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1. Introduction

Mental health is a vital part of our overall wellbeing. For autistic adults and young
people, maintaining good mental health can be especially challenging due to a
range of social, sensory, and emotional factors that are often misunderstood or
overlooked.

This guide is designed to help families, carers, professionals, and autistic
individuals themselves to better understand mental health in the context of autism.
Whether you're seeking guidance for day-to-day support or looking to understand
when and how to access professional help, this booklet offers practical advice,
clear information, and useful resources.

We know that autistic people may
experience higher rates of anxiety,
depression, and other mental health
conditions—often without timely
diagnosis or appropriate support. What
may look like ‘bad behaviour’,
‘withdrawal’, or ‘lack of motivation’ is

0 ) - often the result of overwhelming stress,
sensory overload, or social exhaustion.

By increasing understanding and offering
informed support, we can help create
environments where autistic individuals
feel safe, valued, and able to thrive.

This booklet covers:
e The connection between autism and mental health
e Common signs of mental distress in autistic people
e Everyday strategies to support emotional wellbeing
e How to access and advocate for the right help
e Autism-affirming approaches to mental health support

Mental health challenges are not a sign of failure or weakness—they are signals that
support is needed. With the right understanding and care, autistic people can lead
fulfilling and emotionally healthy lives.



oz. Understanding Autism and
Mental Headlth

Autism is a neurodevelopmental difference that affects how a person experiences
the world around them. It can influence how someone communicates, processes
sensory information, forms relationships, and responds to their environment.
While autism is not a mental health condition, autistic people are more likely to
experience mental health challenges throughout their lives.

Common Co-occurring Mental Health Conditions

Autistic individuals may experience a range of mental health conditions, including:
e Anxiety disorders - including generalised anxiety, social anxiety, and phobias
e Depression - often linked to isolation, low self-esteem, or chronic stress
¢ Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) - sometimes misinterpreted as autistic
routines
e Eating disorders - which may be linked to sensory sensitivities or a need for
control
e Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) - particularly where trauma, bullying, or
unmet needs have occurred
These conditions may develop as a response to the daily challenges autistic people
face, including sensory overload, social demands, and feeling misunderstood or
unsupported.

Different Presentations

Mental health conditions often present differently in autistic people. For example:
e Anxiety may show as increased stimming, withdrawal, or shutdowns
e Depression may present as loss of interest in routines, difficulty engaging in
communication, or changes in self-care
e Emotional distress might lead to meltdowns or apparent aggression, often
misunderstood as ‘challenging behaviour’

It's important not to assume that these signs are ‘just part of being autistic.’
Mental health challenges deserve to be recognised and supported, not dismissed
or masked.




Masking and Camouflaging

Masking—also known as camouflaging—is when an autistic person consciously or
unconsciously hides their natural behaviours, feelings, or difficulties in order to
blend in or avoid negative attention. This might include:

e Forcing eye contact when it feels uncomfortable

e Copying others’ social behaviour or speech patterns

e Hiding stimming (repetitive movements or sounds)

® Suppressing emotions such as anxiety or frustration

* Rehearsing conversations or scripting responses in advance

e Mimicking facial expressions, humour, or tone of voice
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Masking can help an autistic person feel accepted or avoid conflict, especially in
settings like school, work, or social situations. However, it often leads to significant
emotional strain.

Many autistic people report feeling like they're constantly “performing” to meet
neurotypical expectations. Over time, this can result in:
e Exhaustion and burnout
Heightened anxiety or panic attacks
Low self-esteem or identity confusion
* Depression or suicidal thoughts
Delayed diagnosis or misdiagnosis

It’'s important to recognise that just because someone appears to be coping
doesn’t mean they are. Masking is a survival strategy, not a sign that someone’s
needs have gone away.

Reducing the Need to Mask
Creating safe, accepting environments allows autistic people to be their authentic
selves without fear of judgement or pressure to conform. This includes:
e Respecting communication preferences
e Accepting stimming and other self-regulation behaviours
e Avoiding forced eye contact or social expectations
* Encouraging expression of needs without fear of
rejection
e Listening without assuming
By understanding masking and its impact,
we can offer more compassionate, effective
support and reduce the long-term toll on
mental health.




<\.'-5. Recognising Mental Health
Challenges

Recognising mental health difficulties in autistic adults and young people can be
complex. Many signs of distress may differ from what is typically seen in non-
autistic individuals, and behaviours may be wrongly attributed to autism rather than
underlying emotional struggles.

Early recognition is crucial. With the right understanding and support, mental health
needs can be identified before they escalate into crisis.

