
Introduction
This help sheet is based on the findings of research 
about the experiences of siblings of children with 
autism. I interviewed seven 16 – 18 year olds about their 
experiences of growing up with a sibling with autism and 
found that the experience of growing up with a sibling 
with autism is varied. This may be because each person is 
affected by autism differently. Some common experiences 
included:

•	 Receiving less parental attention than their sibling with 
autism

•	 Experiencing negative attitudes from others (e.g. 
people in public)

•	 Feeling proud of having a ‘unique’ sibling 

•	 Having care giving responsibilities 

•	 Feelings of distress when a sibling with autism is upset

•	 A need for peer support 

This help sheet aims to inform parents, carers and 
practitioners (e.g. teachers, social workers) about how they 
can support the siblings of children with autism. Resources 
are also included at the end of the help sheet.

Knowledge of their Sibling’s Condition 
Siblings have a need for age-appropriate information about 
their sibling’s condition that facilitates an understanding 
of their sibling with autism. Information giving should be 
ongoing, throughout childhood and adolescence, reflecting 
both the age of the sibling and changes in their sibling with 
autism. For example, social stories, short animations and 
age-related fact sheets could be given to young siblings 
about what autism is by parents and professionals (e.g. 
teachers, social workers). 

Adolescents have a need for information about how autism 
affects their sibling (such as reasons for their behaviour). 
Thus, they are interested in practical knowledge (such as 
the ways in which they can support their sibling), not just 
information about what autism is. Parents and professionals 
could signpost siblings to websites such as Sibs UK (a UK 
charity for those who have a sibling with a disability). Their 
website has various information pages for siblings and their 
website explains how autism can affect individuals.

Peer Support 
Peer support has been found to be a valuable source of 
support for siblings because it gives them the opportunity 
to meet others who also have a sibling with autism and talk 
about their experiences with someone who understands. 
Practitioners working with families (e.g. social workers) could 
signpost siblings to support services. For example, there are 
small local charities such as The Whole Autism Family (2015) 
in Kirklees that offer peer support to parents, carers, siblings 
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and other family members of those with autism. Regular 
informal meetings are held where family members can 
share their experiences, thoughts, and feelings. There is 
a Facebook page for family members to write about their 
experiences and give and receive advice if they do not 
want to (or cannot) attend the informal meetings. There 
are also bigger charities such as Sibs (2010-2018) that 
support those who have a sibling with a disability. They 
offer an online forum for siblings to share their thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences with other siblings. 

Short Breaks 
Parents/carers can support siblings by spending one to 
one time with them without their sibling with autism. 
Short Breaks are a service which support children with 
disabilities and their families and can facilitate parents/
carers spending special time with their other children. 
Short Breaks are funded by social care and include 
outreach services (e.g. information sharing) day care 
and sessional services (e.g. play schemes) and overnight 
stays (Department of Education, 2010). Parents/carers 
can access information about Short Breaks from their 
Local Authority’s Local Offer (typically found on the Local 
Authority website).

Conclusion
Siblings of children with autism can experience both direct 
(e.g. care demands) and indirect (e.g. social policies) 
challenges. Having support available can mitigate these 
challenges. The findings of the above research, highlights 
the importance of social care funding for services such as 
short breaks and a need for meaningful public awareness 
of autism. 

Useful Information
Information for Teenagers 

•	 https://www.sibs.org.uk/

•	 https://researchautism.org/resources/life-as-an-
autism-sibling-a-guide-for-teens/

Books for Younger Siblings 

•	 https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/1899280502/

•	 https://www.amazon.co.uk/Sister-Different-Sarah-
Tamsin-Hunter/dp/1899280987/ref=sr_1_1?

•	 https://www.autism.org.uk/products/core-nas-
publications/my-family-is-different.aspx
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If you found this help sheet useful please feel free to share 
it with anyone who you feel may benefit.

The complete series of help sheets can be found on our 
website www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources

Spread the word...
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