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What is Autism?
Autism is a natural variation in human neurology that shapes how
autistic people perceive and interact with the world. Autistic individuals
experience unique sensory, social, and communication dynamics,
contributing to the rich diversity of human experience. Autism is a
spectrum, meaning the characteristics and support needs of autistic
people can vary widely.

Using the social model of disability, we understand that autism itself is
not a deficit or disorder. Instead, the challenges faced by autistic
individuals often arise from societal barriers and a lack of
understanding or accommodation. By fostering a more inclusive society,
we can reduce these barriers and empower autistic people to thrive.

Autistic people have their own ways of processing information, which
can include hyper-focus on interests, innovative thinking, and deep
sensory experiences. These differences should be recognized and
valued as part of the diverse tapestry of human life.

Together for Neurodiversity champions a neuro-affirming perspective,
celebrating the strengths and unique perspectives of autistic people.
We advocate for acceptance, understanding, and the removal of
societal barriers to create a world where all neurodivergent individuals
can live fulfilling lives.



Autism is often misunderstood as something simple, like being 'a little
bit autistic' or 'very autistic'. However, autism is much more complex
than that, and it's important to look beyond these common
misconceptions to truly understand what it means.

Autism isn't a straightforward scale. A person is either autistic or not
autistic; there's no such thing as being 'a little bit autistic'. This makes
statements like 'we're all on the spectrum somewhere' or 'everyone is a
little bit autistic' inaccurate. It is true however that some traits linked to
autism can also be seen in other conditions and are part of normal
human behaviour.

Contrary to popular belief, the autistic spectrum does not look like this:

The Autistic Spectrum



Instead of thinking about autism as a straight line, it's more helpful to
imagine it as an altogether messier multi-dimensional chart, or Venn
diagram. Each circle on this chart represents a different area, such as
social skills, communication, sensory experiences, and how a person
manages daily tasks. The larger a circle, the stronger that trait is in the
person and the more overlap there is with another circle, the more the
two traits or characteristics will interact with each other.

The autistic spectrum actually looks more like this:

The Autistic Spectrum

By analysing these overlaps, we create a visual representation that
much better illustrates a person's individual autism profile. This leads to
a person-centred approach when supporting an autistic individual and
helps us see that every autistic person is different, with their own set of
strengths and challenges.



Autistic people have a range of characteristics and traits, some of which are listed
and explained below. It is important to remember that each autistic person is
unique and that not every individual will present with the same characteristics
and traits.

Communication Differences

Delayed Language Development

Some autistic individuals have delayed language development. This often
manifests in the form of slower acquisition and usage of spoken language
compared to non-autistic peers. This delay can present as a difficulty in initiating
or responding to verbal communication, limited vocabulary, challenges in
understanding and using grammar and atypical speech patterns such as
echolalia or repetitive speech.

While the severity and timing of language delays vary widely among autistic
individuals, they can significantly impact social interactions, academic progress
and daily functioning. Early intervention, specialised speech therapy,
augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) methods and supportive
environments tailored to individual needs play crucial roles in addressing and
accommodating delayed language development in autistic individuals,
empowering them to communicate effectively and participate fully in their
communities.

Traits and Characteristics



Advanced Language / Hyperlexia

Advanced language development and hyperlexia are distinctive characteristics
sometimes observed in autistic individuals. Hyperlexia refers to a precocious
ability to read at an early age, often before the age of five, despite limited or
delayed language acquisition in other areas. Advanced language development
and hyperlexia are distinctive characteristics sometimes observed in autistic
individuals. Hyperlexia refers to a precocious ability to read at an early age, often
before the age of five, despite limited or delayed language acquisition in other
areas. This trait is characterised by a fascination with letters, numbers and words,
along with exceptional decoding skills.

While hyperlexic individuals may demonstrate remarkable reading abilities, their
comprehension and pragmatic language skills may vary, leading to challenges in
social communication and interaction. Despite these challenges, their advanced
language development and hyperlexia can serve as strengths, providing
opportunities for alternative modes of communication and learning, and
highlighting the diverse cognitive profiles within autistic individuals.

cholalia

Echolalia is a common characteristic observed in autistic individuals,
characterised by the repetition of words, phrases or noises spoken by others. This
phenomenon can manifest in immediate or delayed echolalia, where individuals
may repeat what they hear either immediately after hearing it or at a later time.
Echolalia serves various functions for autistic individuals, including
communication, self-soothing and processing language. While it may appear
repetitive or unusual to outsiders, echolalia often reflects an individual’s attempt
to understand and engage with their environment.

In some autistic individuals, echolalia is internalised, and the individual will repeat
words, phrases or noises in their mind. Understanding and respecting echolalia
can foster effective communication strategies and promote a supportive and
inclusive environment for individuals with autism

Traits and Characteristics



Difficulties Using Pronouns

Autistic individuals may have trouble using pronouns, often preferring to refer to
themselves or others by their names or specific nouns rather than using
pronouns like he, she, or they. This characteristic can stem from challenges in
understanding and navigating social nuances, including the subtle cues and
conventions associated with pronoun usage. For some autistic individuals,
pronouns may feel ambiguous or abstract, making them less intuitive to use in
communication.

Additionally, the rigid adherence to rules or patterns in language processing
commonly seen in autism may contribute to a preference for concrete and explicit
forms of reference. Understanding and accommodating this trait can foster
clearer communication and help create inclusive environments that respect
individual differences in language expression and comprehension.

Literal Understanding

Autism is characterised by a unique cognitive style that often involves difficulty
with literal understanding. Autistic individuals may struggle to grasp abstract or
figurative language, instead interpreting communication in a strictly literal
manner.

This means that expressions, idioms, metaphors and sarcasm can be challenging
to comprehend, leading to misunderstandings in social interactions and everyday
communication. For example, phrases like "raining cats and dogs" or "breaking
the ice" may be taken at face value rather than understood as symbolic
representations.

