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Background

It is estimated that over 1 in 100 people in Ireland currently have a diagnosis of autism. 
There are many individuals who do not have a formal diagnosis and, for the most part, their 
autism does not impact hugely on their daily lives. There are some life experiences that 
cause more stress and anxiety than others, and transport is just one. 

The autism spectrum is broad, with people affected in a variety of ways, to varying degrees. 
No two people on the spectrum are affected the same way. However the areas of difficulty 
for those on the spectrum can largely be summed up under 4 headings:

• Social Communication

• Social Imagination

• Social Interaction

• Sensory Processing

This document is developed to help you understand the condition and some simple ways 
you can make your business more autism friendly

Using public transport such as buses, trains, trams or taxis, is something we all have to do 
at some point or another. It is something we can find a little bit stressful at times – sticking to 
a timetable, finding a comfortable spot on a crowded service and waiting in a busy station at 
the end of a long day.

However, for people with autism, who experience a wide array of challenges with 
communication, organisation, anxiety and sensory processing using public transport can be 
very daunting. Many people with autism, who may be eligible for a free travel pass, are 
reliant on public transport but, due to their concerns; use it restrictively, perhaps only using 
one or two routes. It is essential that the various transport providers have an awareness of 
the challenges which people with autism face and are creative in making their service autism 
friendly and fully accessible for the 1 in 100 of their customers who have the condition.



Key Challenges – Using Public Transport

Sensory
People with autism struggle with sensory processing and sensory 
integration, this means that their 5 senses may be over-stimulated 
or under-stimulated at any given time. This makes a number of 
aspects of using public transport quite difficult

Sight   Bright lights on a transport service may be very difficult to cope with for a   
  customers with autism. Dark tunnels on train service may also pose problems.  
  Additionally, some people with autism have an aversion to certain colours and  
  can become quite anxious when exposed to it, for example a bright red sign. 

Smell   A person with autism can find certain smells can affect them in different ways  
  some they strongly dislike / find hard to cope with or smells which they find 
  extremely relaxing. On a public transport, we may have experienced sitting  
  next to someone eating something with a very strong smell, and it can be 
  annoying, but for a person with autism it may cause them distress. Alternatively  
  a person with autism may really like a certain smell, like the smell of perfume  
  for example.

Hearing  Many people with autism find large crowds difficult, due to the high level of  
  noise, for this reason a busy transport service may be difficult to cope with. 
  Additionally, the common noises which public transport vehicles make – such  
  as beeping doors, tannoy system or the sound of a horn, might be very 
  frustrating as might a loud radio in a taxi or private hire vehicle.

  People with autism may also have a sound or a line from a film or TV series  
  which they like and may repeat this repetitively, which other customers may  
  become frustrated at.

Touch  It is quite common for some people with autism to need a certain amount of  
  personal space, it can very stressful and uncomfortable they may find it 
  difficult with people bumping into them. It is for this reason, busy transport 
  services can be very difficult. Additionally, some people may find a particular  
  texture either very unpleasant or very pleasant and this may impact how well  
  they are able to sit down.

Taste   Perhaps the least relevant to public transport, people with autism often have  
  a strong aversion or need for a certain taste in their mouth e.g a particular food  
  or mouthwash.



Communications

People on the autism spectrum vary greatly in their 
communication abilities and skills. There are those 
whose language skills are exceptional to the point of 
sounding aloof and even abrupt, to those with little or 
no verbal skills and everything in between. This can 
make it difficult to communicate with staff and other 
customers, particularly if something is causing the 
person stress or anxiety.

However, communication is about a lot more than just speech and people with autism also 
often find it hard to understand and interpret language, both verbal and non-verbal e.g. body 

language or facial expression. People with autism 
sometimes require longer periods of time to process 
what you are saying and can be over-whelmed by 
too many questions at once. This can be challenging 
in a busy station where staff maybe under pressure.

Additionally, people with autism often struggle to 
understand humour or figures of speech, we all use 
these in our day to day communication, as we do 
body language and facial expressions.  However, 
for a person with autism clear, basic communication 
can be an easier way to get your message across 
quickly and without causing anxiety.

Organisation
Individuals with autism often find it hard to stay organised, amidst the stress of their daily life. 
Remembering a travel pass, keeping a ticket safe or getting to the station on time can be 
difficult.

Routine
Some who experience a lot of anxiety, find a routine 
an important way of staying on top of their stress and 
knowing what is coming next is important. Indeed 
some people will stick rigidly to time and habits as a 
means of providing structure and stability to their day.
For that reason, any change in plan can cause 
difficulties, a train or bus being late or a road being 
closed may be very stressful as they may not be able 
to adapt as quickly to the new arrangements as other 
passengers.



