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Background 
 

In 2022, Inclusion North was commissioned by the Integrated Care Board to support 

the development of peer support across the North East and North Cumbria for 

autistic adults. The focus was on building community capacity and support people to 

support each other before, during and after diagnosis. The idea was to create a 

small non-recurrent pot of funding for small local community groups to bid for, to 

put the ability in their hands to create user-led support systems. This is also known 

as a Small Sparks grant scheme. This is where a panel of people review applications 

from groups for small grants. These grants help groups take their interesting and 

unique ideas around a specific theme to the next level. 

This Small Sparks Peer Support Grant Scheme was designed to support groups of 

citizens or organisations who care about developing peer networks or peer 

connections in the areas they are based. Inclusion North reached out to autism-

focused organisations within the region to share the application for the small sparks 

grants. The initial deadline for applications was extended to allow more groups to 

apply.  

Inclusion North dealt with the administration, finances and project support for this 

Small Sparks programme as well as monitoring impact. 

This project was part of a wider piece of work which also led to: 

• an Autism Peer Research project led by Your Voice Counts, and 

• an academic research paper exploring how to improve talking therapies for 

autistic people led by Cumbria, Northumberland, Tyne & Wear NHS 

Foundation Trust and several universities. 

 

 

The Process 
 

From a pot of £30,000, small grants of between £3,000 and £5,000 were available. 

Groups could apply if they had an idea and a plan of how they would: 

• start a peer support network, or 

• grow an already existing peer support network.  

We wanted the application process to be simple and accessible. Applicants were 

invited to answer the following questions in writing, by video or audio: 

1. Who is involved in planning and implementing your proposal? 

2. What are you looking to achieve? 

3. What is your plan for delivering your project? 
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4. How will you engage with people you don’t know and who may be isolated? 

5. How much money are you asking for and how will this be spent? 

A panel of people from the steering group reviewed the applications. Decisions on 

who received grants were based on autistic people developing and leading the 

project, the project having a good plan with clear outcomes, and the project 

outlining how to reach people they currently weren’t connected to. It was also 

important for applicants to have a clear budget. The panel were particularly 

interested in how groups planned to reach people who are most isolated in their 

communities. This might be because of where they lived, living on a low-income, 

lack of emotional support and health/mental health issues amongst other reasons.  

Initially the plan had been for funds to be spent by December 2023 with groups 

writing final updates and reports in January 2024. However, by November 2023 

Inclusion North still had £10,000 available for grantees so this was extended for the 

final groups receiving a small sparks grant. 

In total, 6 groups were offered grants: Autism in Mind, Triple A Project, Autism 

Better Together, MAIN, Autism Matters and SpLinter Group. 

 

 

Project sharing event 
 

On 15th March 2024 all of the funded groups came together in a project sharing 

event held at One Strawberry Lane, Newcastle. This was a chance for everyone to 

hear from each other about how they used the Small Sparks grant and how their 

projects went. Everyone also had a chance to give feedback on the grant 

programme as well as think about what support peer networks need in the future. 

On the day, 23 people attended. The event began with a networking lunch so that 

the peer support networks had a chance to meet and get to know each a bit more. 

Members of the steering group were also invited to attend. Unfortunately, two of the 

six groups had to drop out last minute due to staff sickness, but Inclusion North 

provided an update on those projects to those present instead. 
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What was clear from the day was how important the Small Sparks grants had been 

for each of the groups involved as it meant they were able to offer peer support to 

more autistic people in their areas. Groups talked about people feeling more 

connected, less alone or isolated, and having the opportunity to explore difficult 

parts of their experiences with other people. 

 

 

During the event we asked people the following questions: 

 

How has the Small Sparks funding helped you? 

“Gave autistic people a voice.” 

“Gave us a new space to talk, explore new ideas & get to know ourselves better 

through a fun medium that wouldn’t have been available otherwise.” 

“Provide more accessible social/craft activities.” 