How Mental Health Challenges May Present

Autistic people may show mental health difficulties in ways that are often
misunderstood. These may include:
¢ Increased meltdowns or shutdowns - often a response to stress, anxiety, or
overwhelm
e Changes in routine or interests - a sudden loss of enjoyment in special
interests or changes to established routines
e Withdrawal or isolation - becoming quieter, avoiding social interaction, or
spending long periods alone
e Changes in sleep or eating patterns - difficulty falling asleep, waking
frequently, or changes in appetite
¢ Reduced self-care - such as not washing, brushing teeth, or changing clothes
¢ Increased masking or people-pleasing - trying harder to appear “okay” while
feeling overwhelmed inside
e Self-injurious behaviours - including head-banging, skin-picking, or
scratching, often used to manage emotional pain
* Regression in skills - a loss of previously developed communication, social, or
daily living skills under stress




Shutdowns, Meltdowns, and Burnout

It's important to understand the difference between common autistic experiences
and indicators of distress:

Meltdowns are intense emotional or sensory reactions that can include crying,
shouting, hitting, or lashing out. They are not tantrums—they are expressions of
extreme overwhelm.

Shutdowns are a quieter form of distress. A person may become non-verbal,
physically still, or withdrawn. They may struggle to respond even if they appear
calm on the surface.

Autistic burnout is a state of extreme physical, emotional, and mental
exhaustion caused by prolonged stress, masking, and unmet needs. It can take
weeks or months to recover.

These are not behavioural problems—they are signs that someone is overwhelmed
and needs support, not punishment.

Why Challenges Are Often Missed

Autistic individuals may not recognise or be able to communicate their
emotions

Professionals may misinterpret signs as "just autism"

Some autistic people are very good at masking, even when in crisis
There may be a lack of understanding around autistic mental health in
mainstream services

Families, carers, and professionals should trust their instincts. If something feels
“off” or different, it’s worth exploring further—even if the person can’t explain
what’s wrong.




4. Contributing Factors

Autistic adults and young people often experience mental health difficulties not
because of their autism itself, but because of the world around them. A range of
external and internal stressors can contribute to poor mental health, especially
when support and understanding are lacking.

Environmental Stressors

Autistic people may be more sensitive to certain environments, particularly when:
e There is a lack of routine or predictability - sudden changes or uncertainty
can cause anxiety
e Sensory input is overwhelming - loud noises, bright lights, strong smells, or
crowded spaces can lead to overload
* Demands are too high - unrealistic expectations at school, work, or home can
lead to stress and burnout
e The environment is socially demanding - constant social interaction or
pressure to fit in can be exhausting
.
Without adjustments to reduce these stressors, autistic individuals may live in a
state of constant anxiety or discomfort.

Life Transitions and Changes

Autistic people may find transitions particularly difficult, even when they are
expected or positive. These include:

e Starting a new school, college, or job

e Moving house or changes in living arrangements
e Puberty or hormonal changes

e Leaving education or moving into adulthood

* Loss or bereavement

Without support, these transitions can lead to confusion, fear, or a feeling of being
out of control, all of which impact mental wellbeing.
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Social Isolation and Rejection

Autistic individuals often experience:

e Bullying or peer rejection in school or the workplace
Difficulty making or maintaining friendships
Exclusion from community or social opportunities
Lack of acceptance from peers or family
Fear of being ‘different’ or judged

This can lead to loneliness, low self-esteem, and social anxiety. Repeated negative
experiences can result in a strong fear of rejection and increased withdrawal from
social interaction.

Masking and Identity Struggles

As discussed in Section 2, many autistic people feel they must hide their true selves
to be accepted. Over time, this can lead to:

e Emotional exhaustion and burnout

Confusion about one’s identity

Low self-worth or feelings of inadequacy

A belief that they must change who they are to be liked

These internal struggles can significantly impact mental health, particularly if the
individual is unsupported or misunderstood.




‘\5 } Trauma and Negative Experiences

Autistic people are more likely to have experienced trauma, including:

e Physical or emotional abuse

e Medical or diagnostic trauma

e Being restrained, excluded, or punished for autistic behaviours

e Misunderstanding by professionals or systems

e Experiences of discrimination or being denied appropriate support

Trauma can have a long-lasting impact, especially if the person is not given tools to
process and recover from it.




5. Supporting Positive Mental
Health

Promoting good mental health is not just about responding to crises—it's about
creating a supportive environment that nurtures confidence, self-expression, and
emotional safety. With the right strategies and understanding, autistic people can
thrive and build long-term resilience.

