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Webinar Disclosure Statement

Kennedy Krieger Institute’s Center for Autism and Related 
Disorders (CARD) does not take responsibility for information 
shared in this public event. Please keep all questions general 
and do not disclose personal health information (PHI) during the 
question and answer (Q&A) segment. This webinar will be 
recorded. By attending this webinar, you are consenting to being 
recorded.
The Q&A segment is NOT anonymous.



Polling – REQUIRED FOR CEUs!
Instructions:
• On your smartphone, laptop, or 

tablet, go to www.Slido.com or 
scan the QR code.

• Enter the event code: #RV30.
• Enter your name and email.
• Click “Join.”

• The online polling platform Slido will be 
used to track CEUs and monitor 
attendance.

• Please note that the Q&A segment is not 
anonymous. 



Training Sponsor: Pathfinders for Autism

• A special thank you to the training sponsor!

• To learn more about Pathfinders for Autism, 
please visit their website at 
https://pathfindersforautism.org/.

“Pathfinders for Autism is pleased to be able 
to support CARD and sponsor this 
workshop on a very important topic. 
Pathfinders for Autism works to support and 
improve the lives of individuals affected by 
autism through expansive, individualized 
programming, and by providing resources, 
training, workshops, information, and 
activities free of charge. Go to 
www.pathfindersforautism.org to use 
Pathfinders for Autism’s provider directory 
and to register for upcoming workshops and 
free family fun events or call them at 443-
330-5341.” 
– Neal Lichter, Program Director, 
Pathfinders for Autism

https://pathfindersforautism.org/


ASHA Disclosure Slide

• Financial:
• Grant funding: Organization for Autism Research, Autism Speaks, 

NIMH, NICHD, Kennedy Krieger Goldstein Innovation Award, 
AACAP

• Royalties: Humana Publishing for a book on childhood anxiety 
disorders

• Non-Financial: None 



Learning Objectives

• To describe the features of anxiety in individuals with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD)

• To discuss currently available treatments, both therapies and 
medications, for anxiety in individuals with (ASD)



Dr. Leo Kanner (1943)

- “Anxiously obsessive desire for 
the maintenance of sameness ...”

- Fear of mechanical things 
(e.g., vacuum, elevator)

- Fear of changing things 
(e.g., wind and large animals)

- Fear of running water, gas burner

Kanner, 1943
Nervous Child



Temple Grandin, PhD

“I was terrified of new places, people, everything,’ she says. “Fear is the 
overriding emotion in autism. Loud noises, including bells, would trigger 

awful panic attacks for me.”

“When puberty hit, that's when the anxiety attacks and the panic attacks 
started. I was a type of person with autism where once there was puberty, 

non-stop panic attacks. I mean, imagine how you felt when you did your first 
really big, important, you know, interview, how nervous you were. Now, 

imagine if that's the way you felt all the time, all the time.”

http://www.biography.com/imported/images/Biog
raphy/Images/Profiles/G/Temple-Grandin-
38062-1-402.jpg



Number of Publications on Anxiety and Depression in ASD

White et al., 2019



Types of Anxiety Disorders
• Generalized anxiety disorder
• Separation anxiety disorder
• Social anxiety disorder
• Specific phobia
• Panic disorder
• Agoraphobia
• Unspecified anxiety disorder



Unique Types of Anxiety in ASD

• Anxiety that is linked to core ASD symptoms

• Not described in the DSM

• Examples 
- Excessive fear about novelty/change
- Social fearfulness - without the fear of judgement
- Worries related to special interests
- Varied specific phobias - fears of babies, men with 
beards, certain types of stuffed animals

Kerns et al., 2014
J Autism Dev Disord



Prevalence of Unique Types of Anxiety
n = 59

7-17 years

IQ > 60

46% - Ambiguous 
anxiety

48% - DSM anxiety

Kerns et al., 2014
J Autism Dev Disord



Anxiety Adversely Impacts Functioning

• Exacerbates ASD symptoms

• Interferes with treatments for ASD 

• Irritability, outbursts, self-injury, GI symptoms

• Increases parental stress and anxiety

• Risk for long term psychopathology

• Influences transition planning to adulthood

Sukhodolsky et al., 2008,  J Abnorm Child Psychol
Kerns et al., 2015,  Behav Ther



Impact of Anxiety in Adults with ASD

• Transition related stress

• Occupational stress

• Relationship stress

• Loneliness/depression

• Problems with access to care

Lin et al., 2017
Disabil Rehabil

http://media.phillyvoice.com/media/images/AP110908067
272.2e16d0ba.fill-735x490.jpg