“It will help us grow and reach more autistic people.” 

 

Why was it important for you to be involved? 

“As I am an autistic person and mother of 2 autistic children and I know how 

isolating coping alone is.” 

“Being autistic led it was beneficial on a personal level, alongside the clients, to 

have the space and time to discuss such difficult topics like masking.” 
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Going Forward 
 

At the end of the project sharing event, groups explored what autism peer support 

networks in the region need going forward. Here were some of the discussion 

points: 

• A Network of networks: groups like those involved in this project need 

chances to talk together more. This helps with sharing experiences, 

offering and receiving support, and learning together. 

• Thinking about competition in a different way so that groups can work 

together more. 

• Genuine co-design with system providers like the ICB, NHS and local 

authorities to make sure autistic people are at the heart of decisions that 

affect them. 

• Shifting the power base so that those at the grassroots have more say and 

influence over decisions and community development.    
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Projects 
 

 

 

 

Autism In Mind (AIM) 

 

Between April 2023 – Sep 2023, AIM explored masking with participants and how it 

may be impacting on their wellbeing. Masking is a complex coping mechanism which 

hides a person’s true self. AIM supported over 50 autistic adults who access services 

across Sunderland and South Tyneside to explore masking over 12 sessions.  

The autistic people taking part in the project were supported by two AIM autistic 

employees. Autistic employees had supervision, preparation time and 

regulation/reflection time as part of their support with delivery of this project. They 

were support by two members of support staff. 

The project allowed an opportunity for autistic adults to demonstrate, through the 

power of creativity, their inner selves. They described what it truly means to be 

autistic and how they feel about their authentic selves. Peer-led discussions and 

support in the production of artwork (crochet, knitting, handmade jewellery, 

ceramics, writing, music etc) enabled them to acknowledge personal achievement 

and resilience.  

The project benefited autistic people by bringing them together in a safe space, to 

work collaboratively on a project which was meaningful to them and encouraged 

social engagement. Participants have ended the project with a strong visual 

reminder of the discussions. But perhaps more importantly, the adults who took part 

have formed lasting connections and friendships as a result of the time spent 

together exploring a complex topic. 

The Small Sparks grant helped AIM to build connections with South Tyneside 

Museum and Washington Arts Centre, both of whom agreed to provide a space to 

exhibit the masks. The museum used the ‘Behind the Mask’ exhibition to engage 

with local children and adults and to support them to understand what masking 

means.  

In the future, masks and boards will be loaned out to groups and organisations for 

projects.  

AIM said: “We have learnt that autistic adults need to talk to one and other about 

masking and the impact that it has on their lives. Many have commented that the 

https://autisminmind.com/
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sessions were as much like therapy sessions as art sessions. It has been an absolute 

privilege to be a part of this project.” 

 

“I am so pleased that I participated in the masking project. I had 

been depressed for month and involving myself in this project has 

been just what I needed. I feel so much lighter. Being part of such 

a brilliant group of people has really lifted my spirits.” 

 

“I've masked my entire life and I guess I've done really well 

with it as no one realised I was autistic when I was growing up, 

and most people still don't unless I tell them myself. Because of 

this project I know that I am not alone, and that other have 

been masking all of their lives too.” 
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Autism Matters  

 

Autism Matters used this grant (along with match-funding) to start a podcast run by 

autistic adults, with an autistic host and autistic guest speakers from around the 

country and the globe in collaboration. Its aim was to create a community 

connection for autistic people, no matter where they lived. 

Autistic people were involved at every step of the planning, hosting and delivery of 

this project. Autism matters spoke to a podcast expert, Anna Parker Naples, who 

offered practical support and a free starter kit. Autism Matters also engaged with an 

editor in the USA who now edits and produces the podcast episodes from the 

recordings. 