As a result, clear and direct communication is essential when interacting with
individuals with autism, as it helps mitigate confusion and promotes effective
understanding.
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Preference for Concrete Language

Autistic individuals often exhibit a preference for using concrete language
such as "She has a fever and a headache today". instead of "She’s feeling
under the weather today". This trait reflects the cognitive processing style
commonly associated with autism, where abstract or ambiguous language
may pose challenges in comprehension. Instead, individuals with autism
often thrive when communication is clear, specific and devoid of figurative
language or subtle nuances.

This preference for concrete language can significantly impact various
aspects of daily life, including social interactions, learning and problem-
solving. By understanding and accommodating this characteristic,
communication partners can facilitate more effective and meaningful
interactions with autistic people, promoting mutual understanding and
successful communication exchanges.

Autistic Communication Style

The communication differences described above can lead to challenges
when autistic and non-autistic people communicate. The autistic
communication style however n lead to effective communication between
autistic individuals.

Traits and Characteristics



Difficulties With Non-verbal Communication

Eye Contact

Autistic individuals often encounter challenges with maintaining eye contact, a
nuanced aspect of social interaction that carries significant weight in interpersonal
communication. While the stereotype often portrays avoidance of eye contact as a
defining feature, it’s crucial to recognise that the presentation varies widely among
individuals. In some cases, highly masked individuals may appear to engage in typical
levels of eye contact, yet their experience differs internally.

Unlike their neurotypical peers, autistic individuals may grapple with a heightened
consciousness surrounding eye contact, navigating it more as a learned behaviour than
an instinctual social cue. Put simply, some individuals may seem to make appropriate
eye contact, but they are consciously aware of every time they make eye contact. This
heightened awareness can result in discomfort or a sense of disconnect during
interactions, as they must consciously regulate their gaze, which can be mentally
taxing and detract from their ability to fully engage in social exchanges.

Facial Expressions

Autistic individuals often encounter challenges in interpreting and responding to facial
expressions, a core aspect of social communication. Difficulty in recognising and
understanding facial cues can hinder their ability to grasp others’ emotions and
intentions accurately. For many individuals, decoding subtle shifts in facial expressions,
such as fleeting micro expressions or nuanced changes in tone, can be overwhelming
or confusing. Consequently, this struggle may lead to difficulties in forming and
maintaining social connections, as facial expressions serve as crucial nonverbal cues
for empathy, rapport and social reciprocity.

Despite these challenges, autistic individuals may develop alternative strategies, such
as relying on explicit verbal communication or learned rules, to navigate social
interactions. Understanding these difficulties is key to fostering empathy and creating
inclusive environments that support autistic people in their social interactions.
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Tone Of Voice

Autistic individuals often struggle with interpreting and understanding tone of
voice, which plays a crucial role in communication and social interaction.
Difficulty in discerning subtle changes in pitch, volume and intonation can lead to
challenges in accurately perceiving emotions and intentions conveyed through
speech. As a result, autistic individuals may misinterpret the meaning behind
spoken words, missing cues related to sarcasm, humour or emotional nuances.

This struggle with tone of voice can impact their ability to engage in effective
verbal communication, comprehend social cues and navigate interpersonal
interactions, contributing to difficulties in building and maintaining relationships.
Additionally, these challenges may lead to feelings of frustration, isolation and
anxiety in social situations.

Understanding and accommodating these differences in tone perception is
essential for creating supportive environments that promote effective
communication and social inclusion for autistic people.

Body Language

Autistic individuals often struggle with interpreting and understanding body language, which
plays a crucial role in social interaction and communication. Difficulty in deciphering non-
verbal cues such as facial expressions, gestures and tone of voice can make it challenging for
them to grasp the emotions, intentions and subtle nuances conveyed by others. This can lead
to misunderstandings, social awkwardness and feelings of isolation.

Additionally, autistic individuals may also find it challenging to regulate their own body
language effectively, leading to difficulties in expressing their own emotions and intentions in
ways that are easily understood by neurotypical individuals. These struggles with body
language comprehension and expression are a key characteristic of autism and highlight the
importance of tailored support and understanding in promoting effective communication and
social interaction for autistic individuals.
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Use Of Gestures

Autistic individuals often struggle with the use and interpretation of gestures,
which are a fundamental aspect of nonverbal communication. Gestures such as
pointing, waving or making facial expressions play a crucial role in conveying
meaning, emotions and social cues in everyday interactions.
For autistic individuals however, understanding and using gestures can be
challenging due to differences in social communication and sensory processing.
They may have difficulty interpreting the subtle nuances and context-dependent
nature of gestures, leading to misunderstandings or misinterpretations in social
situations.

Likewise, autistic individuals may find it challenging to initiate or reciprocate
gestures appropriately, which can affect their ability to establish and maintain
social connections. These difficulties with gestures are often accompanied by a
preference for more direct and concrete forms of communication, such as verbal
language or visual aids, in order to navigate social interactions effectively.

Stimming / Repetitive Behaviours

Stimming, short for self-stimulatory behaviour, refers to repetitive movements,
sounds or actions often seen in autistic individuals. These behaviours serve
various purposes, such as regulating sensory input, relieving anxiety, expressing
excitement or simply providing comfort. Stimming behaviours can include hand-
flapping, rocking, spinning objects, vocalizations or repeating phrases.
While stimming is a natural and often comforting behaviour for many autistic
individuals, it can sometimes be misunderstood or stigmatised by those
unfamiliar with autism. It's important to recognise that stimming is a valid and
individualised aspect of autism, and understanding and accepting it is crucial for
supporting autistic individuals in their daily lives.
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Intense Interests

Intense interests, often referred to as 'special interests', are a common
characteristic among autistic individuals. These interests typically involve a deep
and focused fascination with specific topics, hobbies or activities. What sets
intense interests in autism apart is the level of dedication and enthusiasm
individuals exhibit towards their chosen subjects. These interests can vary
widely, ranging from trains and dinosaurs to mathematics, music or computer
programming.

For many autistic people, these intense interests serve as a source of joy, comfort
and engagement, providing a sense of predictability and control in a world that
may otherwise feel overwhelming. Embracing and supporting these interests can
not only bring fulfilment to autistics but also serve as a pathway for learning, skill
development and social connection.

