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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to identify the ways neurodivergent people engage
with tone and intent, in spaces where the expression of such things is missing the audible
and visual cues that exist in face-to-face communications. Interviews were conducted
with four participants who self-identify as neurodivergent, with each of the interviews
seeking to understand their experiences with the written expression of tone and intent.
The interviews shed light on how direct, semi-direct, and indirect tone indicators are used
as tools for understanding the intent and tone of a message, as well as which of the three
types of tone indicators are the most helpful in practice. The interviews also touched on
how social interactions in digital spaces are often viewed through a neurotypical lens, and
thus make understanding the sociolinguistic rules of digitally-based interactions difficult
for neurodivergent individuals who are expected to know said rules without being told.
Through the course of the interviews, participants expressed a desire for people as whole
to be clearer about their tone and intent when communicating in digital spaces, and that

tone indicators are vital for communicating such things.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The everchanging nature of the Internet has a direct connection to the
development and use of language in the spaces that exist within it. Social and linguistic
rules rapidly become mainstream and fall out of public favor, seemingly without reason.
The exacerbation of the evolution of language, although fascinating, has potentially left
neurodivergent individuals scrambling for a means to adjust to the linguistic drawbacks
of purely online interactions. The development of new means of indicating tone and
intent, though largely subconscious to neurotypical people, may serve as an olive branch
of accessibility for those who struggle with interpreting such things. By exploring how
neurodivergent people engage with tone in digital spaces, the general public can be given
insight into where struggles exist and how misunderstandings can be rectified and
potentially avoided altogether.

This study serves to explore that gap in research, and ultimately offer insight into
where headway can be made towards greater accessibility in digital spaces for
neurodivergent people. This study will examine the lived experiences of neurodivergent
individuals who engage socially online, and seek to reach conclusions on where
difficulties exist in tone interpretation and what tools already exist that neurodivergent
people use to help them navigate the social scripts of digital interactions. This study
centers English speaking communities and takes an interactional approach by considering
both the speaker/sender and the receiver in digital communications. Given the lack of
research on this area of study, this thesis aims to encourage future research on the

neurodivergent experience with language in digital spaces, with an emphasis on the
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existence and use of tone indicators, so as to move towards greater accessibility of

language on the Internet.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

In recent years, the term “neurodivergent” has become a popular general term for
any individual who generally falls under the classifications of having a
neurodevelopmental disorder, as defined by the American Psychiatric Association (APA)
in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: DSM-5-TR (DSM-5-TR).
As stated by the APA (2022), neurodevelopmental disorders are “characterized by
developmental deficits or differences in brain processes that produce impairments of
personal, social, academic, or occupational functioning,” which allows “neurodivergent”
to serve as a coverall term for those who meet the aforementioned characteristics in
popular usage, despite the word itself not appearing in the DSM-5-TR. Examples of
disorders that meet said criteria include autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD),
amongst many others (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). While clinical criteria
have been the standard for indicating inclusion under the blanket of neurodivergence,
Stenning and Rosqvist (2021) note that neurodivergence, and its generalized use, is
subject to much fluctuation in its agreed upon definition, and it seems to warp to fit the
needs of society at large (p. 1532). As a result of this, it can be assumed that instead of
basing neurodivergence solely on the clinical criteria laid out for (for example) autism,
we can “leave the possibility open that there are other forms of difference that have yet to
be defined” (Stenning & Rosqvist, 2021, p. 1532).

Additionally, given that the disorders/conditions that fall under the term

“neurodivergent” are “spectrum conditions which have a range of associated
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characteristics,” there are “varying degrees and combinations in neurodivergent
individuals (and in the general population). Hence, the characteristics displayed by a
person with one or more neurological condition will not necessarily match another person
with the same condition(s)” (Bewley & George, 2016, p. 4). Furthermore, disorders that
fall under the neurodivergent label can and often are misdiagnosed as a result of the
comorbidities that exist between the various neurodevelopmental spectrum disorders
(Takara et al., 2015, p. 82). With the understanding that neurodevelopmental disorders
often occur in conjunction with other neurodevelopmental disorders as well as other
psychiatric and behavioral disorders, the term “neurodivergent” serves as a fluid means
of indicating general diagnosis or connection to the spectrum of neurodevelopmental
disorders and their social implications (APA, 2022).

As a result, the use of the term neurodivergent helps to create a community for
individuals with similar spectrum disorders without the need to constantly specify the
nature of one’s disorders/conditions, sometimes without need of a formal diagnosis. For
many individuals who self-identify as neurodivergent, the identity allows for inclusion in
a community without need of a formal diagnosis, largely due to the complications that
many face in seeking a formal diagnosis, as well as the stigma that often follows a
diagnosis. To exemplify the struggles that people encounter when seeking a formal
diagnosis, the way ASD is diagnosed will be examined; each disorder that falls under the
neurodivergent label is different and a spectrum, so different struggles follow each
disorder. ASD just serves as an excellent example for how all-encompassing these
struggles can be. One of the major issues in attempting to obtain a formal diagnosis of

ASD as a whole, is that entire demographics (such as women, people with atypical
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symptoms, people with similar disorders, etc.) can be missed in preliminary testing,
which means that adults who go undiagnosed in childhood may struggle to obtain a
diagnosis. This largely stems from the “difficulty in obtaining accurate developmental
history, insufficient experiences of detecting ASD among clinicians, and mild/atypical
autistic traits in contrast to prominent psychiatric comorbidities,” meaning that the
spectrum nature of ASD and the commonalities between ASD and other
neurodevelopmental and psychiatric conditions decrease the likelihood of obtaining a
diagnosis (Takara et al., 2015, p. 82). Furthermore, throughout history, the diagnostic
standard for ASD has relied on the established measures used to diagnose ASD in
predominantly male samples, largely overshadowing female samples and thus basing
diagnosis on the symptoms that present in said male samples (Bargiela et al., 2016, p.
3282). Due to the aforementioned, “Compared to males, females are at substantially
elevated risk of their [Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC)] going undiagnosed: their
difficulties are frequently mislabelled or missed entirely” (Bargiela et al., 2016, p. 3281).
Given the difficulties that surround obtaining formal diagnoses, many individuals who
experience/relate to the known symptoms of neurodevelopmental disorders will choose to
self-identify as neurodivergent, as the process of formally receiving that label can be
largely inaccessible to many.

