
Anxiety, dread, overwhelm? 
What is happening and why? 

Inspired by Dr M Neff

Anxiety, dread and being overwhelmed can all feel very similar.
However, they are different and its important to understand

why and what part environments play in causing them.

 Environments are places, people and the systems/conditions
within those places.
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Anxiety is fear and a natural part of our fight, flight response.
It is fear of the unknown, fear of the future, fear of change,

etc. What if this or that happens? What if something terrible
happens? What if I die? etc.

Anxiety can be linked to past experiences, traumas and what
are known as false beliefs. 

Anxiety might not be based upon knowing but fearing.

Mild anxiety is something that motivates, mobilises us to do
things, keeps us alert and active, but severe anxiety can be

serious and many people develop anxiety disorders.
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If we believe an autistic person is anxious, we might also think
this is because they are autistic. 

However, it is important to understand that anxiety is not an
autistic ‘trait’ as many mistakenly believe.  

Autistic people are however more likely to experience co-
occurring anxiety, often because of stigma and environments that

are not adjusted and therefore not safe.

Believing anxiety is part of being autistic leads to many autistic
people not getting the support, accommodations and adjustments

they need and too many autistic people suffering unnecessarily.
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Some examples of thoughts that cause anxiety 

“They're angry with me”
“I won’t be able to escape”

“I might be late”
“I don’t want to do it this way”

“I don’t know what’s happening next?”
“They might get run over”
“I don’t know where to go”

“They don’t like me”
“I am not good enough”

”If I take this medication it will harm me”
“Something terrible is going to happen”

“I will never get through this”
“I don’t feel heard”

“I don’t feel free to do things my way”
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Dread feels similar to anxiety but it based upon
knowledge. When you dread something - you

know it will happen or it will be awful, you don’t
fear it happening. It feels like anxiety.

 An autistic child struggling to attend school for
example is  likely to be experiencing dread - they
dread going into school because they know it will

be overwhelming, that they will be bullied,
experience sensory overload and social hangovers.
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Overwhelm is a here and now experience

If the environment an autistic person is causing sensory
overload (such as being too busy, noisy, etc), is full of

uncertainty, confusing, changing too often, expecting too much,
too demanding and where there is no or not enough autonomy,

then it is likely to not feel safe for an autistic person . 

An autisic person will continue to feel overwhelmed unless the
environment changes and is safer. 

Trying to change an autistic person and make them more
resilient via exposure for example, is not only harmful but it is

dangerous and will exhaust them, which leads to burnout
 and mental health challenges.
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Exposure

Some fears an autistic person might have that are irrational,
can sometimes respond well to exposure. Help and support

with certain irrational fears should be offered only when the
individual has autonomy and wants the help. In order to

stop being so afraid of heights for example - I had to go up
somewhere high and eventually the fear lessened. 

Exposure doesn’t work for things that are actually harming
an autistic person, such as environments that are causing

sensory overload, trauma and exhaustion.
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