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwidoeHW1NzMAhXIbD4KHXbhBYwQjRwIBw&url=http://www.phillyvoice.com/drexel-autism-report-young-adulthood/&psig=AFQjCNHxSDOq8U7Z6MonSSxAwQRs8sALWQ&ust=1463421664080036


Prevalence of Psychiatric Disorders in ASD

10-13.9 years
Mostly male
Population derived
sample

Simonoff et al., 2008
J Am Acad Child and Adolesc Psychiatry



Prevalence of Anxiety by Age Group

Vasa et al., 2013
Res in Autism Spectr Disord



Prevalence of Anxiety in Adults

• Range:  27% current, 42% lifetime (Hollacks et al., 2019)

• High rates of social anxiety disorder (Spain et al., 2016)

• Risk of anxiety may decrease in older age (Lever and Guertz, 
2016) 



The prevalence of anxiety disorders in individuals with ASD is 
approximately:

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Common Presenting Concerns

• “On edge all day”
• “Not interested in making friends”
• “Having meltdowns all day”
• “Really scared of getting his haircut”
• “Doesn’t like loud noises. Won’t go anywhere”
• “Won’t take in person classes. Only takes online classes”
• “Irritable at work”



Assessment

• Differentiate ASD versus anxiety symptoms and other 
psychiatric disorders

• Assess anxiety (cognitive, behavioral, physiological, affect)

• Assess for other comorbidities

• Has there been a change in baseline?

• What could be causing the anxiety?



Understand the ASD Symptoms

• How much social motivation does the child have?

• How perseverative is the child?

• Are they overly sensitive to certain types of sensory stimuli?

• Does the child get upset when there is a change in routine?



Assess Anxiety-Related Impairment

• Different from severity of anxiety 

• Rule out impairment secondary to:
- Core ASD symptoms
- Adaptive functioning
- Executive functioning
- Other psychiatric difficulties (e.g., ADHD)

• Impairment across contexts?



What is one of the most important parts of the assessment of 
anxiety in ASD?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Medications for Anxiety in ASD

• Limited data on selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors 
(SSRIs)

• High rates of behavioral activation with SSRIs

• Titrate slowly (liquid preparation)

• Close monitoring of side effects (with a plan for behavioral 
activation)

Vasa, et al., 2014
J Autism Dev Disord



SSRI Dosing in ASD
Medication Starting Dose Maximum Dose

Sertraline 12.5-25mg 200mg

Fluoxetine 2.5-5mg 60mg

Citalopram 2.5-5mg 40mg

Escitalopram 1.25-2.5mg 20mg

Vasa, et al., 2015
Pediatrics



Medications for Anxiety-Specific Symptoms
Medication Indication

Insomnia Melatonin, Clonidine, Trazadone, 
Hydroxyzine

Physiological 
arousal

Clonidine, Guanfacine
(short and long acting preparations)

Behavioral
dysregulation

Clonidine, Guanfacine
Atypical Antipsychotics

Situational anxiety Lorazepam, Propanolol

Vasa, et al., 2015
Pediatrics



Medications for anxiety target which neurotransmitter?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Modified Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

• IQ >70

• Generalized anxiety disorder, Separation 
anxiety disorder, Social anxiety disorder

• Children: 50-80% response rate

• Generalization can be hard

Vasa, et al., 2014
J Autism Dev Disord



CBT Modifications in ASD

• Heavy emphasis on emotion recognition
• Visual supports
• Concrete language
• Incorporation of special interests
• Address social skills
• Behavioral management strategies

Traffic Light Paragraphs Worksheets & 
Teaching Resources | TpT



Behavior Therapy for Individuals with 
Intellectual Disability

• Graduated exposures 
and reinforcement 

• Relaxation strategies

• Communication strategies

• Modeling 

Rosen et al., 2014
Behavior Therapy



What is the main component of therapy for anxiety?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Other Aspects of Treatment

• Assess level of supports - home and school

• Improve communication and adaptive skills

• Improve family functioning (e.g., structure, routines, 
dynamics, health)



Summary 

• Important to routinely screen for different types of anxiety

• Refer for mental health treatment early

• Modified cognitive/behavioral therapies can be effective

• Consider medications and prescribe carefully

• Consider other multidisciplinary supports



Thank You
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Question & Answer (Q&A) 
Segment.
Instructions: Toggle over to the Q&A 
section in Slido to enter questions. 
Please remember to not share any 
PHI – questions are not anonymous.

Questions are selected at random by 
the moderator. We cannot guarantee 
your question will be answered 
during the Q&A segment.

The moderator may make small 
changes to a question for clarification 
purposes.



Audience Q&A Session

ⓘ Start presenting to display the audience questions on this slide.
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