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The National Autistic Society (NAS) is the leading charity for people with autism 
(including Asperger syndrome) in the UK.  It has a membership of over 14,000, a 
network of over 60 branches, and 90 partner organisations in the autism field. The NAS 
is in a unique position to comment on issues affecting people with autistic spectrum 
disorder (ASD) because it operates in all four nations of the UK.  The NAS exists to 
champion the rights and interests of all people with an ASD and to ensure that they and 
their families receive quality services, appropriate to their needs.  There are 
approximately 535,000 people with autistic spectrum disorders in the UK.   
 
About autistic spectrum disorders (ASD):  
 
‘Autistic spectrum disorder’ is a term used to describe a lifelong developmental disorder 
that is characterised by impairments in social interaction, communication, and 
imagination. There is a ‘spectrum’ or range of disorders with these features, including 
autism and Asperger syndrome. Some people with an ASD have severe learning 
disabilities, and some may never speak. People with Asperger syndrome, on the other 
hand, usually have an average or above average IQ, and acquire spoken language at the 
same age as typically developing children. Prevalence estimates suggest that 1 in 110 
people have an ASD. 
 
All people with an ASD experience three main areas of difficulty, known as the ‘triad of 
impairments’: 
 
• social interaction (difficulty with social relationships eg appearing aloof and 

indifferent to other people and difficulty with understanding others’ viewpoints and 
intentions) 

• social communication (difficulty with verbal and non-verbal communication) 
• imagination (difficulty with interpersonal play and imagination eg having a limited 

range of imaginative activities, possibly copied and pursued rigidly and repetitively). 
 
In addition to this triad, repetitive behaviour patterns and resistance to change in routine 
are often characteristic. They may also have sensory sensitivity, for example to sound, 
touch, pain and light. 
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Outcomes for people with an ASD 
 
“The combination of limited social protective factors with, for example, poor self-help 
and independence skills, a reduced ability to gain employment and difficulty in making 
intimate adult relationships, leaves the individual more open to mental health and social 
problems such as marital disharmony and breakdown”1 
 
Current outcomes for many people with an ASD are poor- only 6% of adults with ASD in the 
UK are in full-time paid employment and 49% of adults with ASD are still living at home 
with their parents.2 Societal awareness of autism is still fairly low and the nature of the 
disability is extremely complex.  
 
Autism as a mental disorder 
 
The definition used in the Green Paper of mental ill health as a ‘diagnosable mental 
disorder’ means that autistic spectrum disorders are covered.  ASDs are recognised as a 
mental disorder in their classification in ICD 10 (Chapter V: including F84.0 (childhood 
autism); F84.1 (Atypical autism); and F84.5 (Asperger’s syndrome)) and DSM-IV-TR 
(299.00 autistic disorder and 299.80 Asperger’s disorder). However, it is important to 
note that ASD is a lifelong developmental disability, not a mental illness. Although, 
individuals with ASD are more vulnerable than their peers to secondary mental health 
issues, their ASD cannot be ‘cured’ and any mental health issues need to be addressed in 
the context of their disability.  
 
ASD and Mental Health 
 
People with an ASD are particularly vulnerable to mental health issues such as anxiety 
and depression, especially in late adolescence and early adult life (Tantam & Prestwood, 
1999). Ghaziuddin et al (1998) found that 65 per cent of their sample of patients with 
Asperger syndrome presented with symptoms of psychiatric disorder. However, as 
mentioned by Howlin (1997), "the inability of people with autism to communicate 
feelings of disturbance, anxiety or distress can also mean that it is often very difficult to 
diagnose depressive or anxiety states, particularly for clinicians who have little 
knowledge or understanding of developmental disorders". Similarly, because of their 
impairment in non-verbal expression, they may not appear to be depressed (Tantam, 
1991). This can mean that it is not until the illness is well developed that it is recognized.  
In treating mental illness in the patient with an ASD, it is important that the psychiatrist 
or other health professional has knowledge of the individual with autism being assessed.  
 
Parents and carers of people with an ASD may also be at risk of mental distress due to 
their additional caring responsibilities and a lack of support. .  

                                                 
1 The Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2006,  Psychiatric services for adolescents and adults with asperger 
syndrome and other autistic spectrum disorders 
2 Barnard et al, 2001, Ignored or ineligible? The reality for adults with autism spectrum disorders, London: 
National Autistic Society, p.5 
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Recommendations 
 
The Manifesto of the All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism (APPGA) in Westminster 
includes a specific objective in relation to mental health services. The Manifesto calls for 
a named member of each community mental health team with expertise in ASD to be 
assigned the responsibility for meeting the mental health needs of children and adults 
with an ASD. The Manifesto also states that people with an ASD should become 
automatically eligible for preventative mental health services after diagnosis, tailored to 
their needs and developed using an autism-sensitive, person-centred planning process. 
Training in ASD for mental health professionals should include awareness of the non-
psychotic nature of ASD and of the contribution of sensory problems to difficulties in 
processing. 
 
The APPGA Manifesto objective, above, should inform the development of the Green 
Paper. Currently, individuals with an ASD are often unable to access support for 
secondary mental health difficulties, or are misdiagnosed with mental illnesses such as 
schizophrenia, due to a lack of understanding of ASD amongst mental health 
professionals. A lack of training in ASDs can act as a barrier to services where mental 
health services lack the confidence and expertise to take on complex cases. This is 
illustrated by the following example,  
 
‘The Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services team (CAMHS) told me that it is 
unable to provide a service to autistic children as it doesn’t feel qualified. For the past 2 
years we have been trying to control my daughter’s condition by pumping her full of 
these drugs, but we really can’t cope anymore. We haven’t had anyone to oversee the 
medication because of CAMHS refusal to treat her. I have explained the situation to 
CAMHS many times but I still get the same response that it doesn’t deal with autistic 
children. At the end of the day my daughter is just a little girl who has already been 
through so much.” 
(Parent of 14 year old girl with autism, bi-polar disorder and psychosis) 
 
Professionals need to understand the nature of an individual’s ASD in order to provide 
appropriate intervention and support for mental health issues. Although not all 
professionals can be expected to have expertise in ASDs, the NAS proposes a tiered 
approach whereby all professionals have a basic understanding of ASDs, and have access 
to a professional with advanced skills and knowledge within their service.  
 
As ASDs are covered under the definition in the Green Paper, it is essential that future 
work in this area pays particular attention to the needs of people on the autistic spectrum, 
recognizing the specific issues that apply to this group of people. It is important to 
recognize that lifelong disabilities such as ASD, that are classified as mental disorders are 
not ‘treatable’ or preventable in themselves, but will affect an individual’s vulnerability 
to mental health issues and inform the way in which professionals support the individual. 
Conditions on the autistic spectrum are often ignored in the development of policy, it is 
vital to ensure that this is not the case.  
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For further information please contact:         

 
Mia Rosenblatt 
Policy and Research Officer (adults) 
The National Autistic Society 
 
020 7903 3558 
mia.rosenblatt@nas.org.uk  
 

mailto:mia.rosenblatt@nas.org.uk


This paper represents the views of its author on the subject. These views have not been adopted or in any way approved by the Commission 
and should not be relied upon as a statement of the Commission's or Health & Consumer Protection DG's views. The European Commission 
does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this paper, nor does it accept responsibility for any use made thereof. 


