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For Sirus and Emmeline

In pursuit of being your best self, never forget you are already perfect.





“The truth of who we are is innate goodness, and the whole journey is really about removing any obstacle or false belief that keeps us from knowing that.”

—ALANIS MORISSETTE






Introduction

Need your help with a work thing when you have a min…

I typed feverishly into the open instant messenger tab on my work desktop as soon as I got back to my desk at the office.

This was the fourth such SOS message I had sent to my husband in the last week, and it was only Wednesday.

What’s up?

Larry typed back, prompt as ever.

Struggling to find the delicate balance between too few and too many details, I tried to give him just the right amount of information to make the exchange quick and useful for both of us, trusting that he would ask for more if he needed.

“I met Deborah in the pantry just now,” I explained through IM. “And she asked me for more details on a report I sent yesterday. She needs them by this afternoon for a conversation she’s having with a Board member tomorrow morning. This is going to take me away from the financial report that Adam needs by tomorrow for the Board meeting in two weeks.”

Three little dots appeared next to Larry’s avatar, letting me know that he was already responding. “Deborah’s need is higher priority,” he answered simply. “Are you saying this means you won’t be able to finish what Adam needs by tomorrow?”

“Yes—I will probably need until Friday now for the financial report.”

“Anything that you can give to Tanesha?”

I had to think about that one for a minute. Would she be able to help me with anything for either report? She’d only just started two months ago, and I hadn’t trained her yet on either of these types of reporting. She wouldn’t know where to look to get the data, she wouldn’t know how to put it together the right way…

“No,” I typed back, feeling a little defeated. “It would take too long to train her to give me the kind of help I would need right now.”

“OK,” Larry pinged back. “So tell Adam that something’s come up from Deborah, and you need extra time on his report. Give him your projected timeline. He should understand.”

Adam was my boss. Deborah was Adam’s boss. It made sense to me—now that Larry had helped me think it through logically—that a last-minute, time-sensitive request from Deborah would trump a previously known time-sensitive need from Adam, especially when Deborah’s request was more urgent than his in terms of timeframe. I mentally reordered my priorities, stacking Deborah’s report above Adam’s, even though I had already started working on Adam’s, and it was going to be painful to set it aside and switch gears to a new project before Adam’s was finished. I would just have to deal with that. But something was still nagging at the back of my mind.

“Can I tell Adam in email?” I asked, dreading the answer.

I could almost see the exasperated side-smile on Larry’s face as he typed back. “Would be better as a quick in-person. He needs to know sooner rather than later to adjust his expectations. And that way he also has a heads-up that Deborah needs more for her meeting tomorrow.”

This one was tougher for me to grasp right away. I understood the value of Adam knowing now that I was pushing his timeline back, rather than by five p.m. today when he would finally get through checking all his emails. But that second bit—what use was a “heads-up” that Deborah had asked me for more information? What did that have to do with him? Would it give him some advance notice that she might be coming to him next with another last-minute request? Or would it raise the stakes of Deborah’s meeting enough in his mind for him to proactively go make sure she had everything else she needed? As I thought it through, it made more and more sense that Adam would be empowered with the passive information that Deborah was seeking additional support for tomorrow’s conversation with a Board member. He and I were both in the position to support her, so him knowing the support she was asking for, even if it wasn’t directly from him, put him in a better position to support her, as well.

Larry let me process for a couple of minutes, then finished with the message, “And make a note, for future reference, to get Tanesha trained on this soon when you’re not in a time crunch.”

“Thanks, love. Will do.” Right then and there, knowing I would forget otherwise, I opened my calendar and found an hour block of time the following week to meet with Tanesha. Then I scanned Adam’s calendar and saw that he would be between meetings in about fifteen minutes—the perfect time, I had learned, to catch him for a quick in-person heads-up.

This type of five-minute IM session with my husband was a near-daily ritual for me when I first started moving up in the workplace.

You see, I have Asperger’s syndrome, or what is now known in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) of the American Psychiatric Association as part of the broader diagnosis, autism spectrum disorder (ASD). None of the nuances of interpersonal communication come naturally to me as they do to people without ASD.

Now, years later, Larry and I have whittled down our SOS IM conversations to infrequent exchanges—mostly when something new or big happens at work that I don’t feel I can handle on my own.

