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Autism and Suicide 

Key Messages

· What is autism? Autism is a developmental disability which affects how people communicate and interact. As a spectrum condition is affects people in different ways, however the two key difficulties required for an autism diagnosis are social interaction and communication difficulties and restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests or activities.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  More information on Autism can be found on the National Autistic Society website here: What is autism] 

· The Equality Act: The Equality Act (2010) places a requirement on public services to anticipate and prevent discrimination against people with disabilities, which includes people with a learning disability, autism or both.
· Autism prevalence: Around 1% of the UK population is autistic though this is an estimated figure and further research is required.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  National Autistic Society] 

· Autism & suicide risk: Autistic people are at a higher risk of suicide than non-autistic people. Figures show that 11-66% of autistic adults had thoughts about suicide during their lifetime, and up to 35% had planned or attempted suicide.[footnoteRef:4] The highest risk seen in autistic people without co-occurring intellectual disability, and autistic women.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  D Hedley & M Uljarevic (2018) Systematic Review of Suicide in Autism Spectrum Disorder: Current Trends and Implications.]  [5:   (Hirvikoski, T. et al 2020; Kirby, A.V. et al. 2020). Individual risk & familial liability for suicide attempt & suicide in autism: a population-based study] 

· Suicide risk factors: Experiencing mental health problems, social isolation and unemployment can increase suicide risk in autistic people. There are also factors related to being autistic which may also contribute to this risk. These include unmet support needs and camouflaging autism in order to fit in.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Cassidy, S et al (2018) Risk markers for suicidality in autistic adults. Molecular Autism  9:42 ] 

· Improving services: Improving access to and removing barriers to mental health and other support services for autistic people is key to reducing suicide risk. Service providers and practitioners should have the necessary knowledge and skills to provide appropriate person-centred support and treatment.  This could include more and longer appointments, continuity of care, appropriate sensory environments, or alternative formats for making emergency appointments.
· Bereavement: Autistic people may struggle to access support after a bereavement by suicide and may react and grieve differently from neurotypical people.  Support After Suicide have produced a useful guide to help professionals understand how they can support neurodivergent people after a bereavement by suicide.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  SASP-neurodiversity-and-suicide-bereavement-guide.pdf (supportaftersuicide.org.uk)] 







Why might suicide be more common in autistic people? 

Camouflaging: Evidence shows that camouflaging autistic traits is an important independent risk marker for mental health problems and suicidal thoughts and behaviours. Camouflaging also increases the risk of experiencing other risk markers for suicidality such as: defeat, entrapment, thwarted belongingness, lack of meaningful social connections, not being accepted for who you are, role of minority stress, and barriers to seeking treatment.  Important to note that camouflaging of autistic traits is also present, though to a lesser extent, in the general non-autistic population, and in those with undiagnosed autism.[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Is camouflaging autistic traits associated with defeat, entrapment, and lifetime suicidal thoughts? Expanding the Integrated Motivational Volitional Model of Suicide - Cassidy - Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior - Wiley Online Library ] 

Barriers to accessing or receiving appropriate support: Autistic people have higher levels of unmet needs, may experience barriers to accessing help and support for mental health difficulties and suicidality. Mental health problems or distress may present differently in autistic people. The double empathy problem (when autistic people and non-autistic people each find it difficult to understand each other) can be a barrier to asking for and receiving effective support.[footnoteRef:9]   [9:  The double empathy problem (autism.org.uk)] 

Communication differences: Some autistic people have difficulty identifying and describing their emotions (alexithymia). They may not recognise they are in crisis, or may be less likely to seek help if they can’t put their feelings into words.
Thinking styles: Autistic people can often get stuck on a particular train of thought so can become fixated on the idea that suicide is the only escape route, and may struggle to see other alternatives or solutions.  Suicide attempts by autistic people can be impulsive and unplanned. 
Other risk factors: isolation, experiences of abuse or discrimination, low mood, low self-esteem, low emotional literacy, painful life experiences, sleep difficulties.

Tips for Practice: Supporting an autistic person with suicidal thoughts[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Taken from the National Autism Implementation Team’s Risk of Suicide for Autistic People: Response to Government Query (June 2022)
] 


· Believe the autistic person who tells you that they feel suicidal, even if such information comes in a different or unexpected manner. 
· Listen to what the autistic person is saying. 
· Ask specific and clear questions. Autistic people can have difficulty identifying and describing their feelings, understanding metaphor or reading between the lines. 
· Give time for the autistic person to process what you are asking. Processing speed can vary widely among autistic people, particularly when in crisis. 
· Check that the autistic person has interpreted and responded to your questions in the way you expect. Autistic people can interpret assessment tools differently than intended (see Practice Example on Suicide Safety Planning). 
· Utilise freely available guidelines and tools support autistic young people and adults. 
· Provide support that is flexible, personalisable and tailored to meet an autistic person’s unique needs. 
· Promote feelings of belonging, connectedness and self-worth, which could prevent suicidal thoughts and behaviours in autistic people. Social support is associated with reduced risk of suicidal thoughts in this population. Those who report feeling that they do not belong in the world or are a burden to others are more likely than others to feel suicidal. These are important warning signs. 

