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ABSTRACT

Rituals and routines are used to define autism. However, descriptions that come from diagnostic manuals exclude many people from
being recognised as autistic initially, and exclude others from owning a positive autistic identity. Different examples and descriptions of
these behaviours are missing from clinical guidelines. Autistic people provide valuable updates to how repetitive behaviours can be
understood. This study supplements outdated and stereotyped examples of rituals and routines with personal explanations given by
individuals who identify as autistic. A systematic search and mixed methods analysis of blog data was carried out using corpus-based
and meta-ethnographic methods. These methods may interest researchers wishing to represent perspectives that are often omitted from
research. A systematic search was used to locate qualitative descriptions of rituals and routines in personal narratives in blog data. Blogs
were written by 40 adults who reported being autistic. Corpus-based analysis showed illustrative examples of rituals and routines, and
meta-ethnography provided a line-of-argument synthesis for how and why these behaviours were used. Importantly, all repetitive
behaviours were chosen personally by the autistic authors; they achieved a sense of control over their world. Benefits included in-
moment recharging of energy and reliable ways to anticipate and reduce overwhelm. Rituals and routines used were likened to being an
island, escape, or traffic light. These qualities underpinned different appearances of behaviours, including using lists, routines, rules,
step-by-step guides, and schedules, stimming movements, exercising, dancing, and engagement in interests. Many different repetitive
behaviours showed the specific demands placed on these authors in different environments. Underpinning functions of the repetitive
behaviours were consistent over changeable times and places. The findings destigmatise autistic identity by recognising meaningful
behaviours used as part of everyday life, rather than seeing autistic differences as problematic by default. This understanding can be
used to inform assessment decisions and therapeutic supports that affect autistic people.

Using rituals and routines is part of autistic identity. That is
determined by the clinical frameworks which define autism
(American Psychiatric Association 2013; World Health
Organization 2022), as well as personal descriptions of these
characteristics given by autistic people (Mackay and
Parry 2015). However, it is difficult to find a coherent theory
underpinning all of the ‘restricted, repetitive patterns of

behaviour, interests, or activities’ that form part of the
diagnostic criteria for autism (Leekam et al. 2011; Collis
et al. 2022; Tian et al. 2022): ways of moving the body, use of
objects, repetition in speech, sameness in routines, intensity
of interests, or ways of managing sensory information can
each demonstrate repetitive behaviours (American Psychiat-
ric Association 2013).
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1 | Inclusive Descriptions of Autistic Repetitive
Behaviours

Qualitative detail provided by ‘autistic voices’ (Rosen
et al. 2021) shows the highly variable personal circumstances
surrounding the use of different repetitive behaviours, and their
meaningfulness (Collis et al. 2022). Therefore, as understanding
of autistic characteristics changes over time, assessment tools
that provide examples of repetitive behaviours need to be
revised in order to be inclusive (Rosen et al. 2021). Repetitive
behaviours used by autistic and non-autistic people alike are
used inconsistently in clinical practice to provide supporting
evidence of autistic characteristics. The most common examples
sought by standardised assessment tools that guide clinicians
can include lining up toys in childhood, taking the same route
to places, or eating the same foods. Clinicians are asked to use
their judgement to enquire about other behaviours, such as
somebody showing their sensory interests, or repetitive play,
but the questions that clinicians ask vary (Bishop and
Lord 2023). Descriptions of repetitive behaviours found in
research literature can inform the questions that clinicians ask.
For example, clinicians should appreciate the impacts of some
behaviours being camouflaged or hidden (Kapp et al. 2019;
Pearson and Rose 2021): these influence how visible repetitive
behaviours are, which alters what being autistic looks like
(Anderson et al. 2020). Camouflaging also has implications for
how an autistic person achieves a positive sense of self and
belonging, as well as timely diagnosis when this is appropriate
(Bradley et al. 2021). It has been suggested that slow updating of
clinical assessment tools with such new understandings main-
tains a ‘circular effect on the way that [restricted and repetitive
behaviors| have been conceptualized’ (Leekam et al. 2011,
pp- 568). Only limited examples and descriptions of repetitive
behaviours used by autistic people inform who receives a
referral, assessment, or diagnosis of autism and who does not
(Hull et al. 2020; Lever and Geurts 2016). This is important
because some minority groups continue to be excluded from fair
representation of being autistic (Petty et al. 2023).

