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WHAT IS AUTISM?

Autism is a form of neurodivergence. Autistic people communicate and
interact with the world in a different way to non-autistic people. The
way that autistic people communicate and interact with the world is
neither better nor worse than the way non-autistic people communicate
and interact with the world, just different. (National Autistic Society,
2024). It is not an illness or medical condition and is part of individual
differences that can be seen in communication and interaction,
behaviours and interests, and sensory experiences.

Autism is a spectrum condition and there are similarities and differences
between autistic people. This means that every autistic individual is
unique, with different strengths, challenges and support needs.

Neurodiversity means that there is natural variation across humans in
how brains learn and process information, and there is value in such
diversity.

Autism can be described as a type of
difference or ‘neurodivergence’ that brings
unique qualities and skills that contribute to
the richness of human diversity.

This leaflet provides a brief introduction to
autism and common presentations and
experiences associated with autism. If you are
interested in finding out more about autism,
there is a list of useful sources of information
and resources at the end of the leaflet.




It can be helpful to consider autism within these categories: social aspects,
communication, interests, change and sensory sensitivities (National Autistic
Society, 2024).

e Autistic people often understand, develop and maintain relationships in a
different way to non-autistic people.

e Autistic people may have differences in their use of non-verbal language,
such as gestures, facial expressions and tone of voice and often experience
maintaining eye contact as very uncomfortable.

e Autistic people may interpret language used by others literally (figures of
speech and metaphors).

e Autistic people may experience challenges in predicting and interpreting the
behaviour and communication attempts of others and confusion about the
way other people behave and how they are expected to behave in return.

e Autistic individuals may have differences in attention, interests and learning
style and have different ways of being flexible: autistic people say they often
feel safer and more comfortable with routines and structure which lessens
uncertainty.

e Autistic people may experience differences in the
way they are impacted by sensory information in
their environment and from their internal bodily
senses including: balance, coordination and
interoceptive awareness. Often living with, and
experiencing, an 'alternate sensory reality'.




AUTISM IS A “SPECTRUM’

Autism is referred to as a ‘spectrum’. This means that every autistic individual is
unique, with a wide range of strengths, challenges and support needs.

Our understanding of autism has grown and developed considerably over the last
few years. Because we have learned so much more about how autism can look so
different in each individual, there is better recognition of how the diversity of
autism is expressed. Every experience of autism is equally valid, and having
diversity in the world is so important!

The saying ‘if you have met one autistic person, you have met ONLY ONE autistic
person’ is helpful as it reminds us that every autistic individual is wonderfully
unique, with their own strengths, challenges, interests, social preferences,
sensory preferences and thinking styles.
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This pie chart which shows how some people may be impacted by some things a
lot (coloured in more) and others not so much (coloured in less).




STRENGTHS OF AUTISM

Autism brings difficulties, but also strengths.
Some examples of strengths may include:
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Masking describes a range of strategies (used with or without awareness) to
hide autistic traits. Some autistic people may mask as a way to fit in with
others or feel accepted. For example, an autistic person may force themselves
to make eye contact, mimic phrases that others are using or dress in a way that
they feel is acceptable to others. Some people may not notice that they are
doing this, and some may be more aware of it.

Masking may lead to an autistic person feeling out of touch with their true self,
exhausted or overwhelmed. These strategies can be common in autistic
individuals. People can become so skilled at hiding their autistic traits that it
may mean that autism is missed or not diagnosed until later in life.
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CO-OCCURRING CONDITIONS

Autism may be first recognised when a young person is accessing mental health
services. Mental health conditions can be treated and recovered from, and autism is a
difference to be accepted, embraced and worked with. Some examples of mental
health difficulties that can co-occur with autism are:

Eating Disorders
Autistic individuals may be more vulnerable to developing eating disorders due to
food-specific sensitivities, difficulty with recognising, describing and managing
emotions, wanting to fit in or having a preference for rules and routines.

Anxiety Disorders
Many autistic individuals experience increased anxiety and due to the impact
challenging social and sensory environments, difficulty with uncertainty and unplanned
changes, and finding it harder to recognise describe and manage emotions.