I have learned over the years to differentiate between situations that require a quick in-person meeting or an immediate phone call, and those that will be fine with only an email. I have learned methods for prioritizing my work according to time sensitivity, seniority of the people affected, and the overall value of my time—and my team’s time—against our ultimate goals.

But I never would have learned these things—and the many others explored in this book—on my own. There is no class that teaches them and no book that explains the subtleties and complexities of human interaction to the degree that my ASD brain would need it explained. For the most part, the books I have tried to read on the subject of high-level interpersonal communication often rely on metaphor or parable to convey big concepts. Without clear, step-by-step, unambiguous situational application, these mean nothing to me. It’s as if I am reading a Communication 201 book without yet having taken Communication 101.

My husband’s mentorship—sometimes as literal as a voice in my ear telling me what to say, when to say it, and to whom—has guided me through the “fake it till you make it” phase of navigating professional relationships. I’m now at the point where I only feel like I’m faking it some of the time, instead of all the time. Which, I’m told, is how most people feel anyway.

WHO ARE WE?

I am a thirty-something woman with ASD, and my husband Larry is a fortysomething “neurotypical” man. For the sake of simplicity and clarity, I will refer broadly throughout this book to people who don’t have autism as “neurotypical,” or “NT” for short, though it should be noted that this term is problematic, in that everyone’s brain is different. No one is “typical.”


Who Is Sarah?

I grew up in a small town, with a single working mother and a younger sister. As a child I was quiet, bookish, and entirely disinterested in things like dolls or dress-up, earning me a reputation as a tomboy. I engaged in a lot of social mimicry to fit in, which of course never really worked because I could never get the context or the mannerisms quite right. As a result, most of my grade-school years were plagued by bullies who preyed on my inability to find a socially acceptable flow. I connected more with my teachers than I ever did with my peers, which of course made the bullying worse.

It wasn’t until high school that I finally started fitting in with a similarly nerdy group of outcast band geeks and artsy kids, almost all of them male. I always excelled academically, where rules and instructions and boundaries were clear, and skills like reading, researching, and writing were rewarded. I thank the stars now that I got into the marching band in college, which functioned as my one and only source of social structure there. It gave me a consistent daily schedule (up early every morning for rehearsal, performing at football games every weekend, etc.) and social outlet (all of my friends were fellow band geeks) that made the rest of college manageable for me.

I didn’t get to the point of needing to take a step back from life and find answers about what kept me so consistently on the sidelines until much later, when all at once the demands of a career, a marriage, and a child had finally pushed me to my limit. Gaining the knowledge of my autism before that point would of course have been helpful, but up until then I had always just considered myself to be quiet, thoughtful, highly sensitive, and perhaps a little shy. All of which was fine, until I couldn’t advocate for myself or my son, I couldn’t communicate love as consistently and deeply as I wanted to with my husband, and I couldn’t hold all the many threads of my work life together and perform at the level of quality I expected from myself.

I was blessed, however, to have chosen Larry as my counterpart before I received my autism diagnosis, and together we have navigated through a great many of these couldn’ts, turning them into coulds with a lot of the tools, strategies, and insights we share in this book.

Who Is Larry?

Larry is a boy who never fully grew up, thanks to his godmother’s influence of playing video games one minute, then teaching him how to cook in the next.

He is not afraid to admit his failings and flaws, but rather to embrace them, to learn from them. He is a father, a mentor, a kind spirit who makes people feel at ease, especially kids. Though far from a comedian, he still finds ways to bring laughter to those who need it.

He is a geek, a true stay-up-all-night computer nerd who is always searching for ways to not be known as such, but who invariably offers to help sort out any computer problem he encounters.

We Are Professionals in Our Own Fields

Most of my career I have worked in nonprofits, and Larry has had a similarly tracked career in technology. At this point, we are both at a level that requires regular contact with C-suite executives, and we have both run teams of people responsible for various company deliverables.

We Are a Long-Term Couple

We have been together for nearly ten years, and only in the last few have we really begun to experience the particular challenges of an ASD-linked long-term relationship. Certain differences in my brain and the way that I relate to people have become clear only now that we have reached a point together when—if we were both neurotypical—we would have a sort of shorthand: reading each other’s minds, anticipating needs, or reciprocating emotions.


We Are Parents

We are parents to a son, who was diagnosed with ASD at three years old, and a daughter who was born while this book was being written.

WHY THIS BOOK?

