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How to make your Wikimedian events more “autistic-friendly”? 
 

This text is a summary retranscription of the intervention made by AnneJea for the French 

Wikiconvention in Grenoble, 7th october 2018.  For more informations, see the meta page. 

Translators: AnneJea, Emeline, Eric Luth, Ezelred, Opsylac. Thanks! 

Introduction 
I was at Wikimania 2018 in Cape Town. That was a difficult experience for several reasons. I had to go 

through some really hard times and difficulties that made me reluctant to join another Wikimedian 

event in the future. Some other events also challenged me in the same way, like Art+Feminism 2017 

in Paris and some GA of Wikimedia France. But Wikimania really made me aware that there was 

something wrong about accommodations for social and sensory issues, and a LOT of ignorance about 

it in our community. 

One precision: I was not the only autistic person who faced difficulties at Wikimania. During the last 

day's "party", we were several people having such difficulties. We had to leave the party earlier, 

because it was “too much”. 

Wikimedia Projects and autism 
It seems that many neuroatypical or autistic people are gathered on Wikimedian projects. Figures say 

1% of the overall population is autistic. Even if nobody has studied this subject until now, this 

percentage is likely to be significantly higher inside the Wikimedia community. 
Update: a WMNL survey showed that 13% of the editors of the Dutch Wikipedia identified as autistic. 

In order to understand why Wikipedia (but that also can work with other projects) seems to be a very 

good “autistic nest”, you can read the very good essay by Tsaag Valren (in French) : “Wikipédia 

:Contributeurs autistes sur Wikipédia”. Short summary: simple design, regular patterns, few social 

interactions in real time , rigorous work, and you can contribute to whatever subject you like without 

being judged about the topic or the amount of time you spend on it. 

Like many people, it is quite natural for some autistic people to wish to join a Wikimedian activity or 

event and share their hobby or passion. But sometimes it can be quite difficult. 

Autism? 
Let’s talk first about what autism is. 

Clinically, autism is a neurodevelopmental condition (or disorder for some people): you are born 

autistic, you live autistic, you die autistic. 

Autism is a syndrome (several symptoms) expressed mainly by an “autistic triade” which reveals our 

cognitive particularities: we can have qualitative and/or quantitative alterations in performing or 

understanding social relationships (this is not “innate”), in communication (verbal and nonverbal; but 

not always), we can have very strong topics of interest (passions, obsessions). Autism can also affect 

psychomotricity and we can have sensory particularities, such as hyper or hyposentivity. 

Autism is a spectrum. Particularities due to autism can be very different from one person to another, 

for each of the aspects mentioned above. Some are light and invisible, other are very impairing. 
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What’s wrong with Wikimedian events? 
Let’s come back to Wikimedia. 

I have had few IRL (in real life) Wikimedian experiences, but everytime they were a disaster. Too 

much noise, too much hard light, too many people, too many people being noisy and too many 

people next to me (and chatting) were my main problems. And I have to say that I consider myself 

not that sensitive and that I have very few problems compared to some other autistic people. 

As an autistic person, if I am in a “too much” situation (too much input, too much stress), the risk is 

that an overload happens, and this overload can be followed by a meltdown. A meltdown is an 

emotional (and sometimes physical) collapse. Imagine having an “overdose” making you unable to do 

anything, overwhelmed both physically and psychologically. That means your boundaries have been 

overestimated. 

At Wikimania I had 3 meltdowns, one meltdown a day. And I am not the most sensitive autistic 

person. 

These experiences made me think that I was not welcome because I felt uneasy. Not extrovert 

enough, not “strong” enough to bear all these things I mentioned earlier. Every time, I felt broken 

and thought I would never join another Wikimedian event again. 

What kind of inclusion? 
We talk a lot about inclusion, inclusivity, diversity; but strangely, while we talk a lot (and this is a 

good thing) about gender , LGBT+ issues, representation, and more and more about race, I have 

never seen anything about disability and even less about autism. 

We do exist, though, and we might even be more numerous than we think! 

So what can we do? 

How to host an autistic-friendly event? 
This presentation is designed to show you simple adaptations you can do in order to adapt an IRL 

Wikimedian event to certain autistic specificities. 

