
Symptoms of Autism that Could Be 
Misinterpreted

General

Autism can have symptoms that seem similar to other mental health issues, especially 
when the person is stressed or in crisis. This resource will review behaviors to look for 
to identify whether what you’re seeing is a symptom of autism or something else. 

Non-Responsiveness

A person with autism who is in crisis may get overwhelmed and shut down. For 
people with autism, they may behave in a certain way as a result of anxiety, 
sensory overload or over-stimulation.They may have their head down, be 
completely silent, or not respond to attempts to gain their attention. These 
behaviors could be mistaken for someone under the influence of drugs or 
alcohol, or someone with schizophrenia who is in a catatonic state.  

Self-Stimulatory Behavior

A person with autism may engage in self-stimulatory behavior because of their sensory 
needs. This may look like: making unusual noises, rocking, spinning, or flapping hands. 
They may even engage in self-injurious behavior (e.g., slapping their head, biting 
themselves). These behaviors could be mistaken for being under the influence of drugs 
or alcohol,  schizophrenia, or hallucinations. For people with autism, they may do these 
things as a way to stimulate their senses, manage anxiety, or help calm down. 

Many people with autism prefer strict routines and schedules. Changes to 
their schedule can cause intense fear, anxiety, or distress. When these 
changes happen, they may become aggressive, may try to run away, or may 
become unresponsive. Some ask repetitive questions or be preoccupied with 
time and schedule. This is a natural response for anyone who experiences 
anxiety, but for an individual with autism it could be due to changes in their 
schedules or routines rather than due to an anxiety disorder. 

Intense Anxiety

Communication Difficulty

One of the core deficits of autism is communication. Some people have little or no 
verbal communication, while others can talk but may not respond well to vague or open-
ended questions. Poor, or no response to communication attempts may seem like the 
person is being oppositional or "non-compliant'. For people with autism, it could mean 
that the person didn't understand what was being said or asked of them, or is having a 
hard time expressing themselves verbally. Presenting information in verbal and visual 
ways can help by giving the person plenty of time and different ways to respond. 