Ultimately, we wanted to write this book because we have never found another like it. There have been several recent memoirs by authors with ASD that proved very helpful for me in understanding myself, and for Larry to understand me. Two that stand out for me are Odd Girl Out, by Laura James, and Pretending to Be Normal, by Liane Holliday Willey. Also, several long-term relationship books have been particularly helpful to us in the areas of living and loving and parenting together as an ASD/NT couple. Specifically, Ashley Stanford’s Asperger Syndrome (Autism Spectrum Disorder) and Long-Term Relationships. I include references to Ashley’s book throughout chapter 5, on neurodiverse long-term relationships.

I have also found a few ASD-targeted resources that specifically deal with workplace or employment issues, and were helpful for me in many ways, such as Asperger’s on the Job by Rudy Simone.

But nowhere have I found a book about navigating the higher levels of professional relationships—the kind of politicking, nonverbal communication, implied messages, and high-context awareness that Larry has judiciously helped me stumble through in real time via SOS-style workplace instant messaging and other support. Until I entered the workforce, I never realized how crucial this awareness of interpersonal communication would be to my professional advancement—at least as important as technical skills and education. I don’t think my experience is unique. I know plenty of neurotypical people who also struggle with office politics. But a lot of people, I think, develop these interpersonal skills on their own as they move through life—what I needed was a manual, and I couldn’t find one.

Aside from providing what we hope will be a resource to many and will help advance the field of ASD-linked resources, Larry and I also knew that writing down the key factors in what has worked for me/us and why, in various professional, social, and relational situations, would help both of us identify and codify our learning, as much as it would also help other people. The process of writing this book has helped us both to continue to learn more about each other, and about ways to continue growing.


AN IMPORTANT NOTE: MASKING AND THE AUTHENTIC SELF

I feel it is very important to call out, specifically, the term “masking” or “camouflaging”—which is often used to refer to the coping mechanisms and strategies a lot of autistic people use in order to “pass” in mainstream society. Masking in and of itself is neither a good thing nor a bad thing—it’s just a tool—but the way in which we in society try to “normalize” people and make everyone fit into a particular mold of how we think people should be (rather than celebrating our unique individuality), is toxic and harmful for many people who simply don’t fit that mold.

I am one of those people. Truthfully, most of us are, and yet each of us shape our behaviors and attitudes throughout the day in order to find our niche in the world.

We did not write this book to propagate that wholly unrealistic and damaging one-size-fits-all mold.

We did write this book to share tools and lived experiences that when combined with maximizing individual strengths, and shoring up individual weaknesses, could help people work around and through the mold in order to accomplish the things they want to in life.

This is a book about ways that I have been able to find my authentic autistic self—shaping myself into the person that I want to be, taking the awareness that my brain works differently and using it to my advantage in interacting with a neurodiverse world.

There is nothing so important as remaining true to yourself. If this book helps you to do that, then we have achieved our goal.



WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

When Larry and I first started thinking about writing this book, we were looking at it from an ASD point of view—laying out specific strategies that capitalized on my brain’s differences in order to help me grow, and to help us grow together, to fill the hole we’d identified in the literature. But then we began hearing from our friends and family members that much of our experiences applied to them, too, and in turn to many different kinds of people.

Who likes small talk? Nobody. (If you do, lucky you! You probably know somebody who doesn’t—hand them this book, will you?) Who agonizes, even just for a minute, about what to wear to the office holiday party? Everybody. Who feels like a fake sometimes? It turns out, quite a lot of people, in fact.1

ASD or no, we started thinking about how the ideas and experiences in this book might be helpful to many people who struggle to understand various aspects of office politics, professional communication, emotional intelligence, long-term relationships, social situations, and all the rest of our interconnected, interpersonal communicative world. Analytic thinkers, “introverts,” highly sensitive people, people who feel shy or intimidated in social situations, people who are in the business of helping individuals with ASD or similar barriers… the challenges and strategies presented throughout this book, while laid out in that clear, step-by-step format that’s crucial to an ASD-wired brain, will, we hope, be useful to all kinds of people who haven’t found what they need elsewhere.

HOW CAN THIS BOOK BE USED?

In this book, Larry and I lay out the major challenges we have faced—alone and together—and the specific strategies we employed to overcome them. These are our own experiences. They will not apply to everyone, and they are not meant to be depicted as the only way to overcome these specific challenges. We ourselves are still encountering new challenges and learning new strategies all the time. Our hope is simply to provide ideas, insights, and practical advice that might make someone’s path easier in the long run.

