
Understanding Autism

Session 3

Understanding ASD anxiety



What we are going to cover: 

ASD and anxiety

What is anxiety

The anxiety circle

Management/Treatment of anxiety

Avoidance

Challenging negative thoughts

Relaxation Techniques

A lot of our material has been obtained from the 

national autistic society, www. Autism .org .uk



How do autistic people see the 

world?

Some autistic people say the world feels 

overwhelming and distressing and this can 

cause them considerable anxiety.



• In particular, understanding and relating to other

people, and taking part in everyday life can be

harder. Autistic people often feel other people

appear to know, intuitively, how to communicate

and interact with each other, yet this can be a

struggle and anxiety provoking for autistic

people.

• Autistic people may wonder why they are

'different' and feel their social differences mean

they are often misunderstood.



Anxiety disorders

Anxiety disorders are very common with

people on the autism spectrum.

Approximately 40% have symptoms of at

least one anxiety disorder at any time,

compared with up to 15% in the general

population. Often anxiety and depression is

common with people who have autism.



Many people on the autism spectrum may

have difficulty describing how they are

feeling. Due to life experiences and events

they often have low self-esteem and

confidence.



Anxiety disorders and depression are just a

few of the mental health difficulties people

on the autism spectrum may experience. For

more information on other types of mental

health difficulties, you may find it useful to

visit the websites listed below.



Mental Health support 

Services:

• Wirral: Inclusion matters: www.inclusion-matters-

wirral.org.uk

• IAPT South Cheshire- 01606 555263

• IAPT Vale Royal – 01606 555 211

• Macclesfield: www.mytalkingtherapies.com

• For support in other areas, contact your GP for a referral. 

http://www.inclusion-matters-wirral.org.uk/
http://www.inclusion-matters-wirral.org.uk/
http://www.mytalkingtherapies.com/


WHAT IS ANXIETY?

• With all of us anxiety is normal, essential

and, when appropriate, very useful.

Modern man uses anxiety to conquer the

unknown. It gives us the impetus to

succeed, for example in exams and

interviews.

However, in some cases ………………



• it becomes very severe

• it occurs in situations in which it is not 

usual for people to experience anxiety

• and it leads to avoidance of situations 

because of the distress it causes.



HOW DOES IT WORK?

Imagine sitting in a field eating a picnic on 

a sunny summer’s day. Suddenly, without 

warning, you see a bull charging towards 

you.

  

What do you do?



The chances are that, without apparent thought, you 

run at great speed and jump over the nearest gate 

or hedge! 

This is called the “fight or flight reaction.” 

This occurs because the brain sends a message 

through the sympathetic nervous system to the 

adrenal glands, and the adrenal glands pour the 

hormone adrenaline into the bloodstream, which 

gives the body strength and speed.



Anxiety can be closely related to other emotions.  

Imagine being on a loop the loop roller coaster 

at the fair.  

How do you feel?..... Excited, scared, 

exhilarated, terrified?  

The same physical reaction may take place, 
but our perception of it differs.  



Blood pressure 
increases
Feeling of pressure 
in head
Tingling in head
Ringing in ears
Dizziness
Migraine
Blurred vision.

Sweating increases

Hot flushes
Cold sweats
Clamminess

Heart rate 
increases

Palpitations

Clamminess

Breathing 
rate 
increases

Over 
breathing
Tightness in 
chest
Choking 
feeling
Light 
headedness
Gasping
Difficulty 
swallowing

Muscle tension and 
lactic acid increases

General aches and pains
Shakiness in hands and 
throat
Tightness in throat
Breathing difficulties
Muscle cramps
Headaches

Digestive disturbances

Butterflies
Stomach cramps
Nausea
Flatulence
Poor appetite
Indigestion

COMMON PHYSICAL ANXIETY SYMPTOMS COULD BE 



Changes that happen in the body can 

be dramatic, quick, extremely 

frightening and lead people to think 

that something seriously wrong is 

happening to them.  

Remember all these symptoms can be 

due to experiencing anxiety or stress.



Anxiety Circle

NEGATIVE 
THOUGHTS

BEHAVIOUR

(Avoidance)

PHYSICAL AROUSAL
(Fight or flight)



How does anxiety start?
There are many different reasons as to why some 

people have severe anxiety reactions to situations 

that others do not; it can vary greatly from one 

person to the next.

From looking at research and theories which try to 

explain the reasons for excessive anxiety.  It 

appears that for the majority of people it starts in 

childhood as we are developing our coping skills, 

and making sense of the world. 



Three common factors can be:

1. Some people may have an anxious 

personality and have learned to worry. This 

can stem from childhood and their 

observations of people around them.

The anxiety may not develop until later in 

life when they are activated by life events 

and or strains.



2. Life Events 

All of us have life events or things happening to us 

throughout our life, for example a bereavement, 

moving house, having a new baby. These events 

or changes can increase our anxiety levels.

