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Creating Natural Supports for Young Adults with Autism 

 

What are Natural Supports? 

- Natural supports represent “not to do for, but, with people. 

- Natural supports evolve and change over years. 

-  Natural supports are reciprocal. 

- Natural supports promote independence and growth.  

- Natural supports allow a person to gain confidence by contributing toward a  

meaningful association or relationship. 

- Natural supports will support the choices of an individual and provide a safety net when 

things go bad. This will serve as a learning experience and growth for the individual. As an 

individual results relies more on natural supports, their need for services reduces. 

- It often requires significant time (SLOW & TEDIOUS), energy, & strategies to develop and 

nurture natural supports. 

 

 Developing a system of support 

- Focus on a specific geographic neighborhood. Learn about the neighborhood.  Spend time 

getting to know the people who are part of the local community. 

- Find out about organizations and association that exist in the neighborhood. Every group has 

people who are welcomers. Seek them out, get to know them, and ask for ideas, contact, 

and assistance.  

- Ask the association to welcome someone who has been excluded. Community members 

tend to wait to be asked. 

- Develop allies within the group, social club and community. These are people who are willing 

to “go to bat” for your child. They will be the ones who persuade others to open doors and 

recognize the contributions your child has to offer.  They might have connections with other 

individuals and will begin developing a positive networking system. Developing these allies 

requires the ability to “ask, ask, and ask!”  

- Talk to people you know who might know someone who might know someone else! 

- Pay attention to natural cues. Figure out how much, and for how long, to lend supports. 

Every situation is unique and there are no rules. Be aware of when the process “takes”, this is 

your cue to gradually fade. Be available, but not too quick, to intervene when problems arise. 
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- Support building is rarely ever over. Remember that nothing about relationships is fixed and 

permanent. Informal relationships will change over time, and grow, fluctuate or cease. 

 

- The development of supports also requires perseverance and energy. The support developer 

and consumer must think in terms of years, because natural supports must evolve. When 

working with the community, there will be several times or occasions where setbacks and 

possibly rejection will arise. This is to be expected and prepared for with a variety of planned 

options. Keep in mind, rejection does not necessarily mean failure. Just be sure to use it as a 

learning experience. 

 

- When a situation is not working, find out why. Talk with your child. With his permission, talk 

with the people around your child. Determine if it’s a problem that can be solved in the 

current environment. If it cannot be resolved, go back to your allies and begin finding other 

supports. Remember, there are no “sure bets” when developing natural supports. Just as in 

any friendship or relationship, certain “chemistry” has to attract people. The responsibility of 

the support developer is to find that “chemistry” and then tap into it. 

 

- Parents, as a support developer, take on the multidimensional roles of educator, supporter, 

facilitator, public relations specialist.  

http://www.dds.ca.gov/Publications/docs/Natural_Supports.pdf 

 

 

Creating a Circle of Support 

Indiana Resource Center for Autism http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/?pageId=411 

Since birth, we have been creating an intricate network of people in our lives; friends and/or family 
who are there for us in times of trouble, sorrow, and celebration. Those friends take an interest in us 
and our lives because we share common threads that bind us to one another. This group is called our 
Circle of Support or Friends. They are people we value in our lives who help us achieve our dreams or 
lend a hand when we are in need. We can count on them to be there for us. These relationships are 
formed in many ways, but generally come from meeting people in different places and environments. 
Meeting people, for most of us, occurs naturally and for the entirety of our lives. Judith Snow, a 
woman with a significant disability, explains it further and has described four different circles of 
relationships that everyone has in their lives. 

http://www.dds.ca.gov/Publications/docs/Natural_Supports.pdf
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/?pageId=411


Creating Natural Supports for Young Adults with Autism 
 

3 Kai Peters, Special Needs Family Resource, Updated September 2013 

 

 

 

Circle One: The CIRCLE OF INTIMACY is made up of those who we share great intimacy, our 
secrets, and heartfelt emotions. These are people or perhaps animals or objects that are so dear to 
us that their absence would impact us greatly. This may or may not include family members. 

Circle Two: The CIRCLE OF FRIENDSHIP is made up of those people who are friends or relatives 

who we call upon to go out to dinner, see a movie, but are not those who we consider our most dear 
friends or those we must see regularly. 

Circle Three: The CIRCLE OF PARTICIPATION is where you belong and includes the names of the 
people or organizations you participate with in life. This could contain spiritual groups, where you 
work, where you went or go to school, clubs, organizations, athletic teams, or where you participate 
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and interact with people. Some of these individuals may later be in Circle one or two! Circle Three is 
the garden for sowing future relationships. 

Circle Four: The CIRCLE OF EXCHANGE is made up of people who are paid to be in our lives. 
Doctors, teachers, dentists, social workers, therapists, hairdressers, car mechanics, and the like make 
up the numbers here. 