Build Predictability and Routine

Autistic individuals often find comfort in routines and knowing what to expect.
Support good mental health by:

Establishing daily routines with clear, visual timetables if needed

* Providing advance notice of changes wherever possible

e Using countdowns, timers, or social stories to prepare for transitions

* Encouraging structured downtime to prevent overwhelm

.
Consistency can reduce anxiety and help someone feel more in control of their
environment.

Create a Low-Demand Environment

Too many demands—whether social, academic, or emotional—can lead to stress
and burnout. Try to:

Reduce unnecessary instructions or interruptions
Offer choices instead of commands

Allow time for processing and decision-making
Respect non-verbal cues or signals of stress

Meeting someone where they are, rather than pushing them to conform, creates
space for emotional safety.



Support Sensory Needs

Sensory differences play a major role in mental wellbeing. Some people seek out
sensory input (sensory seeking), while others are easily overwhelmed (sensory
avoidant). Support might include:

e Providing access to sensory tools (e.g. noise-cancelling headphones, fidget

items)
e Allowing for movement breaks or quiet time

e Adapting lighting, sound, or clothing to suit
individual preferences
* Recognising early signs of sensory
overload and stepping in with support _
o | Y
. .

\ /
-

Encourage Special Interests and Passions

Respecting sensory needs reduces stress
and builds trust.

Special interests are not just hobbies—they are a source of joy, identity, and calm
for many autistic people. You can support mental health by:

e Encouraging time for special interests without judgment
Using interests as a way to connect, teach, or self-soothe
Allowing individuals to express themselves in the way that feels natural to them

Embracing passions builds confidence, resilience, and self-esteem.

Foster Autistic Identity and Self-Acceptance

Feeling accepted and valued is essential to mental wellbeing. Help nurture a strong
sense of identity by:

e Using positive language around autism

e Encouraging connection with autistic peers and role models
Validating feelings and experiences without trying to "fix" the person
Supporting self-advocacy and the right to say “no”

When autistic people are free to be themselves, mental health improves naturally.
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Supporting the mental health of autistic people involves everyday strategies that
reduce stress, promote emotional regulation, and provide safe ways to express
feelings. These tools can be used at home, in schools, workplaces, or community
settings to build trust and help autistic individuals feel more secure and understood.

. Practical Strategies for Support

Emotional Regulation Tools

Autistic people may struggle to recognise, understand, or express emotions. Support can
include:
« Emotion charts or visual feelings scales - to help identify and label emotions
« Zones of Regulation - a colour-coded system for recognising states like calm, anxious,
or angry
« Calm-down kits - with sensory items such as weighted blankets, stress balls, or
textured objects
* Access to a safe space - somewhere quiet and familiar to retreat to when
overwhelmed
« Time-out by choice, not punishment - allowing space to recover without shame or
consequence
These strategies should always be person-centred and adapted based on individual
preferences and needs.

Supportive Communication Approaches

Communication differences are a key part of autism. Support may include:

« Visual supports - such as picture cards, schedules, or written instructions
» Use of simple, clear language - avoiding metaphors, sarcasm, or vague terms
« Allowing extra time to respond - processing can take longer; patience makes a big

difference

» Using alternative communication methods - like AAC devices, sign language, typing,
or drawing

» Avoiding pressure to speak or make eye contact - focus on connection, not
conformity

Communication should be respectful, supportive, and at the individual's pace.




Validation and Empathy

Mental health support starts with believing and listening. This includes:

Validating feelings - even if the reaction seems out of proportion, the emotion is real
Avoiding “fixing” or minimising - phrases like “don’t worry” or “you’re overreacting”
can cause harm

Letting the person lead - ask what they need, rather than assuming

Using affirming statements - such as “That sounds really hard. I'm here for you.”

Compassion builds trust and gives individuals permission to feel and process safely.

Supporting Through Overload, Meltdowns, and Shutdowns

During moments of emotional or sensory overload, autistic individuals may experience
meltdowns or shutdowns. These are not behavioural issues—they are signs of distress and
an overwhelmed nervous system. The focus should be on helping the person feel safe, not
on stopping the behaviour.

