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Prevalence 
In 2018 the CDC determined that 
approximately 1 in 59 children is 
diagnosed with an autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). 

 1 in 37 boys 

 1 in 151 girls 

Boys are four times more likely to 
be diagnosed with autism than girls.  

Most children were still being 
diagnosed after age 4, though autism 
can be reliably diagnosed as early as 
age 2.  

31% of children with ASD have an 
intellectual disability (intelligence 
quotient (IQ <70), 25% are in 
the borderline range (IQ 71–85), 
and 44% have IQ scores in the 
average to above average range  
(i.e., IQ >85). 

Autism affects all ethnic and 
socioeconomic groups. 

Minority groups tend to be diagnosed 
later and less often. 

Early intervention affords the best 
opportunity to support healthy 
development and deliver benefits 
across the lifespan. 

There is no medical detection for 
autism.  

Causes 
Research indicates that genetics 
are involved in the vast majority of 
cases. 

Children born to older parents are at 
a higher risk for having autism. 

Parents who have a child with ASD 
have a 2 to 18 percent chance of 
having a second child who is also 
affected. 

Studies have shown that among 
identical twins, if one child has 
autism, the other will be affected 
about 36 to 95 percent of the time. 
In non-identical twins, if one child 
has autism, then the other is affected 
about 31 percent of the time.  

Over the last two decades, extensive 
research has asked whether there 
is any link between childhood 
vaccinations and autism. The results 
of this research are clear: Vaccines 
do not cause autism. 

Intervention And 
Supports 
Early intervention can improve 
learning, communication and social 
skills, as well as underlying brain 
development.  

Applied behavior analysis 
(ABA) and therapies based on its 
principles are the most researched 
and commonly used behavioral 
interventions for autism. 

Many children affected by autism 
also benefit from other interventions 
such as speech and occupational 
therapy. 

Developmental regression, or loss 
of skills, such as language and 
social interests, affects around 1 
in 5 children who will go on to be 
diagnosed with autism and typically 
occurs between ages 1 and 3. 

Associated Challenges 
An estimated one-third of people 
with autism are nonverbal.  

31% of children with ASD have an 
intellectual disability (intelligence 
quotient (IQ<70) with significant 
challenges in daily function, 
25% are in the borderline range  
(IQ 71–85). 

Nearly half of those with autism 
wander or bolt from safety.  

Nearly two-thirds of children with 
autism between the ages of 6 and 15 
have been bullied. 

Nearly 28 percent of 8-year-olds 
with ASD have self-injurious 

Autism Facts and Figures
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behaviors. Head banging, arm biting 
and skin scratching are among the 
most common. 

Drowning remains a leading cause 
of death for children with autism 
and accounts for approximately 90 
percent of deaths associated with 
wandering or bolting by those age 
14 and younger. 

Associated Medical & Mental 
Health Conditions 

Autism can affect the whole body. 

Attention Deficient 
Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD) affects an 
estimated 30 to 61 
percent of children with 
autism. 

More than half of 
children with autism 
have one or more 
chronic sleep problems. 

Anxiety disorders affect 
an estimated 11 to 40 
percent of children and 
teens on the autism 
spectrum. 

Depression affects an 
estimated 7% of children and 26% 
of adults with autism. 

Children with autism are nearly eight 
times more likely to suffer from one 
or more chronic gastrointestinal 
disorders than are other children. 

As many as one-third of people 
with autism have epilepsy (seizure 
disorder). 

Studies suggest that schizophrenia 
affects between 4 and 35 percent 
of adults with autism. By contrast, 
schizophrenia affects an estimated 
1.1 percent of the general population. 

Autism-associated health problems 
extend across the life span – from 
young children to senior citizens. 
Nearly a third (32 percent) of 2 to 5 
year olds with autism are overweight 
and 16 percent are obese. By 
contrast, less than a quarter (23 
percent) of 2 to 5 year olds in the 
general population are overweight 

and only 10 percent are medically 
obese. 

