| Give Myself Permission to Need Space

A valid need, not a rejection

Space can be regulation

Needing physical, sensory, social or emotional space can help a neurodivergent nervous system reduce incoming information.
Stepping away may allow sound, touch, conversation, eye contact, decision-making and social monitoring to reduce enough for
processing to catch up.

Being alone does not always mean being lonely
Solitude can be restorative. Some people reconnect more comfortably after time without conversation or observation. The need to
withdraw after work, school, appointments, visitors or social events can reflect recovery rather than dislike of the people involved.

Physical space

You may need more distance between bodies, a separate chair, your own room, an uncrowded route, a place where nobody touches
your belongings, or the freedom to move away without being followed.

Sensory space

Space may mean less noise, dimmer light, fewer smells, no touch, comfortable clothing, headphones, reduced visual clutter or an
environment where you can stim without being watched.

Emotional and conversational space

Sometimes you need time before discussing an argument, answering a question, receiving advice or deciding what you feel. Being
pushed to explain immediately can increase overload and make communication less clear.

Space is not punishment
There is a difference between taking space to regulate and deliberately withdrawing to control or punish another person. A clear
phrase such as 'l need quiet; | will reconnect when | can' can help others understand the intention when communication is available.

You can need people and space

Attachment and autonomy can coexist. You can love somebody and still not want touch. You can enjoy company and still need to
leave. You can care deeply and still require silence.

Distance can sometimes be what allows connection to become possible again.
The kind of space | need most often:

People sometimes misunderstand this as:
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Recognising when | need space earlier

Before irritation becomes overload
Body signals

Jaw tension, restless legs, skin crawling, headache, heat, tight chest, fatigue, flinching from touch, wanting to hide or an urgent need
to move away can all be signs that proximity or input is becoming too much.

Communication signs
You may become blunt, repeat yourself, stop responding, lose words, feel irritated by questions or find ordinary conversation
intrusive. These can be signs to reduce interaction rather than push harder to appear sociable.

Social capacity signs
Monitoring faces and tone becomes exhausting; eye contact becomes harder; humour or implied meaning takes more effort; you
begin counting down until you can leave; every new person or conversation feels like another demand.

Sensory signs
Another person's perfume, movement, chewing, television, overlapping speech, touch or proximity may suddenly feel magnified. The
environment may not have changed — your remaining capacity may have.

Emotional signs
Resentment can build when you repeatedly override a need for privacy or alone time. Irritability does not always mean a relationship
is wrong; sometimes the nervous system needs less access and more recovery.

SPACE CHECK WHAT I NOTICE

My body

Sound / light / touch

Conversation

People / proximity

Decision-making

My mood

What | need earlier

If I notice these signs, my earliest useful action is:
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Asking for space without over-explaining

Practical language for home, work and relationships

Short phrases
‘I need some space.' * 'Quiet please.' « 'Please don't touch me.' « 'l need to be alone.' ¢ 'l can't talk about this yet." « 'l need a break
from questions." « 'I'll come back when I'm ready.'

At home

‘I need half an hour without conversation when | get in.' « 'Please knock before coming into my room." « 'l want to sit with you, but |
don't want to be touched.' « 'l need separate quiet time before we talk about the day.'

At work or education

‘I need a quieter place to concentrate.' » ‘Can | have this discussion after a short break?" 'l process better when instructions are
written." ¢ '| need to step away from the shared space for a few minutes.'

During conflict

Space can prevent an overloaded conversation from escalating. Try: 'l care about resolving this, but | cannot process it properly right
now. | need to pause and come back.' Where possible, give a realistic reconnection point without promising a time you cannot
manage.

Touch boundaries

You can decline a hug, handshake, shoulder touch or physical closeness. 'Please don't touch me' does not need to be softened into
permission. Consent can change from one day or moment to another.

When someone follows or keeps asking

Repeated questions can turn a regulation break into further overload. A stronger boundary may be: 'l have told you | need space.
Please stop following me. | will initiate the conversation when | can.’

