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Disclaimer:

We will be talking about suicide and self-harm.
Please take a break if you need one.

#988
Text, call or chat

International Suicide Crisis Lines



Learning Objectives

Explain the history of the Autism and Suicide Prevention 
Workgroup

Describe the mission of the Autism and Suicide Prevention 
Workgroup

Discuss the autism specific suicide prevention resources 
developed in collaboration with the Autism and Suicide 
Prevention Workgroup

3



Many 
Autistic 
people 
prefer 
identity 
first 
language

They are not a person “on” the 
spectrum

They are not a person “with” 
autism

They are an Autistic 
person



History of the Autism and 
Suicide Prevention Workgroup



Why was the committee established?
• My own experience with suicide in December of 2014

6 months later  

• My nephew died by suicide in March of 2015

6 months later 

• My husband of 30 years died by suicide in June of 2015
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Starting a conversation

• I wrote my first book called, Living Through Suicide Loss with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in 2016.

• I tried to start conversations with national suicide prevention organization 
about autism and suicide during the summer of 2017.

• I didn’t hear back from anyone most of the summer

• In mid-august, I heard back from Colleen Creighton and with her support, 
the Autism and Suicide Prevention Workshop was established.
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Autism Specific Resources

• Crisis Supports for the Autism Community

• Warning Signs of Suicide: Considerations for autistic people

• Warning Signs of Suicide for Autistic People

• Reasons for Living

• 988: Information for Autistic People
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Mission of the Autism and 
Suicide Prevention Workgroup



Mission: 

to support autistic people 

in all issues of suicide.



To accomplish the mission:
 Autistic people need to be supported as autistic people

 Professionals must know both the medical model of 
autism and the social model of autism

 It’s important to be culturally competent.

 Autistic people can be unintentionally harmed by 
well-meaning professionals, family, and friends
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Medical Model of ASD
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Looks for a cure



According to the DSM-5 -
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is:
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• Deficit based
• Disability
• Dysfunctional
• Disorder
Looks at what’s wrong instead of what a person needs.



Unintentional Harm
►Many professionals do not understand the need to assess 

an autistic person for support

►Many first responders do not understand ways to work with 
an autistic person in crisis

► The behavior of autistic people is misunderstood and 
reacted to in a negative way causing unintentional harm

►Autistic people do not get their needs met
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• Friendly 
• Encouraging
• Empathetic
• Caring
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What does unintentional harm look like?

to non-autistic people 
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Autism Culture
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Examples of autistic culture

● Focused passions
● Adherence to routine
● Unique way of being
● Differences in communication / Honest, literal speech
● Neurodiversity / Acceptance
● Think differently – Black and white, visual, focus on details 
● Stimming
● Withdraw for self-care



Let me hear you…
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Social Model of ASD
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“I am me!”



Social Model of Autism

• Autistic people are different 
• Views that difference with curiosity

• Heterogeneity
• Sensory issues
• There is an autistic culture 
• Providers learn by asking, listening, clarifying, 
changing 
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Autism Specific Resources

WARNING SIGNS OF 
SUICIDE FOR 

AUTISTIC PEOPLE

CRISIS SUPPORTS 
FOR AUTISTIC 

PEOPLE

CONSIDERATIONS 
OF WARNING SIGNS

REASONS FOR 
LIVING
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Lived 
Experience

Research 
Findings

Resources



• DO NOT make any important, life-altering decisions 
based solely on the information in these slides.

• The information is designed to broaden knowledge 
about autistic people.

• Your autistic client knows the most about themselves  

• Your job is to help them communicate their needs to 
you.

Pause: The following explanations and 
examples are considerations

Image from: 
https://www.nowyouretalking.co.uk/2019/04/04/pa
use-with-purpose/

about:blank


Autism Specific Resources

CRISIS SUPPORTS FOR 
AUTISTIC PEOPLE

27



Crisis Supports for the Autism 
Community Toolkit

Purpose: To help crisis center 
workers and other helpers in 
identifying  and supporting autistic 
people in crisis.
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Crisis Toolkit

Content: The toolkit explains unique differences in: 
• communication, 
• thought processes, 
• sensory issues, and 
• misunderstandings 

that a crisis worker or other helper may encounter while 
assisting an autistic person in crisis.
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Crisis Toolkit
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The toolkit also suggests practical ways to support an autistic person 
in crisis. 

Has a one-page pullout to use in real-time.

The toolkit is now being used by various professionals to support 
autistic people in crisis.

It has been translated into two languages for use in the countries of 
Brazil and Portugal. It is also currently being translated into Spanish.



