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A few things 
before we 
start

Goal of this session:
• Bring awareness to the causes of trauma 

experienced by some neurodiverse 
individuals 
• Offer hope 

Potential Trigger Warning:
• We will be discussing trauma, including 

types of trauma & stories to illustrate 
each type of trauma
• Please be free to take a breath, break or 

leave at anytime
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A few things 
before we 
start

What are Neuro-differences?:
• Brain-based differences affecting the 

ability to process information (sensory, 
cognitive, etc.)
• Example: Autism, ADHD, SPD, Bipolar 

Disorder, Anxiety Disorders, OCD
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What is 
Trauma?
Typical View vs. Thinking Beyond the 
Traditional
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What is trauma?

• A defined response to an event or 
series of events that makes 
someone feel unsafe, threatened 
or severely distressed

• Impacts neurology and physiology 
including the brain and body

• Trauma is dependent on how a 
person experiences the event

https://www.yourpsychcentre.com.au/trauma-ptsd/
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Types of Trauma
Chronic (ongoing)
e.g., bullying, child abuse, 
domestic violence

Acute (single event) 
e.g., car accident, tsunami

Complex (multiple events)

https://www.yourpsychcentre.com.au/trauma-ptsd/
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A Traditional Trauma Perspective
Adverse Childhood Experiences & Acute Traumas

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Credit: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

Source: The Depression Project
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Did You Know?
Poem written by Kim Clairy

during an experience at Dr office 
getting an iron infusion) 
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Trauma in ASD
A Need for Better Understanding
• Mixed Results: Several studies show that a 

PTSD diagnosis (as defined by the DSM-5) in 
Autism is relatively low

• Issue: Are we truly capturing trauma in 
Autism via a traditional trauma viewpoint 
and traditional measurement tools? 

• Emerging Research: Researchers are now 
considering ASD neurology while looking at 
trauma and it is becoming apparent that a 
high number of autistic individuals do 
indeed experience trauma

Haruvi-Lamdan, N., Horesh, D., Zohar, S., Kraus, M ., & Golan, O. (2020).

2020 Study- Rates of PTSD in ASD 
32% vs. 4% non-ASDClairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma in ASD-A Need for 
Better Understanding

“Abuse, sexual assault, violence, natural disasters and 

wartime combat are all common causes of trauma in 

the general population. Among autistic people, though, 

[seemingly] less extreme experiences — fire alarms, 

paperwork, the loss of a family pet, even a stranger’s 

offhand comment — can also be destabilizing.” 

Conner Kerns, assistant professor of  psychology at the 

University of British Columbia in Vancouver Canada 

https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/deep-dive/intersection-autism-trauma/Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Causes of Trauma
Thinking Beyond the Traditional
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional

Over 90% of autistic individuals have sensory differences

These sensory differences often cause fear & hypervigilance

Many ASD individuals mask or hide their sensory needs

Sensory Overwhelm
Sensory dysfunction can lead to traumatic experiences and 

traumatic experiences can lead to sensory processing 
dysfunctions. 

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Sensory Trauma: Overwhelm
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Sensory Trauma: Hiding Sensory Needs 

My natural coping strategies

Until I stopped because of 
teasing and because well 

meaning adults said I looked 
“retarded, different, like a baby, 

silly, etc.”  

Sit on floor or on knees 
Click my tongue
Rhyme words

Jump, rock, spin, fidget, 
climb

Flap my hands/arms
Line up objects
Smell my skin
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Sensory Trauma: How to Help
• Full Acceptance + No Judgement from others (first) 

and self (next)

• Building understanding about neuro-differences in 
others

• Pre-warning before distressing input, etc.

• Previewing a schedule and allowing choice 

• Give permission to be yourself (choosing 1 out of 3 
activities to attend; realistic/kind expectations)

• Alternative methods of brain-body regulation: 
• Chiropractic
• Therapeutic Massage
• Listening Therapies
• Hippotherapy
• Aquatic Therapy Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Social Trauma: Bullying, Isolation, Feeling 
Different, Masking

• Bullying-63% of autistic children have been the victims of 
bullying (according to parent report); 3 times more likely 
than non-autistic children

• Isolation-79% of autistic adults feel socially isolated

• Lonely-Autistic people are 4 times more likely to feel lonely

• Camouflaging /Masking- Rates are significantly higher in 
ASD, especially in females*

Ee, D., Hwang, Y. I., Reppermund, S., Srasuebkul, P., Trollor, J. N., Foley, K. R., & Arnold, S. R. (2019)
https://www.iancommunity.org /cs/ian_research_reports/ian_research_report_bullying.Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional 
Social Trauma- Isolation

“I feel alone...I cannot go to someone's house and it be 

chaotic and loud…it hurts me physically and 

emotionally…I want people to get to know me but that 

is just not possible when I shut down because it’s too 

loud. I am hurting inside.”