Sensory Differences

Sensory differences are a hallmark characteristic of autism, encompassing a
wide range of atypical responses to sensory stimuli. Autistic individuals may
experience heightened sensitivity, where ordinary sounds, lights, textures or
smells can feel overwhelming or distressing.

Conversely, some individuals may demonstrate sensory seeking behaviours,
actively seeking out certain sensations for comfort or stimulation. Additionally,
others may exhibit sensory difficulties in processing and integrating sensory
information, leading to challenges in regulating their responses to the
environment.

These sensory differences can impact daily functioning, social interactions and
emotional wellbeing, highlighting the importance of understanding and
accommodating sensory needs for autistic people.
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Transition Difficulties

Autistic individuals often experience challenges with transitions, which can
manifest in various aspects of daily life. Transition difficulties may arise when
shifting from one activity to another, moving between environments or facing
unexpected changes in routines. These challenges can stem from sensory
sensitivities, difficulty with abstract thinking and a preference for predictability
and sameness.

Transitions may evoke feelings of anxiety, overwhelm or confusion, leading to
meltdowns or shutdowns in some cases. It’s important to recognise that
transition difficulties are a valid aspect of the autistic experience and may require
understanding, patience and appropriate support strategies to help individuals
navigate these transitions successfully.

Need for Routine

Another characteristic commonly observed in autistic individuals is the need for
routine. Establishing and adhering to routines can provide a sense of
predictability, stability and comfort in a world that may often feel overwhelming
due to sensory sensitivities and difficulties with change. Routine offers a
structured framework within which individuals can navigate daily activities and
transitions more smoothly, reducing anxiety and promoting a sense of control
over their environment.

Consistency in routines can also enhance learning, communication and social
interaction skills by providing familiar contexts for engagement. Recognising and
respecting the importance of routine in the lives of autistic individuals is essential
for supporting their overall well-being and fostering a sense of empowerment
and autonomy.

Traits and Characteristics



Skill Proficiency / Savant Skills

Skill proficiency and savant skills are often noteworthy characteristics within the
autistic community. Skill proficiency refers to areas where individuals excel and
demonstrate expertise, such as mathematics, music, art or memorization.
Meanwhile, savant skills represent an extraordinary ability or talent that
surpasses typical levels, showcasing remarkable capabilities in specific domains.

These skills can vary widely among autistic individuals, highlighting the diverse
talents and strengths within the community. While not all autistic people possess
savant abilities, skill proficiency and savant skills illustrate the unique cognitive
profiles and talents that contribute to the richness and diversity of the autistic
experience. Embracing and celebrating these talents is an essential aspect of
understanding and appreciating autism.

Preference for Solitary Activity

Autistic individuals often display a preference for solitary activities, which is a
characteristic commonly associated with autism. This inclination towards solitary
pursuits stems from a variety of factors, including sensory sensitivities, difficulty
with social interactions and a need for predictability and routine.

Engaging in solitary activities allows autistic individuals to regulate their sensory
experiences in environments they can control, reducing the overwhelming
sensory input they may encounter in social settings.

Additionally, solitary activities provide a sense of comfort and security, enabling
individuals to pursue their interests and passions without the pressure of social
expectations or the need to navigate complex social dynamics. While some may
perceive this preference as isolation or withdrawal, it is essential to recognise
that for many autistic individuals, solitary activities are a source of enjoyment,
fulfilment and self-expression.
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Friendship Difficulties

Autistic individuals may experience unique challenges in forming and
maintaining friendships due to differences in social communication and
interaction styles. These challenges often stem from difficulties in understanding
social cues, interpreting nonverbal signals and navigating the complexities of
social relationships.

For many autistic people, the unwritten rules of social interaction can be
confusing and overwhelming, leading to feelings of isolation or exclusion.
Additionally, sensory sensitivities and intense interests may influence their
preferences for social activities and interactions, making it challenging to find
common ground with peers. Despite these obstacles, autistic individuals often
possess genuine empathy, loyalty and honesty in their relationships, seeking
meaningful connections based on shared interests and understanding. By
recognising and respecting these differences, building inclusive environments
and providing support for social skills development, we can foster more
understanding and supportive friendships for autistic individuals.

Social Anxiety

Autistic social anxiety often manifests as an intense fear or discomfort in social
situations, stemming from challenges with understanding social cues, norms and
expectations. Autistic individuals may struggle with interpreting facial
expressions, body language and tone of voice, making social interactions
confusing and overwhelming. This difficulty in social communication can lead to
heightened anxiety, avoidance of social gatherings and feelings of isolation.

Autistic individuals may also experience anxiety related to sensory sensitivities,
such as loud noises, bright lights or crowded spaces, which can exacerbate their
discomfort in social environments. It’s important to recognize that autistic social
anxiety is not a choice or a character flaw but a common aspect of the
neurodevelopmental condition, and providing understanding and support is
essential in helping autistic individuals navigate social interactions with greater
comfort and confidence.

Traits and Characteristics



Masking

Autistic masking, also known as camouflaging, refers to the process by which
autistic individuals mimic or suppress their autistic traits and behaviours in social
situations to fit in or appear more 'neurotypical' (non-autistic). This masking often
involves imitating social cues, mimicking expressions and suppressing stimming
behaviours or special interests to conform to societal norms.

While masking can help individuals navigate social interactions and avoid
stigma, it can also be exhausting and detrimental to their mental health, leading
to feelings of anxiety, stress and identity confusion.

Autistic masking may result in difficulties in self-expression and authentic
communication, as individuals may struggle to express their true thoughts,
emotions and needs while maintaining their masked persona.

It is important to recognise and support autistic individuals in embracing their
authentic selves and advocating for environments that value neurodiversity and
acceptance.

Empathy Differences

Empathy, often misunderstood in the context of autism, is a deeply ingrained
aspect of autistic identity. Contrary to the myth that autistics lack empathy, many
individuals on the spectrum experience empathy in profound and unique ways.
While some may struggle with recognising and expressing emotions in
conventional ways, others exhibit hyper empathy, wherein they intensely feel the
emotions of those around them.