Risperidone and aripiprazole, the 
only FDA-approved medications 
for autism-associated agitation and 
irritability. 

Caregivers & Families  
On average, autism costs an 
estimated $60,000 a year through 
childhood, with the bulk of the costs 
in special services and lost wages 
related to increased demands on 

one or both parents. Costs increase 
with the occurrence of intellectual 
disability. 

Mothers of children with ASD, 
who tend to serve as the child’s 
case manager and advocate, are less 
likely to work outside the home. On 
average, they work fewer hours per 
week and earn 56 percent less than 
mothers of children with no health 
limitations and 35 percent less 
than mothers of children with other 
disabilities or disorders. 

Autism In Adulthood  
Over the next decade, an estimated 
500,000 teens (50,000 each year) 
will enter adulthood and age out of 
school based autism services. 

Teens with autism receive healthcare 
transition services half as often as 
those with other special healthcare 
needs. Young people whose autism 
is coupled with associated medical 

problems are even less likely to 
receive transition support. 

Many young adults with autism do 
not receive any healthcare for years 
after they stop seeing a pediatrician. 

More than half of young adults 
with autism remain unemployed 
and unenrolled in higher education 
in the two years after high school. 
This is a lower rate than that of 
young adults in other disability 
categories, including learning 
disabilities, intellectual disability or 

speech-language 
impairment. 

Of the nearly 
18,000 people 
with autism 
who used state-
funded vocational 
rehabilitation 
programs in 2014, 
only 60 percent 
left the program 
with a job. Of 
these, 80 percent 
worked part-
time at a median 
weekly rate of 
$160, putting 

them well below the poverty level. 

Nearly half of 25-year-olds with 
autism have never held a paying job. 

Research demonstrates that 
job activities that encourage 
independence reduce autism 
symptoms and increase daily living 
skills. 

Economic Costs 
The cost of caring for Americans 
with autism had reached $268 
billion in 2015 and would rise to 
$461 billion by 2025 in the absence 
of more-effective interventions and 
support across the life span. 

The majority of autism’s costs 
in the U.S. are for adult services 
– an estimated $175 to $196 
billion a year, compared to $61 
to $66 billion a year for children.  
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On average, medical expenditures 
for children and adolescents with 
ASD were 4.1 to 6.2 times greater 
than for those without autism.   

Passage of the 2014 Achieving a 
Better Life Experience (ABLE) 
Act allows tax-preferred savings 
accounts for people with disabilities, 
including autism, to be established 
by states.  

Passage of autism insurance 
legislation in 48 states is providing 
access to medical treatment and 
therapies. 

For more information, 
download Autism and 
Health: A Special Report 
by Autism Speaks. 

Autism Facts and 
Myths
Here are a few facts 
and myths about autism 
(ASD):

There is a lot of information 
available online about autism. 
Some of it is factual. Some of it is 
a myth. Some of it is true for some 
individuals but not for others.  Some 
informationmay even be nuanced 
through opinion and personal 
preference. As is commonly said in 
the autism community, “if you’ve 
met one person with autism, you’ve 
met one person with autism.”  
Autism Empowerment hopes that 
when you separate the myths from 
the facts, the truth for your individual 
situation will become more clear.

Autism Facts & Stats
Autism is a brain-based pervasive 
developmental disorder.

The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) based on 
data from 2012estimates autism’s 
prevalence as 1 in 68 children in the 
United States: 1 in 42 boys and 1 in 
189 girls (CDC Stats).

A study published by the CDC 
in November 2017 estimates the 
prevalence rate in the United States 
to be closer to 1 in 36 children.

It is important to note that both 
studies above used different 
reporting and data collection 
methods and cannot be compared 
apples to apples against one another.

ASDs occur among all racial, ethnic 
and socioeconomic groups.

