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Anxiety in autistic people
Anxiety is more common in autistic individuals than it is in neurotypical individuals (van Steensel
et al, 2011, Lugnegård et al, 2011). The consensus is that around 50% of autistic people will
experience anxiety that has a significant impact on their everyday lives (Simonoff et al, 2008).
Evidence suggests that when autistic people experience anxiety there may be some aspects of
their experience that are different from anxiety as experienced by non-autistics (Kerns et al,
2014). There are 4 key areas that may especially relate to anxiety for autistic people:





difficulty recognising emotions of self and others
sensory sensitivities
difficulty with uncertainty
performance anxiety

Difficulty recognising emotions of self and others
Research suggests that autistic people may have difficulty recognising their own emotional state
and the emotional reactions of those around them (Maisel et al, 2016). This may mean it can be
more difficult to understand and process feelings of being scared or safe – and of course this in
itself will be scary. It may also result in anxiety in social situations because it is so hard to ‘read’
other people, making the world a more unpredictable place.

Sensory sensitivities
It is well documented that autistic people may have additional sensory processing difficulties,
such as sensitivity with sounds and touch. Feeling like one is being constantly bombarded by
sensory stimuli can be extremely anxiety provoking (Wigham et al, 2015).

Difficulty with uncertainty
For some autistic people, uncertainty can lead to heightened anxiety (Boulter et al 2014). This
uncertainty may interact in important ways with other aspects of anxiety for autistic people. For
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example, having sensory sensitivities and being unsure if you will stumble across these sensory
triggers in new situations may make you less able to manage change or uncertainty (Wigham et
al., 2015). Similarly, having difficulties recognising your own internal state and the emotions of
others will increase the amount of uncertainty in the world (Maisel et al, 2016).

Performance anxiety
Fear of failure can be a significant and anxiety provoking issue for autistic people, and may result
in a reluctance to try new things or complete tasks like homework or job related activities,
unless there can be a guarantee of success. Being unsure about whether you can do things
perfectly can lead to a lot of worry and avoidance, creating a vicious cycle of anxiety (Rodgers et
al, 2016).

Identifying anxiety
Assessments for anxiety are rarely tailored for autistic people and there may be some important
ways in which autistic people respond when they are feeling anxious that may not readily be
recognised as anxiety. For example in our research (Joyce et al 2017) autistic adolescents and
adults have told us that when they are feeling anxious:




they may become more repetitive in their actions
they may spend more time on hobbies and interests
they may become more insistent on routines, perhaps as a way of managing
uncertainty, fear of failure and sensory input.

It is helpful to be aware of these possible changes as they may be an important indicator of a
change in mood and an increase in anxiety.
Researchers have begun to develop assessment methods that are designed for and validated
with autistic people. The Anxiety Scale for Children - ASD (ASC-ASD) is a twenty four item self or
parent report questionnaire validated with autistic children aged 8-16 years, and is free to
download. Research is ongoing to develop a version of the tool for autistic adults and those with
co-occurring intellectual disability.
A more detailed form of assessment is a clinical interview. The gold standard anxiety assessment
for neurotypical children is the Anxiety Disorders Interview Schedule (ADIS), an in-depth semistructured interview undertaken with parents. Work is currently underway by Connor Kerns in
the USA to adapt the ADIS to make it suitable for use with parents of autistic children (Kerns et
al 2014). The ADIS- Autism Spectrum and Developmental Disorders (ADIS-ASDD) is due to be
published in 2018 and will make an important contribution to clinicians’ and researchers’
toolbox.

Treatments for anxiety
Treatments for anxiety, like cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), are recommended and the
evidence for their use is promising. However these approaches may need some adaptations to
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meet the needs and learning styles of autistic people. It may be important to support autistic
people to develop more recognition and understanding of their own emotions before
standardised CBT approaches can begin. This process may be anxiety provoking in itself, and so
techniques like mindfulness may be helpful to some.
From our research we would suggest a focus on reducing anxiety around uncertainty might be
pivotal. A two pronged approach is key here:



reduce uncertainty by ensuring that where possible autistic people know what to expect
reduce anxiety related to uncertainty through very gradual exposure to uncertain
situations, if suitable for the individual.

We have begun to develop approaches which aim to reduce the difficulties that some autistic
people experience with uncertainty (Rodgers et al 2017).
In summary, anxiety is common for autistic people and may have some features that differ from
anxiety experienced by neurotypical people, making it important to seek the type of suitable
and validated assessments mentioned above. In order to recognise anxiety in autistic people we
should also be aware of any meaningful changes in their day to day behaviour or activities.
Techniques like CBT are helpful but may need to be adapted to meet the needs of autistic
people.
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