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NOTE ABOUT LANGUAGE IDENTITY-FIRST (“AUTISTIC PERSON”) VS. 

PERSON-FIRST (“PERSON WITH AUTISM”)



NOTE ABOUT CONTENT

• Call 1-800-273-TALK (8255)

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

• Text HOME to 741741

Crisis Text Line



JUNE 24, 2015

•Day my life changed

•Senses

•Police

•Police Sergeant

•Victim Advocate

•Neighbors

•Handing me the keys



INTRODUCTION

Understanding autism



AUTISM 
SPECTRUM 
DISORDER 

(ASD)-ACCORDIN
G TO THE DSM-5

Compromised communication skills

Degrees of impaired social ability 

Limited, repetitive behaviors

Narrow, focused interests or special 
passions 

Sensory processing issues



AUTISM 
SPECTRUM 

DISORDER IS 
NOT…

A disease that needs to be cured.

A personality problem

A broken neurotypical person

Bad behavior 

The Rain Man / Savants / Gifted /   
Faking It / Less Than 



AUTISTIC BRAIN Structure 

Neural Circuitry

Functioning



When you meet one person with autism, 
you’ve met one person with autism.

~ Dr. Stephen Shore  



STRENGTHS OF 
AUTISTIC PEOPLE…

Creative

Honest

Loyal

Empathetic

Strong work ethic

Passionate

Kind

Problem-solvers



CHALLENGES OF AUTISTIC PEOPLE…

•Sensory Issues

•Executive Functioning

•Social Situations

•Communication

•Rigidity

•Perseveration

•Change

•Co-occurring Disorders

• Slower Processing Speed

•Alexithymia

•Sleep Disorders

•Rumination



AUTISM AND 
SUICIDE: WHAT 
DO WE KNOW?



WHY DO AUTISTIC PEOPLE NEED 
CRISIS SUPPORT?

Adults:

• 60% of newly dx autistic adults reported suicide ideation (SI) compared to 17% of 
adults in the general population (Cassidy et al, 2014)

• 35% had planned or attempted suicide compared to 2.5% in the general population

Children & Adolescents:

• Suicidal ideation: between 10.9% (Mayes et al., 2013) and 72% (Ghaziuddin et al., 
1995) 

• Suicidal ideation and behavior have been reported in autistic children under 10 years 
old (Mayes et al., 2013)



AUTISTIC PEOPLE 
AND SUICIDE

• Autistic individuals are significantly more likely to think about, 
attempt, and die by suicide than the general population

• Suicide is a leading cause of premature death in autistic people

Cassidy et al., 2014; Chen et al., 2017; Croen et al., 2015; Hedley & Uljarević, 2018; Hirvikoski et al., 2016; Kirby et 
al., 2019; Kõlves et al., 2021; Zahid & Upthegrove, 2017 



UNIQUE RISK FACTORS



RISK FACTORS

• Co-occurring psychiatric conditions

• Lack of social support

• Unmet support needs

Cassidy et al., 2018; Hedley et al., 2017, 2018; Kirby et al., 2019; Kõlves et al., 2021; Raymaker et al., 2020 



LACK OF SOCIAL SUPPORT / UNMET NEEDS

Asking for help is a social skill making it difficult to reach out for help.

May not understand who to reach out to or what to ask.

If they do reach out, many times it’s a negative experience due to misunderstandings.

Unsupported for:

Mental health challenges
Employment
Housing
Education
Relationships

Cassidy et al, 2014



RISK FACTORS

• Co-occurring psychiatric conditions

• Lack of social support

• Unmet support needs

• Camouflaging or masking

Cassidy et al., 2018; Hedley et al., 2017, 2018; Kirby et al., 2019; Kõlves et al., 2021; Raymaker et al., 2020 



MASKING / CAMOUFLAGING

Strategy to fit in with peers, colleagues, friends, family by masking their autism

Try to look and act like everyone else 

Cost – exhaustion, lack of sense of self, lack of support, not being known

People do not get to know the person for who they are

Does help autistic people socialize

Autistic people know if they show their true selves – they will be rejected

Hinders relationships – can cause difficulty if autistic people start showing their true selves

Leads to profound loneliness of not belonging

Cassidy et al, 2014



RISK FACTORS

• Co-occurring psychiatric conditions

• Lack of social support

• Unmet support needs

• Camouflaging or masking

• Late diagnosis

• Female

• Autistic burnout

Cassidy et al., 2018; Hedley et al., 2017, 2018; Kirby et al., 2019; Kõlves et al., 2021; Raymaker et al., 2020 



AUTISTIC BURNOUT

Intense physical, mental, and/or emotional exhaustion

Accompanied by a loss of skills.