ASDs are almost 4 1/2 times more 

common among  

boys than among girls (although it is 
often thought girls are often later to 
a diagnosis)

Referrals for diagnosis for girls are 
closer to 10 to 1, although this is 
improving through advocacy! 

While there is no medical detection 
or known cure for autism, many 
children have shown significant 
improvement resulting from early 
diagnosis and use of effective 
interventions.

In addition to medical costs, 
intensive behavioral interventions 
for children with ASDs can cost 
$40,000 to $60,000 per child per 
year.

Medical costs for children with 
ASDs are estimated to be six times 
higher than for children without 
ASDs.

Autism Myth
Autism is a result of bad parenting 
or refrigerator moms.
Individuals with autism have no 
sense of humor.
Individuals with autism have no 
empathy or lack feelings.
Individuals with autism do not want 
to communicate.
Individuals on the autism spectrum 
who are non-verbal are intellectually 
disabled.

Individuals on the autism 
spectrum are autistic 
savants like Dustin 
Hoffman’s character in 
the movie, Rain Man.
Autism Truths
Autistic individuals on 
the Autism Spectrum 
are not defined by their 
diagnosis. They are 
people first and should be 
treated as such (they are 
1 in 1).

Autism is a Spectrum Disorder 
and autism affects each differently. 
Symptoms can range from mild to 
severe.
Autism affects all social, ethnic and 
economic classes worldwide but not 
all boys and girls in each culture are 
referred at the same ratio.
Some individuals with autism 
prefer being called Autistic. Some 
prefer Aspie. Some prefer “person 
with autism.” Respect individual 
preference.
Individuals on the autism spectrum 
have feelings, show emotion and do 
have a sense of humor.
There is no one known cause of 
autism, although most clinicians and 
scientists agree that genetics play a 
part.
There are many treatments and 
therapies that work to help improve 
many of the conditions associated 
with autism.
Individuals on the autism spectrum 
need awareness but they especially 
need acceptance.
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Eugen Bleuler (1857-1939), a 
Swiss psychiatrist, first termed 
“autism” but applied it to adult 
schizophrenia. In 1943, the term 
was redefined by Leo Kanner (1894-
1981) who dissociated autism from 
schizophrenia to create the modern 
understanding of the disorder.[3]

Autism Spectrum Disorders are 
almost 5 times more common 
among boys (1 in 42) than among 
girls (1 in 189). They are also 
reported in all racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic groups.[10]

Mutations on chromosome 16 have 
been tied to autism. The glitch 
is in a DNA region that contains 
“morpheus” genes, or genes which 
historically have changed very 

rapidly as humans evolved. In other 
words, the same method that helped 
evolve human intelligence may 
contribute to autism.[3]

Environmental factors that could 
trigger predisposed genes to 
mutate and cause autism are vast 
and could include certain drugs, 

chemicals, heavy metal 
exposure, antibiotics, extensive 
television viewing, flame retardant, 
or infections during pregnancy.[12]

A study from three states 
suggests that counties with higher 
precipitation levels have higher 
autism rates. Higher precipitation 
rates might carry more pollutants, 
decreased vitamin D levels, and 
increased television watching that 
could trigger autism.[15]

From the Greek autos meaning 
“self,” autism literally means 
“alone”

From the Greek autos meaning 
“self,” autism literally means 
“alone.”[14]

“Naughty Auties” is a virtual 
resource center for those with 
aut ism.[16]

Autism is more common than 
childhood cancer, diabetes, and 
AIDS combined.[18]

Researchers have found that the area 
of the brain called the amygdala 
was on average 13% larger in young 
children with autism compared with 
children without autism.[6]

In 2008, several autistic children 
from different families were linked 
to a single sperm donor called 
“Donor X.”[11]

•Many scholars believe autism is a 
combination of genetic vulnerability 
that is triggered by some kind of 

social or toxic influence.[12]

•Research suggests that having 
an older father may increase a 
child’s risk of autism. Children 
born to men 40 years old or 
older were almost six times 
more likely to have an autism 

spectrum disorder than those 
born to men younger than 30 

years old. Maternal age seems to 
have little effect on autism risk.[7]

 Autism . . . offers a chance for us to 
glimpse an awe-filled vision of the 
world that might otherwise pass us 
by.