In conjunction with the inaccessibility of formal diagnosis, there still exists much
negative stigma surrounding the use and label of formal diagnoses, which may impact
willingness to seek a formal diagnosis. Bewley and George (2016) note that official
diagnoses are not always necessary, especially in regards to awareness and support in the

work place, and such diagnoses may cause more harm than good to the individual (pp. 7-
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8). Johnson and Joshi (2016) further this point by noting that a neurodivergent person’s
decision to disclose their diagnosis “may also open up possibilities for more detrimental
consequences,” and that part of managing their neurodivergent identity means taking into
account “potential to encounter stereotypes, discrimination, and other reactions to
stigmatizing information” (p. 435). Furthermore, some neurodivergent individuals with
formal diagnoses make a pointed effort to hide their diagnoses as a direct result of the
negative stereotypes about their diagnosed neurodivergence. The constant knowledge of a
confirmed diagnosis, and the following social vigilance in regards to that diagnosis,
certainly causes individuals who identify as neurodivergent to avoid seeking a diagnosis
as a means to avoid the social stereotypes and stigma that surround such a diagnosis. For
this reason, this research will use participants who self-identify as neurodivergent,
meaning that a formal diagnosis is not a participation requirement.

As a whole, neurodivergent individuals generally face certain barriers to social
engagements as a result of the nature of their disorders. This includes “impairments of
personal, social, academic, or occupational functioning,” which means that at the
conversational level, many neurodivergent individuals struggle with reading social cues
such as audible expressions of intonation and physical expressions of emotion (and what
those expressions mean in terms of the intent of the person with whom they are
communicating) (APA, 2022). Castelli (2005) notes that, in the example of ASD, even
individuals with no outward impairments in reading expressions of emotions in
conversation likely still “have difficulties in linking the perceptual level of emotion
recognition with the higher level of understanding the social meaning of different

expressions” (p. 445). This means that autistic individuals who can mask the symptoms
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of their neurodivergence in social settings—and who can recognize the social meaning
behind emotions in conversation—still face certain struggles in understanding and
interpreting the conversational intent of the people they interact with. Given these
struggles when there are physical and audible cues to indicate tone and intent, it can be
assumed that written communications online pose even greater challenges for
neurodivergent individuals. Ergo, the existence of various tone indicators used in
informal writing online serve to make communications more accessible to those who
struggle with interpreting tone and intent in general as a result of neurodivergence.

In Face-to-Face (FTF) communications intent is conveyed through the consistent
use of established cues, given that FTF communications allow for the added benefit of
physical expressions and audible intonation (Reynolds et al., 2017, p. 2986). Onling, or in
digitally-based written communications, physical expression is much more difficult to
express and audible intonation nearly impossible to express unless directly stated.
Instructors learning to teach long-distance students through the use of the Internet have
direct experience with this, with Brown and Corkill (2004) noting, “Teaching a course
where there is no face-to-face contact with the learner eliminates the unspoken language
of nonverbal clues that teachers use to get a feel for their classrooms,” which
acknowledges that online communications largely remove the ability for communicators
to take in the nonverbal cues of the people with whom they are communicating.
Furthermore, in specifically written communications, there is no audible intonation to be
read (unless explicitly stated), and, as Rubel and Wallace (2010) acknowledge, “Word
choice reflects tone in written communication” (p. 2). It is also noted that an

understanding of intent (and by extension, context) is important for understanding the
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nature of a written communication as a whole, which can be difficult to express in written
word alone (Rubel & Wallace, 2010, p. 2). Given the necessity for visual cue in FTF
communications, tone and intent must be expressed by other means in digitally-based
written communications in order to prevent miscommunication.

Considering the necessity to express tone and intent in digitally-based written
communications, as language online began to develop, so too did the means to express
tone and intent. Because people rely on visual cues to assume tone and intent in in-person
communications, the written nature of digital communications “is inadequate for
expressing nuances of meaning (e.g., sarcasm, bemusement, tentativeness, irritation) that
facial expressions and/or vocal features typically convey in face-to-face spoken
conversation” (Baron, 2003, p. 20). For this reason, some of the first means of denoting
tone/intent (tone indicators) that developed in early online written communications were
variations in text aesthetics (such as italicization, bolding, punctuation and intentional
misuse of punctuation, etc.), otherwise known as typographical tone (in reference to
intonation) through the use of grammatical typography. As Reynolds et al. (2017) state,
when conversing in digitally-based written communications, individuals “use typographic
variation to indicate pragmatic meaning, but also use it to infer intentions,” and that
“certain typographical cues may push the valence of a conversation in a more positive or
negative direction” (p. 2990). Additionally, McCulloch (2019) notes that “All caps,
expressive lengtheninggg, ~irony punctuation~, minimalist punctuation, and
capitalization paired with linebreaks” are all means (and examples) of expressing the tone
of one’s voice through the grammatical typography that already existed when the Internet

first came about (p. 152). Therefore, each typographical indicator of any given grammar

8



function can have a corresponding “tone,” and pragmatic implication, in the context of
informal written communications online, outside of their assigned grammatical functions.
Alongside the spread of typographical tone came means of offering physical
representations of a person’s feelings/reactions towards certain topics or messages in
digitally-based written communications. These representations came in the form of
emoticons and kaomojis (Baron, 2003, pp.20-21). Baron (2003) notes the following:
Emoticons are constructed by combining punctuation marks (sometimes along
with characters or numerals) on the computer keyboard to represent emotions or

semantic nuances such as happiness, sadness, or qualification. Among the most
commonly used emoticons are

