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Welcome! 

Parents Navigating A New Autism Diagnosis 

Before we get started

● Please change your name in Zoom to include 
your first name and preferred pronouns

● Please use the “raise hand” function under 
“reactions” and unmute yourself to ask a 
question    

 ⇐ ZOOM Toolbar (or taskbar)

3

Feel free to raise 
your hand if you 
have a question! 
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Self -Help Tools 

WAA is a personal advocate and legislative champion
for children and adults with autism spectrum disorder
and other developmental disabilities.
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WAA is a personal advocate and legislative champion
for children and adults with autism spectrum disorder
and other developmental disabilities.Ho
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Self -Help Tools 

Hover over each category to find 
subcategories 
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Need additional Help? 

WAA is a personal advocate and legislative champion
for children and adults with autism spectrum disorder
and other developmental disabilities.
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Crisis 
Stabilization

Special 
Education 
Coaching 

Multi-System 
Navigation

Resource 
navigation



What to Expect From This Lunch and Learn

● Introductions
● Definition of autistic burnout 
● Comparing autistic burnout vs. clinical depression
● Reviewing research on autistic burnout, depression, and risks
● Recognizing early warning signs
● Personal Stories
● What to do 
● Getting help
● Q+A



Who Are We?
Arzu Forough 
CEO and Founder of WAA
In 2007 she founded Washington Autism Alliance and developed the “Autism IEP supplement: Best 
Practice Guidelines for educating students with autism”. Her IEP supplement as well as guidelines 
for training teachers was legally adopted by the Washington State legislature in 2008 and became 
the requirement for all teachers working with learners with Autism Spectrum Disorders statewide.

Arzu introduced Shayan’s Law, Autism Insurance Parity to the Washington State legislature, 
petitioned the state Health technology Assessment of evidence based treatment of autism and 
ignited multiple legal actions that have clarified state and federal laws mandating insurance benefits 
for those with autism and other developmental disabilities.

Mash Makhlyagina 
CEO of Neuro Support Services

Since 2011, Mash had been a special education teacher, admin, 504 coordinator, dean, and many 
other school-based roles in NY and WA working with autistic students ages 4-19. They have worked 
with over 1,000 families across the United States and DODEA. They now work as a Special 
Education Specialist and Advocate supporting teachers, teams, and families of autistic students. 



What is autistic burnout?

Raymaker et al,. 2020, “Autistic burnout is a syndrome resulting from chronic life 
stress and a mismatch of expectations and abilities without adequate supports”

Core features:

- Chronic exhaustion (mental and/or physical)
- Loss of skills/functioning (can include regression)
- Increased sensory sensitivities 
- Reduced tolerance for social interaction 
- Emotional dysregulation

This is not just clinical depression or workplace burnout. 





Put in chat: What comes to mind when you hear “autistic 
burnout?”



Courtesy of Dr. Alice 
Nicholls



Autistic Burnout is a “Stress-Induced Brain Injury”



When was autistic burnout first recognized?

2020 is the first time we have community-based participatory research with autistic 
adults 

“Having All Your Internal Resources Exhausted Beyond Measure and Being Left 
with No Clean-Up Crew” Raymaker, D.M., et al. (2020). Autism, 24(4), 915-927.

Higgins et al. (2021)-  Found increased masking and emotional labor predict 
burnout

Kronenberg et a. (2021)- pediatric and adolescent experiences include shutdowns, 
increased school refusal, regression of skills and developmental markers



Clinical Depression versus Autistic Burnout

In Raymarker’s research, participants with comorbid depression were able to 
clearly describe the difference 

“This isn’t sadness. I just can’t function anymore”

In children and adults: regression can 
include incontinence, baby talk

Courtesy of Literally 
Ausome



Clinical Depression versus Autistic Burnout

HIggins et al. (2021)- Comparing burnout to depression and general distress

● Fatigue
● Social 

withdrawal
● Suicidal 

ideation

Clinical Depression Autistic Burnout

Regardless of 
context/
Setting

Rest doesn’t 
make a large 
difference

Improves with 
removal of 
environmental 
demands

Can improve with 
rest



Autistic Burnout Specifically…

Mantzala et al.(2022) looked at the overlap between autistic burnout, depression, 
and anxiety in young adults

Found: differentiation in burnout-related loss of skills and increased autistic 
traits/behaviors 

Autistic burnout often involved a perceived loss of identity, not just mood 
symptoms and was environment-sp



Suicidal Ideation is Different in Autistic Burnout

● In Raymaker et al. (2020), participants described SI as a desire to escape 
overwhelming demands. We see this echoed in HIggins et al. (2021).