2 | Value Judgements Made About Autistic
Repetitive Behaviours

Inconsistent value judgements over which behaviours are
‘unusual’ or ‘excessive’ (as required by assessment manuals,
American Psychiatric Association 2013; World Health Organi-
zation 2022) can contribute to the stigmatisation of being
autistic (Botha et al. 2022; Turnock et al. 2022). Autistic people,
their families, clinicians and researchers make different value
judgements of wide-ranging repetitive behaviours (Kapp
et al. 2019; Petty and Ellis 2024). In some contexts, families can
borrow medical language and describe repetitive behaviours
shown by autistic young people as being symptomatic of a
disorder and something to manage, reduce, or treat (Mackay
and Parry 2015; Sethi et al. 2019). For example, preferring
repetition in choices of food or clothing can be discouraged for
reasons relating to perceived negative judgement from other
people (Sethi et al. 2019). This literature does not aim to present
a person-centred formulation of a particular difficulty, such as
concern about a young person's health (National Institute for
Health and Care Excellence 2021), but instead, builds an

impression that the repetition of behaviour in-and-of-itself is
problematic. Influential discourses that say repetitive beha-
viours are problematic can inform research and healthcare ef-
forts to reduce behaviours shown by autistic people, rather than
welcome them or prioritise understanding of their meaning-
fulness (Leekam et al. 2011). Autistic people can restrict or
change behaviours that they perceive will be negatively valued
by their surroundings, and do so in response to different en-
vironments that vary in how inclusive they are (Ng and
Ng 2022; Pearson and Rose 2021). ‘Changing behavior, as such,
should not be the main goal of clinical research or treatment for
autistic people’ (Pukki et al. 2022, p. 97). Importantly, different
perspectives offer a wealth of complex considerations, such that
repetitive behaviours have functions that are not necessarily
visible to observers (Collis et al. 2022). This study aims to
provide improved understanding of the use of repetitive beha-
viours - including those which are censored - and the conse-
quences for a person's sense of belonging, positive identity, and
mental well-being (Bradley et al. 2021). It is important that a
collective understanding of what it means to be autistic reflects
pluralistic and updated theoretical understandings (Vivanti and
Messinger 2021), including expertise from personal experience
(Fletcher-Watson et al. 2019).

It should be noted that not all autistic people will use rituals or
repetitive routines (American Psychiatric Association 2013).
Repetitive body movements and sensory processing differences
are examples of repetitive behaviours that are arguably better
represented in research than rituals and routines. For example,
body movements have been reconceptualised by foregrounding
perspectives of autistic people, as ways to release energy or
express emotions (Kapp et al. 2019; Petty and Ellis 2024).
Autistic adults have described the ways in which they make
decisions to balance sensory experiences with social participa-
tion, meaning that repetitive behaviours relating to sensory
information change over time (Krishnan et al. 2024).

Research so far has shown some benefits of using rituals and
routines, including being prepared for busier times of day (Daly
et al. 2022), or being immersed in a chosen activity for enjoy-
ment and achievement (Jones et al. 2021), however, the
meanings of rituals and routines to autistic people have received
relatively little attention (Collis et al. 2022). The aim of this
study is to share multiple perspectives of what characterises
these autistic repetitive behaviours and their variable appear-
ances. This study intends to contribute to an understanding of
autism that supports the possibilities of improving well-being
for autistic people when shared knowledge includes lived
expertise.

3 | Hearing Personal Narratives

Research designs that enable autistic people to participate as
they choose to often require researchers to remove barriers from
traditional methods (Nicolaidis et al. 2019; Pellicano and den
Houting 2022). Online spaces are thought to provide a valuable
space for connecting and communicating for some autistic
people (Gillespie-Lynch et al. 2014; Seidmann 2021). Blogs that
are written by autistic people on topics of their choice, at a time
of their choosing, and for an audience that they wish to reach,
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minimises gatekeeping of what is represented in research
(Seidmann 2021). Women's experiences of autism diagnosis
(Harmens et al. 2022), burnout (Mantzalas et al. 2022), and
anxiety and depression (Petty et al. 2023) are examples of topics
that have been explored through blog research. Whilst there are
important ethical considerations for researchers to take seri-
ously (British Psychological Society 2021), personal narratives
can minimise a priori assumptions of what being autistic
means, which are ingrained in many current research designs
(Deakin et al. 2024; Pukki et al. 2022).

This study presents an analysis of how individuals who identify
as being autistic write about rituals and routines on their own
terms. It provides examples of what rituals and routines look
like for different people across different places, and uses eth-
nographic methods to try to describe some different meanings
of these behaviours.

4 | Research Process
4.1 | Design

A mixed methods systematic review located descriptions of
repetitive behaviours written by autistic adults on blogsites,
which were analysed using corpus-based and ethnographic
methods.