:-) happiness, humor :-0 shocked, amazed
:-( sadness, displeasure ~.(crying
;-) winking -] sarcastic

Although a number of emoticon lexicons have appeared (e.g., Sanderson 1993,
plus an ever-changing number of emoticon pages on the Web), new emoticons
can arise at any time, especially among restricted groups of users (e.g., students
attending a particular high school). (pp. 20-21)
Emoticons are often used to indicate emotions related to a message exchange, either as a
reaction or in conjunction with a user’s message to indicate their feelings. Similarly,
kaomojis, which are an emoticon equivalent which originated in Japan, are upright
“faces” used to indicate emotion by focusing on the eyes rather than the mouth like the
emoticons used within the American English (Baron, 2003, p. 37). Kaomojis have since
been adopted into various online groups outside of Japan as general physical expression-
based tone indicators. Emojis, the natural descendent of emoticons and koamojis, came as
the Internet grew, and function as a more varied option for expressing physical

emotion/reaction. Given the large array of options in the kinds of reactions and

expressions that emojis can offer, users have been able to provide a representation of



feelings with a “virtual body,” of sorts, which allows for another means of expressing
tone and intent in written online communications (McCulloch, 2019, pp. 156-157).

The most recent addition to the options for indicating tone in digitally-based
written communications can be seen in lettered tone indicators or tone tags. Attempts to
make intent in speech more easily readable in written language can be seen as early as the
mid-1600s when philosopher John Wilkins published an essay, wherein he tried to
establish a specific typographical mark to indicate irony, with others attempting to
establish marks to indicate irony throughout the following centuries (Houston, 2013, p.
212). However, largescale mainstream use of intentional tone indicators isn’t seen until
2020, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic. Jennings-Brown (2022) notes that
due to the shutdown, social media use increased rapidly, meaning that “more people now
depend on digital platforms to communicate than ever before,” which in turn “has the
potential to create an increase in miscommunication, which can have severe
consequences.” Because of the increase in potential miscommunications, neurodivergent
people online began to advocate for the use of lettered tone indicators, so as to make
communications on social media to be more accessible to the community (Jennings-
Brown, 2022). Lettered tone indicators have the appearance of a forward slash followed
immediately by a letter representing the intent of a given message. Examples of the most
common lettered tone indicators used can be seen below:

/g, lgen — genuine, genuine question

/genq, /gg — genuine question

/] —joking, joke

/hj — half-joking

/Ih — lighthearted

/pos — positive connotation

/neg — negative connotation
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Isrs — serious

Insrs — not serious

/nm — not mad

It — teasing

/s — sarcastic

Ip — platonic

Ir — romantic (Jennings-Brown, 2022; R74n. (n.d.).)
Older iterations of tone indicators that can be found in Internet speech can be seen in the
mock sarcasm tag of “</sarcasm>,” which could be where the use of the forward slash in
lettered tone indicators originates (McCulloch, 2019, p. 134). However, it’s difficult to
pinpoint where the use of lettered tone indicators originated online due to the largely
communal nature of the Internet, which causes trends and social rules to spread rapidly
without a clear point of origin. Different platforms, or digital spaces, online cultivate
unique groups of individuals which often allows unique features of Internet language to
emerge (McCulloch, 2019, pp.64-65). Any digital space wherein Internet users can
communicate using written language opens up the need for a means of indicating tone
and intent, so much like the spread of trends, the creation and use of tone indicators can
occur simultaneously in different groups, or be spread rapidly enough that locating a
starting point is nearly impossible, simply due to the vastness of the Internet. As a result,
there is no set list of lettered tone indicators from which all users pull from, though there
are sets of them that are agreed upon, as shown in the above list. Different communities
of practice online may use more niche lettered tone indicators—or, conversely, none at
all—but on a larger scale the most common ones have spread to multiple communities
across the Internet.

For the purpose of this study, written tone indicators will be referred to on the

basis of their perceived level of directness. Directness and indirectness in language refers
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to “the extent speakers reveal their intentions through explicit communication”
(Gudykunst & Ting-Toomey, 1988, p. 100). Direct communication of tone in an
exchange would involve the speaker to verbally state what the intent of their message is
aloud. By this logic, it can be asserted that direct indication of tone online would be the
explicit verbalization/statement of the tone of one’s message, which can be seen in the
use of lettered tone indicators. Similarly, semi-directness in FTF conversations would
translate to emoticons/kaomojis and emojis in digital conversations, which are a means of
mimicking body language pictorially. Additionally, this means that indirect tone
indicators would not explicitly state the intent of a message nor imply it through
visualizations, but rather would assign certain typographical aesthetics to different
intonations that can be found in conversational speech (such as the intonations associated
with sarcasm, anger, sadness, happiness, etc.). Therefore, typographical tone indicators
will be referred to as “indirect tone indicators,” emoticons/kaomojis and emojis will be
referred to as “semi-direct tone indicators,” and lettered tone indicators (such as /j, /srs,
etc.) will be referred to as “direct tone indicators.” Additionally, “tone indicators” are
actually indicators of intent, but for the purpose of this study they will be referred to as
tone indicators because the general public refers to the most direct of the indicators as
such. For ease of understanding, all three types of indicators will be referred to as tone
indicators, given the general public’s perception of them through the lens of tone rather
than the lens of intent.

