
Autism and 
Suicide

by Liane Venus
(Dip. Ing. in Social Work and MA in Advanced Mental Health Practice)









Autism Spectrum Disorder – Diagnostic Criteria (DSM V)

Criterion A: Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across contexts

Social communication skills refer to all of the skills we need when using language to communicate and engage in 
conversation with others. Social communication encompasses the following skills:
- Using language for a range of functions, e.g. to provide information; to question; to negotiate; to suggest; to 

clarify
- Conversational skills, e.g. starting and finishing conversations; maintaining a topic of conversation; taking turns 

in a conversation.
- Understanding shared and assumed knowledge, i.e. how much information the listener needs to understand.
- Understanding and using non-verbal communication skills, e.g. eye contact, facial expressions, gesture, 

proximity and distance.
- Understanding implied meaning

In addition, individuals with ASD often …
- Present as socially naïve and vulnerable to abuse; not skilled at deception
- Have poor awareness of own emotions and those of others
- Language characteristics: issues with figurative language => literal understanding; issues grasping main idea 

and drawing conclusions or making other inferences; connecting ideas within or across context (transfer 
learning); difficulties understanding sarcasm and humour

- Are not good asking for help







“Observe, analyse and imitate”



Examples of Autistic characteristics in TV …





Executive Function

The executive functions are a set of processes that all have to do with managing oneself 
and one's resources in order to achieve a goal. It is an umbrella term for the neurologically-
based skills involving mental control and self-regulation.

A List of Executive Functions (as proposed by Drs. Gerard, A. Gioia, Peter K. Isquith, Steven C. Guy, and Lauren Kenworthy)

1. Inhibition: The ability to stop one's own behaviour at the appropriate time, including stopping actions and 
thoughts. The flip side of inhibition is impulsivity; if you have weak ability to stop yourself from acting on your 
impulses, then you are "impulsive."

2. Shift: The ability to move freely from one situation to another and to think flexibly in order to respond 
appropriately to the situation.

3. Emotional Control: The ability to modulate emotional responses by bringing rational thought to bear on 
feelings. 

4. Initiation: The ability to begin a task or activity and to independently generate ideas, responses, or problem-
solving strategies.

5. Working memory: The capacity to hold information in mind for the purpose of completing a task.

6. Planning/Organization: The ability to manage current and future - oriented task demands.

7. Organization of Materials: The ability to impose order on work, play, and storage spaces.

8. Self-Monitoring: The ability to monitor one's own performance and to measure it against some standard of 
what is needed or expected.



Autism Spectrum Disorder – Diagnostic Criteria (DSM V)               (...continued)

Criterion B: Restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities, as manifested by at 
least two of the following:

• 2.       Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of verbal or 
nonverbal behaviour, or excessive resistance to change

(Tony Attwood: “They like routines; they don’t like change. There are certain words that will provoke agitation: 
‘No’, ‘Wait’, ‘Change’ and ‘Not Fair’; strong sense of social justice.”; “There’s one thing that those with 
Asperger’s are really good at: worrying. They have a high level of anxiety. Routines and rituals are imposed to 
reduce anxiety.”

Aspie Quiz: “The need for routines and predictability to a large extent seems to be caused by acute perception 
and the related risk of sensory overload)

• 3.       Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus.

(Tony Attwood on Language characteristics: pedantic, great at spotting errors and pointing them out “… and 
you should be grateful to them for your mistake being pointed out!. … their allegiance is to the truth and to 
correction, to look at patterns and inconsistencies.”)

• 4.       Hyper- or hypo-reactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory aspects of the 
environment







Sensory Processing issues
What senses do we have?

- Visual (Sight)

- Olfactory (Smell)

- Oral Input (Taste)

- Auditory (Hearing)

- Tactile Sense: input from the skin receptors about touch, pressure, temperature, pain, and 
movement of the hairs on the skin.

- Proprioceptive Sense: input from the muscles and joints about body position, weight, 
pressure, stretch, movement, and changes in position in space.

(Tony Attwood: They can be notoriously clumsy. … unusual gait, handwriting)

- Vestibular Sense (Mind and Body connection): input from the inner ear about 
equilibrium, gravitational changes, movement experiences, and position in space.

(Tony Attwood: May have a problem with the mind-body division that sometimes they can self injure at a mild level 
just to get their mind in connection with their body.)



What’s the difference between “disliking” a sensation and being “hypersensitive”?

With a hypersensitivity 
there’s always a 
physical response.





Awareness

We are all able to deal with a certain amount of stress. Our days tend to be a combination of 
stressors and opportunities to de-stress. People with autism tend to start their day with a 
higher level of stress and anxiety, leaving them with less room to cope with additional stress. 
So, they may reach crisis point more quickly than others.

(based on jar analogy created by Anne Bartlett)



Awareness

Meltdowns and shutdowns (AKA overload) … can be triggered by any situation, and can be the 
result of an accumulation of stressful events over a period of time (hours, days or even weeks).

Meltdown: During a meltdown, a person may show extreme behaviours like shouting, self-
harm, aggressive behaviour and repetitive behaviours. During meltdowns, there may be a risk 
of harm to the person themselves or to others. Meltdowns can be very distressing for the 
person with autism, as well as the people supporting them.

Shutdown: During shutdown, a person may either partially or completely withdraw from the 
world around them. They may not respond to communication anymore, retreat to their room 
or lie down on the floor. They may also no longer be able to move from the situation they are 
in, no matter what it is (for example, a shopping centre or a classroom). Shutdowns tend to be 
more discreet than meltdowns, and may sometimes go unnoticed. However, like meltdowns, 
they are a person’s response to reaching crisis point. Sometimes, meltdowns can turn into 
shutdowns. 