This heightened sensitivity to others’ feelings can lead to a profound
understanding and connection with others, challenging the misconception that
empathy is absent in autistic individuals. It’s important to recognise and
celebrate the diverse manifestations of empathy within the autistic community,
debunking harmful stereotypes and fostering greater understanding and
acceptance.

Traits and Characteristics



Executive Functioning Difficulties

Executive functioning difficulties are a common aspect of autism, impacting
individuals' ability to plan, organize, prioritise and regulate their thoughts and
actions. Autistic individuals often experience challenges in areas such as time
management, decision-making, impulse control and working memory.

These difficulties can manifest in various ways, such as struggling to start or
complete tasks, difficulty with multitasking or feeling overwhelmed by changes in
routine. Additionally, autistic people may find it challenging to transition between
activities or manage their emotions in response to unexpected events.

While executive functioning difficulties vary from person to person, they can
significantly impact daily functioning and may require tailored support strategies
to promote independence and success.

Need for Autonomy

Autistic individuals often have a strong need for autonomy, which is a
fundamental aspect of their identity. This desire for independence stems from a
deep-rooted sense of self-awareness and a unique way of processing the world.
Autistic people may express autonomy by seeking control over their environment,
routines and decision-making processes.

This need for autonomy is not a sign of defiance or stubbornness but rather a
natural inclination to navigate the world on their own terms. Autistic individuals
thrive when given the freedom to express their preferences, interests and
strengths, allowing them to develop a sense of agency and self-confidence.
Embracing and respecting this need for autonomy is essential in fostering a
supportive and inclusive environment that honours the diverse experiences and
perspectives of autistic individuals.

Traits and Characteristics



Strong Sense of Justice

Autistic individuals often exhibit a strong sense of justice, driven by a deeply held
belief in fairness and equality. This characteristic stems from their acute
sensitivity to discrepancies between what is perceived as right and wrong.
With a keen eye for detail and a commitment to principles, autistic individuals are
often uncompromising in their pursuit of justice, advocating for themselves and
others with unwavering determination. Their adherence to moral values and
dedication to truth make them formidable allies in the fight against injustice, as
they bring a unique perspective and a fervent dedication to creating a more
equitable world for all.

Monotropic Attention

Autistic individuals often exhibit a unique attention style known as monotropic
attention. This characteristic refers to the intense focus and concentration on one
particular task, interest or sensory input at a time, to the exclusion of other
stimuli.

In the context of monotropic attention, autistic individuals may become deeply
engrossed in their areas of interest, displaying remarkable attention to detail and
a preference for routine and predictability. Put simply, whereas neurotypical
individuals would distribute their attention between tasks and so could easily
switch tasks, autistic individuals tend to devote almost all of their available
attention to the task at hand which can make multitasking, switching attention
and interruptions difficult.

This attention style can manifest across various activities, from passionate
pursuits like trains or dinosaurs to meticulous organisational habits or specific
sensory preferences. Embracing and understanding monotropic attention as a
core aspect of autistic identity can foster appreciation for the diverse ways in
which autistic individuals engage with the world around them.
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Detail Oriented

Autistic individuals often exhibit a characteristic trait of being detail-oriented,
which means they possess a keen ability to notice and focus on small details in
their environment or tasks. This tendency allows autistic people to perceive
nuances and intricacies that others might overlook, contributing to their unique
perspective and insights. Rather than viewing the world in broad strokes, autistic
individuals tend to see the small details first before piecing together the bigger
picture.

This attention to detail can be advantageous in various contexts, such as
problem-solving, creative endeavours and analytical thinking. Its essential
however to recognise that this trait varies, and not all autistic people may exhibit
the same level of detail orientation. Embracing and understanding this aspect of
autism can foster appreciation for the diverse ways in which individuals perceive
and interact with the world.

Self-Injurious Behaviours

Self-injurious behaviour, a common trait among autistic individuals, refers to
actions that result in physical harm or injury to oneself. This behaviour can
manifest in various forms, such as head-banging, biting, scratching or hitting
oneself.

While the reasons behind self-injurious behaviour can vary greatly from person
to person, it is often associated with difficulties in regulating emotions, sensory
sensitivities, communication challenges or frustration with the surrounding
environment.

It's important to recognize that self-injurious behaviour is not a defining
characteristic of autism, but rather a complex behaviour that may occur in
response to a range of factors. Understanding and addressing the underlying
triggers and providing appropriate support and interventions are essential in
helping individuals manage and cope with this challenging aspect of autism.

Traits and Characteristics



Delayed Motor Movement

Autistic individuals may experience challenges in the development and
coordination of their motor skills, such as walking, running or fine motor tasks like
writing or buttoning clothing. This delay in motor development can manifest in
various ways, ranging from difficulties with balance and coordination to slower
reaction times and clumsiness. These challenges may impact an individual’s
ability to participate in physical activities or daily tasks that require precise motor
control.

It’s important to recognise that delayed motor movement is a spectrum, and
while some autistic individuals may experience significant difficulties, others may
only exhibit mild delays. Understanding and supporting individuals with delayed
motor movement is crucial for promoting their independence and overall well-
being.

Drawn to Water

Autistic individuals often exhibit a strong attraction to water, a trait that can be
attributed to sensory seeking behaviour and a fascination with the sensory
properties of water. The calming sound of flowing water, the tactile sensation of
splashing and the visual allure of shimmering surfaces can provide comfort and
stimulation for many autistic people.

This attraction to water however can also pose significant dangers, as
individuals may be drawn to bodies of water without fully understanding the
risks involved. Drowning is a leading cause of accidental death among autistic
individuals, highlighting the importance of water safety education and
supervision.

It is crucial for caregivers and communities to recognise and address this trait by
implementing appropriate safety measures, such as teaching water safety skills,
using barriers and alarms around bodies of water, and closely supervising
individuals with a propensity for wandering or fascination with water.

Traits and Characteristics



Meltdowns

Autistic individuals may experience meltdowns, which are intense responses to
overwhelming sensory, emotional or environmental stimuli. These meltdowns are
not tantrums or deliberate behaviours but are instead involuntary reactions to
sensory overload, stress or change. During a meltdown, an autistic person may
become overwhelmed by their surroundings or emotions, leading to a loss of
control over their behaviour and communication. This can manifest in various
ways, such as crying, screaming, rocking, or withdrawing. It’s crucial to
understand that meltdowns are a natural response for autistic individuals and
not a sign of intentional misbehaviour.