Tone indicators, though often overlooked, are an intrinsic aspect of Internet
language, with the majority of individuals online being at the very least acquainted with

emojis/emoticons due to their widespread presence. Even neurotypical individuals are
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made uncomfortable when intent is difficult to identify in online communications
(Akiatan et al., 2021, p. 39). According to Akiatan et al. (2021), people engaging in
communications in digital spaces feel that “tone indicators avoid miscommunication and
make the messages clear,” thus concluding that “tone indicators are essential to online
interactions” (Akiatan et al., 2021, p. 39). If tone indicators are essential to online
interactions from a neurotypical perspective, then it can be assumed that they are vital to
individuals who already struggle with interpreting tone and intent outside of the Internet.
Christanti et al. (2022) make it clear that neurodivergent individuals see “tone indicators
as a useful communication tool,” and that they offer “clarity on the context and the
purpose of the message to prevent any misunderstandings” in digital communications (p.
12). Knowledge of tone indicators as valuable tools for neurodivergent people when
communicating online shows that understanding how they engage with these tools is vital
to progressing the culture of the internet towards greater accessibility. Allowing a space
for neurotypical individuals to learn and use direct tone indicators, as well as allowing
them to grow more aware of their use of tone indicators as a whole, may be a means of
“increasing accessibility of text-based communication for everyone (neurodivergent or
not)” (Whitehead, 2022, p. 35).

Overall, the examination of how neurodivergent people engage with tone in
digital spaces is relatively understudied. It is important to understand how people who
may struggle with interpreting tone in FTF social interactions navigate interpreting it in
interactions online, as the expressions of tone and intent in digital spaces is much
different to how it is expressed in person. The social implications of learning and using

certain tone indicators may be immeasurable, and examining the experiences of
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neurodivergent individuals in digital spaces could allow for a step towards greater

accessibility in language use online.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The data collection portion of this study began with the recruitment of four
individuals above the age of 18 years old who self-identify as neurodivergent, through the
use of snowball sampling. Besides the self-identification of neurodivergence, no other
demographic information was collected. Four individuals were recruited to participate in
this research. Each participant was asked a series of pre-established interview questions

via Zoom, following a semi-structured interview format (see Figure 1).

Interview Questions

1. What kinds of digital spaces do you operate in? (text/instant messaging, social media,
blog forums, etc.)

2. What aspects of neurodivergence do you identify with?

3. Have you faced any difficulties or challenges, in relation to your neurodivergence, with
communications in digital spaces?

4. Are there any specific spaces that foster more challenges than others?

5. Do you feel like your communication styles differ in accordance to the different groups
you engage with online? (If so, how do they differ?)

6. What are some obstacles you feel you face when trying to interpret messages from
neurotypical people?

7. There are three types of tone indicators: indirect (text aesthetics, such as italicization,
bolding, intentional misuse of punctuation, etc.), semi-direct (emojis/emoticons), and
direct (lettered indicators, such as /srs, /j, etc.). Which of these do you engage with your
day-to-day text speech?

8. Which tone indicators would you say you use most often? Why?

9. Which tone indicators best help you to understand the intention of a message? Does
this vary depending on context? (If so, how does it vary?)

10. Which tone indicators would you prefer neurotypical people use when trying to convey
tone to you?

11. What do you wish people knew about communicating with you in digital spaces as a
neurodivergent person?

12. Are there any unique challenges that occur when communicating in digital spaces as
opposed to communicating in person, and vice versa? Are there things that you find
make it easier for you to interpret messages?

13. When challenges occur, are there any tools you use to try to rectify the interaction?

14. Is there anything else | should've asked? If so, please elaborate. (Essentially, is there any
feedback you would like to give me?)

15



CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Question 1: What kinds of digital spaces do you operate in? (text/instant messaging,
social media, blog forums, etc.)

Question 1 was included in the interviews so as to allow participants the
opportunity to assert their involvement in digital spaces. By answering with any given
platform, they indicate that they, by proxy or as a direct result, engage with written
language in digitally-based conversations. The goal of this question was to establish what
connection the participants had to digital spaces.

Participant 1 indicated that they text and utilize “pretty much all the social
medias,” and specified that they mainly use the platforms TikTok, Twitter, Instagram,
Tumblr, and Facebook, albeit only occasionally in regards to Instagram and Facebook.
Participant 1 also asserted that only post on TikTok, Twitter, and Instagram. This shows
that Participant 1 regularly engages with language on these platforms.

Participant 2 stated that in terms of social media applications, they only really use
Instagram and Twitter. However, they noted that for “direct conversation it’s iMessage
and WhatsApp,” as well as Discord, which are all instant messaging
applications/platforms. Participant 2 further stated, “I feel like I don’t really text people
that much so . . . the way | interact with people is through interactions on Twitter and like
mentions.” This indicates that this participant relies largely on direct communications in
digital spaces, but engages with language online, regardless.

Participant 3 stated, “I have an Instagram account. Not really on it a ton, but that

would be like the one social media platform I’'m on,” indicating that they don’t engage
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with language on social media platforms that often. That said, the third participant also
indicated that they text and use Discord (a direct and group messaging platform). While
this participant is not as active on social media platforms as the first two participants,
they still engage with written language in digital spaces, just on a more personal level.
Participant 4 stated that they “don’t really post things,” however they stated that
they text, and “use Signal, Telegram, [and] Discord.” This means that, as opposed to the
other three participants, Participant 4 does not use any of the large social media
platforms, but rather relies on direct messaging through various direct and group
messaging platforms. Much like Participant 3, Participant 4 engages with language in
digital spaces on a more personal level than most general social media platforms allow.
The common answer from the four participants is the use of texting or direct

messaging.
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Question 2: What aspects of neurodivergence do you identify with?

Question 2 was included in the interviews so as to allow participants the
opportunity to express the facets of their neurodivergent identities. The goal of this
question was to understand how the different aspects that constitute neurodivergence may
have implications for the nature of engaging with tone in digital spaces.

Participant 1 stated that they most identify with ADHD and Autism under the
umbrella of neurodivergence. They also stated that “there’s probably a lot more but those
are the two” that they most identify with.

Participant 2 stated that they have official diagnoses for “severe Depression,
severe Anxiety, high-functioning Autism, and very subtle but noticeable Tourette’s
Syndrome,” and self-identify OCD and Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), for which
they are seeking official diagnoses.