 

Snow explains that when we look at the four circles for people without disabilities, we can see that 
there is a fair number in each circle. However, if we were to look at the circles for people with 
disabilities, especially children, we would see a VERY DIFFERENT PATTERN. For people 
with disabilities, there may be people in Circle One and Circle Four. Actually, in many instances, circle 
four explodes with people paid to be in their lives. Circle Three, the key circle, has minimal 
organizations or social opportunities available for them and thus, children with disabilities are 
excluded from creating connections to others and developing a true circle of friends or support. This 
sort of division can put a huge financial and emotion burden on families. A Circle of Support can 
begin to alleviate some of that strain and burden for the family; however it does take work and 
planning. 

While most of us have an easy and natural time creating wonderful circles of support, people with 
autism or other disabilities are left to struggle with this aspect of their lives. That is why helping them 
create a circle of support/friends can be a way to support their ability to develop meaningful 
relationships. 

How does one go about creating a circle of support/friends? What are the steps to follow? There are 
multiple factors to consider and each is crucial to the success of the circle. 

First and foremost is to establish who the focus person is. This person is the one who will be 
the driving force; the center of all discussion and planning. Once this has been established, the 
planning begins. There must be a ‘champion’ or someone who will see to it that this circle is formed 
and that there will be follow through from the planning to the implementation stages. In many 
instances, this is one of the parents or a caregiver for the individual. As time passes and a circle 
develops, this role may be taken on by others. 

 

Steps to Creating a Circle 

Decide who to invite. (Circle members are not paid to be there, it is voluntary!) The focus person 

has a great deal of say about who to invite. Create a list of individuals committed to change, who 
believe in the focus person, and who would be committed for the long haul. Members can be 
neighbors, family, community members, fellow church goers, or members of clubs. There are no 
limits, but be selective. Invite those people who are willing to take a chance and avoid the people 
who are skeptical or unsure of change. 
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Obtain facilitators. It is best to have at least two facilitators; one to lead discussion and one write 
down the information and do graphics. Interview them as needed to find one that the focus person 
is comfortable using. 

Decide on a location and time.  
Meetings can be held in a home, church, school, library, back yard, conference room, or any big 
meeting space that is available. The day of the week and the time can vary depending upon the 
availability of potential members. Potential times can be immediately after work/school, over the 
dinner hour, or during the weekend. Sometimes Circle members may want to organize a special 
event and go to a park, go bowling, or have a pizza party! It is always good to include some 
refreshments for the meeting: make the meeting as simple or as involved as the focus person 
desires! 

Create and mail invitations to all on invitation list with RSVP date.  
The invitation can be as simple or as complex as the focus person desires. Some circles have included 
the reason for the meeting, in a simple and to the point fashion. 

Decide on an agenda for meeting with facilitator.  
What will be discussed? Do people need to understand a 4 circle of support or to learn more about 
the individual? There are no real rules about agendas, but it should be discussed ahead of time. 

Here is one suggested agenda for an initial circle meeting: 

1. Introduce all circle members. How long has each person known the focus person and how did they 
meet? Other questions that help people get to know one another. 

2. Review the individual’s life as it is now to build a picture and add to existing information. 
3. Clarify ideas about the future. Review obstacles and opportunities, discuss these directions, and 

select a priority. 
4. Record obstacles and opportunities as they arise. 
5. Make commitments for action. 
6. Set the next meeting time and place. 

According to Judith Snow, listening to the dreams of the focus person is the primary function of the 
Circle of Support (PUSH, 2001). 

On the day of the meeting the focus person, facilitator, and “champion” will want to arrive early to 
ensure the room is set up for the circle, which means chairs in a circle or semi-circle. This ensures that 
members of the circle can all see each other during the discussion. This early arrival would also 
provide time for preparation for the meeting by reviewing any questions that will be asked of the 
focus person and to be sure that person has had time to think of or generate the answers. (This 
would be true especially if the person is non-verbal or uses augmentative communication and would 
need time to prepare answers). 

The facilitators would open the meeting and follow the agenda that has been created in a timely 
manner. Most circle meetings are no longer than 2 hours. At the close of the meeting, members may 
leave with assignments that would support the circle’s efforts to support the focus person. 
Examples of what circle members may volunteer to do are: helping someone move into their own 
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home, or helping them to develop more relationships by meeting people in the community, school or 
other community settings. Progress would be reported on at the next meeting which is always set at 
the end of each Circle gathering. That way everyone will know when they will be sharing what they 
learn and it is less cumbersome to plan. 

Once the Circle has been created and the first meeting has happened, it will become easier to 
establish the agendas for future meetings and the number of meetings that will be needed. Some 
circles may initially meet frequently and then taper off, others only meet quarterly and still others 
meet only as needed. It is best to maintain a consistent meeting pattern to ensure quality and keep 
the interest and commitment of the circle members. 

A Circle of Support can create many wonderful relationships and opportunities for individuals with 
disabilities. Real friendships can start and lead to a more fulfilling and rich life. It is never too early or 
never too late to create a Circle of Support. 

