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Communication and behaviour in autism; psychotherapeutic approaches
Abstract
Being able to “connect” with the world around us is an essential component of human existence.  Autism is a condition characterised by problems in communication, social understanding, imagination and sensory integration, all of which have an effect on the connection we can establish with the world.
This presentation will focus on the communication and behavioural issues for autism, as well as looking at psychotherapeutic solutions to some of those “difficult moments” which may arise through autistic interaction.

Effective communication between two parties requires that both participants use the same system.  This is unlikely where one of the participants has an autism spectrum condition.  The person with autism may have no speech at all, or they may only be partially verbal.  If the person has Asperger Syndrome, they may present far too much speech.  There can be difficulties with literal interpretations, echolalia, and problems with non-verbal expression. 
We may have to be aware of the individual’s cognitive processing system.  The person with autism might have a literal and concrete view of the world, and will have trouble processing abstract concepts.  They may have trouble coping with large amounts of verbal information, and might prefer visual strategies.  Sensory integration problems might affect the amount of information that is processed.  

And so there might be a large amount of scope for frustration and misinterpretation, by both people involved in the interaction. This in turn can lead to behavioural difficulties.

When we communicate successfully with someone who is blind, or deaf, we must make adjustments to how we normally do things.  It is the same when we seek to communicate with someone with autism.  We need to consider the use of various aids and adaptations to enable effective communication.
One of the major elements around communication is interpretation.  We often seek to interpret what the other person is saying to us – not just what they say, but how they say it.  We use non-verbal and environmental clues and cues to gain an overall understanding of what people mean, and how they feel about it.  Some of these clues are behavioural.  For some people with autism, they can only use their behaviour to communicate.  So we must become experts at interpreting autistic behaviour, to see what it means.  We can use some of these behavioural elements to establish basic communication systems.  This applies even if the behaviour is bizarre, anti-social, aggressive or withdrawn.  If out interpretation is accurate, and we can respond effectively and appropriately, then the individual has less need to repeat themselves.

What does behaviour tell us about a persons preferences and tolerances?  What does it tell us about their levels of stress?  Or anxiety? What do they react positively to? Or negatively? 

Sometimes communication is not only unspoken, it is unobserved.  Some communication, and some connections, happen at a sub-conscious level.  Gaining an understanding of projection and introjection, transference and counter-transference, can also help us in our interaction with people with autism.
And this may be where we can begin to appreciate the value of therapy for autism.  The focus here is on psychotherapy, but other approaches can also help.  Verbal and non-verbal communication, behavioural communication, sub-conscious communication can all help to identify stress, anxiety, trauma and emotional disturbances.  Psychotherapy can be used to help with all of these situations.  

The therapist must use his or her communication to establish rapport and trust.  They must enter the autistic “box”, and then begin to work with the individual.  It will be important to avoid the trap of insisting on only using one approach.  There are several different methods of psychotherapy which can have a positive impact on autism, communication and behaviour.  This might involve cognitive behavioural therapy, intensive interaction, life story work, creative approaches, relaxation, imagery, story work, and social skills interventions.
We should remember that not everything an autistic person does is the result of their autism.  The autism may be just one factor.  There are a number of other influences on their lives, just as there is for all of us.  Environments, personality, genetic inheritance and experience all play their part.  
The point of psychological and emotional strength is at the centre of a strong, positive network, in which we feel acknowledged, accepted and embraced.  It is no different for someone with autism.  
David Moat

Transpersonal Psychotherapist and Hypnotherapist

Training and Advice Consultant, Autistic Spectrum Conditions
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