Participant 3 indicated that the aspects of neurodivergence they identify with are
ADD! and “high-functioning on the autistic spectrum.” They also stated that there may be
a few others that they’ve yet to fully recognize, but in terms of identity they feel they
most fall under the ADD and ASD spectrums.

Participant 4 asserted that they have ADHD, as well as Depression and Anxiety.

There is a common presence of more than one neurodivergent identity for each
participant, whether in regards to true neurodevelopmental disorders, or their

psychiatric/behavioral comorbidities. This serves as an example for the importance of

1 ADD (Attention-Deficit Disorder) is another term for ADHD without hyperactivity. It was removed from
the DSM in 1987, but endures in popular usage (Epstein & Loren, 2013, p. 455). In order to maintain the
integrity of the participant’s answers, their use of the term was included.
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“neurodivergent” as a fluid umbrella term for the spectrum of neurodevelopmental

disorders and the other mental health conditions that are often connected to them.
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Question 3: Have you faced any difficulties or challenges, in relation to your
neurodivergence, with communications in digital spaces?

Question 3 was included in the interviews to allow the participants to express the
challenges they may face in their day-to-day communications in digital spaces,
specifically as neurodivergent individuals. Given that many neurodivergent people
struggle with interpreting tone and intent in FTF communications, it stands to reason that
these struggles would translate into digital spaces. The goal of this question was to gain
an understanding of whether or not these struggles exist in the digital sphere for
neurodivergent people.

Participant 1 indicated that they struggle to maintain conversations with others
online, as a result of their neurodivergence, leading to them often forgetting to respond to
people. However, they also stated that “in some ways it can be like kind of easier because
it’s not like face-to-face,” implying that they feel that despite the challenges with
communicating in digital spaces that are directly tied to their neurodivergence, the low-
stakes of a conversation that isn’t face-to-face eases some of the stress associated with in-
person communications. They certify this implication, stating, “I can think about my
responses and like don’t have to maintain like social standards when I’m conversing with
people online because I’'m not physically there with them,” asserting that there’s less
pressure because they don’t have to respond immediately, when communicating online.
The first participant also discloses, though, that the largest difficulty for them is that the
low-stakes nature of these digitally-based communications, make it difficult for them to

remember to reply, as a result of their neurodivergence impacting their attention span.
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Participant 2 stated that they experience difficulties with their communications in
digital spaces “literally all the time.” Participant 2 further asserted:

I don’t pick up on social cues in person, so it’s even like worse online . . . I

[make] this whole like mess in my head, and it doesn’t mean anything and yeah.

Just . . . any social cues, that’s basically nothing.

During the interview, the participant gestured to their head miming that there wasn’t
understanding when they said “nothing.” Therefore, the assumption can be made that by
saying ‘“any social cues, that’s basically nothing,” Participant 2 meant that they have no
cognitive recognition of social cues in digital spaces. The participant also stated, during
the answering of this question, that they often felt the need to message people after
conversations online to apologize for any social mistakes, only to find that they had
completely misread the tone and intent of the interaction.

Participant 3 stated that digital spaces can create difficulties in regards to their
understanding of the intent of the person they’re conversing with. They remarked, “it can
be really tough sometimes to like understand people more than it is for me to like
communicate myself.”

Participant 4 denoted that the challenges they face have a lot to do with “trying to
word things in a way where people won’t misconstrue them.” They stated that while tone
is a major factor in miscommunications, it can be equally as difficult for them to try and
explain the things they say, in digital spaces, without coming across aggressive. They
further indicated that it is difficult for them to make things as clear as possible for the
people they engage with online.

All four participants certified that they face a variety of challenges in

communicating online, as a result of their neurodivergence. While each challenge is
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intrinsically connected to their experiences, there exists a commonality in the struggle to
interpret intent and tone. There is also a common thread between the participants in
regards to how the lack of FTF interactions alters the way in which they approach

communication.
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Question 4: Are there any specific spaces that foster more challenges than others?

Question 4 was included in the interviews so as to allow participants the
opportunity to specify the challenges they face with their communications in digital
spaces. Additionally, the question was included to see if any one form of digitally-based
written communication creates a more difficult to navigate environment than other
spaces.

Participant 1 indicated that the platform Twitter fosters more challenges than any
other the other platforms they use to communicate, largely due to the frustration of
engaging with individuals they are irritated by. They stipulated, however, that the
challenges in communication brought on by their use of Twitter aren’t necessarily related
to their neurodivergence, and are more related to the structure and userbase of the
platform as a whole.

Participant 2 also stated that the platform Twitter fosters many challenges for
them. They specified:

I feel like Twitter’s the place where people talk the most, when it comes to social

media apps, | feel like Twitter’s the app where you have the most interaction with

other people. And . .. that’s, I feel like that’s the reason why it’s like almost, for

me, if someone doesn’t use tone indicators like it can go very bad very quickly. . .

I have a lot of like trouble trying to dissect what someone said to me.

The participant further asserted that in their use of Twitter, they struggle often with
interpreting the meaning behind people’s messages and posts, only to later discover that
there was no ill-intent or hidden meaning.

Participant 3 noted that, in terms of challenges in communicating, they struggle
with “true social media, like Instagram . . . [but] wouldn’t say [they] have these sorts of
difficulties or like issues with texting and Discord.” Additionally, this participant
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indicated that the reason they don’t struggle with instant messaging is due to the
intentionality behind those kinds of conversations. They also note that, conversely, they
struggle with “true social media” because “a social media platform is . . . like a weird
point of stress almost,” specifically due to the lack of intention behind the conversations
that occur in communal digital spaces.

