping a pen or drumming our fingers on
the table. If we have been sitting for long periods of time we feel the need to change
position or get up and walk about. People with autism cope with their sensory needs in the
same way but their physical actions may be much more pronounced and obvious to those
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around them. Some may need to jump, spin around, flap their
hands or even emit a loud shout. These actions are for the
most part involuntary and become more pronounced at times
of stress. As children they have very little control over their
‘stimming’ but as they grow older they learn to limit or control it
to a certain extent. The greatest cause of distress in these
situations is the public’s reaction by staring or commenting on
their behaviour.

It is important that club facilitators or coaches have an
awareness of this type of problem before the year begins, do not draw attention to it and try
to provide a way to manage it.
Hyperactivity
As people with autism can be hyperactive many clubs can be quite reluctant to provide
spaces for those with the condition or may find it hard to support a player who finds it difficult
to staying focused.
If strategies are not put in place it can lead to player or members no longer being able to
remain in clubs.
Behaviour
When a person with autism becomes stressed or anxious and cannot communicate this, it
can result in challenging behaviour. It is important that clubs understand the reasons behind
such behaviour, how it presents and what can be done to avoid or manage it.
Anxiety
Many people with autism are highly anxious, it can be difficult
for them to become involved in new activities, as they do not
know what to expect. Changes in how things are run in a club
or a new venue can also lead to stress.

What YOU can do
The power is in your hands! You now have an insight into some of the common challenges
people with autism face and what you can do as a healthcare provider to make life a little bit
easier for individuals and families affected by autism. A little effort invested early on makes
for easier access for the person with autism.
We ask you to make an “AsIWill” Pledge such as one of those listed
below. You can demonstrate your willingness to participate in this
autism support initiative by simply taking a photo of your pledge written
on our “AsIWill” template and post it on Facebook or Twitter with
#AsIWill
We will highlight your commitment on our website and we would be delighted to support you
in this undertaking at any stage. While we welcome any creative ideas for inclusivity here are
some
suggested pledges below:
AsIWill		 Create an Inclusion Policy
Does your club have an inclusion policy?
Are people with autism not only permitted but encouraged to join?
What kind of support are you able to offer?
These are all issues which could be dealt with in a club inclusion policy and
could be a very strong statement of intent from your club or organisation. We are happy to
assist you in developing a suitable policy, for further information email grainne@asiam.ie
AsIWill		 Prepare, Prepare, Prepare
Start as you mean to go on.
Prior to the commencement of the club year, gather
information from the individual or, in the case of a
child, their parents about the support which they will
require, what they find most difficult and any other
information which may be useful.
Invite the prospective member to see your club in
action and get used to the environment, so that they
can prepare mentally and highlight any concerns.
Provide a trained mentor / buddy system so an

existing member will keep an eye out for, and be a friendly face, for a new member who has
autism. Make sure everyone who needs this information receives it and puts it into action – you
will provide a great opportunity for members with autism and address problems before they ever
arise.
AsIWill		Provide Visual Aids
Provide images of your club or a 360 degree tour on your website so
members can prepare for their first visit.

AsIWill		 Create awareness within the club
Like many problems facing people with autism, issues may arise not with management but with
other members of the club, parents or spectators who do not understand the condition. Run an
autism awareness campaign in the club and also implement a zero tolerance approach to isolation
or bullying
AsIWill 		

Provide training

It is important that coaches or facilitators have an
understanding of the needs of members with autism. Why
not hold a training day to educate coaches about the
challenges people with autism face, and how they can
make them easier in the context of the club, email
grainne@asiam.ie for further information
AsIWill		 Provide sensory friendly options
What sensory challenges are people with autism facing in your club? Can you consider sensory
friendly options for your activities and put them into action?
AsIWill		 Engage local support group
No two clubs are the same. There is no better organisation to highlight challenges faced by local
people with the condition, in terms of involvement in sport or extracurricular activities, than the
local autism support group.

For further information please contact info@asiam.ie