We have laid out these challenges and solutions in several thematic sections, which can be read in order or out of order, according to your needs and interests.

Chapters 1 and 2 cover the broad topic of communication in general: first the basics of conversational flow, written versus in-person communication, and small talk, followed by more advanced concepts like humor, body language, and how to perceive context.

Chapters 3 and 4 are about communication in the workplace, including topics that have to do with organizing your own work, such as executive functioning (prioritizing, perfectionism, goal setting), as well as common workplace challenges and strengths that accompany ASD. Then details on navigating professional relationships, such as conducting meetings, finding a mentor, and common problem areas for interpersonal professional communication.

In chapter 5 we share some of the specific hurdles and solutions we have encountered together as a long-term ASD/NT romantic couple. We cover topics such as “mind-reading,” expressing love, reciprocating emotions, creating external outlets, making space for mistakes, and some specific tools for success together as a household and a family.

Chapter 6 is about our specific experiences learning how to parent together, despite some of my challenges, and some surprising ways in which the ASD brain is a parenting advantage. We share how we learned to work together, to set expectations and boundaries, and to recognize and trust our instincts, as well as some specific tools that work well for our young son, who also has autism.

Chapter 7 includes descriptions of specific and common ASD-linked challenges, like sensory or emotional overload, overanalysis, miscommunication, internalization, and the self-care and partnership solutions we have found work best to address and move past these common barriers, which can occur across many different types of interpersonal communication.






CHAPTER ONE Communication Basics



“We are here to awaken from the illusion of our separateness.”

—THICH NHAT HANH







WHY IS COMMUNICATION IMPORTANT?

This may seem like a no-brainer, but as those of us with ASD know, better safe than sorry! There are many different reasons why communication is important, often overlapping, and all meriting some exploration for the analytical thinker to truly internalize.

Below are some of the most common reasons for communication, which we will explore in more detail:


Information


	To relay information (“The pharmacy closes at six p.m.”)

	To gain information (“What time does the pharmacy close?”)

	To arrive at information-creation together via verbal collaboration (“When do you think would be the best time for us to go to the pharmacy today? Probably after lunch?”)



Emotion


	To establish or grow implicit emotional connection with others (“Have you seen the new Avengers movie? I loved the part when…”)

	To explicitly share emotional connection (“I love you.”)



Collaboration


	To effectively work together to achieve a common goal





Understanding that this list is not exhaustive, I want to delve a little deeper into each category. First, the informational—to relay information, to gain information, or to collaboratively create the information you need.

Communication for Information

This is the most straightforward reason for communication, and the one that many people with ASD, including me, will automatically assume is the fundamental reason for all communication. I need information, so I communicate with someone or interact with my environment in some way (Google, anyone?) in order to get it. I have information to share (The sky is falling!), so I communicate with another person or people in order to share it. I need information that is not readily available to me to make a decision or perform an action, so I engage in collaborative communication with other decision-makers.

This last one is a little wooly, so let me pull it apart a bit more. Sometimes information is not simple or straightforward, or it may require the input of more than one person to create. This can be a tricky concept for an analytical thinker to grasp; we tend to assume that information is its own pure and un-influenceable construct. But of course, it is subject to the many varied facets of human perception, perspective, and interpretation. It does not simply exist, always, for the taking.

I have found this understanding of information as a fluid concept, rather than as a fundamental truth, to be very freeing, and also unsteadying. Here is a concrete example from my professional life:

Many times, for work, I have been responsible for reviewing and signing a Terms and Conditions document with a new vendor. The first time this happened, I assumed I needed to review it before signing only for the usual reasons that one reads through any document before signing—such as making sure there is nothing egregious hidden in the fine print like “I will give you my firstborn child.” I was asked, however, to forward the Terms and Conditions document to our legal counsel for review as well, and they sent back several recommended changes in red ink. That shocked me. Terms and Conditions documents could be changed? They didn’t just exist as a pure-and-simple document laying out the information needed to secure a mutually beneficial and legal contractual business relationship between two parties? I forwarded the recommended changes to the vendor, fully expecting them to get back to me with an “Excuse me? Why is there red ink on my informational document?” But instead, they acquiesced to all the changes and sent back a revised version for us to review again and sign.

