
Cracking the Code: Supporting Social Skills in an Autistic World

Socializing comes naturally to many people; we read facial expressions, catch subtle sarcasm, and pick 
up on unwritten rules without a second thought. For an autistic individual, navigating a neurotypical 
social environment can feel like trying to speak a language without a dictionary. This gap doesn't mean 
they don't want friends—in fact, most deeply desire meaningful connections. They simply need 
explicit, evidence-based instruction to bridge the gap.

To help children navigate this, experts utilize Social Skills Training (SST). Rather than expecting a 
child to pick up social cues organically, SST breaks abstract concepts down into concrete, step-by-step 
rules. This approach helps build genuine social competence, which acts as a protective shield against 
the loneliness, depression, and anxiety that many autistic youth experience.⁸

One of the most effective techniques used in these programs is video modeling. Instead of just 
explaining a social concept, children watch brief videos of peers successfully executing a specific skill
—such as joining a group game, sharing, or starting a conversation.⁹ Seeing the action performed 
visually gives the child a clear blueprint to practice during structured play activities, turning 
overwhelming social environments into predictable, navigable spaces.

How to Foster Social Success:

• Use Video Modeling: Show clear visual examples of positive social interactions before your 
child enters a social setting.

• Structured Playdates: Organize activities with a clear, shared goal (like building a Lego set or 
baking) rather than open-ended, unstructured hanging out.

• Praise Specific Efforts: Instead of saying "Good job," say, "I loved how you waited for your 
turn to speak."

⁸ The relationship between successful social skills and overall mental well-being is heavily mediated 
by positive personal relationships and reciprocal friendships (Moody & Laugeson, 2020).
⁹ Among various behavioral interventions, video modeling consistently demonstrates high effectiveness
in helping autistic children retain and generalize social skills across different environments (Evidence-
based social skills, n.d.).
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