Disclaimer: this is a wide panorama; all autistic people will not need all the measures I will present. 

There is a wide diversity of cases and it is important to consider the wider range of people possible. 

Overall, people with autism have some cognitive, sensitive and social specificities which are 

important to take into account if we want to include them. All these aspects are closely 

interconnected. 

All this content will be accessible on Meta (see link above) with a bibliography (In French and 

English). 

Adapt to cognitive particularities 
Autistic people have cognitive particularities. Though they are mostly invisible, they should really be 

taken into account when you organize an event. 

Autistic people can be extremely sensitive to stress and anxiety, and need enough time for 

anticipation, especially when confronted to new situations and changes. They can also experience 

hardships handling multiple pieces of information perceived simultaneously in the surroundings. 
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One word: anticipation. The predictability of the environment they will arrive in is crucial to autistic 

people. It is thus important to provide them as much information as possible in advance. 

• Information you should provide in advance in an explicit manner: 

o Places : 

▪ map: available spaces, disposition of rooms, circulation, rooms' functions... 

▪ access : 

• geography: public transportation, car, parking lots, entries... 

• venue itself: is it open to everyone? Only people who registered? 

▪ time: open at all times? Are some spaces closed at certain times? Which 

ones? 

▪ food: on site? Are some places dedicated to eating? 

o Program: 

▪ activities 

▪ meals 

▪ breaks 

o Social story (document outlining the different steps through the event: where to 

enter, where to go, who to talk to, what to do next, what activities... 

o Contact-people (may be several): provide, in advance, a way to contact them by 

talking AND writing (texts, WiFi chat) 

• Ask about specific needs or demands (through registration form or email contact) 

• Advertise / communicate about the adaptations you are planning for your event (and 

communicate about it, at least 3 weeks in advance) 

Create an inclusive environment  
Before going into sensorial and social aspects, I will first talk about the place where you are 

organizing your event, which might need a few arrangements. 

• Calm spaces : for meals, activities or other (noise, see sensorial condition) 

• Space : 

o good signage (function of each room for example) 

o spacious enough for less crowding (and less noise) 

o try to avoid stagnation of groups / large gatherings such as around lunch buffets     

• Simple and calm environment 

o not too many details: autistic people tend to be very visual and focus on details 

rather than the whole picture, which may lead to difficulties when it comes to 

handling information and concentrating 

o have clear corridors, easy for circulating 

o not too colorful environment: rather go for soft tones like pastel 

o no echo or resonance 

• Avoid obstacles (proprioception, enough space): tables (tables' corners), chairs.. 

• Quiet room (low input space) 

o hypostimulation room with as little stimuli as possible, where a neuroatypical person 

can go to when they feel a sensory overload or are on their way to overload 

o this provides all "ideal" characteristics, or at least make sure that whatever may lead 

to sensory or social overload is absent: reduced light, ideally adjustable; no noise 

(soundproofing) or people... 

o needs to be available at all time 
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o managed strictly by designed people to make sure the room is not used for anything 

else 

o close to the areas often used 

• Sensorial considerations (see "Adapting to sensory specificities" below) 

• Ideally: attendees are able to choose the level of sensory stimulations for each activity (1 

quiet room and 1 room where more noise is possible) 

Adapting to sensory specificities  
Autistic people can have particular sensory specificities.  

It can be hypo- or hypersensibilities, sensory intolerances, strong preferences or aversions... 

Examples: a touch can cause pain, the person really cannot stand contact with wool...  

This aspect is mixed with the cognitive aspect of autism, some autistic people need to self-stimulate 

(example: frantically scratch the skin), balance, focus on a particular thing, in combination with the 

difficult stimulation (sound + light + ...) ...  

Noise 
People on the autism spectrum can have auditive hypo- or hypersensibilities. Hyposensibilities can be 

managed by using the same adaptations than people with hearing impairment. Other autistic people 

are hypersensitive to noise, known as hyperacusis. It may also be complicated for an autistic person 

to "filter" different sounds and to focus on a conversation if other people are talking nearby or if 

there are other noises.  

• Diminish or remove background noise: don't use background music, try to diminish the noise 

from air conditioning or from outside (workers for example); avoid videos launched 

automatically with sound... 