4.2 | Search Strategy

Blogs were found using search engines hosted by Autistica,
Bing, Google, Metacrawler, and the National Autistic Society,
using search words ‘autism’ and ‘blog’. Snowballing found
linked blogs. Blogs were retrieved from autism.org.uk, Autism
Together, Embrace Autism, NeuroClastic, The Art of Autism,
and Thinking Person's Guide to Autism.

Blogs are written by members of a peer community
(Seidmann 2021). They present the experiences of some autistic
people, and emphasise what is meaningful for each author and
the intended audience. Whilst this understanding adds to dif-
ferent perspectives of what it means to be autistic (Vivanti and
Messinger 2021), it would be incorrect to assume that the
descriptions represent all autistic people.

A total of 23 search terms were used across blogsites: activity/
activities; behaviour/behavior; compulsive; cope/coping; daily;
fixated; fixed; goal; insist; interest; list; oraganise/organize;
order; pattern; predict; problematic; productive; regular; repeat/
repetitive; ritual; routine; same; schedule; and structure. Terms
were created from reading academic literature, clinical assess-
ment tools, and blogs written by autistic adults. 99 blogs were
screened for inclusion. 10% were read in full to expand the
search terms, for example, ‘daily’, ‘order, and ‘same’ were
added.

All blogs were written by somebody over 18 years, who iden-
tified as autistic. These individuals did not necessarily have a
confirmed diagnosis of autism. Blogs were written in the first

person, in English, and described personal experiences. Blogs
requiring password or membership for access were excluded
(British Psychological Society 2021). The search was not
restricted by date before March 2023. Full paragraphs in which
the search terms appeared were retained along with any text
from the fuller blog that provided context. 10% of the high-
lighted text was read by two independent researchers in attempt
to reduce bias introduced by the study authors and to retain as
much of the original account as possible. 58 blogs contributed
the data set.

4.3 | Corpus-Based Analysis

Corpus-based analysis is used to analyse large samples of text
(Baker 2010) by applying quantitative methods to show the
frequency of words (keywords) and the patterns in how words
occur together (collocates). The analysis is performed using the
computer software WordSmith Tools (Scott 2021), which offers
a descriptive and objective overview to minimise biases that
researchers can introduce (McEnery and Hardie 2011;
Partington 2008).

Keywords are single words that occurred in the study data more
frequently than in general language use. General language use
is determined by the British National Corpus, which contains a
representative sample of English language (Baker 2010;
Partington 2008). Keywords are those with the highest keyness
values (log-likelihood and likelihood ratio values), showing
words that are least likely to occur in the data set because of
general language use, and therefore illustrate the blog data.

Collocates, or neighbouring words, show which words fre-
quently appeared next to the keywords (within 10 words either
side of the keywords), more frequently than by chance or in
general language use. Price (2022) gives the example of ‘fish’
and ‘chips’ frequently occurring together in general language
use, which would not be shown to illustrate the study data if
they did appear. The mutual information (MI) score shows a
stronger relationship between two words (Scott 2021). An MI
score of greater than three suggests a strong relationship to
interpret further (Hunston 2002).

4.4 | Meta-Ethnography

Meta-ethnography provided a qualitative synthesis of the data
(Noblit and Hare 1988). Ethnography allows researchers to
study what people do and say in a certain context
(Hammersley 2006). Here it offered a way to learn about what
was discussed in online spaces owned by autistic people. ‘Meta-’
provides a synthesis of multiple perspectives, including analo-
gies or metaphors, which are the simplest accounts of a phe-
nomenon across different perspectives. ‘Ethnography’ presents
how each person's account exists within their culture, and is
explored by asking ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. The synthesis
was carried out across seven phases (Noblit and Hare 1988). (1)
The research question named the interest of the synthesis; (2)
the search strategy and inclusion criteria justified which ac-
counts were retrieved; (3) the main researcher repeatedly read
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all data and noted concepts, metaphors or themes. Constant
discussion with the second researcher was necessary for this
phase (Toye et al. 2014). This informed an emerging list of
concepts and concept categories. Each blog author's account
could contribute data to multiple categories if it offered multiple
explanations of repetitive behaviours; (4) relationships between
different descriptions were noted, with particular attention gi-
ven to agreements, disagreements, or the development of new
understandings; (5) different accounts were translated, such as
saying ‘this account is like the this, except that...’; (6) qualitative
data were synthesised across authors beyond individual sum-
maries; and (7) the summary provided more than a narrative
description. Instead, a line-of-argument synthesis was created
through repeated questioning of how descriptions of rituals and
routines were explained and refuted by all blog authors. The
line-of-argument synthesis is presented as higher order themes.