- Dr. Colin Zimbleman, Ph.D.

One in 10 extremely premature 
infants tested positive for autism. 
Children who are born more than 
three months early have double the 
expected rate of autism.[14]

Many children with autism have a 
reduced sensitivity to pain but may 
be extra sensitive to sound, touch, or 
other sensory stimulation—which 
may contribute to a reluctance to 
being cuddled or hugged.[6]

Other disabilities that fall within the 
Autism Spectrum category include 
Asperger’s syndrome, PDD-NOS 
(Pervasive Developmental Disorder 
- Not Otherwise Specified), 
Rett Syndrome, and Childhood 
Disintegrative Disorder.[3]

•As early as infancy, a baby can 
begin to show the three hallmark 
features of autism: communication 
challenges, impaired social 



7

interactions, and repetitive behavior.
[6]

According to the CDC, 1 in 6 
children in the United States has 
been diagnosed with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD). In the 
1980s, autism prevalence was 
reported as 1 in 10,000.[10]

 1 in 6 children in the United States 
has been diagnosed with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorder

Children with autism may 
experience coexisting conditions, 
such as fragile X-syndrome, 
epileptic seizures, tuberous 
sclerosis, Tourette syndrome, 
learning disabilities, and ADD.[14]

Scientists are unclear as to why 
about 20% to 30% of autistic 
children develop epilepsy by the 
time they reach adulthood.[3]

Girls with autistic symptoms may 
be suffering from Rett Syndrome. 
The syndrome affects mainly 
females, because male fetuses with 
the disorder rarely survive to term. 

Development is typical until 6-18 
months, when language and motor 
milestones are lost.[7]

Chelation therapy, which removes 
mercury from the body, is a popular 
alternative treatment for autism, 
though it has not been proven to be 

a safe or effective treatment.[7]

Some cases of autism may be 
associated with a family history of 
manic depression.[14]

Is autism a disease or simply a 
difference?

Scholars and parents debate whether 
autism is a disability or whether 
it should be considered merely a 
different kind of personality.[7]

Though children with autism have 
higher rates of constipation and 
eating issues (such as repetitive 
eating), they do not have a higher 
incidence of gastrointestinal 
problems than other children, 
quelling a decade-long controversy.
[20]

Autism was initially called “Early 
Infantile Autism” or “Kanner’s 
Syndrome.”[12]

Autism was added as a special 
education in 1991.[7]

In families with one autistic child, 
the risk of having a second child with 

the disorder is approximately 5%, or 
one in 20. This is greater than the 
risk for the general population.[6] 
Researchers are unclear why 
boys are diagnosed with autism 
more than girls, but some think 
that the problem lies with the X 
chromosome, of which boys only 

have one.g[14]

Researchers recommend autistic 
testing if a baby doesn’t babble or 
coo by 12 months, doesn’t point 
or wave by 12 months, doesn’t 
say single words by 16 months, 
doesn’t say two-word phrases by 
24 months, or loses previously 
acquired language or social skills at 
any age.[12]

Divorce rates are high in families 
with an autistic child. Researchers 
suggest reducing stress by ensuring 
an autistic child receives appropriate 
healthcare, setting aside time for 
a spouse, and creating a support 
system with other families of 
children with autism.[18]

Researchers have noted that infants 
who had early accelerated head 
growth were at risk for autism.[6]

If one identical twin is diagnosed 
with autism, the other twin has 
about 90% chance of develop an 
autistic disorder.[12]

Researchers continue to study 
twins to determine how genetics 
and environment both contribute to 
autism

