The Link Between Autism and

Mental Health

Approximately 1in 36 children and 1in 45 adults in the U.S.
have autism, according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. Research indicates they face a higher risk of suicide
and exhibit elevated rates of suicidal thoughts and behaviors.

What is Autism?’

Autism is a developmental disorder with symptoms that appear
within the first three years of life. Its formal diagnostic name is
autism spectrum disorder. The word “spectrum” indicates that
autism appears in different forms with varying levels of severity.
That means that each individual with autism experiences their own
unique strengths, symptoms, and challenges.

The fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-5) definition recognizes two main symptom areas:

Deficits in social communication and interaction
Restricted, repetitive behaviors, interests, or activities

Individuals with autism may present a range of symptoms that can
include, but are not limited to:

Reduced eye contact

Lack of facial expressions

Not engaging in imaginative play
Repeating gestures or sounds

Closely focused interests

Suicide Risk

Research shows autistic individuals face a higher risk of suicidal
thoughts and behaviors than non-autistic peers.? This increased
risk is partly linked to co-occurring conditions like depression and
anxiety. Autistic children are about twice as likely to experience
suicidal ideation or attempts, with some reported as early as age
eight.® Autistic adults also show markedly higher rates of suicidal
ideation and attempts, especially when diagnosed later in life.

Resources

Autistic Self Advocacy
Network
autisticadvocacy.org

Autism Society Ohio
autismohio.org/resources

Autism Speaks
autismspeaks.org

National Autism
Association
nationalautismassociation.
org

Ohio Center for Autism and
Local Incidence
ocali.org

“Autistic children are
about twice as likely
[than non-autistic peers]
to experience suicidal
ideation or attempts,
with some reported as

early as age eight.”



https://autisticadvocacy.org/
https://autismohio.org/resources/ 
https://www.autismspeaks.org/
https://nationalautismassociation.org/
https://nationalautismassociation.org/
https://ocali.org/

WARNING

THERE ARE WARNING SIGNS AN AUTISTIC INDIVIDUAL IS EXPERIENCING A
MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS, SUCH AS:*

Supporting Autistic Youth

Supporting autistic youth's mental health requires understanding
their emotions, triggers, and access to appropriate support.®

Understand triggers. It's crucial for professionals and family
members to observe and understand what upsets autistic
individuals. By having open conversations and asking thoughtful
guestions, we can identify the root of their distress. Together, we
can empower them with effective strategies to manage their
feelings, fostering a supportive environment where everyone can
thrive.

Evidence-based treatments. Emotional dysregulation can

lead autistic individuals to use unhelpful coping strategies like
rumination or shutting down in anxious moments. When triggers
are managed but symptoms remain, it's a good time to explore

evidence-based treatments like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT).

CBT is effective for anxiety, depression, OCD, and eating disorders,
helping individuals navigate their emotions more positively and
confidently.

Self-acceptance and peer acceptance. Depression can often
stem from isolation or hiding one’s true self, especially in autistic
youth. However, support systems are crucial in overcoming these
challenges. Many autistic individuals find empowerment through
understanding their diagnosis, leading to self-acceptance and
confidence. Families, teachers, and professionals can encourage
social skills and extracurricular activities, helping children connect
with peers who share their interests.

ABOUT

Ohio Suicide Prevention Foundation (OSPF) educates, advocates for, and builds
connections and support for individuals, families, and communities to prevent
suicide.
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This resource is brought to you by the Ohio Suicide Prevention Foundation (OSPF) with funding from the Ohio Department of Behavioral Health.
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