• Indicate the expected sound level to respect: by people, by space, by activity (with signage) 

• Pay attention to environmental considerations: avoid crowding (like around buffets), which 

needs to be anticipated and expected during organization (unlike during Art+Feminism 2017 

in Paris where buffets were located into the contribution room and people chatted next to 

the contributors) 

• Choose to use "flappause" instead of traditional applause. The flappause is used to signify 

agreement, applause or bravo by people using sign language. It is usually also used during 

events gathering many autistic or deaf people. 

• Provide a noise-canceling headset. For example, earplugs could also be offered to 

participants as soon as they arrive at the event venue. 

Sight 
Light: 

• Don't use fluorescent lamps like neon (lots of light + buzzing perceptible by autistic people) 

• Rather go for soft incandescent lights in warmer hues like orange than raw white; dimmer 

the intensity according to the time of day or instantaneous needs; indirect light 

• Natural light (but not too much! Use curtains to adjust) 

• No bright lights 

• Too many details kill the details. That can prevent concentration. Keep the environment 

sober and avoid patterns which catch the eyes. 

Smells 
Autistic persons can be hypo- or hypersensitive to smells. In case of hypersensitivity: 
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• Ask attendees to avoid using too strong personal perfumes (shampoos, conditioners, after 

shave, deodorants, eau de Cologne...) 

• Avoid background perfumes  

• Be careful about activities close to kitchens. 

Taste 
Autistic people can have a very selective or limited range of eating preferences.  

• Ask for specific eating requirements (many autistic women or people assigned female at 

birth are vegetarian for example). 

Adapt to social specificities 
Autism can lead to social difficulties, more or less visible and more or less impairing depending on 

each person. Autistic people are not born innately sociable and social situations can lead to fatigue, 

stress or avoidance, even though they often hide their difficulties and appear to manage them well. 

Discussing and interacting, especially if unplanned, with unknown people, steadily or for a long time 

have a cost: weariness. It is not rare that autistic people need to isolate, sometimes for days, to 

recover after a social event. Some important recommendations will be given about how to deal with 

interpersonal relations. 

• Interpersonal relations:  

o Don't touch people when you approach them (sensory hypersensibility, and it's also 

intrusive) 

o Don't touch their belongings either, for respect and hygiene 

o Don't force contact, especially not at the end of the day 

o Give a list of what's expected and forbidden (like the Friendly Space Policy) 

• For activities / interventions: 

o Anticipate the social periods of each activity 

▪ Inform people before each "social" period 

▪ Define what kind of "social" period it is: question, discussion, exchange, 

group work.. 

o Make sure people don't feel obligated or forced to intervene and speak up during 

social activities 

o For exchange of ideas, participation must also be possible by writing and not only by 

speaking ; rather go for written form than spoken (like a wall of post-its)  

o Speech management: 

▪ Avoid monopoly of speech (by strong personalities or talkative people) 

▪ Structure time 

o Give an email address to the attendees: sometimes it is more comfortable for people 

with social difficulties to give their thoughts and questions in a written form 

afterwards. Others have the need to think about it before identifying their questions. 

Others yet are just very shy or socially anxious. Giving an email address for contact 

after the intervention is very useful for enabling everyone to communicate with the 

speaker.  

For organization 

• Don't hesitate to suggest the possibility to be accompanied for people who need it 

• Have one or more people in contact (reachable at all times) 

• Volunteer awareness (10 things not to say to an autist: idea for a guide?) 
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• Participants awareness (opening session + regular reminders) 

• Badge system (to discuss in the questions maybe) 

Conclusion 
• Social events lead to weariness and have a large sensory, cognitive, social and energetic cost 

for autistic people. Therefore give choices (stimuli, social) on how to live through the event. 

Choice is the key. 

• Have a quiet room. Please. 

• Anticipate as much as possible 

• Be available. 

These improvements proposed today can be used by everyone including non-autistic people. Even if 

you do not have a person declared autistic at your event, these arrangements will remain useful. 

In general, whether you are an organizer or just a participant: 

• Pay attention to others and 

• Do not layer your own needs on others. 

Thank you! 

Contact : contact form on Meta : https://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Special:EmailUser/AnneJea  
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