Participant 4 indicated that they don’t face many struggles in their communication
in digital spaces, but also stipulated that that may be a result of the tailored nature of their
experiences. They asserted that they don’t use social media often, and that “lot of the
time the spaces that [they’re] in have a demographic that’s . . . similar to how [they]
identify.” Participant 4 reasoned that the fact that the spaces they engage in are more
tailored to their identity, there are less challenges in communicating.

There was more diversity in the answers of Question 4, with one participant
noting that specific digital spaces did not create more challenges than others, two
participants indicating that the platform of Twitter is a much more challenging space to
navigate for them than any other, and one participant explaining that social media in
general creates difficulties for them. Because Twitter falls under the scope of general
social media platforms, it can be stated that three of the four participants stated that social

media sites create greater difficulties for communicating than personal messaging.
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Question 5: Do you feel like your communication styles differ in accordance to the
different groups you engage with online? (If so, how do they differ?)

Question 5 was included in the interviews as a means of understanding the
approach to digitally-based communications that neurodivergent people have. The
responses to this question were then intended to be analyzed in the context of the impact
of neurodivergence on communication as a whole in digital spaces.

Participant 1 felt that their communication styles do differ based on the groups in
which they engage online. They noted that different spaces online, as the nature of
existing in those spaces, require different communication styles. They also noted that
they feel that their experience in working in retail allowed them to acquire the skills to be
able to effectively communicate with different groups.

Participant 2 stated that their communication styles also differ based on the

groups they engage with online, specifically because of their ASD. They stated:

I mirror everyone | talk to, so it depends on the um depends on the social group
I’m speaking to, and I will literally take on their jokes, their mannerisms, their
inside jokes, even though I don’t even know the inside jokes I will talk about
them. I will just try to make myself fit in as easily and as quickly as possible.
This indicates that while this participant does change their communication style to
accommodate the groups they’re apart of online, it’s directly tied to their
neurodivergence.
Participant 3 asserted that their communication style, as a whole, does not change
depending on which group they are engaging with in digital spaces. They do state,

however, that their tone may differ slightly, and further note that their tone is more

“performative on social media than like sending a text or Discord or something like that.”
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This participant indicates that the context of a conversation, such as with whom they are
conversing, may shape whether or not the conversation is surface-level. To the
interviewer, this sounds like it may be a conversational style change.

Participant 4 also said that their style of communication does not change based on
the groups in which they engage online. That said, they went on to state that “in a certain
group [they’ll] use more slang terms, as opposed to formal language, or [they’ll] use
abbreviations that they know the other people will know.” This assertation appears to be
an admission of an intentional change in communication styles depending on the
audience, despite the participant’s initial statement.

Two of the participants stated that they do change their communication styles
based on the groups with which they communicate. The other two participants stated that
they didn’t alter their communication styles, but then proceeded to offer examples and
explanations of their communication styles which indicated that there is a difference for
each of them. This implies that either the question was not clear enough to garner an
informed response, or these two participants do not actively recognize that their

communication styles vary based on the different groups they find themselves in.
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Question 6: What are some obstacles you feel you face when trying to interpret messages
from neurotypical people?

Question 6 was included in the interviews so as to gauge the depth of the
difficulties that neurodivergent people face when communicating in digital spaces. This
question was intended to allow participants the ability to express their experiences and
frustrations with informal written communications, as well as the ability to articulate the
potential shortcomings in digitally-based conversations.

Participant 1 stated that while they consider themselves “decent at interpreting
what neurotypical people are saying,” they also admitted that it is difficult for them to
understand a person’s tone online, especially when the person they are communicating
with is joking or being sarcastic. They noted that because “you don’t really have tone in
like text or like social media messages,” tone can be very difficult to read in written
messages. This participant further asserted that they feel they struggle with interpreting
written tone specifically because of their ASD.

Participant 2 expressed that they feel there’s an expectation by neurotypical
people that people have a pre-understanding of the context, tone, and intent in a
conversation. They expressed:

I feel like they expect you to just understand, which is fine, you’re supposed to

just be able to understand things in context, but to me it’s not, there is no context.

Context isn’t a thing when talking to me, you need to be very specific, and you

need to be very um clear what your intentions are and what you mean by a

message. The moment it gets cryptic . . . | feel like the challenge is just basic

understanding. Like it’s very hard for me to just have a normal conversation

without tone indicators . . . because | just . . . get confused really easily on what
people mean when they speak.
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This participant made it clear that the assumptions that neurotypical people tend to have
in conversations regarding the level of pre-established understanding their partner in
conversation has, makes it very difficult for them to manage a digitally-based
conversation on any level. They asserted that they have a lot of general confusion
surrounding “what people mean when they speak,” and unless people provide context
during an online conversation, Participant 2 likely will not understand what is being
communicated.

Participant 3 indicated that intent is very difficult for them to grasp when
communicating with neurotypical people in digital spaces. They noted that sometimes
when conversing, they struggle to understand why the conversation is occurring. They
further indicated confusion surrounding the knowledge that neurotypical individuals
appear to have, and expect their conversation partners to also have, despite no direct
explanation or communication of the knowledge being shared. This participant also
stipulated that “when it’s just like words on a screen, instead of like facial expressions,”
it's much more difficult to reach a conclusion on what information they don’t intrinsically
have in a conversation.

Participant 4 noted that they struggle a lot with the subtext that exists in
conversations with neurotypical people. They expressed that they feel neurotypical
people “leave a lot of things unsaid, and they prefer to leave things like not spoken and
they tend to not clarify what they really mean, out of politeness.” They specified that they
think neurotypical people tend to “value politeness over directness,” which they feel is a

major disconnection for them as a neurodivergent person. This participant indicated that
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this translates into digital spaces in that it becomes even more complex due to the lack of
body language and audible intonation in written communications.

In response to this question, the four participants all expressed some level of
confusion surrounding interpreting tone and intent in digitally-based conversations with
neurotypical people. Three of the participants also specified that they often feel like they
are missing a crucial bit of information, that all neurotypical people appear to just
automatically be aware of. They indicated that they feel they are expected to just know
the context, intent, and tone of a conversation, without those things being clearly

expressed.