Depressive Disorders
Autistic individuals may be vulnerable to developing depression in response to
experiences of social isolation, bullying or the stress of trying to ‘fit in’. Individuals may
withdraw further, struggle to sleep or lose interest in the activities that previously
brought them joy.

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD)

There are similarities between autism and OCD, such as a preference for routine,
difficulties tolerating change, ritualised patterns of behaviour, and an intense focus on
particular interests. However, OCD is distinct in that it causes significant anxiety, often

due to unwanted obsessive thoughts and/or disruptive rituals. In OCD rituals are

completed to reduce anxiety or prevent something bad from happening, rather than
for sensory soothing.

In mental health treatment, it is important that individual needs, preferences, and
adjustments are considered.




THE IMPORTANCE OF RECOGNISING AUTISM

We have heard from autistic individuals, their families and mental
health clinicians that recognising autism has been so important.

On an individual level, autistic individuals have told us that understanding why they
may become overwhelmed in some situations, find aspects of life challenging or
excel in certain areas has allowed them to be more compassionate towards
themselves. The recognition of autism can help people to get their needs met and
help explain why they may process and experience the world differently.

Having autism recognised can also benefit those

around the individual. It can help families and mental
5 - health treatment teams better understand the
individual and work with the strengths of an autistic
brain.

Treatment can then be tailored to the needs of the
individual and reasonable adjustments can be made
(for example, dimmed lights in sessions,
communicating through writing or sitting side by side).

If you decide to pursue a diagnosis, you will be assessed by a neurodevelopmental
conditions team who specialise in understanding and recognising neurodiversity.

The autism diagnosis process involves finding out about:

e Your developmental history (talking with parents about childhood
milestones, responses to typical childhood experiences, experiences of
socialisation, education and you as an individual).

e Talking to you about your experiences and finding out more about why
some things are challenging for you. Sometimes this will be done using a
specific observation tool that helps recognise autism-related behaviours.

e Consideration of other physical and mental health conditions.




“Finding out that | am autistic for me was life-changing. Not because something had
changed about me, for | have always been autistic, but something changed within
me and my attitude towards myself. | began to accept, unmask and finally
understand who | was after 15 years of hiding and rejecting myself; then blaming
myself for the consequences of that. So then receiving my autism diagnosis

allowed me to reconnect with the world in a way | find meaningful but more
importantly connect with myself so | could shape and build a future | truly wanted.

| am proud of being autistic, it makes me who | am. Even when | encounter
challenges, | now do not blame myself for being 'broken'. | know it is because many
aspects of the world aren't designed for autistic people, but understanding this
just empowers me to fight for change, by being my authentic autistic self. Being
diagnosed as autistic was and forever will be the best thing, now I can live my life in
a way | love and works for me, away from what society says it should look like, and
| really wouldn't change it for the world.” - Rachel

“Discovering I’'m autistic changed everything for me. It explained why | excelled in
certain things, and why | found aspects of life more challenging. For years | felt like
| was wrong, broken, | didn’t fit in, and | felt like everyone around me had read a
book about what to do, how to behave, what to talk about and how to act in social
situations, and | didn’t get the book. I tried to copy others and mask who | was and
how | felt to try and fit in and because | didn’t think who | was, was okay.

Understanding that I’'m autistic explained so many of these feelings, and | realised
that | do process the world differently, but being different is okay and, in fact,
something | now celebrate and have grown to love. Not only has it helped me heal
my relationship with myself, but it also helped my family and friends better
understand me and support me.” - Fiona
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FURTHER INFORMATION

If you would like to:
e Discuss or explore autism further
e Think about next steps
e Get any questions answered

Ask to speak to your clinician.

Here are some useful links for resources, advice, or further
information:

PEACE London:
(Autism and Eating Disorders)
PEACE Pathway - Home

PEACE BOB:
(Autism and Eating Disorders)

Home - Peace Pathway (peacepathwaybob.org)

National Autistic Society:
(Autism)

National Autistic Society (autism.org.uk)

BEAT Eating Disorders:
(Eating Disorders)
The UK's Eating Disorder Charity - Beat (beateatingdisorders.org.uk)



https://peacepathway.org/
https://peacepathwaybob.org/
https://www.autism.org.uk/
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/

INFORMATION AND RESOURCES

The QR code will take you to the PEACE
website where you can find further
information, resources and support.
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