Providing support, understanding and creating a calming environment can help
mitigate meltdowns and support the emotional wellbeing of autistic individuals.

Shutdowns

Autistic individuals may experience shutdowns, a common trait characterised by
a sudden and overwhelming withdrawal from social interaction and
communication. During a shutdown, sensory overload, emotional overwhelm or
stress can trigger a temporary shutdown of cognitive processing and outward
expression. This may manifest as the individual becoming non-responsive,
withdrawn or appearing disconnected from their surroundings.

Shutdowns are not a choice or a behaviour, but rather a natural response to
sensory and emotional overload, often serving as a coping mechanism to
regulate stimulation and restore equilibrium.

It's important to recognise that shutdowns are part of the diverse spectrum of
autistic experiences and may vary in intensity and duration from person to
person. Supporting autistic individuals during shutdowns involves providing a
calm and understanding environment, respecting their need for space and
sensory regulation and offering patience and reassurance as they navigate their
emotions and sensory experiences.
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Autism is a complex neurodevelopmental condition with no single known cause.
Instead, current research suggests that autism arises from a combination of genetic,
environmental, and possibly other unknown factors. These elements interact in
intricate ways, contributing to the wide spectrum of characteristics associated with
autism.

Genetic Factors

Genetics play a pivotal role in the development of autism. Extensive research,
including studies on twins and families, has demonstrated that autism can run in
families, indicating a hereditary component. Scientists have identified hundreds of
genes linked to autism, though no single gene is solely responsible. These genetic
variations may influence brain development, neural connectivity, and other
neurological functions, leading to the diverse presentations of autism. For example,
some genes may affect how neurons in the brain communicate with each other,
impacting areas like social interaction, communication, and behaviour. Other genetic
factors may influence how the brain develops during early stages of life, which
could contribute to the sensory sensitivities and repetitive behaviours often seen in
autistic individuals. It's important to understand that genetic factors do not
guarantee that a person will be autistic but rather increase the likelihood,
particularly when combined with other factors.

Environmental Influences

In addition to genetics, environmental factors are believed to play a significant role
in the development of autism. These factors can range from conditions during
pregnancy to early life experiences. Some of the prenatal and perinatal factors that
have been associated with an increased risk of autism include advanced parental
age, maternal infections during pregnancy, exposure to certain chemicals or
medications, and complications during birth, such as low birth weight or oxygen
deprivation. These environmental influences may interact with a genetic
predisposition to increase the likelihood of autism, although they do not directly
cause it on their own. For example, if a mother is exposed to certain viral infections
or environmental toxins during pregnancy, it may affect the developing brain of the
foetus, particularly if the child already has a genetic susceptibility to autism.
Similarly, complications during birth that affect brain oxygen levels could potentially
contribute to the development of autism in a genetically predisposed child.

Origins of Autism



The Role of Epigenetics and Other Factors

Beyond genetics and traditional environmental factors, emerging research is
exploring the role of epigenetics in autism. Epigenetics refers to changes in gene
expression that do not involve alterations to the DNA sequence itself. These
changes can be influenced by environmental factors and may play a role in how
genetic predispositions to autism are expressed.

Additionally, researchers are investigating the potential impact of the gut-brain
connection, immune system functioning, and even the microbiome on autism.
While these areas are still under study, they offer promising insights into the
multifactorial nature of autism.

Conclusion: A Holistic Perspective on Autism’s Origins

Understanding the causes of autism requires a holistic approach that considers
the interplay between genetics, environmental influences, and other potential
factors. While much has been learned, the exact mechanisms that lead to autism
remain complex and multifaceted.

Recognising that autism results from a combination of influences helps to move
away from oversimplified explanations and supports a more nuanced
understanding of the condition. This knowledge is crucial for guiding future
research, improving early diagnosis, and developing more personalized
approaches to support autistic individuals and their families. As research
continues to evolve, it brings us closer to unravelling the mysteries of autism and
enhancing the lives of autistic individuals.
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Early Observations

The history of autism dates back centuries, although the understanding of the
condition has evolved significantly over time. In the early 20th century,
researchers began to document behaviours and traits that we now recognise as
indicative of autism.

One notable early observation was made by Swiss psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler in
1911. He coined the term “autism” to describe a state of self-absorption and
withdrawal from social interaction, often seen in individuals with schizophrenia.

Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger

The modern understanding of autism was shaped by the pioneering work of two
clinicians in the 20th century: Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger.

In 1943, Leo Kanner, an Austrian American psychiatrist, published a
groundbreaking paper describing a group of children who displayed a “markedly
autistic aloneness.” This marked the first clinical description of what we now
know as autism. Kanner’s work helped establish autism as a distinct
developmental disorder.

Around the same time, Hans Asperger, an Austrian paediatrician, was
independently studying a similar group of children who exhibited social
difficulties and repetitive behaviours. Asperger’s research, published in 1944,
highlighted what later became known as Asperger’s syndrome, a subtype of
autism characterised by average to above-average intelligence and difficulties
with social interaction.

History of Autism



Evolution of the Diagnostic Criteria

Throughout the latter half of the 20th century, the diagnostic criteria for autism
continued to evolve. In 1980, autism was officially recognised as a distinct
diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III),
published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA). Subsequent revisions
of the DSM refined and expanded the diagnostic criteria, leading to a better
understanding of the spectrum of autistic traits and behaviours.

Recognition and Advocacy

As awareness of autism grew, so did efforts to advocate for the rights and
inclusion of autistic individuals. Parent-led advocacy groups, such as the
National Autistic Society (NAS) in the UK, played a crucial role in raising
awareness, providing support, and advocating for better services and
accommodations for autistic individuals and their families.

Neurodiversity Movement

In recent years, the neurodiversity movement has gained momentum, advocating
for the acceptance and celebration of neurological differences, including autism.
This movement promotes the idea that neurodiversity is a natural and valuable
aspect of human diversity, challenging the notion that autism is solely a disorder
to be cured or fixed.