Helpful strategies include:

Stay calm and predictable - use a gentle tone, keep your body language neutral, and
stay nearby if safe to do so

Reduce sensory input - dim lights, lower noise levels, and remove overwhelming
stimuli where possible

Avoid physical contact unless explicitly welcomed - touch can increase distress
during a meltdown

Reduce verbal input - keep speech minimal and avoid giving multiple instructions or
asking questions. Simple, quiet reassurance is more helpful than trying to talk through
the situation

Allow time and space - don't rush them to recover or insist on conversation before
they're ready

Offer silent or visual comfort - such as placing a familiar item nearby or guiding them
gently to a quiet space




c\7. Seeking Help and Professional
Support

Supporting mental health sometimes requires more than everyday strategies.
Autistic people may benefit from professional input, especially when difficulties
become overwhelming or persistent. Knowing when and how to seek help is key.

When to Seek Help

If an autistic adult or young person is showing signs of ongoing distress—such as
frequent meltdowns, withdrawal, changes in appetite or sleep, or a loss of interest in
everyday life—it may be time to seek professional support. This is especially
important if they are struggling with self-care, expressing feelings of hopelessness,
or experiencing suicidal thoughts.

You don’t need to wait for a crisis. Early support can prevent problems from
becoming more serious.

Accessing Support Through the NHS

In the UK, the first step is usually to contact your GP. They can refer:
e Children and young people to CAMHS (Child and Adolescent Mental Health
Services)
e Adults to Adult Mental Health Services

It’s helpful to bring notes about what has changed, how long the difficulties have
lasted, and how these challenges are affecting daily life.

Appointments can be stressful for autistic people, so it's important to ask for any
necessary reasonable adjustments, such as longer appointments, written
communication, or quieter waiting areas.




Barriers to Support

Many autistic people find that mainstream mental health services are not designed
with their needs in mind. Common difficulties include:

e Environments that are noisy or overstimulating

Clinicians who lack autism understanding

¢ An over-reliance on verbal communication

Misinterpreting autistic traits as part of a mental health condition or vice versa

These barriers can delay diagnosis, lead to
incorrect treatments, or cause distress.
Recognising this allows families, carers, and
autistic individuals to better prepare and advocate
for appropriate care.

The Importance of Advocacy ‘ .

Advocates—whether a family member, support
worker, friend, or professional can help explain the
individual’s needs, ensure they're heard, and support
them through the referral and treatment process.
Don’t be afraid to ask questions, challenge
decisions, or request different professionals if
needed. Advocacy is often essential in securing the
right help.

Support in a Crisis

If someone is in immediate danger or at risk of harming themselves or others, seek
urgent help by calling 999 or attending A&E.
Other crisis support options include:

e NHS 111 - for mental health crisis teams
¢ Samaritans (116 123) - a free, 24/7 emotional support line
e SHOUT (text SHOUT to 85258) - a free, confidential text support service

Where possible, create a crisis plan ahead of time. This can include the person's
preferred calming strategies, emergency contacts, and how they would like to be
supported during high-stress moments.




8. Autism-Aligned Mental Health
Approaches

Not all mental health support is created equally. Autistic people often need
approaches that are adapted to their unique way of thinking, feeling, and
experiencing the world. Standard therapies may not always be effective or can even
cause harm if they are not tailored appropriately.

Autism-aligned mental health support respects neurodiversity, builds trust, and
focuses on individual needs rather than trying to make someone appear "less
autistic".

What Makes Support Autism-Affirming?

Autism-affirming support acknowledges that being autistic is not a problem to be
fixed. Instead, it focuses on:

* Reducing stress and sensory overwhelm

e Validating the person’s experiences and identity

e Encouraging self-expression, not conformity

e Making communication and interaction comfortable and accessible

e Empowering the individual to understand and advocate for their needs

The goal is to support mental health with autism in mind—not despite it.

Adapted Therapeutic Approaches

Many traditional therapies can be helpful if adapted to suit autistic needs. Some
examples include:

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) can support anxiety or depression, but it
works best when sessions are structured, visual, and adjusted to respect literal
thinking styles. CBT may need to focus more on managing external stressors than
changing internal thought patterns.

Mindfulness and relaxation techniques can help with emotional regulation.
However, they should be offered in a sensory-aware way—some individuals may find
deep breathing or guided meditation uncomfortable or triggering.

Counselling or talking therapy may be helpful, especially if the therapist
understands autism and uses flexible communication approaches. Not all autistic
people want to talk about feelings directly, so sessions may involve creative tools,
activities, or time to build trust.



Trauma-Informed and Sensory-Aware Practice

Autistic people may have experienced trauma differently, including trauma from
being misunderstood, excluded, restrained, or forced to mask their behaviour. A
trauma-informed approach acknowledges this and avoids retraumatising the
individual.