● SI with autistic burnout can be very sudden onset versus how some 
depression trajectories can build toward it

● If someone has co-occurring OCD, limited research is suggesting that 
high-masking environments and folks who are high-masking could be at 
higher risk of autistic burnout due to cognitive load and emotional exhaustion 
from masking both 

● Under-recognized in autistic populations such as people with intellectual 
disabilities, Down Syndrome, and autistic people who are nonspeaking



A Personal Story

Mash shares their experience with autistic burnout from 2023

Key features:

● Loss of verbal communication abilities
● Unable to make decisions, even small ones 
● Unable to feed self
● Sudden SI and severe intrusive thoughts
● Uptick in OCD severity
● Multiple meltdowns a day
● Loss of ability to walk more than a few feet
● Loss of ability to drive
● Could not tolerate sensory input at same level 
● Constantly on verge of tears
● Sleeping for 12+ hours a day 



Some Gentle Reminders

● The length of a workday/week or school day/week is not based 
on researching what works best for allistic people–and definitely 
not for autistic people!

● It is not a failure to not be able to keep going with the same 
level of output as before 

● It is normal to dislike having to embrace our limitations. 
We have so many passions, so much to give, want to do so 
much. 



The Progression of Autistic Burnout (by Little Black Duck)

1. General Fatigue
 Consistent mental and physical fatigue, general forgetfulness, everyday tasks become harder or more overwhelming.

2. Social Fatigue
 Socialising is more tiring. It becomes harder to adapt to social environments and/or mask.

3. Cognitive Fatigue
 Increased difficulty with emotional regulation, task management and time management. There is increased brain fog.

4. Occupational Burnout
 Occupational burnout is when states of fatigue persist for several months. This impacts on the person’s ability to successfully 
complete daily tasks.

5. Continuation
 Due to difficulties in body mapping, social expectations, recognising internal states, rejection sensitivity, masking, the autistic 
person persists.



The Progression of Autistic Burnout (by Little Black Duck)

6. Autonomic Distress
 The body goes into a flight/fight reaction. There is an increase in anxiety, feeling overwhelmed, cognitive confusion, 
meltdowns, shutdowns, avoidance, and anger.

7. Autistic Burnout
 A state of allostatic overload. Often the autistic person continues to push through this state until they struggle to do even 
simple tasks and activities.

8. Degradation
 Persistent states of autonomic distress are unsustainable. Additional physical and/or psychological symptoms begin to 
manifest as well as increased difficulties in managing sensory input.

9. Cognitive Shutdown
 Access to upper brain functions, like language, executive network, body schema and mapping, and motor functions begins 
to deteriorate.

10. Autistic Catatonia
 When left unaddressed the signals from the upper brain become slower or interrupted. The ability to use speech, transition 
and manage motor functions slows, stops, and/or becomes inconsistent. This leads to mild forms of autistic catatonia.



What helps with autistic burnout?

Accommodations such as 
being able to work from 

home, take breaks, 
finding time to destimulate 

your nervous system

Being able to be validated 
for unmasked behavior 

(as long as safe)

Getting sufficient sleep

Getting proper sensory 
stimulation

Decreasing demands and 
decisions

Schedule recovery time

Visual forms of 
communication (text to 

speech, AAC apps, 
communication cards)

Time in nature or with 
pets/animals can help those who 

find that soothing

Exploring medication with 
medical providers



Learning Your Warning Signs

Signs To Look For:

● Fatigue, irritability, shutdowns, sensory overload
● Increased meltdowns, social withdrawal
● Loss of language or motor skills 
● Decreased executive functioning or independence

The goal shouldn’t be to return to the same quantity or intensity of activity. That is what 
exhausted the nervous system in the first place:

The goal is to find out what is your optimal window of functioning and to support yourself in that 
window.



Catatonia 

“Catatonia in varying degrees can occur in autistic children and adults. Studies 
suggest that between 12-18% of autistic people may present with varying levels of 
catatonia”

We need to be aware of catatonia and malignant catatonia

Shah, Dr. Amitta, 2019, Catatonia, shutdown and breakdown in autism, 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers

https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/professional-practice/catatonia-autism
https://uk.jkp.com/products/catatonia-shutdown-and-breakdown-in-autism?_pos=1&_sid=88625aff3&_ss=r


Risk Factors

● High masking environments
● Invalidating social connections
● Poor accommodations
● Cumulative trauma or invalidation 
● Intersectional stress (Race, gender, LGBTQ identity, poverty, co-occurring mental and physical 

health disabilities)
● Being high-masking/wanting to be perceived as normal
● Being socially isolated outside of the workplace 
● Co-occurring disabilities (OCD, ADHD, PTSD, etc.) 





Do Not Suffer in Silence- Get help!

Reach out to WAA for support to be connected with potential providers and find 
support

You getting help can be totally private– therapists and psychiatrists will not report 
your autism to family, employers, partners, etc. 

Getting help early can be life saving. We want and need you here. 
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Q+A
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Three Minute Survey 
Our Lunch & Learns are designed to provide 
information, services and support to our 
community around autism and other 
developmental disabilities. 

Please take 3 minutes and fill out this brief survey 
to help us improve our future presentations. Thank 
you for your feedback!

https://forms.gle/zmCYeB4m2LCDPHep6