4.5 | Reflexivity

Reflexivity makes explicit the potential for misunderstanding the
intended meanings of the people represented in this study, as
well as cautioning not to assume that these perspectives repre-
sent all autistic people (Trainor and Bundon 2021). This quali-
tative analysis required the researchers to examine their own
experiences and use self-awareness to appreciate their influence
in the research process, as is required when conducting a meta-
ethnography (Toye et al. 2014). In this study, both authors
adopted a critical realist ontology, which offers a way of hearing
different and sometimes inconsistent ways of understanding
what being autistic means (Kourti 2021). This is particularly
important when the researchers have different neurodivergent
identities from the people represented in the research. Both re-
searchers agree that research should not stigmatise autistic
people and they align with the neurodiversity paradigm.

4.6 | Ethical Considerations

The research was approved by York St John University's Research
Ethics Committee. The review considered the British Psychological
Society's ethics guidelines for internet-mediated research (British
Psychological Society 2021), supported by further ethical reflection
used by the study authors (Brydon-Miller et al. 2015). In research
using online data, there is a simple distinction between what is
private and what is within the public domain, but beyond this
simplification, more nuanced consideration of the right to privacy
and dignity of individuals is needed (British Psychological Soci-
ety 2021). Scholars have discussed ways in which research can be
conducted without full informed consent of the participants, and
ask researchers to learn from prior research, and avoid relying on
blanket guidance (Willis 2019; Zimmer 2010). For this study, it was
not known whether the blog authors intended these personal ac-
counts to be used for research purposes. Structured ethical
reflection was used to ask whether this study prioritised respect for
the people it represented. Particularly important in blog research is
demonstrating values of authenticity and conscientiousness
(Brydon-Miller et al. 2015). In this study, any indication that a blog
was for a private audience, through need of password or mem-
bership for access, or as suggested by what was written in blog

posts, excluded the blog. This study also restricted data-sharing
and did not report protected characteristics of the blog authors
(Zimmer 2010). Materials used from the blog sites were not edited,
sites were credited, and the content was not used for profit, as
required by licencing of various webpages. Additional steps,
however, can be taken in blog research and were not taken in this
study, including contacting blog authors to invite research par-
ticipation (Bertilsdotter Rosqvist et al. 2013; Seidmann 2021). This
is considered in the study limitations. Both study authors are re-
gistered psychological practitioners and therefore conducted this
study with the motivation of supporting the well-being of autistic
people and respectfully hearing pluralistic accounts.

5 | Results

A total of 40 bloggers contributed the study data, with some
authors writing multiple blogs.

5.1 | Frequently Occurring Descriptions of
Repetitive Behaviours

Keywords are shown in Table 1. ‘Routine’, ‘day’, ‘rules’, and
‘rituals’ were the most frequent descriptions of repetitive beha-
viours. Text around keywords showed that ‘each’ and ‘every’
frequently occurred alongside ‘day’, showing the importance of
routines to daily life. Routines were mentioned interchangeably
with rules, schedules, and structure. ‘Change’ was the first key-
word to illustrate reasons why rituals and routines were mean-
ingful, followed by keywords ‘anxiety’, ‘holiday’, ‘sameness’,
‘goals’, and ‘important’. Interruptions to routines in particular
caused anxiety; a more predictable environment reduced anxiety.
Stressors and additional demands were discussed alongside most
mentions of holidays. ‘Neurotypical’ in the keyword list dem-
onstrated how authors frequently compared their behaviours
with other people’s, thus discussion of what differentiated
autistic and ‘neurotypical’ routines was predominant, including
what was expected or confusing. Few collocates are shown; this
suggests widely variable personal descriptions of repetitive be-
haviours. This was the main finding of the corpus-based analysis:
repetitive behaviours were discussed using widely variable per-
sonal language, examples, and contexts.

5.2 | How and Why Rituals and Routines Were
Used by the Autistic Bloggers

Themes and subthemes are shown in Table2 with example
quotes. Three themes summarise how and why rituals and
routines were used by the autistic blog authors: (1) an ‘island of
stability’ to rely on and invest in (subthemes 1.1 an in-moment
coping strategy to recharge energy; 1.2 reliable structures for
‘one less thing to think about’); (2): in anticipation of overwhelm
and (3) defined by subjective qualities (subthemes 3.1 thriving
with personal choice, immersion, and exacting standards; 3.2
when repetitive behaviours are disrupted).