29



Question 7: There are three types of tone indicators: indirect (text aesthetics, such as
italicization, bolding, intentional misuse of punctuation, etc.), semi-direct
(emojis/emoticons), and direct (lettered indicators, such as /srs, /], etc.). Which of these
do you engage with your day-to-day text speech?

Question 7 was included in the interviews so as to garner an understanding of
which of the three types of tone indicators, if any, neurodivergent people engage with in
written communications online.

Participant 1 stated that they use all three kinds of tone indicators, with an
emphasis on indirect and semi-direct. They specified that they do not utilize direct tone
indicators very often, and tend to only use them when they have the intention to be clear
with messages that has the potential to not be received well. They also indicated that a
reason for not using direct tone indicators is that they are not “in a ton of spaces anymore
where [they] feel like it’s necessary,” asserting that they used to be more involved in
spaces wherein they would be unserious or joking, and wanted the tone of those
statements to be clear and come across well.

Participant 2 noted that that they use semi-direct tone indicators and direct tone
indicators, but not indirect tone indicators very often. They clarified that they often don’t
use indirect tone indicators because they forget what the inputs are to change the
typography of written messages online (different messaging platforms have different
inputs for bolding, italicizing, etc.). They also stipulated that they don’t use direct tone
indicators as often as semi-direct, because the place they live is not as welcoming to

neurodivergent individuals and thus does not prioritize accessibility. This participant
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indicated that they use mostly semi-direct tone indicators to specify when they are joking
because “there’s like no beating around the bush” with them.

Participant 3 stated that while they do use emojis, they don’t use them as tone
indicators. They specifically stated, “I am an emoji user, but not in the sense they’re
intended to be used, I don’t use them to like express or communicate, I just use them
because I think they’re funny.” They admitted, though, that they do use both direct and
indirect tone indicators, but use the indirect more than the direct. They further noted that
they use indirect tone indicators because they are “very animated when [they] talk, and
that’s the closest [they] can get to being text-animated,” indicating that they use tone
indicators in an attempt to mimic physical expressions.

Participant 4 indicated that they use all three types of tone indicators when the
opportunity arises. They specified that they used to use indirect tone indicators a lot, but
use them less so nowadays due it being difficult to remember the inputs for typographical
changes in messaging applications. They also stated that they use semi-direct tone
indicators quite often, and that “specifically emojis with faces, those ones [they] use as
tone indicators a lot,” and further stated that they use emojis that offer specific emotional
expressions at face value. They added that use direct tone indicators to specify when they
are joking. They noted, “I’d usually use them to convey that I am like joking, or like in a
lighthearted way, mostly so that people don’t . . . take my words too seriously because I
can’t convey that any other way.” They also mentioned that they use direct tone
indicators with both people they know well and people they don’t know as well.

Of the four participants, two stated that they use all three types of tone indicators,

while the remaining two indicated that they only use two of the three. One of the
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participants who only uses two of the three indicated that they predominantly use semi-
direct and direct tone indicators, and the other participant uses indirect and direct tone

indicators. That said, all four participants stated that they use direct tone indicators.
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Question 8: Which tone indicators would you say you use most often? Why?

Question 8 was included in the interviews to understand which tone indicators
neurodivergent individuals lean towards the most in their own messages in digital spaces.
This question was also intended to allow participants to break down why they may prefer
to use one set of tone indicators over another, in order to conclude which indicators
neurodivergent people in general may prefer.

Participant 1 made it clear that they use semi-direct tone indicators the most often

of the three types. When asked why they use semi-direct indicators the most they stated:

I feel like they help get that tone across when I’'m like texting or communicating

on social media you know like send excessive hearts to grandparents to show all

the love, or like send a like goofy silly emoji to like convey how it’s . . . a silly

goofy mood.
They clarified that they may feel this way because they are a “visual person, so seeing
images and stuff helps with conveying . . . tone,” and because semi-direct tone indicators
consist of pictographic versions of physical expressions, those indicators allow
Participant 1 to express themselves visually in written communications. Additionally,
they noted that because many people already know what emojis are and regularly use
them, those therefore already know what emojis mean/represent, making them an
effective tone indicator for wider selections of people.

Participant 2 was also forthright in stating that they use semi-direct tone indicators
the most out of the three types. They cited the fact that they are a visual learner, and
indicated that textual things are difficult for them to interpret in general. They specified

that semi-direct tone indicators are “way easier than anything else” for them to use in

their own communications.
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Participant 3 asserted that they use indirect tone indicators more often than the
other two types. They indicated that they used indirect tone indicators the most because
they are “what feels the easiest [for them] to use.” This participant also noted that on
occasion they find direct tone indicators confusing.

Participant 4 stated that the tone indicators they utilize the most often are semi-
direct tone indicators, followed by direct tone indicators, and then lastly indirect tone
indicators. They noted that they use semi-direct indicators the most because they are the
most common. They specified that because semi-direct indicators are seen the most often,
“that’s the one that’s most likely to be interpreted correctly,” especially if a conversation
online is being had with a someone Participant 4 does not know as well. Additionally,
this participant stated, “ideally, I would be using direct tone indicators more, because,
you know, they’re direct, and that would be the ideal, but usually when | use them, I end
up having to explain them,” acknowledging that they would prefer to use direct tone
indicators, but making the conscious choice not to, because it feels like a waste of effort.

Three of the four participants indicated that they used semi-direct tone indicators
more often than any other the other types, and the remaining participant stated that they
use indirect tone indicators the most. The three participants who use semi-direct tone
indicators the most all stated that they do so because those tone indicators are the ones

most often used by the general public.
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Question 9: Which tone indicators best help you to understand the intention of a
message? Does this vary depending on context? (If so, how does it vary?)