When another person needs reassurance

You can reassure without abandoning your need: 'This isn't me leaving the relationship. My nervous system needs quiet. | will
reconnect.' The amount of reassurance you can provide will depend on your capacity and the relationship.

My easiest phrase:

What | want people to do after | ask for space:
What | want them NOT to do:
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GIVE ME SPACE PAGE

For everything you need people to stop doing

BACK UP
QUIET PLEASE
DON'T TOUCH ME
STOP ASKING QUESTIONS
| NEED TO BE ALONE
LET ME HAVE SPACE

This is the deliberate expression space. Write the things you are tired of tolerating. Scribble over the noise. Draw a boundary around
yourself. Repeat the words you need people to hear. It does not have to be polite or organised, and you do not have to show it to
anyone.

WHAT | NEED EVERYONE TO STOP DOING

I need less:
I need more:
My space would feel safer if:
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Creating space before crisis point

Practical adjustments and reconnection

Build space into the day

Waiting until overload means the need is already urgent. Small protected gaps — quiet travel, lunch alone, a closed door,
headphones, reduced conversation after work, time before visitors or recovery after appointments — can prevent the need becoming
extreme.

Create a low-demand place
A useful space does not need to look therapeutic. It may be a bedroom, parked car, garden chair, corner, bathroom, office, walking
route or simply headphones and no conversation. The important feature is reduced demand.

Protect transitions
Moving from work to home, socialising to sleep, school to family life or one appointment to another can require decompression. Treat
transition time as part of the activity rather than empty space available for another task.

Parallel presence
Sometimes you want connection without interaction: being in the same room while doing separate things, messaging rather than
talking, watching something together without conversation, or sitting nearby without touch.

Reconnecting after space
You may return gradually. A simple 'I'm here, but | still need quiet' can bridge the gap. Returning does not mean you are ready for
every postponed conversation immediately.

Relationships need different amounts of space
One person may regulate through closeness while another regulates through distance. Neither need is automatically wrong.
Planning how to pause and reconnect can reduce the likelihood that space is interpreted as abandonment or closeness as pressure.

If space is not respected
Persistent unwanted touch, following, blocking exits, demanding access, monitoring, intimidation or refusing privacy can become a
safety issue rather than merely a communication difference. Appropriate support may be needed.

A regular space break | could protect:
My best low-demand environment:
How | prefer to reconnect:
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My space plan + a message from me

Making the need visible before | have to fight for it

MY SPACE PLAN DETAILS

Early signs

Where | can go

Sensory supports

Touch boundaries

Words | can use

People who understand

What should wait

How | will reconnect

A message from me

If you need space, that does not mean you are rejecting everybody around you. Sometimes distance is exactly what allows your
nervous system to settle enough for you to reconnect as yourself rather than continuing to perform through overload.

You are allowed to want quiet. You are allowed not to be touched. You are allowed to close a door, leave a conversation, sit
separately or need time before you know what you want to say. Your need for space does not have to make perfect sense to another
person before it matters.

You may have spent years overriding this need because you worried about appearing rude, antisocial or difficult. Learning to notice it
earlier can be an act of self-understanding. It can also make relationships clearer because the people around you can learn that
space is part of regulation, not necessarily a withdrawal of care.

Sometimes giving yourself space is how you make room to come back.

Books and further reading

Luke Beardon — Avoiding Anxiety in Autistic Adults. Devon Price — Unmasking Autism. Barry M. Prizant with Tom Fields-Meyer —
Uniquely Human. These offer useful context around autistic experience, masking, sensory needs, anxiety and supportive
environments.

Evidence-informed sources

NICE CG142: Autism spectrum disorder in adults: diagnosis and management. NICE CG170: Autism spectrum disorder in under
19s: support and management. National Autistic Society resources on sensory differences, communication, masking and autistic
wellbeing.

Important
This guide is educational and supportive rather than individual clinical or legal advice. If requests for privacy, physical space or
freedom from unwanted touch are repeatedly ignored in a coercive or unsafe relationship, specialist support may be appropriate.
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