‘Ritual’ was not a term used to describe personal behaviours. It
was used to describe social rituals used by non-autistic people,
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TABLE 1 | Keywords in descriptions of repetitive behaviours written by autistic bloggers.

Keyword Collocates Frequency Log-likelihood (keyness) Log ratio

1 Autism 120 450 > 1000
2 Day Productive 102 356 8

3 Routines Autistic 85 319 > 1000
4 Change 69 259 > 1000
5 Anxiety 34 127 > 1000
6 Rules 39 146 > 1000
7 Life 41 120 5

8 Holiday 31 116 > 1000
9 Family 28 105 > 1000
10 Sameness 26 97 > 1000
11 Special 24 90 > 1000
12 Goals 23 86 > 1000
13 Important 23 86 > 1000
14 Neurotypical Routine 20 75 > 1000
15 Rituals 20 75 > 1000

Note: Log-likelihood values show the probability of a keyword appearing in the blog data by chance. The probability of all the keywords shown occurring by chance was
< 0.01. Log-likelihood ratios show how frequent keywords were. A log ratio of 1 shows that a keyword was twice as frequent in the blog data than in the reference corpus,

a log ratio of 2 shows that a keyword was four times as frequent and so on.

which were described as being confusing, meaningless or hol-
low (B13, B17, B22 and B25). It was also used when bloggers
gave brief summarising sentences about repetitive behaviours,
such as, ‘having Asperger's means I live by lots of routines and
rituals’ (B4). In these instances, blog authors did not give fur-
ther details or examples of rituals. The most illustrative example
of the meaning of ‘rituals’ was, ‘much needed escape into ritual,
routine and special interests’ (B35).

1. An ‘island of stability’ to rely on and invest in

1.1 An in-moment coping strategy to recharge en-
ergy. Repetitive movements were described frequently
and included stimming, humming, moving backwards
and forwards, exercising, and dancing (B2, B3, B28, B31,
B48, B53, and B56). Movement achieved many immediate,
in-moment benefits: repetitive movements could be ‘cop-
ing methods we have discovered over the years’ (B3), to
manage sensory demands, focus or clear the mind, feel in

control, sooth, and escape; to ‘refresh our depleted energy’ 2.

(B53). ‘Give yourself a moment to reset. Perhaps some
soothing weighted blankets, some sensory-intense move-
ment, some exercise, some dancing around might help. Us
neurodivergent folks know what it is like to need to self-
soothe when the world is too much’ (B28). Repetitive
movements could be a way to strengthen connection with
a sense of self: ‘Let us stim. Let us be lost; when we seem lost
to you, we are only finding ourselves’ (B2).

1.2 Reliable structures for ‘one less thing to think
about’. Metaphors that helped to explain how and why
routines were used included them providing ‘an island of
stability’ (B56), whereby a routine, schedule, list, rule, or
structure offered both a positive and reliable experience.
Knowing what to expect was likened to ‘feel[ing] calm and
centered’ (B19) and providing ‘areas of comfort’ (B22). This

was an alternative experience to feeling uncertain or
unsettled, which was felt by some blog authors when they
said they did not know what to expect in new situations or
when there were invisible or unspoken expectations. ‘Your
NT may never have experienced that cavernous darkness of
the future which we face every day. Without a clear routine,
a feeling of perpetual repetition, we struggle to picture the
future and that blankness terrifies us’ (B3). This blogger
was describing their feelings in response to uncertainties
they felt ‘most of the time’ in the workplace and in
response to social invitations. Routines were also likened
to a ‘traffic light (B5), which takes some of the flexible
thinking demands away from a given situation; it is ‘one
less thing to think about’ (B5, B56). “...it can be particularly
comforting to know that you can take a break from having
to try, by just falling into a familiar pattern. We get to focus
on just one thing, getting through the routine, step by step,
seeing it through to completion’ (B56).

In anticipation of overwhelm

This theme offers an explanation for why repetitive be-
haviours were used. When describing contexts where
repetitive behaviours and routines were used, many au-
thors said they experience an unpredictable world (BS5,
B19, B27, B37, B47, and B56), described by one author as a
‘dangerously chaotic world’ (B35). Social expectations in
particular could be stressful and ‘confusing’ (B22) due to
having to ‘perform happiness’ (B17). Expectations to
communicate in some specific ways could be ‘impose[d]
and feel ‘unbalancing’ (B48). One author talked about
leaving their job because of frequent changes to
working hours and disruptions to their daily routine
(B39). Social interactions and workplace performances
said to be based on expectations of non-autistic people
were two particularly demanding contexts. Blog authors
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TABLE 2 | Themes and subthemes from a meta-ethnography
analysis of descriptions of rituals and routines by autistic bloggers.

