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Examining Distraction in Autism
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Who am I?

e Research Autism (/neurodivergence) in adulthood
o Distraction
o Services
o Research about Autism Research




Who am I?

e Research Autism (/neurodivergence) in adulthood
o Distraction
o Services
o Research about Autism Research
e Strive to make my research participatory
o Involving autistic people




What is Distraction?




What is Distraction?

e Assumption of attention as a limited mental resource
e Distraction as task-irrelevant processing

Everyone knows
what attention is..

James (1890) Principles of Psychology



What

YouCan't
Ignore

e Characterise distraction using
different approaches

e Understand how distraction is
experienced

e (ontexis which shape
distraction



HAVING A BIT OF

DISTRACTION MAKES MY BRAIN
HAPPY. | WEAR HEADPHONES
AT HOME AND IN THE OFFICE.

IF | CANT, THEN | GET
DISTRACTED BY OTHER STUFF.
e

{F |_DONT OCCUPY THEM ALL THEN
SOMETHING INTERESTING THAT
APPEARS IN THAT CHANNEL BECOMES.

AND HAVE TO KEEP
GOING OVER THE THING
'M TRYING TO FOCUS O

| HEAR COMPUTER
@ SOUNDS, WHAT'S
2| GOING ON ouT-

T RY

LUNCH SPECIAL! NOT WORT|

| T THOUGH - MY CAR WAS
A WRITE - OFF

EVEN [F TS SOMETHING T M CAN
DON'T WANT ‘TO DO | CAN | MAKE VERY TIGHT
ENJOY IT. | FIND IT DEADLINES.
?”’I’SL;CHA‘NsaT | CAN GET
ATE  OF FLO!
VERY EASILY. oY

Google Distraction Comix



Researching Distraction

e EXxperiments
o Involving fast responses to specific stimuli
while ignoring others




Selective Attention As A Spotlight

e \What falls in the spotlight gets
attentional preference

e Does the spotlight function differently for
autistic people?




Selective Attention As A Spotlight

e Autistic people have less
effective spotlight compared

with non-autistic people
o (Interference Time is a measure
of interference from distractors)

Interference Time (ms)
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Trait Distractibility

e 12 self-report questionnaires different questionnaires to 287 autistic and
343 non-autistic people

e Trait distractibility

o Mind Wandering
o External Distractions
o Unwanted Intrusive Thoughts



Trait Distractibility

e Trait Distractibility is
correlated with scores
on the Monotropism
Scale

Group
— MNon-Autistic

— Autistic

Monotropism Score (MQ_Tot)

-2 0
Higher-Order Latent Factor (d)



Phenomenology of Distraction

e Survey with Autistic (n = 100), ADHD (n = 35), AUDHD (n = 110) and NTs (n
= 117)



How much of a problem is distraction?

e Neurodivergent people
found distraction to be

more of a problem

o Especially those with
ADHD

‘I've never been able to
work full-time because |
get exhausted from all
the sensory input and

multiple distractions”.

(278Aut)
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It's a big positive in my life
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| don't mind

It's a big problem
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What is Distracting?

e Sensory distractions more commonly reported for neurodivergent

people
o Visual
m Flashing

m Visual Movement
m Brightness
m Fluorescent lights
o Smell and touch never mentioned by NTs

Overhead strip
lighting gives me
sore eyes and a
headache but | can't
stop staring atitin
annoyance (QADHD)



Summary

e Evidence using a range of method that distraction is a challenge for
autistic people
e Individual profiles of what is distracting but qualitatively similar across

neurotypes
o Environmental adjustments useful for all

e Role of interest in shaping distraction



What next?

e An attention environment audit
o Primary users- neurodivergent people
m Psychoeducation post-diagnosis
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Thank you!

Advisor: Liz Milne

Consultant: Leneh Buckle

Spotlight Study: Jim Grange

Survey Study: Anna Remington, Jana Brickert,

Freya Elise, Brian Irvine, Laura Crane, Gaia
Economic Scerif,Emily Farran

and Social

Research Council Funder: ESRC (NeW Investigator Award)
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