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Disclosures

Today’s speaker has no financial relationships with an ineligible company relevant to this 
presentation to disclose.

None of the planners have relevant financial relationship(s) to disclose with ineligible 
companies whose primary business is producing, marketing, selling, re-selling, or 
distributing healthcare products used by or on patients

*All relevant financial relationships have been mitigated*
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Objectives
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Attendees will be able to:

• Identify risk factors unique to autism

• Adapt risk assessments when assessing autistic youth

• Identify warning signs of suicidality in autistic youth

• Learn considerations for safety planning with autistic youth



Prevalence 
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Injury Prevention and Control

(Schwartzman et al, 2021)
(Hedley et al, 2022)

Ø Suicide is the 2nd leading cause of death for people ages 10 through 14

Ø Suicide research has mainly focused on neurotypical youth. We know very 

little about suicidality in autistic youth.

Ø Suicide is the leading cause of premature death in autistic individuals.

Ø Autistic individuals may also have other identities or backgrounds that affect their 

experiences in the world, impacting their risk for suicide.

https://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/injury/


Intersectionality within autism spectrum disorder
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Each autistic individual is unique and comes with different identities, lived 
experiences, & backgrounds. Marginalized subgroups of people with autism 
experience unique factors that may contribute to suicide risk.

Location: 
• Underserved 

areas/communities
• Unstable housing 
• Distance to care 

Race or Ethnicity: 
• Black, 

indigenous, 
people of color

• Language

Sex and gender: 
• Assigned female 

at birth

LGBTQ2IA+

Autism: 
• Intellectual disability 
• Non-verbal 

communication 
• Co-occurring mental 

health condition

(Hadley et al, 2022)



Risk factors unique to autism
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Risk factors unique to autism:
• Autistic burnout & masking

• Challenges with life transitions

• Isolation and social difficulties

• Lack of social support

• Alexithymia (challenges in recognizing, expressing, and 

describing one's own emotions)

• Unmet support needs (employment, healthcare, education)

• Late diagnosis

Masking by Nihilivonne
Mirroring Masks and other Poems and Art 
Masking by Nihilivonne – The Art of Autism 
(the-art-of-autism.com)

(Hunsche et al, 2020)

https://the-art-of-autism.com/mirroring-masks-and-other-poems-and-art/masking-by-nihilivonne/
https://the-art-of-autism.com/mirroring-masks-and-other-poems-and-art/masking-by-nihilivonne/
https://the-art-of-autism.com/mirroring-masks-and-other-poems-and-art/masking-by-nihilivonne/


Autism Resource: Toolkits
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Risk assessment & screenings with autistic youth
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When assessing for risk of suicide: 

Screening for suicidality is a critical first step 
in identifying youth at risk who may require 

immediate intervention and support 
However, 

suicidality in the 
context of autistic 
youth is not well 
understood or 

studied

Thinking process of 
autistic people is often 

very literal and 
concrete

Autistic people have may 
have a different inner 
experience than they 

present

Assessing them by 
their mode of 

communication

Use the exact 
meaning of what you 

are trying to say – 
clear, direct questions

Listen to 
exactly what 
they tell you

Use verbal, 
written, device, 
and/or images

Autistic folks have 
varying processing 
speeds unrelated to 

intelligence
Be patient & 
wait for the 
individual to 

respond 

(Morgan & Maddox, 2018)



Warning signs for suicidality in autistic individuals
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Sudden or 
increased 

withdrawal & 
isolation

No words to 
communicate 
acute distress

Current 
traumatic event, 
reported by self 

or others

Marked 
increase rate 

and/or severity 
of self-harm 
behaviors

Worsening in 
levels of 

symptoms of 
anxiety and/or 

depression

New focus on 
suicidal talk, 

ideation, death-
related topics that 
are not a special 

interest

Perseverative 
suicidal 

thoughts and 
ruminations

Seeking means 
or making plans 

for suicide or 
suicide 

rehearsal

Statements 
about no 

reason to live or 
no sense of 

purpose of life

Hopelessness 

(Morgan & Maddox, 2018)



Safety planning
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Safety planning emphasizes developing a concrete plan 
(behavioral strategies, social supports, professional supports, 
coping strategies) and creating a safe environment to use 
during periods of high risk.

What are these periods for your patient?

(Schwartzman et al, 2021)
(Morgan & Maddox, 2023)



Safety planning considerations with autistic youth
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Incorporating a youth’s interests (e.g., characters, tv shows, video games)   

Pairing discussions with visual supports (e.g., mood thermometer, visual representation high risk periods)
• Using worksheets to identify emotions 

Consideration of sensory differences and needs such as overstimulation (e.g., loud noises, being 
touched, too much information)

Emotion recognition may be challenging for autistic youth (differences in describing and 
regulation emotions)

Using concrete explanations of physiologic signals and behaviors that may indicate distress 
-  “What does your body feel like when it is calm? What does your body feel when it is escalated?”

(Schwartzman et al, 2021)



Caregivers' role in safety planning with youth on the 
spectrum
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• Collaboration can greatly benefit the development and implementation of a 

safety plan

• Caregivers' awareness of warning signs in their youth can help caregiver 

provide support to their child and implement coping strategies

• Caregivers may also support in limiting/restricting access to dangerous 

• e.g., creating a safe environment, locking up potentially dangerous items

• Developing a parallel caregiver-specific safety plan to support their own 

emotional regulation and concrete steps on how to aide their child

(Schwartzman et al, 2021)



Current research
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Principal investigators, Brenna Maddox and Shari Jager-Hyman

The purpose of this study is to compare the effectiveness, feasibility, and acceptability of two 
suicide prevention strategies tailored for autistic youth (age 15-24) at risk for suicide: the Safety 
Planning Intervention tailored for Autistic individuals.

A Comparison of Two Brief Suicide Prevention 
Interventions Tailored for Youth on the Autism 
Spectrum - Full Text View - ClinicalTrials.gov

https://classic.clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT05398250
https://classic.clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT05398250
https://classic.clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT05398250
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Questions
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THANK YOU!

Contact information:

Gissell Torres Antunez, MA, LMHCA
gissell.torresantunez@seattlechildrens.org