Question 9 was included in the interviews so as to see if there is a difference
between the tone indicators that the participants use and the tone indicators that help them
understand the intent and tone of a message better. A difference between the tone
indicators used versus the ones that help the participants the most, could imply the
existence of a fissure between the needs of neurodivergent individuals and the social
standards they are expected to meet in communications online.

Participant 1 indicated that semi-direct tone indicators help them to understand
the intent of a message online. They stipulated, however, that certain online spaces cause
the tone indicator, that helps them the most, to change. They stated, “some online spaces
do use the like slash tone indicators a lot. So, | feel like those . . . tone indicators, in those
spaces,” indicating that in spaces where direct tone indicators are more likely to be used,
this participant would understand the intent of a message better with direct tone
indicators. Participant 1 also indicated that it’s easier for them to understand what people
they are well-acquainted with are saying, so there is less need to use the more direct tone
indicators.

Participant 2 stated that direct tone indicators best help them to understand the
intent of a message, especially because they “when someone goes through the effort to do
direct tone indicators [they] know that the tone they are using is sincere, and it’s like they
really mean what they’re saying.” They further noted that while they use semi-direct tone
indicators the most often themselves, in practice they can be used to convey different

reactions dependent on context, making direct tone indicators the clearer of the two, and
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therefore the more preferable. They indicated that they “feel more comfortable using
direct tone indicators with other neurodivergent people,” because the neurotypical people
they have engaged with in their day-to-day life are less receptive to direct tone indicators.
They also noted that they find it easier to understand direct tone indicators in serious
conversations, but in more casual conversations they can successfully interpret semi-
direct tone indicators.

Participant 3 stated that they feel “direct is probably just like objectively just the
best option if you’re trying to be clear.” They indicated, however, that depending on
context, indirect tone indicators would also help them to easily understand the intention
of a message. They specified that that understanding is reliant on how much of a well-
established relationship they have with the person they are communicating with. This
implies that Participant 3 finds direct tone indicators to be the most helpful for
understanding intent regardless of their conversation partner, but can also easily use
indirect tone indicators if the person they are communicating with is someone to which
they are close.

Participant 4 indicated that direct tone indicators help them the most in
understanding the intent of a message. They further explain that part of the reason for this
is because, in their experience, “usually people who use tone indicators are people who
understand that some people just have a . . . harder time understanding tone through text
.. . [are] more amenable to explaining something if [they] need.” This participant also
noted that they can navigate semi-direct tone indicators when trying to understand intent
In messages in general, but if they are more comfortable with being direct—with the

person they are talking to—will lean towards direct tone indicators. They further stated
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that direct is their “default,” implying that they have to adjust their natural
communication style for it to be “acceptable” in digital spaces.

Three of the four participants stated that direct tone indicators best help them to
understand the intent of a message, with the remaining participant indicating that semi-
direct worked best for them. The three participants who stated that direct tone indicators
help them the most, also noted that other tone indicators were acceptable depending on
the context in which a conversation is occurring, with two of the three stating that semi-
direct tone indicators are effective exceptions, and the remaining participant being fine

with indirect tone indicators.
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Question 10: Which tone indicators would you prefer neurotypical people use when
trying to convey tone to you?

Question 10 was included in the interviews so as to gauge if the preference of
tone indicator usage varies depending on specific people that engage with the
participants. If the participants find that a certain tone indicator type makes messages
easier to understand, but prefers that neurotypical people do not use that tone indicator,
that could imply a disconnect between conversation styles of the neurodivergent
individuals and neurotypical individuals. Conversely, if the participants prefer that
neurotypical people use the same tone indicators that make it easier for the participants to
understand the tone of a message, that could imply that tone indicator usage does not vary
depending on audience.

Participant 1 indicated that they have no expectation for neurotypical people to
use direct tone indicators, specifically because they are “newer thing that features
typically in neurodivergent spaces,” and, thus, are fine with neurotypical people using
semi-direct tone indicators. When given a scenario, wherein circumstances made it
reasonable to expect neurotypical individuals to use direct tone indicators, Participant 1
stated that they were “not particularly attached to the lettered tone indicators,” and were
still content with the use of semi-direct tone indicators by neurotypical people.

Participant 2 stated that they would prefer neurotypical people to use direct tone
indicators, and even specified which direct tone indicators they wanted neurotypical
people to use more often. The stated, “I feel like /serious- /srs, /j, and /sarcastic would
help me so much,” listing out the tone indicators of /srs to mean a serious tone, /j to mean

a joking tone, and /s (/sarcastic) to mean a sarcastic tone. This participant clarified that
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because they struggle to understand when people are being sarcastic, being serious, or
joking, they would like if those tones were more directly conveyed specifically written
communications online, but also in in-person conversations as well.

Participant 3 noted that they would prefer neurotypical people use direct tone
indicators because “you know, exactly what the context of everything is that you’re
looking at.” Additionally, they specified that they would prefer neurotypical people to
specifically indicate when they are being sarcastic by using “/s”. They also stated,
though, that indirect tone indicators are the type they like the most because if someone is
a good communicator and can express themselves effectively, there isn’t a need to clarify
tone or intent, and went on to say, “if you can’t say what you’re going to say with just the
words, . . . you need to talk better.” Participant 3 stated, as well, that they feel semi-direct
tone indicators cause the most issues when communicating with neurotypical people
because many emojis have multiple connotations, making them increasingly unclear and
difficult to understand.

Participant 4 stated that they would prefer neurotypical people use direct tone
indicators. They also stated that they are also comfortable with neurotypical people
sticking to semi-direct tone indicators, as long as a discussion is had on what that person
means when they use certain emojis. They asserted that if neurotypical people are “not
amenable to [using direct tone indicators], at least talking [them] through their thought
process on whatever they’re using” is necessary for Participant 4 to be able to understand
the intentions of any given message.

Three of the four participants indicated that they would prefer neurotypical people

use direct tone 