The contract review, change, and approval process above is a great example of how information as a concept can be complicated. Later, a colleague may require information: “What does it say in our contract about X?” and I might be able to provide that information easily: “On page 5, paragraph 3, it says Y.” But that information, while it may be straightforward now, was arrived at via the mutual communication of more than one human being, and may have evolved to be something different from what it originally was, via that process.

Communication is so much more than just information exchange (even when the information is complicated). Of course, if you had told me that even a year ago, I would have looked at you like you had three heads. What I failed to realize is that human beings, with souls and emotions, need much more than information in order to thrive.

This is where the emotional reasons for communication come in.

Communication for Emotion

I find it helpful to approach this from an evolutionary point of view. Initially, humans evolved a socially interdependent nature for survival, to ensure collaboration against natural obstacles and predators, and the efficient sharing of limited resources. Our brains developed a chemical reward system to create positive emotions when we worked together. Now that we are the most dominant predators of our world and have the resources we need to survive (though we are still not so good at sharing them), we no longer need, on a broad scale, the benefits of social interdependency for basic survival. But we still need them to thrive. The human brain—including the ASD brain—is still wired to produce feel-good chemicals such as serotonin and oxytocin when triggered by positive human interaction (it just takes an ASD brain a few more times going through the motions of the trigger in order to produce the chemical payoff, than it does a non-ASD brain).1

I want to delve into two distinct areas in which communication is important for emotional reasons: (1) to create implicit emotional connection, and (2) to create explicit emotional connection.

Implicit Emotions

This is perhaps the most difficult concept for an ASD or analytical brain to understand (and implement). In a neurotypical brain, sharing nonessential information verbally with another person—talking about the weather, asking about what they did over the weekend, laughing about a funny moment in a movie you’ve both seen—releases the feel-good chemicals stimulated by positive social interaction. In an ASD brain, it can take a lot more conversational effort to achieve that same chemical reward. This is one of the reasons why someone with ASD may not respond appropriately to small talk, or initiate it, yet may be perfectly comfortable diving into a deeply thoughtful conversation with a complete stranger. Get someone with ASD onto a topic of conversation that interests them, and it can be hard to get them to stop talking (right?), because their brain is now doing the same thing for them (boosting them with serotonin) that a neurotypical brain does in response to surface chatter.

A lot of this implicit emotional communication goes beyond the words conveyed—via body language and vocal inflection. I will go into much more detail about this later in this book, but an ASD brain may not naturally read nonverbal and intonation cues the way a neurotypical brain does, because so much of the implied information meant to be exchanged during “light” or surface-level conversation can be lost on someone with ASD.

Here is a simple example from my personal life—just one of the many times when my husband, who is neurotypical, has tried to grow implicit emotional connection with me as we walked together down the street:

“What a beautiful day,” Larry said, looking around. “A little chilly, but I’m glad I didn’t wear a jacket. So nice.”

My husband and I have been together for just under ten years, but I only recently learned that there is a worthwhile purpose behind his casually commenting on how nice the breeze feels, or how long X construction project seems to be taking, as we walk together down the sidewalk. I used to let comments like this from him pass in silence. Why respond? Yes, the breeze is nice. Does he need me to reaffirm? Is he asking for information about the breeze? What information could I possibly give him?

In fact, his brain is prompting him to engage in positive, casual communication with me because he loves me, and he wants to stimulate the serotonin that will flow through his brain once I start engaging back. And he wants me to feel that too. I have been denying him this simple pleasure for years because I did not know that it existed. My brain does not reward me the same way, so I never learned to engage casually.

Now that I am aware, I can respond more frequently the way he expects, though this is a conscious effort for me rather than automatically-ingrained behavior, so I am far from perfect, or even good at it yet.

On this particular day, I recognized an opportunity for a casual response when he commented on the beautiful day. Consciously, I shut down my instincts to say something about solving the possible lack-of-jacket problem that he already said is not a problem. “Yes,” I responded, “it’s beautiful.”

Both of us walked in silence for a while, probably aided by my lack of any proactive reciprocal casual comment in return.

Larry tried again. “The sun’s a little bright,” he said. “Probably should’ve worn one of my baseball caps instead of the fedora.”