Such changes are often difficult for an autistic 

person to



3. Life Strain

Life strain can be caused from continuous tension, 

a lengthy period of stress, worry or even fear. For 

example, relationship problems, stress at work, 

financial difficulties, ill health or a combination of 

factors.

We can often be unaware that our stress levels 

have increased, as this can happen gradually 

without us noticing or realising. 



When stressors are always present and you 

constantly feel under attack, the fight-or-flight 

reaction stays turned on.  The long-term activation 

of the stress-response system and the subsequent 

over exposure to cortisol (stress chemical in the 

brain) as well as the other stress hormones, can 

disturb almost all of your body’s processes.  

This puts you at increased chance of:  Anxiety, 

depression, sleep problems, digestive 
problems, heart disease, memory impairment.



Some common triggers for 

anxiety can be : 

Saying NO                                                                             

Meeting new people 

Being the centre of 

attention                                           

Making small talk

Public speaking                                                                    

Being teased or criticised

Making phone calls



Eating or drinking in public

Speaking up in a meeting                                                  

Attending an appointment

Attending parties or social gatherings                            

Being assertive with family or friends                           

Talking to ‘important’ people or people  in authority    
Stating your opinion



Stressful events are a fact of life.  And you may not be 

able to change your current situation.  But you can take 

steps to manage the impact these events have on you.

You can learn to identify what stresses you have and how 

to take care of yourself physically and emotionally in the 

face of stressful situations.

Other anxiety management strategies include things like 

eating a healthy diet, getting regular exercise and 

sleeping well. 

YouTube video – Window into Our World

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IDecuOME1Zo 



Treating and Management of 

Anxiety Disorders

Most of the time we learn to cope with 
difficult situations, whether or not we are 
autistic – often by "sitting it out" and learning 
that we have not come to harm from the 
situation that worried us.



However, if we have an anxiety, we are more likely 

to try to escape from the difficult situation or avoid 

it all together. This leads to a greater fear of the 

same situation and an even earlier escape the 

next time it occurs. In other words, anxiety tends to 

build on and reinforce itself. 



The problem with this is that, it can shrink 

your world and limit the activities you can 

comfortably engage in. 

It is important to try to break this vicious 

cycle, and this is why cognitive (to do with 

thoughts) and behavioural psychological 

treatments can often be seen as just as 

important in treatment as medication.



Usually these treatments involve forming a 

working relationship with a therapist, 

building up any necessary skills, and 

deciding to work through a set of challenges 

(involving exposure to an aspect of the 

feared situation) one step at a time that are 

anxiety-provoking but not intolerable. 



This way both the mind and the body learn 

that the feared situation isn't as dreadful as 

was initially thought, and this leads to a 

gradual reduction in anxiety. Such an 

approach is often very effective. 

Mind's website has further information 

about common anxiety disorders. 



Mind



Challenging Negative Thoughts

As we saw earlier one aspect of the 

anxiety circle is negative thinking. 

Negative thoughts tend to:

Make us unhappy

Make us physically uncomfortable

Stop us doing the things we would like to 

do.     



Negative thoughts are:

Easy to believe

Often untrue

Spring to our minds unsummoned

Make things worse than they are

Predict the future

Are unhelpful and useless



Positive thoughts are different because they 

are:

• Based on good evidence

• Do not predict the future

• Put things into 

perspective

• Help us to succeed



How do we recognise a 

negative thought ?

Below is a list of features of negative thoughts:-

1. They make things worse than they are ……… “I’ve 

never felt so awful in my entire life”

2. They predict the future ………. “I’ll always feel 

terrible”

3. They stop you doing things ………. “I can’t do that”



4. They are often not true ………. “Everyone 

must think I’m stupid”

5. They pretend you can read minds ………. 

“I know they think I’m useless even though 

they don’t say so”

6. They seem believable – you don’t think to 
question them.



Identifying the difference 

between negative and positive 

thoughts
Negative  Positive 

I’M REALLY GOING CRAZY. I AM NOT GOING CRAZY, I CAN LEARN TO 

CONTROL THIS.

THESE FEELINGS ARE OUT OF MY CONTROL. I CAN COPE WITH THESE FEELINGS

I FEEL SO AWFUL, SOMETHING BAD IS GOING 

TO HAPPPEN TO ME.

THESE FEELINGS DON’T MEAN THAT ANYTHING 

DREADFUL IS GOING TO HAPPENED TO ME

I’M GOING TO MAKE A FOOL OF MYSELF. EVEN IF I MAKE A FOOL OF MYSELF  IT’S NOT THE 

END OF THE WORLD

I CAN’T COPE WITH THIS SITUATION. I AM LEARNING TO COPE WITH THIS SITUATION

I FEEL TERRIBLE THESE THINGS

ARE GETTING OUT OF HAND.