Ironically, this is the day I met William…my now 

husband! Thankfully, he didn’t take my silence and 

nonengagement to heart. 
Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Social Trauma- Feeling Different

TO

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Social Trauma- Camouflaging /Masking

ILLUSTRATION BY JULIEN PACAUDClairy & Mahler 2021
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Social Trauma-How to Help

• Full Acceptance + No Judgement 
from others (first) and self (next)

• Building understanding about neuro-
differences in others

• Social Mentors

• Social Connection
Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional

Compliance Trauma: Dangers of Normalization & Surface Approaches

• Ignore own needs to please needs of others in order to get the reward
• Feeds into “overaccommodation syndrome”—try hard to meet the needs 

of others to the point of exhaustion.
• Please others vs. please yourself 

• Overfocus on complying to norms or be more ‘typical’ which has zero 
appreciation for who a person is and their experiences of the world. 

• Surface behavior approaches fail to acknowledge the inner experience

• Leads to more masking, hiding self to please others. Lose sense of self and/or 
dissociate

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Compliance Trauma: Dangers of Normalization & Surface Approaches

Surface Behaviors: Failing 
to acknowledge the Inner 
Experience

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Compliance Trauma-How to Help
• Full Acceptance + No Judgement from others (first) 

and self (next)

• Building understanding about neuro-differences in 
others

• Use alternative approaches to ‘behavior’—one that 
considers deeper explanations

• Use a strength-based approach and explicitly 
celebrate each person

• Use approaches that help a person explore their 
inner experiences Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Neurological Trauma: Communication 
Differences, Dealing with Uncertainty & 
Change, Keeping Up

• Communication differences are a core part of 
ASD, despite how ‘verbal’ a person appears. 

• Getting the words out can be difficult, if not 
impossible, especially during times of high 
stress or dysregulation

• Autism as a ‘disorder of prediction’ (predictive 
coding model of the brain)

Sinha, P., Kjelgaard, M. M., Gandhi, T. K., Tsourides, K., Cardinaux, A. L., Pantazis, D., ... & Held, R. M. (2014)Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking 
Beyond the Traditional
Neurological Trauma: 
Communication 
Differences

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: 
Thinking 
Beyond the 
Traditional

Neurological Trauma: 
Uncertainty & Change

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the 
Traditional
Neurological Trauma: Keeping Up

“I don't know how to move to the next level, I think I am 
working on it but I am still trying to learn the 
elementary skills...it is taking to long. Small picture- yea, 
sure I am making lots of progress, but those details are 
not adding up to anything, at least not that I can see. It 
is not helping me get a job or have a child. It's helping 
me be able to be healthy so I can carry out basic things 
but that's it. I need a goal to reach towards I need to 
know it's possible to be a productive member of society 
who helps other people. Deep down I feel worthless. On 
the surface I feel ok. I am not putting on a mask, I just 
tend not to think much about my deep feelings because 
it is discouraging.” Kim Clairy at age 26

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Neurological Trauma-
How to Help
• Full Acceptance + No Judgement from others 

(first) and self (next)
• Building understanding about autism in others
• Find communication supports that work for 

each individual
• Make life as predictable as possible
• Meet a person where they are at
• Accepting healthy regulation habits and 

thought reframing (staying at the party that is 
sensory overwhelming vs. leaving and letting 
others down)

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional

Medical Trauma: Misunderstood by Providers 

78.2% of autistic adults report difficulty visiting a 
doctor

The highest-rated barriers by autistic adults were:
• Deciding if symptoms warrant a GP visit (71.9%)
• Not feeling understood (55.5%) 
• Difficulty communicating with their doctor (53.0%).

Often, needs are not understood, acknowledged 
and/or accommodated:

-Sensory -Anxiety
-Interoception -Communication
-Executive Function

https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.04.01.20050336v1
Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Misunderstood by the Providers
Context…I was at a residential treatment center and I was refusing to eat. There were 
so many other patients and it was too loud for me. After 5 days they Baker Acted me. 

My Journal…

I was feeling horribly confused because of my routine change and not being able to 
shower or have any of my grounding things.  

…I wanted to communicate how I would eat my familiar foods but at these centers 
when everything is different I can’t…how the staff doesn’t understand. I fall backward 

and become worse... I wanted to communicate all of this…I wrote it all down

…I kept asking to talk to the psychiatrist but no one came to talk to me

…then the Social worker came in and said tomorrow we’ll talk about hospice…I said 
ok

The thing is is that I didn’t want to give up. I just needed someone 
to understand….March 2015 Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Trauma: Thinking Beyond the Traditional
Medical Trauma: Misunderstood by 
Providers

• Chloe & Ear Pain-Attention Seeking
• Kim –Weight at doctor. ”If you 

don’t give me what I want, I won’t 
give you what you want.”

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Medical Trauma-How to Help

• Full Acceptance + No Judgement from others (first) and
self (next)

• Building understanding about neuro-differences in 
others:
• About Me Form
• AASPIRE toolkit ; https://autismandhealth.org
• My Interoception Workbook (Interoception 

Advocacy Cards)
• Teach the providers to address the person with 

autism (not just caregiver)
• Develop Communication & Regulation Strategies for 

Appointments 
• Stay Safe and Self Advocate Campaign 

is: http://autismstaysafe.org/

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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Kim: www.kimclairy.com

Kelly: www.Kelly-Mahler.com

What has helped me the most? 

Clairy & Mahler 2021
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http://autismstaysafe.org/
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http://www.kelly-mahler.com/
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Kim: www.kimclairy.com

Kelly: www.Kelly-Mahler.com

Questions & Answers
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