By that point in our walk, I was slightly distracted by my shoes rubbing in new places, as spring had newly dawned and I was wearing them for the first time in six months. I was also moderately distracted by two distinct birds chirping in two distinct frequencies at two different volumes, and wondering what they might be saying, and whether the two different species of bird could understand each other. At the same time, I was trying to decide whether I should take off my own jacket, because it did feel a little hot, but the wind on my arms might be more distracting. I consciously derailed my train of thought to realize that Larry had said something, and then I replayed what he said, in my head, and recognized it as another opportunity for a casual response. But this time, I lost the battle against my instinct to use communication for a productive purpose, forgetting momentarily the newly learned productive purpose of producing serotonin in my partner’s brain. “Uhh,” I said uncertainly, “do you want to—should we—go back and change hats?”

Larry sighed. “No,” he said. “We shouldn’t go back. I’ll be fine. Just making conversation.”

Realizing my mistake, I felt embarrassed, and sad that he was sad—or at least I thought he might be sad, because he was sighing and his shoulders slumped a little, but I couldn’t tell for sure. “Right,” I said. “Sorry.”

More silence.

I wanted to compensate for lost ground, but I felt like an awkward teenager. I tried to initiate casual communication myself this time. “I’m still thinking about that episode of Doctor Who last night…” I offered.

Larry seemed to recognize my proactive attempt to repair our stunted exchange, and wanted to encourage me. “Oh?” he said. “What part?”

I then launched into a particularly riveting concept from the TV episode, which gave me plenty of fodder for talking on a semi-casual, semi-deep level where I was more comfortable and still reciprocating in building emotional connection with the man I love.

As you can see, it’s a work in progress! I am getting better at this kind of casual communication, with practice. I now have the logical tools and knowledge that I did not before, and I can use them to build strategies which compensate, at least partially, for my brain’s lack of auto-process.

The combination of a lack of evolutionarily-developed brain chemical rewards for casual communication (as opposed to communication for the explicit purpose of productive information exchange), and a lack of natural ability to interpret implicit emotions communicated nonverbally, can make this sort of exchange seem entirely useless to someone with ASD. To the rest of the world, of course, it’s anything but.

Explicit Emotions

A more clear-cut reason for emotional communication is to create explicit connection. Emotions in general can be tricky for an ASD or analytical brain, whether explicit or implicit. For one thing, many people with ASD may also have alexithymia, a specific neurological difference that renders a person unable to recognize or name their own emotions (people without ASD can have this too). For another, emotions can be very overwhelming on a sensory level, and someone who is already more prone to sensory overload can have a hard time processing them.

Personally, I have lived most of my life in a sort of emotional middle ground. I rarely get overly excited, and I rarely get overly depressed. I used to think this was more of a “nature” thing—a fundamental part of my personality. But after consideration, I believe it may have been a skill I developed early on, realizing that emotions could so easily overwhelm me. I learned to simply not allow myself to get overly emotional about anything, positive or negative. Caregivers or peers perceived me as “emotionless” or aloof. Of course, this balance has been much harder to maintain now that I am a wife of nearly ten years, and the mother of a highly emotional toddler and a new baby—some of the many reasons that I am writing this book now.

“I love you” is perhaps the most common example of a way that communication is used to convey explicit emotion. “I hate you” works too, but let’s stay positive.

A simple phrase like “I love you” can mean many different things to many different people.

This inability to be exacting and precise in our language about emotions can cause yet more difficulty for an ASD or analytical brain. Someone with ASD may prefer not to communicate that they are feeling any particular emotion at all, rather than to identify it the wrong way, or use the wrong words to express it. Neurotypical people do this all the time—approximating their emotions with their best guess at the right words—because a neurotypical brain can also make leaps of faith and infer deeper meaning. Someone who is neurotypical may even throw out a series of several words to try to describe how they are feeling, knowing that none of them really do the emotion justice, but hoping that together they may add up to a context greater than the sum of its parts. To someone with ASD, however, this can make for a very confusing melting pot of seemingly unrelated and contradictory emotional states—in other words, a big, scary mess.

One of the most helpful strategies I have found for being able to communicate my own emotions when the words can be so hard to find, is to literally describe what I am thinking, rather than to try to name the emotion. I am much more familiar with my thinking self (my literal thoughts) than my feeling self (my emotions). I might say, “I feel like I can’t get anything right,” which will more concretely convey my emotional state to a neurotypical person, and to myself, than if I were to try to use more vague terms like helplessness or hopelessness. Or, in another instance, I might say, “I feel like I just walked into a pitch-black room and can’t find the light switch,” in order to communicate deep confusion, fear, or paralysis.