 

 

 

The target audience of the podcast was autistic adults, and the subjects discussed 

during these podcasts were all from their ideas, and interests. Initially these were 

gathered from Autism Matter’s autistic members, and then from the feedback from 

the podcast audience. Some topics include: 

• The autistic human rights movement 

• The neurodiversity agenda and the equality agenda 

• Enabling parents and support workers to understand autism from people who 

are autistic 

https://autism-matters.co.uk/
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This autism specific podcast has proven to be relevant and topical, and engaging to 

its audience. The advice, tips and connections created has resonated with people 

locally, nationally and globally. The podcast has been downloaded 590 times across 

26 countries and has around 270 daily downloads. 

The podcast was expected to consist of 28 episodes and run January 2023 – 

December 2023. However, due to capacity, Autism Matters reduced their output to 

12 episodes. It was finally launched in May 2023 after overcoming some issues with 

sound quality. To deal with these, Autism Matters fundraised for a special 

soundproof sensory booth called a Cube, which has also provided new quiet and 

confidential space for the team. Other expenditure went on sound equipment, 

subscriptions to podcast platforms, software, microphones and recording equipment. 

Autism Matters produced a blog as part of its monitoring of the podcast. Posted on 

its website, it catalogues some of the areas of learning, successes and mistakes 

made. On the back of the podcast it also created an online private Facebook 

community for autistic adults to join. There will be a further 12 episodes for a 

summer launch. 

 

“Thanks to Small Sparks our lockdown idea of creating a community 

connection by delivering a podcast came true. We were delighted to 

be funded, and soon realised what we set out to achieve could be so 

much bigger and better than we imagined.” 
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Waffling On (SpLinter Group)  

 

Waffling On set up a peer support network between January and December 2023. 

They wanted to support neurodivergent young adults in Northumberland to have a 

say together about things affecting them, and to support each other. Waffling On 

intended to reach out to isolated autistic people who were not involved in any 

current groups or activities. 

After an initial meeting, the group named themselves SNAPS (SpLinter’s 

Northumberland Adult Peer Support), and worked alongside Northumberland Parent 

Carer Forum, Inclusion North and Complex Connexions to spread the network. 

SNAPS was shaped and driven by the autistic young adults that made up the group.  

SNAPS also oversaw work in three neurodivergent-friendly information hubs, in 

Alnwick, Hexham and Cramlington. Funding was matched through the Health 

Inequalities Fund as part of a collaborative bid with Adapt NE, Complex Connections 

and Northern Butterflies. 

As part of their work, SNAPS: 

• Ran info hub development workshops. 

• Had representatives attending the Autism Strategy Group, the 

Northumberland Learning Disability Partnership Board and the NENC ICB 

Autism Citizenship / Lived Experience Group events to share their views and 

let them know about the project. 

• Attended a national self-advocacy networking event in Birmingham where 

they shared information about their project and learnt how to make networks 

work well. 

They now have a group of 15-20 people from all parts of Northumberland, with lived 

experience, who will be meeting regularly to develop the peer network and the Info 

Hubs project. The plan is to employ someone from the group, alongside a co-

worker, to run the hubs. 

Moving forward, they have applied for more funding to make the Info Hubs teams 

stronger. They are developing a website to together with logos to support this.  

  

https://www.wafflingon.uk/
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Triple A Project 

 

Triple A Project already runs a late diagnosis group on the west coast of Cumbria 

which it wanted to build upon. It used its Small Sparks grant to start 3 new peer 

support groups: another late diagnosis group, a women’s group and an online 

women’s group in Cumbria. A variety of individuals attend the groups who have 

learnt from each other, supported each other, developed their social skills and 

boosted their mental wellbeing. Some got involved through Triple A’s existing 

Positive Pals group, some were new to the organisation. A project worker 

approached people who fit the criteria for the groups to build trusting working 

relationships so they felt comfortable to attend. 