Comes from living in a world not made for them

Autistic adults who are able to live independently are especially affected

Varies from person to person

A result from camouflaging/ masking

Have more difficulty managing their emotions than usual

Prone to outburst of sadness, anger, anxiety, depression 

Increased sensitivity to change

Can lead to suicide behavior

Raymaker et al, 2020





AUTISM CRISIS TOOLKIT- 

DEVELOPING SKILLS TO COMMUNICATE WITH 
AUTISTIC PEOPLE IN CRISIS



SOME HISTORY…

I reached out to AAS to start a conversation about autism and suicide the summer of 2017.

A partnership was started between Nationwide Children’s Hospital, TAPS, and AAS.

The Autism and Suicide committee of AAS was started the summer of 2018.

The fall of 2018, the autism crisis toolkit was released with a webinar.

The Autism and Suicide committee presented on the Considerations of Warning Signs 
resource.

Winter of 2020 – the Considerations of Warning Signs resource was released.



PURPOSE: 

Identify

•  autistic 
callers/texters

Promote

• effective 
communication

Support

• autistic people 
in crisis



STRUCTURE:

Explains unique characteristics of 
autism

Suggests practical ways to 
support an autistic person in crisis

One-page bulleted summary to 
use in real-time



IDENTIFYING/
COMMUNICATING



MAY EXPRESS SENSORY DIFFICULTIES

Powerful impact on an autistic person

Unique to each person

May cause regression of skills

Environment



MAY PRESENT WITH OPPOSITE EMOTIONS

Autistic people may present opposite of what they are feeling

Making assumptions about the seriousness of a crisis based on 
their presentation may cause a misunderstanding – leading to 
miscommunication and result in an ineffective call or 
interaction



DIFFICULTY IDENTIFYING OR VERBALIZING 
EMOTIONS

If an autistic person states they do not know how they are feeling – it is a 
true, literal statement

One aspect of autism is having difficulty expressing emotions (Alexithymia)

Explain emotions in a different way

Giving them time to identify and/or explain their emotions is helpful



LITERAL THINKING AND UNDERSTANDING

An autistic person can be very literal in how they think and 
perceive the world

A phone call or text makes it difficult to ascertain whether to 
trust the person on the other end and words are a way to 
build trust



MISUNDERSTANDINGS
&

MISCOMMUNICATION

A defining characteristic of autism is having difficulty with social 
communication and social interactions across multiple circumstances

May be in many different relationships all at once or over time

May be the reason the autistic person is in crisis



RELATIONSHIPS

Relationships are difficult for autistic people

Failed friendships and other relationships are common

Many have shared confusion in making, developing, and 
keeping a relationship going



FEELS DISCONNECTED/ ISOLATED FROM SOCIETY

Autistic people feel like they don’t belong because they are different.

Differences in neurology cause feelings of not being a part of the society they 
live in.

Feelings of deep loneliness and complete aloneness

Feel like a ‘fish out of water’ 

Environment is abrasive

Relationships confusing

Language is culturally different



PERSEVERATION

• Perseveration is the rumination of thoughts both positive and negative

• In a crisis, an autistic person perseverating on negative thoughts may 
have great difficulty shifting their thinking to more positive thoughts.

• It could be perceived by the volunteer as not listening, refusing to 
cooperate, or being done on purpose.



UNUSUAL PATTERNS OF SPEECH

• May have an uncommon way of talking (pedantic 
or robotic)

• May have a high vocabulary

• May talk slowly and carefully and pace their 
words

• May be no inflection and void of emotion



VARYING 
PROCESSING 

SPEEDS

Varying processing speeds are unrelated 
to intelligence

Processing speed can be negatively 
correlated to anxiety

Autistic people may take longer to 
respond

Investigate if an autistic person is done 
with the call or text even if they haven’t 
talked for a while



ECHOLALIA

Echolalia (eko-ley-lia) is automatic and effortless

Echolalia is usually due to the enjoyment in repeating words, 
sounds, or phrases

Echolalia is not something to take personally



THE LANGUAGE OF 
COMMUNICATION

 

no social nuances

purposefully

concisely 

honestly

literally 







THE LANGUAGE OF 
COMMUNICATION-

•Autistic people have a very different inner experience than they 
present on the outside

•Do not assess an autistic person on their presentation.  Assess them 
by their mode of communication. (verbal, written, card, device)

•Listen to what they are telling you – even if it goes against what you 
are seeing. (panic, anxiety)



HOW MIGHT AN 
AUTISTIC PERSON 
PRESENT WHEN IN 

CRISIS?

