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It’s okay not to be okay 

 
 
 

By Dorry McLaughlin, Scottish Autism 

 
It’s okay not to be okay. We’ve heard that a lot over the past 9 months and for all of us it’s 
true, but for many autistic people in particular not being ok is a way of life made worse by the 
pandemic. 
 
We have a little saying at Scottish Autism that it took a crisis, a pandemic, to make the powers 
that be see that preventative services do just what they say on the tin - they prevent crises. 
Our teams and people responded to this crisis by working autonomously, making decisions, 
challenging the rigidity of their roles. They transformed before our eyes and with that came 
new and innovative services from an enhanced advice line offering, to the Affinity coaching 
and counselling service, to the opening of new support services. How we go about delivering 
our existing services has also evolved rapidly. Our reach into the autistic community grew 
enormously in ways that meet a more diverse range of needs.  
 
We began a Transformation journey way back in 2019. A journey to give our teams more 
autonomy in flatter, more efficient structures. We recognised that our people drive the 
success of our business from the price we are paid for services to the quality we deliver. Isn’t 
that the same for all social care providers? I don’t necessarily think so. If you truly recognise 
this you will formulate strategy even in these uncertain times around your people, the people 
you lead and the people you support.  
 
At Scottish Autism we provide services across Scotland and our teams are either working from 
home or working on the front line. Never have team work and our colleagues been more 
important to us. The connections we have and the support we give each other have flourished 
and deepened during these difficult times: our people have always found a way to provide 
support and communicate. We have embraced technology as well as provide services in 
different but still meaningful ways.  
 
What has this meant for leadership? It’s meant ‘letting go’ and trusting staff to use their 
judgement within a forever reactive and flexing regulatory environment not to mention the 
ever-shifting abnormal living environment. As leaders we are nurturing a different 
environment and culture to support these changes. It also means recognising and celebrating 
success, innovation and change that has been driven by individuals and teams rather than 
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‘top down’. Resilience has been key as it always is for leaders. Mutual communication and 
keeping in touch with the 1,000 staff who work with us across Scotland has been key. You can 
do so much with MS Teams and Zoom but sometimes a visit in the garden has worked 
wonders for our people as it has for the autistic people who we support.  A thank you card 
through the post shows you care – it’s a kind and thoughtful leader who thinks of their people 
not only during a 121 but all the time. 
 
Sometimes even when we know ‘it’s okay not to be okay’ it’s the little gestures of kindness 
that give our morale a boost and keep us connected. 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
About Scottish Autism 
 
Scottish Autism is the largest provider of autism-specific services in Scotland and a leading 
authority and advocate for good autism practice. Established in 1968 by a small group of 
parents, the organisation has grown considerably and today employs almost 1,000 dedicated 
practitioners working across Scotland to enrich the lives of autistic people. 
We offer a diverse range of services for around 400 autistic people including education, day 
and vocational opportunities, residential, supported living, outreach and specialist transition 
support.  Our reach extends beyond this, with many autistic people, their families and 
professionals benefitting from the support of our Autism Advice Line, One Stop Shop, Training 
and Consultancy service, Right Click (online support programmes), and other family support 
services.  

Find out more: www.scottishautism.org 

 

Join the debate on Twitter @distinctivepeop and LinkedIn  
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