The late diagnosis group focused on people age 40+ who have been diagnosed later 

in life. It supported 8 adults to meet others, reducing loneliness and isolation as well 

as linking to other providers who can help with other age-related complexities such 

as the memory clinic. It ran fortnightly starting from January 2023. It is attended by 

the same people each session so they have all became comfortable enough with 

each other to share experiences and talk about their thoughts/feelings. They support 

each other and have found comfort in knowing that there are others who have/had 

similar issues to them. 

The women’s groups, open to any autistic female, created a safe space to talk about 

specific impacts of being autistic and female. They both ran regularly throughout 

2023 and were co-run by peer volunteers. The online session has been a success. It 

is well attended by regulars, with people saying that they find the group useful to 

have as an outlet and to discuss what’s important to them. Towards the end of the 

project timeframe, one of the members stepped up to run the sessions and wanted 

to take on more responsibility. Lots of resources have also been shared within the 

online group including books, podcasts and films to provide information on autism. 

One particular challenge has been the lack of attendance to in-person women’s 

group. This is partly because Triple A Project has mostly male members. The few 

that have attended are already part of other mixed groups run by the organisation. 

To deal with this challenge, Triple A decided that it would be a more efficient use of 

funding to change this group to a non-gender specific arts and craft group instead to 

reach more members. This relaxed group is more effective, especially for those 

struggling with anxiety in social settings who would be otherwise isolated from social 

groups. It provides non-demanding interactions between members and gives a 

chance for members to be around others with similar interests with a meaningful 

activity to focus on.  

https://tripleaproject.org.uk/
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Autism Better Together 

 

Autism Better Together is one of the groups who received its grant in early 2024. It 

is a newly constituted group who want to develop the good parts starting to emerge 

from its regular peer support meetings in North Tyneside. All of the management 

committee have some form of lived experience of neuro-divergence. With the grant, 

it will be developing its existing peer support sessions held in Wallsend and 

Longbenton, as well as develop further peer support groups in other North Tyneside 

venues, so many more people with autism can access free peer support. 

Over the next year, Autism Better Together aims to grow the awareness of its group 

and encourage even more people to come along to meetings. A proper consultation 

(supported by VODA) with existing and potential new members will be carried out to 

understand what kind of activities and further support people would find most 

useful. 

A large awareness raising event will be held to encourage new members and 

understand the needs of local people more. Autism Better Together will also carry 

out a through consultation to make sure what is provided is what’s wanted by 

members. 

Autism Better Together will put together an easily maintained website with 

information on planned activities and a meetings diary so more people can find out 

about the group and join in. 

 

 

 

“As I am an autistic person and mother of 2 autistic children and I 

know how isolating coping alone is.” 

 

  

https://www.facebook.com/BetterTogetherAutism/
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MAIN 

 

MAIN is the other organisation to receive its grant in early 2024. It already offers a 

wide range of support services to autistic individuals, learning disabilities and or 

complex needs, and their families in Durham and Teesside supports children 5 years 

into adulthood, with sessions either on a one-to-one basis or in a group setting.  

With its Small Sparks grant, MAIN will run 12 sessions at its Middlesbrough drop-in 

facility over 6 months. This will bring together other professionals around a pop-up 

table, from Job Centre Plus, to social care, to recruitment specialists.   

Each session will have a themed outcome based around what the groups want this 

may include topics such as: 

• Shared experiences - getting to know each other, talking through lived 

experiences, creating a sense of community, and understanding. 

• Self-care strategies – managing stress, understanding triggers, identifying 

coping strategies. 

• Transition planning – new stages within their lives, moving home, starting 

work, leaving education, relationships and being safe. 

MAIN will also purchase a range of sensory equipment, toys, teaching aides and 

games that will be offered on a loan out basis to families of SEN children. Families 

can then have a trial period in which to see if their child likes the equipment, before 

committing to purchasing. 

 

 

“MAIN, receives requests daily from individuals living in the 

Teesside area who are desperate for support, help and advice.”  

https://iammain.org.uk/