•Withdraw – (a coping technique)

•Meltdown (external)

•Shutdown (internal)

•Anxiety

•Disassociate

•Sensory Overload

•Fine (presenting fine does not mean they are fine)



IMPORTANT 
ASPECTS IN 
HELPING AN 
AUTISTIC 
PERSON IN CRISIS

•Trust 

•Environment

•Communication

•Processing Speed

•Preconceived notions



SUPPORT/
INTERVENTIONS



INTERVENTIONS

• Ask direct questions

• Allow extra time

• Help shift the thoughts

• Language to avoid

• Speak using logical words

• Positive coping skills

• Facilitate a safety plan



ASK DIRECT QUESTIONS

Be clear and 
direct

Use fewer words Get straight to 
the point

Presume 
competence



ALLOW EXTRA TIME

Allow extra time to process thoughts and formulate words

There is a way to ask if they are still there while respecting 
their need to process

An autistic person can’t hurry up their processing time



HELP SHIFT THE 
THOUGHTS

Shifting negative thoughts to 
positive thoughts can be difficult 
due to perseverating.

Ask if they want to talk about 
any interests or passions they 
love.

Most autistic people have an 
intense level of focus about their 
special interest or passion.



LANGUAGE TO AVOID

• Metaphors

• Social nuances

• Idioms

• Similes

• Slang

• Ableism



SPEAK USING LOGICAL WORDS

Speak words of logic (facts) not words of emotions such as:

frustrated – angry – sad – happy – frightened
 

disappointed - confused



POSITIVE COPING SKILLS

Sometimes referred to as distraction strategies such as:

watching TV
going for a walk

listening to music
special interests/ passions

can be misunderstood by autistic people as minimizing their 
pain, meaningless, and dismissive if not explained.



FACILITATE A 
SAFETY PLAN

• Help make needed connections to people and/or 
resources

• Explaining how to find resources, what to say, who to 
talk to, and how to get there are just some 
information an autistic person may need to be 
successful.

• Making connections requires social skills.

• Can be difficult even with an autistic person who is 
successful in other areas.

• Practicing what to say may be very important for an 
autistic person. 



SUPPORT

•Community – connected, not connected, need to reconnect

•Professional – access to care, getting the right care

•Friends/Family/Online – may have little to no circle of support

•Short term – make a connection to at least one source of support

•Long term – building a circle of support



STABILIZATION TIPS

ENVIRONMENT SPECIAL 
INTEREST

LISTENING SELF-REGULATI
ON

CALM



Q & A

   



TIME FOR A 10 MINUTE
 BREAK!



CONSIDERATIONS OF WARNING 
SIGNS- 

DEVELOPING AN AWARENESS OF AUTISM WHEN ASSESSING 
AUTISTIC PEOPLE FOR SUICIDE



PURPOSE: 

Understand

• the need for 
considerations 

Recognize

• the differences

Support

• autistic people 
as autistic 
people



STRUCTURE:

•States warning signs for general public

•Shows need for considerations

•Supports for autistic people in crisis



WARNING SIGNS FOR GENERAL 
PUBLIC



WARNING SIGNS OF SUICIDE
These warning signs of suicide were taken from the American Association of Suicidology website.  

Increased substance (alcohol or drug) use
No reason for living; no sense of purpose in life 
Anxiety, agitation, unable to sleep or sleeping all of the time
Feeling trapped – like there’s no way out 
Hopelessness
Withdrawal from friends, family and society
Rage, uncontrolled anger, seeking revenge
Acting reckless or engaging in risky activities, seemingly without 
thinking
Dramatic mood changes
Giving away prized possessions or seeking long-term care for pets



The following explanations are considerations to pay attention to when assessing an 
autistic person for suicide ideation and or attempt.  

Please Note:

• Do not make any important, life-altering decisions based on the information 
in the following slides.  All the warning signs for the general public pertain to 
autistic people too – with considerations about autism.

• This information is here to broaden existing knowledge about autistic 
people. 

• Autistic people know the most about themselves.  The job of professionals 
helping -  is to make space for them communicate.



