
 

Mental health services are failing young
autistic people
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More and more is being done to raise awareness of mental health
problems at a public and policy level, and understandably so. One in six
adults in the UK has a common mental health condition, and one in 20
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adults has thought of taking their own life at some point.

Young people are thought to be a particularly vulnerable group, as most 
mental health conditions develop between childhood and adulthood and
may even be at their peak between the ages of 16 and 20. Worryingly,
young people are often reluctant to seek help for their mental health
problems, citing stigmatising attitudes towards mental illness, concerns
about confidentiality and trust, and trouble identifying the signs and
symptoms of mental health problems.

Autism is not a mental health condition itself, but around 70-80% of 
children and adults on the autism spectrum have experienced mental
health problems. Of particular concern, suicide rates among autistic
people are nine times higher than those found in the general population,
with 66% of recently diagnosed autistic adults reporting that they have 
contemplated suicide. This isn't an issue that has gone unnoticed, with
autistic people, their families and the people who work with them
highlighting mental health as the priority area for research. But what
about young autistic people – are they a particularly vulnerable group?

Working with a team of young autistic people from the charity 
Ambitious about Autism, we (at the Centre for Research in Autism and
Education) asked 130 young autistic people, between the ages of 16 and
25, about their mental health needs and their experiences of seeking
mental health support. The results showed that 80% of the young people
in our sample had experienced mental health problems.

As well as suffering from mental health problems, these young people
told us how they lacked confidence and generally felt unhappy,
depressed, worthless, under strain and unable to overcome their
difficulties. Many young people felt that these problems stemmed from
the pressure to act "normal" in a "neurotypical" world (the world of non-
autistic people). As one young person told us: "If somebody who wasn't

2/4

https://digital.nhs.uk/article/813/Survey-shows-one-in-three-adults-with-common-mental-disorders-report-using-treatment-services-
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+health/
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/content/bjprcpsych/202/s54/s5.full.pdf
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Latestproducts/4326.0Main%20Features32007?opendocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=4326.0&issue=2007#=&view=
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-244X-10-113
http://www.jaacap.com/article/S0890-8567(08)60059-3/fulltext
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-016-2722-8
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/autism/
http://bjp.rcpsych.org/content/208/3/232
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/autistic+adults/
http://thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(14)70248-2/fulltext
https://www.autistica.org.uk/research/top10/
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk
crae.ioe.ac.uk
crae.ioe.ac.uk
http://www.knowyournormal.co.uk/research
http://www.knowyournormal.co.uk/research
http://www.knowyournormal.co.uk/research
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+health+problems/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/young+person/


 

autistic grew up being excluded, bullied, and pressured to be something
that they are not, they would very likely develop the same conditions."

Difficult to get help

Even if the young people did recognise that they needed mental health 
support, 62% of them told us that they had little, if any, confidence in
knowing who to access support. And 68% said they lacked confidence in
getting appropriate support for their mental health needs. More
worryingly, the young autistic people who had accessed mental health
support told us how they faced major problems in getting the help they
needed. They experienced high levels of stigma – about autism and
mental health – and felt that services failed to meet their needs in several
ways.

For example, the young people explained how there was a lack of
services, with lengthy delays to access the services that were available.
They also felt that transitions from one service to another were poor.
Even more concerning, they reported that services were not tailored to
the needs of young autistic people, telling us how staff often did not have
knowledge of autism or how to adapt services to best support them. As
another young person told us: "I know that there's no support there,
should I need it, and that scares me."

Mental health services in the UK have their failings across the board, but
they appear to be particularly lacking when it comes to autism. Young
autistic people are especially vulnerable as they move from childhood to
adulthood, and services effectively disappear.

More services are clearly needed. But we also need to do more to
understand the most effective mental health support for these young
people. Our research showed that the young people felt most satisfied
with their services when professionals took the time to get to know them
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and their specific needs. Only by listening to and learning from young
autistic people – and valuing their "experiential expertise" – can we truly
hope to meet the needs of this vulnerable group.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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