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Individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are high risk
for developing comorbid symptoms associated with a second-
ary behavioral or psychiatric disorder diagnosis. Historically,
when co-occurring psychiatric symptoms occurred in individ-
uals with ASD—regardless of cognitive status—they were
attributed to ASD itself, a phenomenon referred to as diagnos-
tic overshadowing (Simonoff et al. 2008). However, as clini-
cal descriptions and mounting research have accumulated
pointing to chronic and debilitating psychiatric symptoms
over and beyond what would be expected, it cannot be as-
sumed anymore that these difficulties arise purely due to core
ASD symptoms (i.e., social communication and restricted and
repetitive interests). It is rare that individuals with ASD do not
experience co-occurring symptoms at some point in their life-
time (Lever and Geurts 2016). In addition to the core symp-
toms of ASD, comorbid psychological concerns included gen-
eral psychopathologies, anxiety, depression, schizophrenia,
psychosis, obsessive-compulsive disorder, tic disorders, atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disorder, bipolar disorder, language
impairment, catatonia, eating disorders, hoarding, borderline
personality disorder, and oppositional defiant disorder
(Mannion et al. 2014; Matson and Goldin 2013). Further,
those with ASD often experience a multitude of medical,
physical, or biopsychosocial conditions or phenomena that
can further exacerbate underlying mental health symptoms.
Approximately 70% of individuals with ASD experience at
least one co-occurring concern (Dominick et al. 2007; Leyfer
et al. 2006), with the high rate of comorbidity emerging in
very young children (Fodstad et al. 2010) and persisting well
into adulthood (Gadke et al. 2016; Lever and Geurts 2016;
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Lugo-Marin et al. 2019). Not surprisingly, most individuals
with ASD experience even greater impairment when more
than one co-occurring condition occurs.

The literature on co-occurring psychopathology in those
with ASD is still growing. However, now is the time to begin
to amass what we now know to help inform clinical practice
and to identify gaps that should be addressed through further
research. The purpose of this special issue is to assist with
collating what is presently known in the area of mental health
and wellness in persons with ASD. In this special issue, six
high-quality reviews are presented that begin to delve into the
complexities and nuances related to psychopathology, mental
health, and general wellness as they relate to persons with
ASD. The topics addressed here are varied but equally impor-
tant and span across age, ability, and setting. The authors
discuss the impact that ASD has on symptom presentation as
well as provide readers with information that they can incor-
porate to improve diagnostic clarity and treatment outcome.

Applied behavior analysis (ABA), a summative collection
of strategies based upon the law of operant conditioning, is the
most effective treatment modality for individuals diagnosed
with ASD (National Autism Center 2009; National Institute of
Mental Health 2007). While there is strong support in the
application of ABA-based procedures for those with ASD in
the areas of assessment and treatment of problem behaviors
and in the teaching of socially significant behaviors, there is
less evidence for ABA in specifically targeting psychiatric
symptoms and conditions regardless of ASD status. While
ABA will continue to be used to improve functioning in core
deficit areas, adaptations must be made to ensure that co-
occurring and interfering conditions are addressed. Two arti-
cles in this special issue (Raches et al. in press; Ramey et al. in
press) specifically address specific modifications to improve
the durability of ABA interventions. Raches et al. (in press)
highlight the importance of incorporating relationship-
building strategies through applied early childhood mental
health practices (I/ECMH) with families of young children
with ASD. Their review and resulting family-centered
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behavior therapy framework demonstrate how blending 1/
ECMH and EIBI principles (which are complimentary yet
distinct in their approach) sets the stage for improved psychi-
atric, behavioral, developmental, and psychosocial outcomes
for the child with ASD but also their caregivers and siblings.
Ramey et al. (in press) discuss how fluctuations in mood are
indices of clinically significant change in the quality of life for
those with ASD receiving behavioral intervention services.
While incorporating an ASD-informed dependent measure
of mood was found to be feasible and useful in assessing
individual improvement, the authors recommended that fur-
ther investigations should identify measurement methods that
are not influenced or hindered by the individual with ASD’s
cognitive or verbal status.