Good practice includes:
e Taking sensory sensitivities seriously
Offering control and choice wherever possible
Avoiding confrontation or pressure to make eye contact or talk
Understanding that "challenging behaviour" is often distressed communication

Autism-Specific and Peer-Led Services

Some areas offer autism-specific mental health services, which may include:
e Specialist autism therapists
e Neurodiversity-affirming clinics or counselling centres
e Services co-designed by autistic people
* Peer support groups, where autistic individuals support one another

Connecting with other autistic people can reduce isolation, increase confidence,
and create safe spaces where no one has to mask.

Choosing the Right Professional

Whenever possible, seek professionals with experience in autism and mental health.

You can ask:
e Have you worked with autistic clients before?
e What adjustments can you make during sessions?
e Do you use an autism-affirming approach?

The right therapist or practitioner will be open to adapting their practice and
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learning from the individual themselves.
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. Supporting Families and Carers

Caring for an autistic person who is struggling with their mental health can be
challenging, emotional, and, at times, overwhelming. Families and carers play a vital
role in providing day-to-day support, but they also need care, understanding, and
practical tools themselves.

Looking After Your Own Wellbeing

It's easy to put your own needs last when you're focused on supporting someone
else. However, burnout, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion are common among
carers. Looking after your own wellbeing is not selfish, it’'s essential. Take time to
rest when you can, talk to others who understand, and seek support when you need
it.

Carer support groups, counselling, and online forums can all provide connection,
reassurance, and practical advice. Even small breaks can make a big difference to
your mental and emotional resilience.

Offering Calm, Consistent Support

Your approach can significantly affect how an autistic person feels. Try to:
e Remain calm and predictable
e Avoid reacting with frustration or judgement

Offer reassurance rather than solutions

Use low-demand communication

Provide space when needed, without withdrawing support

Being a consistent, understanding presence can help someone feel safe—even in
moments of distress.




Working with Professionals

As a carer, you may need to advocate for the autistic person across healthcare,
education, or social care systems. This may involve attending appointments, chasing
referrals, or ensuring that reasonable adjustments are in place. Keeping a record of
communications, behaviours, and support needs can help.

If your voice isn’t being heard, consider involving a formal advocate or support
organisation.

Understanding Your Rights

Carers and families are entitled to support in their own right. This includes:

e Carer’'s Assessments through social services

e Parent Carer Needs Assessments (for those caring for a disabled child)
e Financial support such as Carer’s Allowance

e Access to breaks, training, and support groups

e Involvement in care planning, if the individual consents

Knowing your rights helps you to access the tools and services needed to continue
supporting effectively.




10. Resources and Further Support

There is no one-size-fits-all solution for mental health, but many organisations offer
helpful information, tools, and direct support.

National Services

e National Autistic Society (www.autism.org.uk) - information, advice, and
helplines

¢ Mind (www.mind.org.uk) - mental health support and resources

* YoungMinds (www.youngminds.org.uk) - support for young people and parents

e Samaritans (116 123) - 24/7 emotional support for anyone in distress

e SHOUT (Text SHOUT to 85258) - free, confidential mental health text support

Local Support

e Local autism charities, support groups, and peer-led communities
e Autism-specific counselling or therapy services
* Your GP surgery, NHS mental health teams, or social care services

ASD Helping Hands Services

e Autism awareness training

e 1:1 support and advice sessions

Carer and family support

Information workshops and resources

e Visit www.asdhelpinghands.org.uk for more.

Mental health is deeply personal, and for autistic people, it is shaped by how the
world responds to their needs. With greater understanding, calm support, and
autism-affirming care, autistic adults and young people can feel safe, accepted, and
empowered to live full, meaningful lives.

This booklet is just the start. By learning more, listening carefully, and offering
compassionate support, we can all be part of building a world where autistic mental
health is recognised, respected, and supported every day.

Remember: no one should face mental health challenges alone. Help is out there,
and you don’t have to wait for a crisis to seek it.


http://www.autism.org.uk/
http://www.mind.org.uk/
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/
http://www.asdhelpinghands.org.uk/
http://www.asdhelpinghands.org.uk/
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Our Mission

"‘Empowering autistic individuals and those around them, ASD
Helping Hands is dedicated to fostering confidence, independence,
and inclusion at every stage of life. We provide guidance,
education, and resources to help individuals, families, and
professionals navigate autism with knowledge and empowerment.

We champion the rights of autistic people, striving to create a more
inclusive society while ensuring our services remain accessible,
reliable, and built on trust.”

www.asdhelpinghands.org.uk
contact@asdhelpinghands.org.uk
01362 685860

Charity Number: 1175729