REMEMBER…

❑  The thinking process of autistic people is typically very literal

❑  Consider the exact meaning of what you say

❑  Remember – autistic people will answer what they are asked in a literal way   
and may give a response, but not the information you are looking for to help 
them.  

❑  You must ask for exactly what you need or want to find out.

❑  All the information about communicating from the autism crisis toolkit is 
relevant in assessing an autistic person for suicide.



MORE ON COMMUNICATING:

Asking a question too general and vague may be difficult to answer.

There are too many different answers to think about and process.

Autistic person might not get the help they need.

Vague examples: How are you? How can I help? What do you need?

Better -       Why did you call/text? What do you want to talk about?    



CONSIDERATIONS FOR AUTISTIC 
PEOPLE



INCREASED 
SUBSTANCE 
(ALCOHOL OR 
DRUG) USE

In general, autistic people 
are less likely to abuse 
substances like drugs or 
alcohol.

They may be stimming or 
regulating themselves.



NO REASON FOR 
LIVING; NO SENSE 
OF PURPOSE IN 
LIFE

•An autistic person may feel this way 
due to social isolation and a 
professional can take into consideration 
comments such as:

     “I don’t belong to this world.”

     “I’ve never fit into this world.”

•May be just the reality of an autistic 
person not belonging to this world 
culturally, socially, or environmentally.



ANXIETY, AGITATION, SLEEP ISSUES

These symptoms are difficulties autistic people struggle with regularly.  

How might one know if they are signs of suicide?

• Use concise, specific language during the assessment or crisis call/text.

• Investigate any changes in levels of anxiety, agitation or sleep issues.



FEELING TRAPPED
Autistic people can’t escape 
their autism or how society in 
our culture treats them.

There is no way out and an 
autistic person will most likely be 
very honest about it.

Consider if saying the blatant 
truth about someone’s life as an 
autistic person is a warning sign 
of suicide.



HOPELESSNESS

It is a myth that autistic people do not have or feel emotions.
 It is true that many autistic people can’t identify or express their emotions.

Autistic people are extremely honest.  

  An autistic person may feel hopeless and say they feel hopeless because it’s true.

It may be a word choice, not an emotion.

Further investigation is necessary.



WITHDRAWAL

 Withdrawal is a coping mechanism.

It is self-care.

It can also be a warning for suicide.

Determine any changes in the level and/or type of withdrawal.



RAGE, UNCONTROLLED ANGER, 
SEEKING REVENGE

• Could be the result of an overactive sympathetic nervous 
system.  

• Alexithymia and autism can hide strong emotions an 
autistic person may experience.

• An autistic meltdown can look like rage and uncontrolled 
anger.  

• A true autistic meltdown can not be stopped by will or 
want.

• Help by keeping the autistic person safe.



ACTING RECKLESS OR ENGAGING IN RISKY ACTIVITIES

Being misunderstood socially is common for autistic people. What may look like this warning 
sign for the general public might be:

Over thinking  

Perseverating

Deeply thinking

Confusion

Stimming



DRAMATIC MOOD CHANGES

Dramatic mood changes can be caused by:

      *Overwhelming emotions   *Sensory overload *Change

These mood changes would be different than autistic meltdowns.

Reframing the situation to help them perceive what happened in a 
different way could help.



GIVING AWAY 
PRIZED 

POSSESSIONS 
OR 

SEEKING 
LONG-TERM CARE 

FOR PETS

• There are autistic people who have strong emotional 
connections with one or two possessions and many who are 
very much connected to their pets, some of whom serve as 
therapy pets.

• This behavior warrants further investigation.

• Closest true warning sign for autistic people – if they existed

• Remember the person you are helping.  Autistic people may 
have other reasons for giving away prized possessions.

• Consider this event which happened to me in real-life.  



Morgan et al., 2021
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WARNING SIGNS

1. Sudden or increased withdrawal 
2. No words to communicate acute distress
3. Current traumatic event
4. Marked increase in rate and/or severity of self-harm 
5. Worsening of anxiety and/or depression
6. A new focus on death-related topics that are not a special interest 
7. Perseverative suicidal thoughts and ruminations
8. Seeking means or making plans for suicide or suicide rehearsal
9. Statements about no reason for living or no sense of purpose in life

10.  Hopelessness



Q & A

   



THANK  
YOU!



Lisa Morgan, MEd, CAS

www.autismcrisissupport.com

lisamorganconsulting@gmail.com
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