Conclusion

The history of autism is a testament to the resilience, diversity, and complexity of
the human experience. From early observations to modern understandings, the
journey of autism has been marked by progress, challenges, and triumphs. By
embracing neurodiversity and fostering acceptance, we can create a more
inclusive society where autistic individuals are valued for their unique
perspectives and contributions.
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Language shapes the way we understand and talk about neurodiversity. It influences
attitudes, perceptions, and, ultimately, the inclusion or exclusion of neurodiverse
individuals in society. The words we use matter – they reflect our values and our
respect for the people we are talking about. When discussing neurodiversity, it is
essential to use language that empowers and respects neurodiverse individuals,
fostering understanding rather than reinforcing stigma.

Identity-First Language

Many people within the neurodiverse community prefer identity-first language, which
places the identity before the person, such as "autistic person" instead of "person with
autism." This approach recognises neurodivergence as an integral part of someone’s
identity, not something separate from who they are. For many, using identity-first
language is a way to reclaim pride in being neurodivergent, embracing their differences
rather than viewing them as something to be fixed or avoided.

For example:
"Autistic person" instead of "person with autism"
"Dyslexic person" instead of "person with dyslexia"
"ADHD person" instead of "person with ADHD"

At Together for Neurodiversity, we commit to using identity-first language in
recognition of the importance of honouring neurodivergent identities and celebrating
the unique ways individuals experience the world.

Person-First Language

While identity-first language is widely preferred within the neurodivergent community,
person-first language (e.g., "person with autism") is still used in some contexts. The
intention behind person-first language is to place emphasis on the person rather than
the condition, often to avoid reducing someone to their diagnosis. However, many
neurodivergent individuals feel that person-first language suggests their
neurodivergence is something undesirable or separate from who they are. It’s
important to note that preferences regarding language vary, and it’s always best to ask
individuals how they would like to be identified. Respecting personal preferences is
crucial.

Language



Avoiding Harmful Terminology

Historically, much of the language used to describe neurodiverse conditions has
been rooted in medical or deficit-based models, often labelling people as
disordered, dysfunctional, or impaired. Terms like "suffering from" or "afflicted
by" contribute to a negative narrative and should be avoided. Neurodiverse
individuals do not "suffer from" their condition; they experience the world
differently.

For example:
Instead of saying "suffers from autism", say "is autistic".
Instead of saying "is impaired by dyslexia", say "is dyslexic".

Choosing language that reflects a more balanced and positive view of
neurodiversity helps to break down the stigma and myths surrounding these
conditions.

Celebrating Strengths, Not Just Challenges

When discussing neurodiversity, it’s essential to recognise both the challenges
and the strengths that come with it. The language we use should highlight the
unique abilities, talents, and perspectives of neurodiverse individuals, rather than
focusing solely on difficulties. Neurodiverse people often have exceptional skills in
areas like creativity, problem-solving, and pattern recognition, which should be
celebrated and acknowledged.

For example:
Instead of saying "despite their autism", say "because of their autism", when
referring to strengths and abilities.
Focus on what an individual can do rather than what they can’t do.
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No Longer Used Language

As our understanding of neurodiversity evolves, so too does the language we use
to describe it. Some terms that were once widely used have since been
recognised as outdated or harmful and are no longer part of inclusive discourse.
One significant example is Asperger’s Syndrome.

Asperger’s Syndrome was once used to describe individuals on the autism
spectrum who did not experience speech delays or intellectual disabilities.
However, the term has been removed from modern diagnostic frameworks such
as the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) and is now
considered part of the broader autism spectrum. This change reflects the
understanding that autism is a spectrum of traits rather than a condition that can
be neatly categorised.

Moreover, Hans Asperger, the doctor for whom Asperger's Syndrome was
named, has been linked to the Nazi regime and the eugenics movement, which
has led to increased discomfort with using his name to describe a neurodiverse
condition. Because of this historical context and the shift towards a more
inclusive understanding of autism, the term "Asperger’s" is no longer appropriate
to use.

Together for Neurodiversity avoids outdated terminology that does not reflect
current understanding and may perpetuate harmful or inaccurate views. Instead,
we use language that respects and honours neurodivergent individuals.

Respecting Individual Preferences

It’s essential to remember that not all neurodiverse individuals have the same
preferences when it comes to language. Some may prefer identity-first language,
while others may feel more comfortable with person-first language. The most
important thing is to listen to and respect each person’s preferences. Asking
someone how they identify shows respect and consideration for their identity
and experience.
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What is Masking?

Masking, also known as camouflaging, is the process by which autistic
individuals consciously or unconsciously suppress or hide their autistic traits in
social situations. This often involves mimicking neurotypical behaviours, such as
maintaining eye contact, imitating social cues, and suppressing stimming
(repetitive movements or behaviours).

Why do Individuals Mask?

Autistic individuals may mask for various reasons, including: 
Social acceptance: They may mask to fit in and avoid social rejection or
bullying.
Coping mechanism: Masking can be a way to manage sensory overload or
anxiety in overwhelming environments.
Professional or academic success: Some may mask to navigate educational
or professional settings where neurotypical behaviour is expected.
Self-preservation: Masking can help protect against discrimination or
negative perceptions of autism.

Costs of Masking

While masking may seem beneficial in the short term, it often comes at a
significant cost, including:

Mental and emotional exhaustion: Constantly monitoring and suppressing
one’s natural behaviours can lead to stress, anxiety, and burnout.
Identity crisis: Masking can create a disconnect between one’s true self and
the persona presented to the world, leading to feelings of isolation and
alienation.
Masking-related difficulties: Over time, masking can lead to difficulties in self-
advocacy, self-awareness, and authentic social interactions.

Masking



Benefits and Issues with Masking

Benefits:
Masking may provide short-term social acceptance and help navigate certain
environments. It can also be a form of self-protection in contexts where
autistic traits are stigmatized.

Issues:
Masking perpetuates the misconception that autism is a deficit to be hidden
rather than a natural variation in human neurology. It can also hinder access
to appropriate support and accommodations, as individuals may appear less
visibly autistic.