THESE FEELINGS WILL EVENTAULLY PASS

I REALLY OUGHT TO GET AWAY. I AM GOING TO FACE UP TO MY ANXIETY

I SEEM TO BE GETTING STEADILY 

WORSE.

I AM DOING WELL

THIS IS SO AWFUL; I DON’T 

UNDERSTAND WHAT IS HAPPENING 

TO ME.

THIS ANXIETY IS JUST WHAT MY THERAPIST SAID 

I WOULD FEEL



COMMON THINKING ERRORS

Thinking errors are irrational patterns of thinking that can cause 

you to feel bad and sometimes act in self-defeating ways.

Challenging your thinking errors

Here are just a few examples of 

common thinking errors and ways to 

challenge them.



Black-and-white thinking

When you’re thinking in black-and-white, 

you see everything in terms of being either 

good or bad with nothing in between. For 

example: either you’re great, or you’re a 

loser; If you don’t look like a model, you 

must be ugly; if you do something wrong, 

then you are completely bad.
.



The challenge: Look for shades of grey

It’s important to avoid thinking about things 

in terms of extremes. Most things aren’t 

black-and-white, but somewhere in-

between. Just because something isn’t 

completely perfect doesn’t mean that it’s a 
total disaster



Ask yourself:

Is it really so bad, or am I seeing things in 

black-and-white?

How else can I think about the situation?
Am I taking an extreme view?



Filtering

When you filter, first you zone in on the 

negative aspects of your situation. Then you 

ignore or dismiss all the positive aspects. 

What are your positives and strengths? You 

must recognise and build on these. This will 

help with your confidence and self esteem.



The challenge: Consider the whole 

picture

Ask yourself:

Am I looking at the negatives, while ignoring 

the positives?

Is there a more balanced way to look at this 

situation



Exaggerating/ Catastrophizing

When things go wrong, you might have a 

tendency to exaggerate the consequences 

and imagine that the results will be 

disastrous



The challenge: Put it in perspective

Ask yourself:

What’s the worst that can happen?

What’s the best that can happen?

What’s most likely to happen?

Will this matter in five years?

Is there anything good about the situation?

Is there any way to fix the situation?



Positive achievement Guide

1.Start with small steps, plan targets of 

achievement.  Ask relatives or friends to 

encourage you to achieve them, but more 

importantly encourage yourself. 

2.  Don’t be indecisive.  Set your target and 

go for it.  Determine to achieve it.  DO IT.



3. Develop coping strategies to deal with 

your anxiety.  Learn to talk positively about 

yourself.  Re-evaluate.  YOU ARE IN 

CONTROL.

4.  Don’t give in to your panic feelings, you 

know what they are, treat them with the 

contempt they deserve. Your objective is to 

reach your target.



5. Congratulate yourself on any success

6.  Remember, whenever you find yourself 

avoiding because of anxiety, question your 

motives. What is the worst thing that could 

happen to you if you go ahead? Is that worse 

than being anxious all the time?



7.  We all have off days.  If a target does not 

go exactly right, don’t worry, but get back out 
there, you can do it next time. 



Anxiety management 

techniques



Breathing and Relaxation 

Techniques.

YouTube video – 4-7-8 Breathing Exercise

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MXKJ33Z7unl



Anxiety self help book

https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/l

eaflets/Anxiety%20A4%202016

%20FINAL.pdf

Produced by Newcastle Upon Tyne Trust

https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/leaflets/Anxiety A4 2016 FINAL.pdf
https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/leaflets/Anxiety A4 2016 FINAL.pdf
https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/leaflets/Anxiety A4 2016 FINAL.pdf
https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/leaflets/Anxiety A4 2016 FINAL.pdf
https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/leaflets/Anxiety A4 2016 FINAL.pdf
























Useful websites: 
http://www.moodjuice.scot.nhs.uk/anxiety.asp

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-
support/tips-for-everyday-living/relaxation/

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-
depression/ways-relieve-stress/?tabname=mental-
wellbeing-audio-guides

https://www.mind.org.uk/media/2145638/explori
ng-relaxation_2015.pdf

http://www.moodjuice.scot.nhs.uk/anxiety.asp
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-for-everyday-living/relaxation/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-for-everyday-living/relaxation/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/ways-relieve-stress/?tabname=mental-wellbeing-audio-guides
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/ways-relieve-stress/?tabname=mental-wellbeing-audio-guides
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/ways-relieve-stress/?tabname=mental-wellbeing-audio-guides
https://www.mind.org.uk/media/2145638/exploring-relaxation_2015.pdf
https://www.mind.org.uk/media/2145638/exploring-relaxation_2015.pdf


Summary

We hope that you have learnt some information 
about what anxiety, why this occurs, and some 
useful tools for managing anxiety
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