Themes, subthemes and example quotes

1 An ‘island of stability’ to rely on and invest in

1.1 An in-moment coping strategy to recharge energy

‘We have been trying to tune out the constant distractions
and interruptions of the world since childhood. Let us remind
them of some of the coping methods we have discovered over
the years: Noise cancelling ear phones. Predictable routine.
Rocking in a corner... Best yet, you could encourage them to
stim’ (B3).

‘Unmask and refresh with stimming. We use a ton of energy
masking by camouflaging our autistic quarks, filtering our
thoughts, and mimicking neurotypical behaviours. Masking
leads to exhaustion. Stimming can refresh our depleted
energy’ (B53).

1.2 Reliable structures for ‘one less thing to think about’
‘As such, rules provide structure, just as routines provide
structure. It is one less thing to think about, just as the traffic
light gives you one less thing to think about’ (B5).

‘It is unsettling for anyone when they think they know what
to expect, but then things turn out very differently. It feels like
having something snatched away, and for autistic people, it
can feel like a crisis. We may spend much of our lives in a
state of uncertainty about what comes next, so routines can
feel like an island of stability in all that. We get to have a
nice, simple model in our heads of what is supposed to
happen. The more secure we feel in it, the more we invest in
it’ (B56).

2 In anticipation of overwhelm

“Insistence on sameness” and “inflexibility to changes” are
terms thrown about by professionals all the time. Unless you
are autistic, I think it is hard to fully grasp just what this
actually means. I love my circle of family. It sustains me, but
changes in routine still crack me like an egg. I do not wish
this to be true, but it is... For me, routine and sameness are
my life preservers, helping me to feel afloat and safe in a
world which is always unpredictable, confusing,
everchanging. Methodical unvarying routine is a soothing
balm for anxiety’ (B35).

3 Defined by subjective qualities

3.1 Thriving with personal choice, immersion, and exacting
standards

‘If you have heard one thing about autistics, it is that we love
a routine... Cue the transition items, social stories, timers,
and prompts... But, I realised something... autistic routines
are based on flow and sensory experience... Routines, for me,
are based on the experience of something. The completion of
something. The beginning of something’ (B2).

3.2 When repetitive behaviours are disrupted

‘Routine is created by us in order to minimise sensory
experiences and avoid overstimulation in the day-to-day
experiences that non-autistic people find normal. If our
routine is disturbed everything feels precarious, like the floor
dropping out from under us. This can result in us being quite
rigid about our routines and yet at the same time, we can feel
imprisoned by our routine’ (B3).

sought ways to prepare ahead of feeling overwhelmed by
using repetitive behaviours and routines where they were
able to.

One author said, ‘For me, routine and sameness are my life
preservers’ (B35). Routines in particular were used to make
sense of and prepare ahead of times when authors ex-
pected to feel overwhelmed. ‘We know what's supposed to
happen next; we can prepare for it; we don't have to make
too many decisions, don't have to weigh up too many fac-
tors, don't have to put in too much mental work’ (B56). If
there were going to be changes to an expected routine, one
blog author asked to be able to adjust with a transition,
describing these as ‘Autumn or Spring moments... time to
adjust to the switching of one task to another’ (B35).

. Defined by subjective qualities

3.1 Thriving with personal choice, immersion and
exacting standards. Repetitive behaviours and routines
were consistently motivated by their personal meaning.
Things that qualified repetitive behaviours and routines as
meaningful included them being chosen personally,
involving immersion and meeting subjective standards.

Some authors said that a predictable sequence, routine, or
list helped them to work towards meaningful goals (B1,
B37, and B51). For example, insistence on sameness could
help with commitment to important tasks relating to
healthy eating, exercise, or career objectives (B37). Rou-
tines or sameness supported one blogger to ‘thrive... This
big, bad [insistence on sameness] monster is actually one of
the best parts of my life’ (B39). Authors said that they only
followed rules or habits that made sense to them (BS5,
B29). Goals had to be set by them personally (B37). When
routines were imposed by other people they were
described as being ‘irrational’ or ‘illogical’ or
‘unreasonable’ and were said to ‘do more harm than good’
(B56). There was discussion of how professional inter-
ventions must align with whatever supports somebody to
feel in control of their world (B2).