Moving Towards Authenticity and Acceptance

Encouraging authenticity and acceptance in autistic individuals involves:
Creating safe spaces: Cultivating environments where autistic individuals feel
accepted and valued for who they are, without the need to mask.
Promoting self-advocacy: Empowering autistic individuals to advocate for
their needs, preferences, and boundaries.
Educating others: Raising awareness about masking and its impact on
autistic individuals, fostering understanding and empathy in the wider
community.
Providing support: Offering support services and accommodations that
respect and accommodate autistic traits and preferences.

By recognising and understanding masking, we can work towards building a
more inclusive and supportive society where autistic individuals can thrive
authentically and be celebrated for their unique perspectives and strengths. Let’s
embrace neurodiversity together.

Masking



Autistic meltdowns are intense responses to overwhelming situations or sensory
overloads that many autistic individuals experience. These meltdowns are not
intentional outbursts but rather a coping mechanism when the sensory,
emotional, or cognitive load becomes too much to bear. This page aims to
provide a compassionate and informative overview of autistic meltdowns, what
they feel like, how they occur, and how to offer support.

What is an Autistic Meltdown?

An autistic meltdown is a temporary loss of behavioural control experienced by
an autistic person due to overwhelming stress or sensory input. Meltdowns can
vary in intensity and duration, and they are a natural part of the autistic
experience. It’s important to understand that meltdowns are not a choice but a
reaction to an environment or situation that has become unmanageable.

What Does an Autistic Meltdown Feel Like?

For an autistic individual, a meltdown can feel like being caught in a storm of
sensory overload, intense emotions, and an inability to process or escape the
current situation. Some common sensations and feelings during a meltdown
include:

Sensory Overload: Lights may seem too bright, sounds too loud, and textures
too irritating.
Emotional Overwhelm: Intense feelings of frustration, fear, anger, or sadness
can take over.
Loss of Control: The individual might feel like they are no longer in control of
their actions or reactions.
Physical Symptoms: Rapid heartbeat, sweating, shaking, or feeling physically
drained are common.
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How Do Meltdowns Happen?

Meltdowns typically occur when an autistic person is exposed to prolonged
stress or a sudden overwhelming situation. Several factors can contribute to a
meltdown, including:

Sensory Overload: Crowded places, loud noises, strong smells, or bright
lights.
Emotional Stress: Arguments, unexpected changes, or feeling misunderstood.
Cognitive Overload: Complex tasks, excessive demands, or information
overload.
Physical Discomfort: Illness, fatigue, or hunger.

Recognising these triggers can help in understanding why meltdowns happen
and in preventing them when possible.

How You Can Help During a Meltdown

Supporting an autistic person during a meltdown involves empathy, patience,
and understanding. Here are some ways you can help:

Stay Calm: Your calm demeanour can help create a more soothing
environment.
Reduce Sensory Input: Lower the lights, reduce noise, and offer a quiet, safe
space.
Respect Personal Space: Give the individual space and avoid physical
contact unless they indicate it is okay.
Communicate Gently: Use simple, clear language and reassure them that
they are safe.
Be Patient: Allow the meltdown to run its course without pressure or
judgment.
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Preventing Meltdowns

While it’s not always possible to prevent meltdowns, certain strategies can help
reduce their frequency and intensity:

Understand Triggers: Identify and avoid common triggers when possible.
Create a Supportive Environment: Provide a sensory-friendly space with
options for quiet time.
Use Visual Schedules: Help autistic individuals know what to expect with
visual aids and schedules.
Encourage Self-Regulation: Teach and support the use of self-regulation
techniques like deep breathing, fidget toys, or noise-cancelling headphones.
Offer Choices: Give options to help the person feel in control of their
environment and activities.

Conclusion

Autistic meltdowns are a natural and understandable part of the autistic
experience. By approaching meltdowns with empathy, patience, and a proactive
mindset, we can create a more supportive and inclusive environment for autistic
individuals. Remember, every autistic person is unique, and their needs and
preferences may vary. Listening, learning, and adapting our support methods are
key to fostering positive relationships and enhancing the well-being of autistic
individuals.
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An autistic shutdown is a reaction to overwhelming sensory, social, or emotional
stimuli, resulting in a temporary withdrawal from the environment or a significant
decrease in functioning. It is important to recognise that shutdowns are not intentional
behaviours but rather coping mechanisms that autistic individuals may employ to
manage stress and sensory overload.

What Does an Autistic Shutdown Feel Like?

Imagine being in a room where the lights are too bright, the noises too loud, and the
conversations too fast-paced to follow. It’s like your brain becomes overloaded with
information, making it difficult to process anything. Your body might feel heavy, and it
becomes challenging to move or speak. Emotionally, you may feel overwhelmed,
anxious, or disconnected from your surroundings.

How Does a Shutdown Differ from a Meltdown?

While shutdowns involve a withdrawal or shutdown of external interaction, meltdowns
typically involve an outward display of distress, such as crying, yelling, or physical
agitation. Both shutdowns and meltdowns are responses to stress and overload, but
they manifest differently depending on the individual and the situation.

How Can You Help During a Shutdown?

If you encounter someone experiencing a shutdown, there are several ways you can
offer support:

Respect Their Space: Allow the individual to retreat to a quiet, low-stimulation
environment if possible. Avoid crowding or overwhelming them with questions or
demands.
Provide Comfort: Offer reassurance in a calm and gentle manner. Simple gestures
like a hand on their shoulder or offering a comforting object can help provide a
sense of safety.
Be Patient: Understand that the person may need time to recover from the
shutdown. Avoid rushing or pressuring them to resume activities before they are
ready.
Communicate Clearly: Use clear and concise language, avoiding sarcasm or
ambiguity. Offer choices and be open to accommodating their needs.
Educate Yourself: Take the time to learn more about autism and how it affects
individuals differently. By understanding their unique experiences, you can better
support them during challenging moments.
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What is Autistic Burnout?