• Ask direct questions
• Allow extra time
• Help shift the thoughts
• Language to avoid
• Speak using logical 

words
• Positive coping skills
• Facilitate a safety plan

31

Interventions



Emotions

⮚If an autistic person states they do not know how they are feeling – it is 
a true, literal statement

⮚One aspect of autism is having difficulty expressing emotions 
(Alexithymia)

⮚Explain emotions in a different way

⮚Giving them time to identify and/or explain their emotions is helpful
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Autism Specific Resources

CONSIDERATIONS OF 
WARNING SIGNS
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Purpose:
To show considerations to take when 
assessing or supporting autistic people 
with warning signs for the general public.

Content:
Each of the ten warning signs from the 
American Association of Suicidology is 
explained with considerations to take 
when supporting autistic people.



Examples:

• Anxiety / Agitation / Sleep Issues

• Withdrawing

• Feeling Trapped

• Hopelessness

• Giving away prized possessions
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Autism Specific Resources

WARNING SIGNS OF 
SUICIDE FOR AUTISTIC 

PEOPLE

36



Lisa Morgan MEd, CAS Te al Be ne vide s , P hD, 
OTR/L

Mary Donahue , 
P hD

Sarah Cass idy, P hD Mirabe l P e lton, Doctora l 
Stude nt

Bre nna Maddox, 
P hD



Purpose: 
To explain how warning signs of 
suicide might be different in autistic 
people compared to the general 
population.

Content: 
The toolkit presents 10 research-
based warning signs and scenarios 
that help providers and others 
understand the warning sign.



Proposed set of Warning Signs of Suicide for 
Autistic People

1. Sudden or increased withdrawal 
2. No words to communicate acute distress
3. Current traumatic event
4. Marked increase in rate and/or severity of self-harm 
5. Worsening of anxiety and/or depression
6. A new focus on death-related topics that are not a special interest 
7. Perseverative suicidal thoughts and ruminations
8. Seeking means or making plans for suicide or suicide rehearsal
9. Statements about no reason for living or no sense of purpose in life
10. Hopelessness



Warning Sign 1: Sudden or increased withdrawal

• Scenario: Lucia routinely withdraws for self-care. Her family and 
friends understand her need to do this. Lucia’s family and friends 
noticed she was spending more and more time in her room. Lucia 
goes straight to her room when she gets home, only coming out for 
meals. Lucia continues to attend her usual activities, although she 
doesn’t want to. She no longer wants to make her clay animals and has 
not replaced that passion with another.

• Research: Many autistic people value alone time to recover after 
intense social events. It is particularly concerning if increased social 
withdrawal is coupled with reduced interest and pleasure in a 
previously intense interest. These might be unique warning signs for 
depression in autistic people, which could include suicidal thoughts
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Warning Sign 6: A new focus on death-related topics that 
are not a special interest

• Scenario 1: 
Jin calmly stated he wanted to kill himself one day after 

school. There was no emotion; he was not agitated, but rather 
matter-of-fact. He could not articulate why. Jin continued to 
focus on suicide. He mentioned people in the news who had 
died, talked about people in movies dying, and discussed the 
‘best’ ways to die. There was no known traumatic event that 
precipitated this subject. The words were not from a movie, a 
self-stimulatory behavior, or a special interest
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Research:

Like Jin, many autistic people can report suicidal thoughts 
and/or behaviors without necessarily showing the same 
degree of distress as seen in non-autistic people (Cassidy, 
2020). Because of this, many autistic people report not 
being believed when they report suicidal intent (Camm-
Crosbie et al., 2019; Cassidy, 2020; Cassidy et al., 2021). 
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Warning sign #7: Perseverative suicidal thoughts and 
ruminations

• After hearing about suicide, Jamie became fascinated by the topic. 
She perseverated on it until suicide became a constant thought. 
Jamie talked about issues of suicide a lot to her family. She brought 
it up at dinner, on family walks, and during car rides with family. 
Jamie always talked about suicide as a subject she was mesmerized 
by, until her conversation transitioned into a more personal 
account. 

• Her parents noticed she was talking more about herself when she 
brought up the topic of suicide. They discussed her ruminating 
about it, and, upon reflection, Jamie realized she had started 
thinking of suicide as a means to an end of the extremely challenging 
parts of her life. She realized she had started to personalize suicide 
to her circumstances and was experiencing suicidal ideation. 
Thoughts of suicide had become a comfort for Jamie. 
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Research

Autistic people with a history of suicidal thoughts were 
significantly more likely to report an episode lasting 8 hours or 
more compared to non-autistic people, who reported much 
shorter periods (Cassidy, Bradley, Cogger-Ward, & Rodgers, 
2021). 
Autistic people therefore are much more likely to report 
“sticky” suicidal thoughts, which may last for long periods. It 
might be extremely difficult to mentally switch away from these 
images, intentions, or nightmares (Cassidy, 2020). Rumination 
has also been shown to increase risk of suicide attempts in 
autistic people (Arwet & Sizoo, 2020).
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Main Points
• Watch for changes from baseline as far as withdrawal, regulating, 

anxiety, self-harm, and/or depression
• Autistic people in crisis may not act like non-autistic people in crisis.
• May not be able to verbalize emotions or what they are 

experiencing. 
• New focus on death-related topics. Must discern between special 

passion and suicide thoughts and behaviors.
• May research ways to die by suicide
• What may be traumatic for an autistic person could be different 

from what causes trauma in non-autistic people. 
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Autism Specific Resources

REASONS FOR LIVING
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Reasons for Living
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How to create it.