Another reason for explicitly communicating emotions is to give strong emotions an external outlet and avoid the damaging effects of over-internalization.

Someone with ASD may be intimately familiar with the potentially damaging effects of internalizing emotions. Internalization is a common coping mechanism for people with autism, who may not naturally develop other tools for recognizing, channeling, and expressing strong emotions. But keeping your feelings “bottled up inside,” rather than letting them out, done over time and with consistency, can literally cause psychological and physiological damage to your brain and body.

I am often thrown by what I perceive to be emotional outbursts from people around me, when in reality these are often an entirely appropriate externalization of strong emotions that would do more damage, and last longer, if kept inside. If you have ever held a grudge, you know it can grow worse over time if not addressed via mutual communication. There is, of course, a balance—neurotypical people learn how to temper their own emotions so as not to rant and rave all over the place, and plenty of people who are not on the autism spectrum also internalize emotions more than might be considered psychologically healthy. There are also plenty of people with ASD who experience no issues with internalization and are quite adept at expressing any and every emotion as it comes along.

Personally, though, I internalize to the extreme. Not just emotions—everything. Someone is not satisfied with the quality of my work or the outcome of my efforts? It is my fault for not making sure I understood the direction or intentions clearly enough. (Likely partly true, but not the whole truth.) Someone is in a car accident within my visual field? Why didn’t I see it about to happen and scream or shout or wave my arms to stop them? (Likely would have made no difference at all, and nothing about the accident is my fault, but that doesn’t stop me from internalizing.)

If this sounds familiar, there is more on the tendency for internalization, how ASD traits can make it much worse, and some specific strategies for dealing with it in the Troubleshooting and Self-Care Strategies in chapter 7 of this book. For now, I want to share an example from my life to illustrate the importance of learning how to effectively use communication to externalize strong emotions.

When I was in high school, I developed a physiological condition that corresponded precisely to the times when I felt strongly about something, but instead of voicing it out loud, I swallowed it down and internalized it. After years of having done this since childhood, my body had begun to respond with a painful acid reflux. I developed fairly severe heartburn at the age of fifteen. It even started happening when I knew the answer to a question that a teacher asked during class, and yet I didn’t volunteer to respond, paralyzed at the prospect of hearing my own voice out loud in a crowded classroom, afraid I might in fact be wrong, afraid classmates would think of me as a show-off or know-it-all.

It was my mother, always conscious of the body-mind connection, who helped me see that the heartburn and the internalization might be connected. It took several years, but I slowly learned how to speak up when I needed to, recognizing which situations more urgently needed my voice than others, and how I could express myself in a constructive way, and as a result, the acid reflux slowly receded. Since then, the condition has resurfaced only a handful of times, always sparked by an instance of over-internalization.

Communication for Collaboration

Chemicals like serotonin and oxytocin do more than make a person feel good, they pave the neural roadways for other beneficial chemicals that produce other beneficial feelings and actions—a sense of purpose, a sense of community, a sense of courage, honor, duty, passion, love, and selflessness. These feelings can be powerful motivators for human behavior and contribute greatly to a sense of overall well-being.

Communicating in order to collaborate with others looks a lot like the “information creation” communication we discussed earlier. But there are distinct elements to collaborative communication that set it apart. In the case of collaboration, you are not just creating information, like a mutually agreeable Terms and Conditions document or the best time to go to the pharmacy. The stakes are higher—you have multiple deliverables to accomplish, multiple steps to complete, multiple perspectives and experiences and ideas and opinions to incorporate, and potentially even multiple cultures, personalities, and communication styles to account for.

This is where you will want to develop skills in professional relationship building and in conducting or participating in meetings. I discuss collaborative communication strategies more deeply in chapters 3 and 4.


WRITTEN COMMUNICATION VERSUS IN-PERSON COMMUNICATION

Throughout my college years, I never perceived any identifiable differences between written communication—texts, emails, books—and in-person verbal communication such as phone calls, talking in-person, seeing live speakers, and so on. In my mind, communication was communication, whatever the method, and its sole purpose was to convey information. Why would it make a difference whether the information was conveyed via email or in-person conversation? But it does make a difference—a big one. We’ll get there in a minute.