Three articles (Adams et al. in press; Muskett et al. in press;
Rumball in press) delve more specifically into the complexi-
ties that arise when anxiety disorders or post-traumatic stress
disorder co-occurs in individuals diagnosed with ASD.
Adams et al. (in press) explore the difficulties of assessing
symptoms of anxiety in the school setting. The impact of
ASD and co-occurring anxiety on the classroom environment,
peer functioning, and in educational outcomes has been noted
by researchers, clinicians, teachers, and parents (REF); how-
ever, the authors’ review of 32 articles suggests that there is
great variability across raters and the methods by which anx-
iety symptoms are characterized may not be presently appro-
priate. Despite teachers being in the ideal position to observe
and report on co-occurring anxiety, difficulties still exist with
respect to diagnostic overshadowing and use of measures
standardized for non-ASD populations. More research is nec-
essary to understand how to best characterize anxiety symp-
toms in children with ASD in the school setting to allow
educators to identify those children who may need additional
supports to lessen the impact of co-occurring symptoms and
increase educational success.

Muskett et al. (in press) present a brief review on the role
that sensory sensitivity has on the development, maintenance,
and treatment of specific phobia in persons with ASD.
Defined as a negative response to specific sensory input, sen-
sory sensitivity is a core feature of ASD that is noted to be
highly correlated with anxiety such that a bi-directional rela-
tionship arises further increasing the likelihood that specific
phobias become conditioned at higher rates than in non-ASD
populations. To be able to best treat specific phobias in those
with ASD, acknowledging the role that sensory sensitivity has
and including strategies to address core symptoms of ASD are
essential. The authors present a protocol for future research to
adapt evidenced-based cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) for
specific phobias to best address sensory sensitivity for those
with ASD, thereby increasing the likelihood that enhanced
and positive outcomes occur.

In addition to increased rates of anxiety disorders, individ-
uals with ASD are high risk for trauma exposure that may lead
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to subsequent PTSD or other stress-based disorders (Kerns
et al. 2015). Rumball (in press) provides an overview of the
current state of the field of research into PTSD in those with
ASD. Across the 24 studies reviewed (most case studies),
symptoms consistent with PTSD in children and adolescents
were found to co-occur at a similar or greater rate compared
with same-aged peers. Despite Rumball asserting that the lit-
erature base is woefully scant given the severe implications
that trauma can have on a person’s level of functioning level
and quality of life, incorporating routine screening trauma
exposure and PTSD symptoms can and should be incorporat-
ed into standard clinical practice. Furthermore, outcomes from
this review suggest that trauma-informed therapies can be ef-
fective for those with ASD provided clinicians are able to
make modifications to best account for individual needs.

For many individuals with ASD, accessing augmentative
or complementary therapies can further improve their overall
mental health and wellness. Animal-assisted interventions
have been one such complimentary modality that of late has
begun to demonstrate positive outcomes with respect to psy-
chosocial functioning for those with ASD (O’Haire 2013,
2017). Tan and Simmonds (in press) present a systematic re-
view of 18 studies specifically focusing on the application of
equine-assisted activities and therapies (EAAT), a specific
modality of animal-assisted interventions, as a novel interven-
tion to target specific difficulty areas often observed in those
with ASD. Findings indicate that EAAT can result in improve-
ment in areas of functioning such as social interaction, leisure
skill development, communication, self-regulation, and psy-
chological well-being and can be a helpful adjunctive treat-
ment for children; however, this work is still somewhat in its
infancy and much work needs to be done to determine how
level of 1Q, ASD severity, and level of treatment intensity may
mediate response to EAAT.

Each of the six articles presented in this special issue high-
lights the challenges and complexities of providing care to
individuals with ASD who have co-occurring mental health
and psychosocial needs. All of the studies could be criticized
for suffering from retaining low numbers of high-quality arti-
cles as well as limitations in findings being able to generalize
across a heterogeneous population. Also, the reviews present-
ed do not capture or fully address the range of impairment,
cognitive or verbal status, or lifespan issues seen in those with
ASD as it relates to assessment, diagnosis, and treatment con-
siderations. Further, while there is a specific focus on anxiety
and stress-related disorders, we know that those with ASD can
experience a wide range of psychiatric symptoms and condi-
tions. Despite these shortcomings, this special issue illustrates
that despite there being increased research into the area of
mental health and wellness as it pertains to individuals with
ASD, there is more work to do. To be able to understand and
address how co-occurring mental health symptoms impact the
diverse population of those diagnosed with ASD, research
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must continue so as clinicians, caregivers, and communities
can best meet the unique needs of those affected.
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