(by Autism Westmidlands … https://www.autismwestmidlands.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Meltdown_shutdown.pdf)



A visual example of a Shutdown / Meltdown experience …





Emotional

• NTs: emotions work on a ‘dimmer switch’; ASDs: emotions only have an on/off switch 
• High prevalence of anxiety
• Similarities and comorbidities with Personality Disorders
“A new study has shown that there is an overlap in the behaviour traits of people diagnosed with Borderline Personality 
Disorder and Autism Spectrum Conditions. This could mean many people may be receiving the wrong diagnosis and not getting 
the right support.” (Autism Research Trust, referring to 2017 study)

• high co-morbidity with depression, OCD, Eating Disorders, etc
• Studies have shown that individuals with an ASD are at an increased risk of developing 

psychosis
“Since the concept of psychosis by Bleuler and Kraeplin first emerged, autism spectrum disorder (ASD) was thought to be an 
early manifestation of psychosis or schizophrenia, and ASD in children was referred as “childhood psychosis” or “schizophrenic 
syndrome of childhood.” On the basis of similar findings in brain regions, neurotransmitter systems, genetic markers, linguistic
traits, impaired attention, theory of mind, and neuropsychological dysfunction, ASD and schizophrenia/psychosis have been 
proposed to be on two ends of a spectrum related to the social brain.

The exact prevalence of psychosis in individuals with ASD is not known, though some studies have reported that individuals 
with ASD are at an increased risk of developing psychosis. It often becomes a diagnostic dilemma when an individual with a 
previous diagnosis of ASD presents with psychotic experiences. … The existing literature in this area suggests that the deficit 
symptoms of schizophrenia and symptoms of ASD are very similar, causing a boundary overlap during diagnostic assessments.”

(Sahoo, Swapnajeet et al. “Psychosis in a Child with Atypical Autism: A Case Report and a Brief Review of the Association of 
Psychosis and Autism.” Innovations in clinical neuroscience vol. 15,3-4 (2018): 33-36.)

• Individuals with ASD can have any other MD … like anyone else



Suicidality in people with Autism

“Studies over the past few years hint that suicidal ideation is more common in people 
with autism than in the general population, but the estimates vary so widely that some 
experts say they are meaningless. Still, there is some evidence that autistic people are 
especially vulnerable to suicide: One 2015 study that mined Sweden’s large National 
Patient Registry found that they are 10 times as likely to die by suicide as are those in 
the general population. (Women with autism are particularly at risk, even though men 
are more so in the general population.)

Even when signs of suicidality are apparent, clinicians may dismiss them.

‘I think part of the problem is that we only see things we’re paying attention to,’ says 
Jeremy Veenstra-VanderWeele, professor of psychiatry at Columbia University. ‘Until 
very recently, we didn’t expect to see it, so we didn’t see suicidality in patients with 
[autism]; it just wasn’t on our radar.’”
Article by C. Platzman Weinstock. The hidden danger of suicide in autism. 8 August 2018. accessed via 
https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/deep-dive/hidden-danger-suicide-autism/

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/large-swedish-study-ties-autism-to-early-death/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/deep-dive/hidden-danger-suicide-autism/


Suicidality in people with Autism                  … continued

The authors of a 2014 research paper state …

“Comorbidity, particularly with depression and other affective disorders or schizoid 
disorders and psychotic symptoms, is often reported, so it is difficult to determine if 
suicidality is associated with ASD or the comorbid disorder. Clinical samples suggest that 
suicide occurs more frequently in high functioning autism.

Physical and sexual abuse, bullying, and changes in routine are precipitating events 
associated with suicide risk. Persons with ASD present risk factors inherent to their 
diagnosis (deficit in expression of feelings and thoughts), along with risk factors 
pertaining to the general population (abuse, depression, anxiety, etc.).

The inability … to express emotions and thoughts makes the diagnosis of suicidal 
ideation difficult and demands important adjustments to traditional psychotherapeutic 
interventions.”
Richa S. et all., Suicide in Autism Spectrum Disorders, Archives of Suicide Research, 18:327–339, 2014



AQ 10
Autism Spectrum Quotient - A quick referral guide for adults with suspected autism 
who do not have a learning disability.

SCORING:

• Only 1 point can be scored for each 
question.

• Score 1 point for Definitely or Slightly 
Agree on each of items 1, 7, 8, and 10. 

• Score 1 point for Definitely or Slightly 
Disagree on each of items 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 
and 9.

If the individual scores more than 6 out of 
10, consider referring them for a 
specialist diagnostic assessment.

This test is recommended in ‘Autism: recognition, referral, diagnosis and management of adults on the autism spectrum’ (NICE 
clinical guideline CG142). www.nice.org.uk/CG142



Suicidality in people with Autism                   … continued

A recent (2019) research paper finds …

“The current study examined autistic traits in a sample of adults who reported at least one 
suicide attempt. …

Conclusions

The findings suggest that high levels of autistic traits may frequently be present in adults 
who have attempted suicide, and that AQ* scores are higher in those with a history of more 
than one suicide attempt. It may be possible to better identify suicide risk by screening 
autistic adults with mental health conditions for suicidal thoughts and behaviours, and by 
screening people with suicidal thoughts and/or behaviours for autism.”
(G. Richards et al., Autistic traits in adults who have attempted suicide, Molecular Autism volume 10, Article number: 26 (2019), published 07/06/2019 )

* AQ = Autism Spectrum Quotient =  one of the standard tests for ASD 





Nah, just kidding. Ask away …