One author described repetitive behaviours as being ‘one
of the most beautiful, immersive aspects of being autistic’,
where they could lose themselves for hours or appreciate
endless pattern (B2). There was joy in behaviours that had
a single focus (B7). Other authors spoke of meaningful
repetitive behaviours having exacting clarity (B39) or
perfect standards (B5, B7, and B38). Routines could out-
line exactly what would happen. ‘There is a comfort I get in
having things be correct and “perfect” (B5).

3.2 When repetitive behaviours are disrupted. When
repetitive behaviours or routines could not be performed,
authors described negative experiences. As well as pro-
viding joy (B7), or comfort (B5, B38), there were tensions
when high personal standards could not be met. ‘Absolute
accuracy is the most comfortable place to be, however
challenging in everyday practice’ (B38) and ‘the process of
pedantic rule-following causes me stress as well’ (B5).
Routines were described with possible negative judgement
on two further occasions: ‘We train and practice behaviors
that will keep us safe, and we become... almost robotic’
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(B42) and ‘This can result in us being quite rigid about our
routines and yet at the same time, we can feel imprisoned by
our routine’ (B8). Both descriptions were associated with
the authors having amplified sensory experiences and
planning to ‘survive’ the day (B42), using routines to ‘avoid
overstimulation’ (B8).

Disruption to a routine was described as feeling like
‘having something snatched away, and for autistic people, it
can feel like a crisis... it's like trying to execute a sharp turn
with a heavily laden shopping trolley’ (B56). Disruption to a
person's routine was described as being ‘painful’ (B2) and
causing fear: ‘If I am not done with the experience, and you
rip it from me, I become fearful’ (B2). ‘If our routine is
disturbed everything feels precarious, like the floor dropping
out from under us’ (B8). Therefore, unintended negative
consequences were balanced with benefits provided by
repetitive behaviours and routines.

6 | Discussion

These findings indicate that repetitive behaviours and routines
were viewed as well-being strategies by the featured blog authors.
Descriptions taken from the writings of autistic authors can help
clinicians to recognise the different possible appearances of
repetitive behaviours and their place in everyday life, as
described in this study. The findings can serve as prompts to
open-up conversations with autistic clients and their families, to
tailor standardised assessments to each individual (Bishop and
Lord 2023; National Institute for Health and Care Excel-
lence 2021). This has implications for who gets to be represented
as being autistic, and the supports designed for them (Botha
et al. 2022; Petty et al. 2023). The implications extend to the
understanding held by all people in society about what it means
to be autistic. Whilst this small study does not cover the mean-
ings of repetitive behaviours for all autistic people, the findings
illustrate why it is important to ask for personal narratives and be
open to hearing the reasons why repetitive behaviours are used.

Repetitive behaviours seemed to provide a subjective sense of
being in control of overwhelming demands that can be ex-
perienced by autistic people. These blog authors said that their
rituals and routines were designed personally and achieved
individual, exacting standards. They were described as reliable
coping strategies, and were used when they were needed, to
recharge energy levels and reduce demands ahead of time.
Much as a traffic light manages demands, lists, sequences, rules,
structure, or routines were said to sort what needs focus and
what can be ‘one less thing to think about’. In a previous study
where autistic adults were asked about their use of different
types of repetitive behaviours, these valuable functions of
managing overwhelm and attentional demands, and increasing
personal control, were also described (Collis et al. 2022). The
blog authors said that professional interventions should align
with what supports somebody to feel in control of their world.

Particularly demanding contexts for autistic people are expected to
arise from neurotypical social expectations, sensory processing
demands, and difficulties with flexible thinking (Dwyer 2022). This
underpinning rational recognises the importance of contexts in

determining the variability of autistic behaviours. It is much like the
conceptualisation of wearing ear plugs, preferred clothing, or
moving away from stressful stimuli that can be ways for autistic
individuals to manage sensory experiences (Bogdashina 2016). Ri-
tuals and routines seem to be ways for autistic individuals to
manage their experiences in appropriate ways for them. An un-
derstanding of flow states can further describe the value of activities
that provide immersion, momentum, and inertia (Rapaport
et al. 2023; McDonnell and Milton 2014; Murray 2018). Collectively,
research suggests that repetitive behaviours alleviate discomforts
and increase positive experiences for autistic people.

