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Editorial on the Research Topic

Internalizing disorders in individuals with autism spectrum disorder

Internalizing disorders are among the most common co-occurring conditions

reported in individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (1–3). Anxiety and

depression are the most prevalent internalizing disorders reported in this clinical

population. These disorders can exacerbate existing autism symptoms, significantly

impact quality of life, and make treatment more challenging. Although these disorders

frequently co-occur in autistic individuals, differentiating ASD symptoms from

internalizing symptoms can be difficult due to overlap of symptoms between these

conditions and/or the fact that autistic symptoms can mask co-occurring mental

health symptoms. Furthermore, clarifying the nature of the link between autism and

internalizing disorders is currently considered to be a priority in the field, as these

disorders can significantly interfere with a child’s ability to participate in home, school

and community settings, as well as impact on child and family wellbeing.

The research on internalizing disorders in autistic individuals across the lifespan is

ongoing and has the potential to significantly improve the lives of people with ASD.

In efforts to contribute to the growing literature on this topic, we present a collection

of five interesting articles that examine this subject matter from various angles, on the

distinguished platform of Frontiers in Psychiatry.

The first article in this Research Topic is a comprehensive systematic review by

Hendrix et al. This review summarizes how emotion regulation (ER) has been measured

within parent-mediated interventions for young children (at or under the age of 6

years). Furthermore, this paper also describes the extent to which ER is measured

concurrently with or distinctly from observable behaviors that have been referenced in

existing literature as externalizing or challenging behavior. Results of this review suggest

that it is critical to improve measurement of ER within the context of parent-mediated

interventions for toddlers and young autistic children.
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Emotional dysregulation (ED) is typically expressed with

irritability, tantrums, mood fluctuations, and self-harm in

young children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (4–6).

Interventions aimed at improving the ability to recognize and

regulate emotions might be an effective way of addressing

behavioral problems in this population. Davico et al. investigated

the relationship between emotional dysregulation (ED) and

adaptive functioning in preschoolers referred for ASD or other

neurodevelopmental disorders. Results of this study indicated

that ED could represent a specific target for early interventions

aimed at enhancing adaptive functioning in early childhood.

Research has shown that autistic adults are at increased risk

for current and lifetime depression and suicidality compared

to adults without autism (7–9). Some studies have focused

on the relationships between negative repetitive thinking and

depression in the autistic population. However, little is known

about associations between depression and repetitive cognitions

and/or behaviors characteristic of autism [i.e., insistence on

sameness (IS) and repetitive sensorimotor (RSM) behaviors].

Schwartzman et al. investigated the association between IS,

RSM behaviors, and depressive symptoms in a large sample of

autistic adults. The results of this study add to the literature on

risk factors in the pathway to depression in autism, and offer

opportunities for clinical translation regarding screening and

intervention efforts.

A growing body of research has shown a higher prevalence

of exposure to adverse events and trauma in autistic people

compared to non-autistic individuals (10–12). In response to

trauma, people use various coping strategies to manage their

emotional responses and difficult circumstances. Understanding

how people with autism respond to trauma is important to

promote recovery in this population. Ng-Cordell et al. present

a qualitative study of autistic adults’ and caregivers’ perspectives

on how autistic individuals cope with trauma. Results of

this study showed that the utility and accessibility of coping

behaviors may depend on personal and contextual factors,

including an individual’s developmental level, the nature and

chronicity of the trauma, and the external resources available to

them. Of note, a recurring theme that was called by these authors

“Diagnostic Overshadowing” was proposed as impacting the

ways in which coping strategies may be misunderstood or

overlooked due to the presence of an autism diagnosis.

The final article in this Research Topic tackles the topic

of anxiety and dental care. Anxiety related to dental care

is elevated in children with ASD, and relatedly, poor dental

hygiene and dental problems are also elevated in this population

(13, 14). There has been preliminary research in this area,

but many questions remain. A manuscript by Park et al.

has investigated the association between child-reported dental

anxiety and clinical variables expected to be related to dental

anxiety across multiple informants (clinicians, parents, and

children). The results of this study showed that the majority of

participants were estimated to experience clinically significant

dental anxiety. This anxiety may lead to refusal to attend dental

appointments or difficult-to-manage behavior at the dentist in

this population. Therefore, it may be useful to tailor existing

treatments to reduce dental anxiety in children with ASD given

the long-term consequences this creates.

Internalizing disorders are common in individuals with

ASD. These disorders may limit the functioning of autistic

individuals across settings (e.g., school, peer relationships) and

impact quality of life. This collection of articles helps shed light

on the connection between several of these disorders and autism.

Results of these papers also highlight the importance of tailored

and accessible interventions for this clinical population. Further

studies should focus on implementing and disseminating

these interventions.
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