To me, written communication was preferable, because it limited the potential for confusion and distracting emotions. It was clear and precise, much easier to both express and understand. I thought this was true for most people, unless they liked to talk or were naturally extroverted. Little did I know that most people, unlike myself, gleaned a lot of information from body language and vocal inflection during in-person interactions. It is impossible to read body language in an email. It is very difficult to infer vocal inflection from a text. Even if you have known someone for years, misunderstanding and miscommunication still happens all the time, more often than not (for most people) in writing, rather than in conversation.

Two-Way versus One-Way Communication

Except perhaps for texting or instant messaging, which are very short-form and conducted on platforms designed to facilitate a close approximation of in-person conversation, written communication is a one-way communication flow, whereas in-person communication is usually a two-way flow.

What does this mean? Think of the last time you wrote an email. Likely, it included several separate but related points of information, all of which you conveyed simultaneously to someone else. That person is then expected to read all (or most, or sometimes only half, as I have learned) of your words, and then formulate their equally one-way email back to you, adding their own thoughts or questions. This can take anywhere from a few minutes, if someone happens to be checking and responding to emails right then, to a few days (or weeks). Imagine you were to have the same conversation in-person, or even over the phone. Would you have been able to “read” your entire email out loud to them, making three or four separate points, without the other person responding? No. You would cover one of the points, then the other person would add their thoughts related to that first point. Then you would both move to the second point, and so forth. You might even find that after they’ve added their perspective to your first point, your second and third points become irrelevant, or change in a significant way to reflect the new information.

To an ASD brain, which may take longer to process and communicate thoughts than a non-ASD brain, the pace of two-way communication can at times be overwhelming. For example, I experience a minor audio-processing delay, because I often have to repeat in my own head what I heard someone say before I can actually “hear” and process what they said. This is a common tactic employed by people with ASD in order to participate fully in verbal communication. With thirty-plus years of practice, I have learned how to do this very quickly, almost instantaneously, but it can still interfere with the normal flow of two-way conversation, especially if the topic is confusing or emotional for me.

There are many other reasons why an ASD-brain may experience difficulty with two-way communication, including an inability to listen and form thoughts at the same time (neurotypical brains have difficulty with this, too, which is why people must learn how to “actively listen”), a tendency to be distracted by extraneous details (I can see a piece of white fluff on her shoulder flitting up and down while she is talking to me and it is driving me insane), and simple sensory overload (she is talking to me but the air conditioner is making oddly-timed plunking noises and there is another conversation happening right next to us and I am quickly becoming overwhelmed by too many sounds all at once).

You can see how someone with ASD might prefer one-way communication to the more overwhelming experience of two-way communication. And in many cases, such as in long-form communication like research papers, books, reports, or proposals, one-way written communication is much clearer and easier to understand. But for most neurotypical people, reading a long email about something that could be resolved quickly in conversation can be excruciating.

How can you tell if something should really be communicated in person? There are several red flags you can look for before you hit the “send” button on an email instead.


	
1. Timeliness. Does the person on the other end of this email need to know this information sooner rather than later? Or do you need information back from them immediately? You can still send the email with one of those “high importance” markers, but take into account just how quickly they/you need the information before you put it in an email rather than placing a phone call.

	Understand that, if you are requesting information from someone else, by putting your request in an email, rather than picking up the phone and calling someone on the spot, you’re forfeiting the expectation of an immediate response. An urgent voice mail can be followed up with an urgent email, referencing that you called. But an urgent email can’t be followed up (politely) with an urgent call until at least a few hours after the email has been sent, and even then, the situation would have to be dire. Putting your request into email form implies that you don’t need the information until at least the next day.





	2. Length. If your email is turning into a dissertation—a.k.a. if it takes you more than, say, ten minutes to compose your email—you might need to put it aside into a journal or speaking notes for yourself, and cut your email down to just a request to meet with the person to discuss the topic at hand. If you find yourself going into a lot of details, asking a lot of questions, using a lot of explanatory language, describing your thought process or justifying your actions, then the person you are writing to has a right to respond to your communication in real time, rather than read several pages while sitting alone at their desk. You—if you are an analytical thinker or have ASD—also have a right, however, to get your thoughts out the way that works best for you, so write them all down if you must, and bring them with you to the meeting so you can refer to them during the two-way conversation. Later in this section, under “Combination Strategies,” is a more in-depth exploration of how to do this effectively.
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