Practice Example: Safety Planning with Autistic People 

Some autistic people may not find suicide safety plans which have been designed for use with the general population accessible or useful.  Work has been taking place at the University of Nottingham to co-design and test an adapted safety plan which meets the needs of autistic people.[footnoteRef:11]  While an individualised approach is important due to the neurodiversity within the autism spectrum, here are some general tips for carrying out safety planning with Autistic adults taken from the learning from the research project: [11:  Mental Health in Autism - Safety Plan (google.com) ] 


· Safety planning is most effective when rapport has been built 
· The safety planning process is likely to take some time and may need to be done over several sessions. 
· The language used should be clear and direct.  Questions like “are you feeling down” or “blue” can be confusing and are sometimes understood literally. Avoid metaphors and euphemisms or words with double meanings. 
· When accessing or relaying a memory, it can be a struggle for autistic people to remember the where, what, when and how all together. This type of discussion may need to be done over a period of time. 
· When discussing emotions, tools like feelings wheels or body maps can be useful. 
· Autistic people can experience “sticky thinking” and have thoughts that won’t go away, so it can be hard for them to generate alternative solutions or coping strategies. It may be useful to work collaboratively and make suggestions for solutions. 
· Use their interests when developing a safety plan. 

Further Reading and Learning

	Policy Context
· The Scottish Strategy for Autism 2011-2021 was created to improve the experience and ensure the delivery of quality services for all autistic children and adults in Scotland. The strategy was independently evaluated. 
· In 2021 the Scottish Government published the Towards Transformation strategy to ensure that the human rights of autistic people, those with a learning/intellectual disability and individuals who are both, are ‘respected and protected and that they are empowered to live their lives, the same as everyone else.’ 
· In 2023, Scottish Government began a consultation process for a Learning Disablities, Autism and Neurodivergence Bill. 


	Autism & Suicide 
· Autistic people and suicidality (autism.org.uk) – This is a useful summary of what’s known about suicide and autism.
· Webinar: Do we need to think differently about suicide prevention for autistic people?  Mirabel Pelton & Rachel Moseley 
· Autism and suicide: an interview with Dr Sarah Cassidy 
· Why Suicide Is All Too Common Among Autistic Adults | Psychology Today Canada 
· Death by Suicide Among People With Autism: Beyond Zebrafish | Autism Spectrum Disorders | JAMA Network Open | JAMA Network 


	Bereavement 
· Understood – Supporting people bereaved by suicide who are neurodivergent. 
· Advice on supporting bereaved autistic children from NAIT. 


	Children &Young People
· Autistica – Supporting Autistic Children & Young People Through Crisis 
· Autism Toolbox is a Scottish resource to support the inclusion of autistic learners in educational settings.
· National Autism Implementation Team produce a range of resources to support practitioners working with autistic children NAIT | ThirdSpace

	Crisis Support
· Crisis support resources from Lisa Morgan


	Autism & Mental Health
· Mental Health in Autism - Guide for GPs 
· Mental Health In Autism Research Group 
· The Harris Trust is a small charity in Scottish Borders set up after the suicide of Harris, an autistic young person. Their website has a series of really useful talks including one on autism and mental health. 


	Autism/Neurodiversity General
· The neurodiversity workstream in NHS Education for Scotland have developed a number of resources and webinars which are available here. 




Reflective Questions
Consideration of how service provision and delivery and suicide prevention activities meet the needs of autistic people is vital to reduce the risks of suicide in this group. Here are some questions which I have been considering and which may help us reflect more on our own work in this area.
· To what extent do our suicide prevention activities and strategies increase acceptance and understanding of autistic traits in society, and tackle the excluding, stigma and discrimination faced by autistic people?
· How are we addressing the societal and structural factors increasing the risk of suicide in autistic people?
· Do the people delivering supports and services have a good understanding of the needs of autistic, and other neurodiverse people?
· How can we ensure that neurodiverse lived experience informs our work?
· Do we have the data and information needed to understand and respond to suicide risk in autistic adults, children and young people?
· How can we ensure that our activities, materials, training and interventions are inclusive for autistic people? 
· How do we consider the specific needs of autistic children and young people, or the needs of children awaiting assessment and diagnosis?
· Are there examples in the common language we use when talking or asking about suicide which may be differently understood by autistic people?

Susie Heywood, July 2024
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