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Communication of the 
Autistic Community with CCN 

Minimally/non -speaking people communicate in different 
ways other than speech

Complex communication needs (CCN) 

- Refers to challenges in language and speech

- Requires additional support

- re augmentative and alternative communication  (AAC)

- AAC methods include icons, keyboards, assistive 
technology



Communicative Competence

Communication is

- A two -way street (Milton, 2012)

- Grounded in social expectations and beliefs

- Social expectations are used to infer 
communicative competence

Milton, D, (2012). On the ontological status of autism: 
The òdouble empathy problemó. Disability and Society,

27(3), 883-887



Communication challenges of 
nonspeaking community

Sensory and processing differences

- Result in unconventional behaviour

- Autistic behaviour interpreted via neurotypical lens seen  
as deficits, but may serve regulatory and 
communicative functions

Misreading of autistic behaviour as disinterest 

results in 

- Negative self -fulfilling prophecy 

- Presumptions of incompetence



The Biopsychosocial Model of Communication

Three components:

- Neurobiological Makeup

- Psychological/Cognitive Factors

- Sociocultural Context

Neurobiological                                   Psychological                       Social Cultural
  (Body: autonomic nervous system)      (Thinking/feeling)                (People)
                                                                                                                             
 
 

 



Biopsychosocial Model of 

Communication

CCN neurobiological differences result in

- challenges in daily living and 

- unmet needs for social connection

All people are hard -wired for social 
connection

Social interaction requires a means to 
communicate

Communication challenges linked to 
autistic neurobiological differences 



Neurobiological Responses

- We are geared towards survival

- In constant scanning of environment for 
danger/threats

Sympathetic nervous system activated 

by cues of danger/threat

- Triggers fight/flight responses

- Requiring additional resources 

- Diverting needed resources from metabolic and 
other functions



Neurobiological responses

Parasympathetic nervous system restored 
with cues of safety

- State of growth and repair (rest and digest)

- Feelings of safety turn on the social 
engagement system 

- Social engagement system is the basis for 
communication



Polyvagal Theory
(Porges, 2022)

Social engagement system is turned on by regulatory pathways via co -regulation 

- starts from birth between mother/caregiver and infant

- Secure attachment turns off defensive system

- Open to social interaction and communication

Porges, S. (2022). Polyvagal theory: A science of safety. Frontiers in Integrative Neuroscience ,

Vol.16, p.871227-87122
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Communication and
the Social Engagement System

Social connection is a core human need that is biologically 

hardwired 

Social connectedness is based on feeling safe with others.  

Safety turns on the Social Engagement System 
 - Overrides defensive reactions 

 - Promotes co-regulation with trusted people.  

The social engagement system is the neurological basis for 

communication, cooperation, and connectedness



Autistic Neurobiology

Autistic neurobiological differences

Hypersensitivity : 

- Environmental input experienced as too intense
 seen as threats/danger

- Activate defensive responses 

- Constant state of anxiety/stress

- Social engagement system is turned off

- Diminished capability for interaction 

Defensive States

Hypervigilance

Arousal 

Constant Anxiety 

Dysregulated

High Alert State



Social demands associated with high anxiety  

- Adaptation by turning on defensive mechanisms
- activation of sympathetic NS responses - fight/flight/freeze/shut 
down
- behavioural manifestation: meltdown, shutdown, burnout, inertia, 
PTSD
- restored states of equilibrium vital for communication

Short-term reaction         Medium term responses    Long term conditions    Habituated State

Brain stem
neuroception

Mid brain
interoception

Mid brain and cortical
feelings and thinking

Habituated CNS 
alignment

Startle reflex Overwhelm Dysregulation

Dissociation

Hyperarousal

Hypervigilance

Fight Flight Freeze Meltdown Shutdown Burnout Inertia PTSD

Complex PTSD



Hypersensitivity Challenges in CCN

My case: 

Hypersensitivity issues in busy settings

-  Environmental stimuli too intense re inability to modulate sensory input 

- Sensory overload triggering sensory defensiveness

- Need for self -regulation in restoring equilibrium to be socially involved



Co -regulation and inclusion:
My experience 

Overwhelmed in unfamiliar social event   Personalised environmental support                                                      