Autistic burnout is a state of physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion that many
autistic individuals experience due to prolonged periods of stress, sensory overload,
and societal pressures to conform to neurotypical standards. It can manifest
differently in each individual but often involves a significant depletion of energy and
coping resources.

What Does Autistic Burnout Feel Like?

Autistic burnout can feel overwhelming and debilitating. It may include feelings of
fatigue, irritability, heightened sensitivity to sensory stimuli, difficulty concentrating,
and a loss of interest in previously enjoyable activities. It can impact various aspects
of daily life, including work, school, and social interactions.

Reaching Meltdown: Understanding the Precipice

For some autistic individuals, burnout can escalate to a meltdown—a state of
intense emotional distress or agitation. Meltdowns are often triggered by
overwhelming sensory input, changes in routine, or high levels of stress. During a
meltdown, individuals may experience heightened emotions, such as anger,
frustration, or anxiety, and may exhibit behaviours like crying, yelling, or
withdrawing.

How Can You Help?

Supporting someone experiencing autistic burnout or a meltdown requires patience,
empathy, and understanding. Here are some ways you can help:

Provide a Calm Environment: Create a quiet and calming space free from
sensory triggers.
Offer Support: Let the individual know that you are there for them and validate
their feelings without judgment.
Respect Boundaries: Respect the individual’s need for space and avoid
overwhelming them with questions or demands.
Encourage Self-Care: Offer to help with self-care activities, such as taking
breaks, practicing relaxation techniques, or engaging in sensory-friendly
activities.
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Preventing Autistic Burnout

While it may not always be possible to prevent burnout entirely, there are strategies
that autistic individuals can employ to manage stress and maintain their well-being:

Self-Advocacy: Communicate your needs and boundaries to others, whether it’s
in the workplace, school, or social settings.
Establish Routine: Create a predictable daily routine that includes time for rest,
relaxation, and enjoyable activities.
Sensory Management: Identify and minimise sensory triggers in your
environment, such as noise, bright lights, or strong smells.
Seek Support: Build a support network of friends, family, or professionals who
understand and respect your neurodiversity.

Dealing with and Improving Burnout

If you’re experiencing autistic burnout, it’s essential to prioritise self-care and seek
support when needed. Here are some strategies that may help:

Rest and Recharge: Allow yourself time to rest and recuperate, even if it means
taking a break from your usual activities.
Practice Mindfulness: Engage in mindfulness or relaxation techniques to help
manage stress and promote emotional well-being.
Seek Professional Help: Consider reaching out to a therapist or counselor who
has experience working with autistic individuals.
Explore Accommodations: Investigate accommodations or modifications that
can support your needs in various settings, such as work or school.

Conclusion

Remember, autistic burnout is a real and valid experience, and you are not alone. By
fostering understanding, acceptance, and support, we can create a more inclusive
and supportive environment for all individuals, regardless of neurodiversity.
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It’s important to approach discussions about autism with accurate information
and understanding. Let’s break down these misconceptions and shed light on the
reality of autism.

Myth 1: Autism is caused by vaccines

This myth has been thoroughly debunked by numerous scientific studies. There is
no evidence linking vaccines to the development of autism. The origins of autism
are complex and likely involve a combination of genetic and environmental
factors.

Myth 2: Autistic people have no empathy

Contrary to this belief, autistic individuals can experience and express empathy
in various ways. While their expressions of empathy may differ from neurotypical
individuals, they are fully capable of understanding and sharing others’ emotions.

Myth 3: Every autistic person is the same

Autism is a spectrum disorder, meaning it manifests differently in everyone.
While some may share certain characteristics, such as difficulty with social
communication or sensory sensitivities, each person with autism is unique, with
their own strengths, challenges, and personality traits.

Myth 4: Autism is caused by bad parenting

Parenting style does not cause autism. Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition
that begins before birth and is influenced by genetic and environmental factors.
Blaming parents only perpetuates stigma and misinformation about autism.
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Myth 5: Every autistic person has a special interest or savant skills

While some autistic individuals may have intense interests or talents in specific
areas, not every person with autism exhibits these traits. Autistic individuals are
diverse in their abilities and interests, just like any other group of people.

Myth 6: Autism can be cured

Autism is not a disease that needs to be cured. It is a fundamental aspect of a
person’s identity. Rather than seeking a cure, efforts should focus on supporting
individuals with autism to thrive and reach their full potential.

Myth 7: Autism only affects children

Autism is a lifelong condition that affects individuals of all ages. While early
intervention and support are important, autistic children grow up to be autistic
adults who continue to navigate the world with their unique perspectives and
experiences.

Myth 8: Autism is rare

Autism is more common than previously believed, with estimates suggesting that
approximately 1% of people in the UK are autistic. It is important to recognise
that autism is not rare and that autistic individuals are part of our diverse society.

Myth 9: Autistic people are inherently disabled

Autism is a neurodevelopmental difference, not a deficit. While some autistic
individuals may face challenges in certain areas, they also possess unique
strengths and abilities. Disability is a result of societal barriers rather than
inherent deficits.
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Myth 10: Autism only affects boys

Autism affects people of all genders. While it is true that boys are diagnosed
with autism at higher rates than girls, this may be due to differences in how
autism presents in girls and diagnostic biases. Girls and nonbinary individuals
can also be autistic.

Myth 11: Autistics cannot form relationships

Autistic individuals can and do form meaningful relationships with others. While
they may face challenges in social communication, they are fully capable of
developing friendships, romantic relationships, and connections with family
members.

Myth 12: Autistics cannot live independently

Many autistic individuals lead independent lives, while others may require
varying levels of support. With the right accommodations and resources, many
autistic adults can live fulfilling and independent lives.

Myth 13: Autistic people cannot understand sarcasm or humour

While some autistic individuals may struggle with understanding sarcasm or
nuances in humour, many have a rich sense of humour and appreciate jokes and
wit. Like anyone else, their ability to understand humour varies from person to
person.

Myth 14: Autistic people are unable to communicate

Communication difficulties are a challenge for some autistic individuals, but
many find alternative ways to express themselves, such as through assistive
technology, visual supports, or nonverbal communication methods.
Communication is diverse and not limited to spoken language.
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