Therapeutic interventions should recognise autistic differences
without negative judgement (Pellicano and den Houting 2022).
This is part of an essential understanding from which support
for improving well-being for autistic people should be designed
(Pukki et al. 2022), which should be reflected in clinical practice
and policy intentions. Interventions that recognise the need for
reprieve from sensory, social, and flexible thinking demands -
an ‘island of stability’ - and recognise the benefits of mean-
ingful repetitive behaviours, would promote and destigmatise
their use. This is an alternative goal to censoring repetitive
behaviours or encouraging camouflaging of them (Pantazakos
and Vanaken 2023). Developing appropriate therapeutic inter-
ventions is a priority research topic for autistic people, includ-
ing the empowering potential of ‘self-help activities’ (Pukki
et al. 2022). A question for future research is whether repetitive
behaviours can be understood as such self-help activities, con-
sistent with what was described in this study. Examples of
personally chosen repetitive behaviours for further considera-
tion include stimming, humming, moving backwards and for-
wards, exercising, dancing, sensory-intense movements, using
schedules and lists, rule-following, using step-by-step guides, a
predictable sequence or habit, or falling into a familiar pattern.

The findings, together with prior research discussed, appreciate
that repetitive behaviours have been described by autistic peo-
ple as valuable and used in response to demanding contexts.
The workplace was one demanding context where repetitive
behaviours were not always supported by employers. Difficul-
ties finding a good workplace fit for autistic people are well
reported (Davies et al. 2022). There is a balance between autistic
characteristics contributing to well-being when they are sup-
ported, and some problematic impacts when they are not wel-
comed (Field et al. 2024; Pearson and Rose 2021). Using
repetitive behaviours as well-being strategies can also be
effortful and require self-monitoring. Their use can attract
varying degrees of negative judgement (Petty and Ellis 2024;
Turnock et al. 2022). Importantly, autistic people in this study
said that the meaningful use of repetitive behaviours out-
weighed the negative consequences of not using them. When
repetitive behaviours and routines could not be performed, the
bloggers described feeling rigid, robotic and imprisoned by
them. A difference in the blog data presented in this study when
compared with alternative research designs was the emphasis
on positive autistic representation. When repetitive behaviours
have been explored with autistic people in a prior interview
study, more emphasis was placed on the negative impacts of
repetitive behaviours, including self-censorship and possible
detrimental impacts including self-injury caused by picking,
scratching, or biting, and interrupted sleep (Collis et al. 2022).
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In this study, the authors were likely demonstrating advocacy
and support for autistic peers (Seidmann 2021). Repetitive be-
haviours were said to contribute to joy, a positive sense of
identity, and thriving when they supported somebody to work
to their strengths and achieve their goals.

This study provides a line-of-argument for how and why
repetitive behaviours and routines were used by some autistic
adults, the qualities that underpinned their widely variable
appearances, and the contexts within which they were more
visible. This builds a growing body of research that foregrounds
personal experiences of autistic people in order to conceptualise
autistic characteristics (Kourti 2021). This understanding can be
used to create change across contexts, including higher educa-
tion (Hamilton and Petty 2023) and employment settings
(Maras et al. 2021); it promotes recognition of what helps
neurodivergent people work to their strengths. It can provide
clinical practitioners with appropriate tools for fair assessment
and support planning for autistic people by supplementing brief
examples and descriptions with qualitative detail (e.g. Bearss
et al. 2016; Parry et al. 2023). Improved understanding of the
meaningfulness of autistic repetitive behaviours should reduce
stigma that can be associated with being autistic, inform the
design of appropriate assessments and therapeutic supports and
help autistic individuals to feel confident in their identity. These
applications are in their infancy.

6.1 | Limitations

This review represents only some people, who identified as
being autistic and who opted to write about their experiences in
online blogs (Kim and Bottema-Beutel 2019). It only included
English-language accounts. This study design did not offer a
comparison of different views held by people other than blog
authors, who were writing for a community of peers
(Seidmann 2021). Therefore, it is challenging to describe biases
that exist within these descriptions. The perspectives of the blog
authors are presented with acknowledgment that multiple
realities exist and the findings may not apply to other contexts
or people (Noble and Smith 2015). The functions of repetitive
behaviours may be different for autistic people who are not
represented in this study. Individuals with different communi-
cation skills from these blog authors, or who are different ages,
should also have their say. This is something for future research
to consider. Blogs were accessed following recommendations
for conducting internet-mediated research and ethical review
(British Psychological Society 2021), but increased participation
was not part of the design (Fletcher-Watson et al. 2019). It was
not known whether the blog authors intended these accounts to
be used for research purposes. There was no interaction with
bloggers to check their meaning or representation in this
summary. The findings could be expanded upon by using them
as a framework for more in-depth explorations of these repeti-
tive behaviours with autistic people.
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