• Ask the 
questions

• What to 
remember

When to use it.

• Suicidal 
thoughts

• Self-harming 
thoughts

• When unsure 
about 
continuing to 
live

How to use it.

• Hold it in your 
hand and read 
it.

• Read it out loud 
or silently to 
yourself as 
many times as 
needed

• Re-write it out

Remember to 
change it

• Keep it up to 
date

• Especially if 
there’s a pet or 
people on it 
that may not be 
in the person’s 
life anymore



Newest Resource!!
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988 Information for Autistic 
People



Main points from 988 resource:
• What is the purpose of 988?
• How does it work?
• Some examples of when to use 988.
• Setting expectations…
• What to do if the call hurts instead of helps?
• Giving feedback…
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Conclusion
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We all have a role to play in suicide prevention efforts!

Learn directly from autistic people with lived experience of suicidality

Don’t be afraid to ask about suicidal thoughts… and listen to the answer

Remember that autistic distress may not look like neurotypical distress

Make use of the growing number of autism -specific crisis resources

Advocate for more autism –specific training for crisis center workers, 
emergency department clinicians, and other mental health professionals



Questions?
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Resources can be found at:
www.autismcrisissupport.com



Lisa Morgan, MSW, M.Ed. 
lisamorganconsulting@gmail.com

www.autismcrisissupport.com

53

Thank you! 

http://www.autismcrisissupport.com


References
• Autism Crisis Toolkit on the American Association of Suicidology website:  

https://suicidology.org/wp -content/uploads/2019/07/Autism -Crisis -Supports.pdf
• Cassidy, S., Bradley, L., Shaw, R. et al. Risk markers for suicidality in autistic 

adults. Molecular Autism 9, 42 (2018). https://doi.org/10.1186/s13229 -018-0226-4
• Raymaker, Dora M et al. “"Having All of Your Internal Resources Exhausted Beyond 

Measure and Being Left with No Clean -Up Crew": Defining Autistic Burnout.” Autism in 
adulthood : challenges and management vol. 2,2 (2020): 132 -143. doi:10.1089/aut.2019.0079

• Suicide - Autism | Autistica | Autistica. (2017, August 30). Autistica. 
https://www.autistica.org.uk/what -is-autism/signs -and-symptoms/suicide -and-autism

• Weiss, Jonathan A, and Michelle A Fardella. “Victimization and Perpetration Experiences 
of Adults With Autism.” Frontiers in psychiatry vol. 9 203. 25 May. 2018, 
doi:10.3389/fpsyt.2018.00203

• Kolves, K., Fitzgerald, C., Nordentoft, M., Wood, S. J., & Erlangsen, A. (2021). Assessment 
of suicidal behaviors among individuals with autism spectrum disorder in Denmark. JAMA 
Network Open, 4(1), e2033565. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.33565

https://suicidology.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Autism-Crisis-Supports.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13229-018-0226-4

	Autism and Suicide Prevention Workgroup 
	Disclaimer:
	Learning Objectives
	Many Autistic people prefer identity first language
	History of the Autism and Suicide Prevention Workgroup
	Why was the committee established?
	Starting a conversation
	Autism Specific Resources
	Autism and Suicide Prevention Workgroup
	Mission of the Autism and Suicide Prevention Workgroup
	Mission: �	to support autistic people �	in all issues of suicide.
	To accomplish the mission:
	Medical Model of ASD
	According to the DSM-5 -�Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is:
	Unintentional Harm
	What does unintentional harm look like?
	Slide Number 17
	�
	            Autism Culture

	Let me hear you…
	Social Model of ASD
	            Social Model of Autism
	Autism Specific Resources
	Slide Number 24
	Lived Experience
	Pause: The following explanations and examples are considerations
	Autism Specific Resources
	Crisis Supports for the Autism Community Toolkit
	Crisis Toolkit
	Crisis Toolkit
	Interventions
	Emotions
	Autism Specific Resources
	Slide Number 34
	Examples:
	Autism Specific Resources
	Slide Number 37
	Slide Number 38
	Proposed set of Warning Signs of Suicide for Autistic People
	Warning Sign 1: Sudden or increased withdrawal
	Warning Sign 6: A new focus on death-related topics that are not a special interest
	Research:
	Warning sign #7: Perseverative suicidal thoughts and ruminations
	Research
	Main Points
	Autism Specific Resources
	Slide Number 47
	Reasons for Living
	Newest Resource!!
	Main points from 988 resource:
	Conclusion
	Questions?
	Thank you! 
	References

