
Autism and Behaviour

Autism attributes combine and interact in a way that 
is unique to each person. Each person on the Autism 
spectrum will have a range of strengths, abilities, and 
individual support needs. When we understand attributes of 
Autism and the effects, they may have on a person’s life it 
helps us to better understand them. 

When we have a better understanding of the person it 
helps everyone involved to consider why the behaviour 
is happening. If we understand why the behaviour is 
occurring, we can implement more meaningful support. 
It also helps us to use a strengths-based approach when 
providing support and strategies. 

A person with challenging behaviour is not a ‘problem’ 
that needs to be fixed. Challenging behaviour is a sign 
that something is not working. It shows that there is some 
unmet need or a problem with communication.

Behaviour has a Purpose - What is it Communicating?

When we are faced with a challenging situation our bodies 
are programmed to react in a particular way:

• Fight; 

• Flight; or 

• Freeze. 

These reactions can make it difficult to respond in a calm 
way. It is important to remember that Autism is a complex 
and diverse condition with communication at the core of 
difficulty experienced. This difficulty can be experienced with 
understanding communication, expressing communication 

and navigating their way through the social language and 
rules of everyday life. 

When there is a mismatch between a person’s support 
needs and what is being provided to them, it increases the 
likelihood of challenging behaviours occurring. Sometimes 
challenging behaviour can be viewed as a deliberate refusal 
to do what is asked. It is important to ask:

• Why can’t the person do what is asked? or 

• What could be the reason the person can’t complete 
the instruction?

There may be many reasons why the person ca not do 
what is asked, instead of the person deliberately not doing 
it. Understanding the purpose of the behaviour is the key to 
changing the situation.

How to Support Positive Behaviours 

Historically society has approached challenging behaviour 
with emotionally driven reactive and disciplinary methods. 
These are sometimes referred to as ‘tough love’ or ‘old 
fashioned discipline’. This can lead to misunderstanding 
the causes of the challenging behaviour and introducing 
strategies that do not work. 

Instead the focus should be on decent and evidence 
based hands-on and positive approaches such as Positive 
Behaviour Support (PBS)*. We should focus on providing 
Autism friendly environments that consider the individual’s 
abilities, difficulties and support needs where there is 
challenging behaviour rather than labelling or blaming the 
person. 
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What is Challenging Behaviour? 
‘Challenging behaviour’ may be referred to as, ‘problem behaviour’, ‘difficult behaviour’, ‘socially unacceptable 
behaviour’ or ‘behaviour of concern’.

Challenging behaviour is behaviour that causes problems and impacts a person’s ability to have a good life. It is ‘challenging’ 
because it stops the person fulfilling some aspect of their life and can cause harm or distress. Overall, it effects the person’s 
quality of life and it may also affect the quality of life of those supporting them. 

It challenges not only the person experiencing the behaviour but everyone who supports the person. They need to 
understand why the behaviour is happening and work together to find a solution. 

Why Does Challenging Behaviour Happen?