 

Examples of Natural Supports Sources: 

Social Networking – Facebook, Twitter, Online chat groups, Blogs 
 
Sports/Work-out – Recreational, School, Gyms, Community Centers, YMCA, Special Olympics 

Religious Communities 

Organized Groups - Scouts, Camp Fire USA, 4H, Kiwanis 

Camps - Special interest topic 
 
Classes - Community college continuing education classes, Community centers classes, Music, Art, 
Dance, Martial Arts, Swimming, Rowing, Climbing, Mountaineering 

Groups - Support group, Social skills group, Hobby group -Interests in similar things (trains, auto 
racing, games, anime, etc…) 

Volunteer- Hospitals, places of worship, community centers, senior citizens centers, food bank, 
museums, zoo, aquarium, animal shelters, The American Red Cross, United Way, The Salvation Army, 
Sierra Club 

Join a cause - Group working toward a goal such as political campaigns, the cleanup of a natural area, 
organic farming, feed-the-hungry, toy drive, food drive, fund-raising, “Share a Card” project, Helping 
others learn to read 

Help neighbors/siblings/family friends – dog-walking, sweeping, running errands, picking up 
newspaper/mail, watering & weeding, mowing, visiting elderly neighbors 
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Additional Reading 

“Are There Really "Natural Supports" for Individuals with Disabilities?” - Survey Monkey 

Results (2011) http://www.ourwebs.info/SurveySummary04252011.pdf  (50 pages of candid 

answers by families on “Natural Supports”) 

Focus on Capacities and Strengths 

http://sandboxproject.ca/nbacl/index.php/part-3-person-centred-and-strengths-based-

planning/item/10-focus-on-capacities-and-strengths 

Creating a Circle of Support 

Indiana Institute on Disability and Community, Indiana’s University Center for Excellence on 

Disabilities 

http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/?pageId=411 

What is a Circle of Support? 

http://www.child-autism-parent-cafe.com/circle.html 

Creating Natural Supports for Those with Autism 

by Chantal Sicile-Kira  

http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-autism-advocate/201301/creating-natural-

supports-those-autism 

How to Develop Natural Supports 

By Department of Developmental Services, Sacramento, CA 

http://www.dds.ca.gov/Publications/docs/Natural_Supports.pdf 

Natural Supports for Social Inclusion 

https://asa.confex.com/asa/2011/webprogram/Session5740.html 

Natural Supports for People with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Grand Valley State University, MI 

http://www.gvsu.edu/cms3/assets/2CF6CA25-D6C6-F19E-

339DC5CD2EB1B543/byfit/peer_to_peer_as_natural_supports_2011-12.pdf 

A Guide to Natural Supports 

http://www.field.org.au/resources/natural_supports/guide_natural_supports.pdf 

 

 

http://www.ourwebs.info/SurveySummary04252011.pdf
http://sandboxproject.ca/nbacl/index.php/part-3-person-centred-and-strengths-based-planning/item/10-focus-on-capacities-and-strengths
http://sandboxproject.ca/nbacl/index.php/part-3-person-centred-and-strengths-based-planning/item/10-focus-on-capacities-and-strengths
http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/?pageId=411
http://www.child-autism-parent-cafe.com/circle.html
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-autism-advocate/201301/creating-natural-supports-those-autism
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-autism-advocate/201301/creating-natural-supports-those-autism
http://www.dds.ca.gov/Publications/docs/Natural_Supports.pdf
https://asa.confex.com/asa/2011/webprogram/Session5740.html
http://www.gvsu.edu/cms3/assets/2CF6CA25-D6C6-F19E-339DC5CD2EB1B543/byfit/peer_to_peer_as_natural_supports_2011-12.pdf
http://www.gvsu.edu/cms3/assets/2CF6CA25-D6C6-F19E-339DC5CD2EB1B543/byfit/peer_to_peer_as_natural_supports_2011-12.pdf
http://www.field.org.au/resources/natural_supports/guide_natural_supports.pdf
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Launching Inclusive Efforts through Community Conversations 

-A practical guide for families, services providers, and communities 

By Waisman Center, University Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities, The 

University of Wisconsin 

http://www.waisman.wisc.edu/naturalsupports/pdfs/Community_Conversation_Guide.pdf 

(A 40-page guide) More info: http://www.waisman.wisc.edu/naturalsupports/resources.php 

 

 

DISCLAIMER:  

The information in this referral List is provided as a courtesy by Seattle Children's Hospital and its 

related organizations. Seattle Children’s Hospital expressly disclaims any representation or warranty, 

express or implied, concerning the accuracy, completeness or fitness for a particular purpose of the 
information. 

Persons accessing this information assume full responsibility for the use of the information and 
understand 

and agree that Children’s is not responsible or liable for any claim, loss, or damage arising 

from the use of the information. Reference to specific services does not constitute or 

imply recommendation or endorsement by Seattle Children’s. 

~~~~~*~~~~~*~~~~~*~~~~~ 

Please keep in mind, your experience navigating resources may differ from what is 

listed in this handout. If you find any of the information provided to be inaccurate 

or out of date please contact Katrina.Davis@seattlechildrens.org 

 

                    

 

 

 

 

http://www.waisman.wisc.edu/naturalsupports/pdfs/Community_Conversation_Guide.pdf
http://www.waisman.wisc.edu/naturalsupports/resources.php
mailto:Katrina.Davis@seattlechildrens.org