Anxiety

If you can imagine the difficulties which can arise from finding it hard 
to communicate and cope in your environment, it will probably make 
a lot of sense to you that people with autism often really struggle with 
anxiety. The more anxious a person with autism becomes, the more difficult it 
is to cope with other aspects of their condition.

If something goes wrong for them before they leave the house, this may impact on their 
ability to function later on in a transport setting.

“Stimming”

‘Stimming’ is a term used for repetitive stimulatory physical 
actions. When any of us become anxious we resort to little 
physical actions such as tapping a pen or drumming our fingers 
on the table. If we have been sitting for long periods of time we 
feel the need to change position or get up and walk about. 

People with autism cope with their sensory needs in the same way but their physical 
actions may be much more pronounced and obvious to those around them. Some may need 
to jump, spin around, flap their hands or even emit a loud shout.  These actions are for the 
most part involuntary and become more pronounced at times of stress. As children they have 
very little control over their ‘stimming’ but as they grow older they can learn to limit or control 
it to a certain extent. 

The greatest cause of distress in these situations is the public’s reaction by staring or 
commenting on their behaviour, which can often happen on public transport. From the point 
of view of a service provider,  if you see a person stim it may be a sign that something is 
causing upset or stress, you migh now consider if there is anything going on which could be 
triggering the behaviour that can be rectified without approaching the person or 
embarrassing or upsetting them.



What YOU can do

The power is in your hands! You now have an insight into some of the common challenges 
people with autism face and what you can do as a transport provider to make life a little bit 
easier for individuals and families affected by autism. A little effort invested early on makes 
for easier operation in the long term.

We ask you to make an “AsIWill” Pledge such as one of those 
listed below. You can participate by simply taking a photo of your 
pledge written on our “AsIWill” template and post it on Facebook 
or Twitter with #AsIWill

We will highlight your commitment on our website and be delighted to support you in this 
undertaking at any stage. While we welcome any creative ideas for inclusivity here are some 
suggested pledges below:

AsIWill  Hold a training day

It is vital that members of staff have an understanding of 
the needs of people with autism and can identify sources of 
distress and challenges for those with the condition, 
particularly because it is an invisible condition and a person 
who could be seen as a “difficult customer” could in fact be 
a person with the condition.

Will you commit to organising a training day with your staff 
to educate them in the basics around autism? Having one 

trained person in an area / station could be a great start! Contact grainne@asiam.ie to 
request further information.

AsIWill   Provide a designated waiting area

Will your service commit to providing a special waiting area for those with autism to have the 
calm,  quiet and space they need before embarking on their journey?

AsIWill   Provide visual aids for preparation

A great way to prepare people with autism for a change in routine or something new is the 
use of visual aids so the person with autism will know what to expect when they arrive –

what the station will look like,        what uniform the staff wear, 

  what the train/bus looks like when it is busy etc.



Providing an images pack or 360 degree tour on your website would be an enormous help to 
families and individuals preparing to use their service.

AsiWill  Easy to understand timetables and instructions

As we have mentioned, people with autism process information differently and often find 
clear, straight forward language or visual instructions easier to follow. Will you review your 
timetables, service instructions and promotional materials to make them easier to use from 
an autism perspective?

AsiWill   Conduct a survey

Every service is different. No two people with autism are the same. 
Would you consider conducting a survey of your service-users with 
autism / their families to find out where you can improve? AsIAm 
would be delighted to help, contact us on grainne@asiam.ie

AsiWill  Engage in support groups

No one knows your service better, from an autism perspective, than members of the 
local autism support group. Would you consider holding a meeting with members of the local 
group to hear their experiences, good and bad?

AsiWill  Provide sensory supports

The sensory environment will always be a challenge for many with 
autism and it is not always possible to create the perfect environment 
within your service however would you consider how you can make 
your environment more sensory friendly?

Can you provide a quiet hour on your service once a week? Can you 
designate a section of your service “sensory friendly”? Can you allow people with autism to 
visit the service before the use it?

AsiWill  Run an awareness campaign

Your staff will not always be on hand for an entire journey and the experiences of people with 
autism are often impacted by the other customers.  When they do not understand autism , 
nasty comments and unhelpful behaviour can ensue. Where they do understand it, very kind 
and considerate behaviour often becomes the norm.



Do you want 1 in 100 of your customers to be confident using your service? Why not run an 
awareness campaign aimed at your customers in general?

AsiWill Provide a notification service for any changes in plan
  
Changes in plan are hard to cope with for many with the condition, but they can be a lot 
easier to cope with if the person has time to prepare in advance.

Can you setup a notification system for passengers with autism, where information like this 
could be texted (as far as possible) in advance?

For further information please contact grainne@asiam.ie