Dogs have been shown to improve 
autistic children’s quality of life, 
independence, and safety. The 
presence of a trained dog can reduce 
aggressive behavior, calm the child, 
and serve as a link to the child’s 
community.[7]

Mothers who have autoimmune 
diseases such as type1 diabetes, 
rheumatoid arthritis, and celiac 
disease have up to three times a 
greater risk for having a child with 
autism.[1]

New Jersey has the highest rate of 
autism in the United States, with 
every 1 in 45 individuals being 
diagnosed and 1 in 28 boys.[2]

Roughly 20% of the U.S. population 
still believe that vaccines cause 
autism.[13]
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People with autism are less likely 
to “catch yawns”[19]

Approximately 70 million people 
worldwide have autism.[8]

Autism greatly increases the risk of 
drowning

Drowning is the leading cause of 
death among children with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD).[9]

In 2017, Sesame Street debuted a 
character with autism named Julia. 
The puppet is the first muppet to be 
on the autism spectrum.[17]

•About 1 percent of people on the 
autism spectrum have a mutation 
on the gene called SHANK3. 
Interestingly, as many as one in 
eight macaques on an island in 
the Caribbean also have a gene 
mutation on the autism-linked 
SHANK3, which has opened 
potential research opportunities.[5]

•While a child can be diagnosed 
with autism at 18 months, the 
average age for diagnosis is 4 years 
old.[4]

How to make Malls more AWE-
TIS-SM & PWD-friendly

By  Amor Maclang

 - April 24, 2019 169

“Caring for Customers with Special 
Needs” happens twice a year in 
each SM mall.

 Conclusion
Awe-ti-sm and creating spaces for 
all

AUTISM is a variation of the human 
condition, affecting approximately 
1.2 million Filipinos. Those who 
live on the autism spectrum need 
our acceptance, accommodation 
and appreciation. This lifelong 
developmental exceptionality 
challenges an individual’s ability to 
communicate, socialize and adapt 
to the world around him or her.

“The Autism Society Philippines 
feels a genuine appreciation for 
how the SM brands have grown 
with our community,” shared ASP 
President Mona Magno-Veluz. 
“They do not look at us just as 
customers and disability advocates; 
but also as partners in programs 
that make life’s simple joys like—
entertainment and employment—
accessible to those who live with 
autism.”

Innovating services
DUE to unique hypersensitivities 
of children with autism, families 
often find the simple act of 
watching a movie in a mall highly 
stressful. The children can be afraid 
of loud sounds or darkness; they 
may talk incessantly, or they may 
find it difficult to stay seated and 

need to wander about the theatre. 
These behaviors draw irritation 
from the public and make it nearly 
impossible for a family with a child 
on the spectrum to sit through a 
movie.

SM Cinemas have made available 
“Sensory-Friendly Movies: Sounds 
Down, Lights Up” film screenings 
to autism communities all over the 
country. They have made possible 
the dream of many to enjoy a 
wholesome movie on a Sunday 
morning by offering children with 
autism and their families a safe, 
accessible and compassionate 
environment. This offering of 
sensory-friendly movies reflects 
SM’s continuous aspiration to 
respond to unmet customer needs 
and exceed expectations.

Caring for the 
vulnerable
AFTER many natural disasters 
have left lost lives and livelihood, 
risk management and disaster 
preparedness has become a 
priority for the global community. 
Typhoons and natural disasters are 
particularly difficult for individuals 
with autism. Rigidity and sensory 
issues leave them vulnerable.

Engr. Bien C. Mateo, director 
of the SM Cares Program on 

Persons with Disabilities, 
observed that although there 
were many training workshops 
on disaster preparedness, children 
with disabilities are not given 
special attention, leaving them 
unprepared for emergencies. 
SM Supermalls and SM Cares 
have hosted Disaster Resilience 
Conferences, exclusively for 
children with disabilities.

With its belief that no one 
should be left behind, SM Cares 
conducted conferences to educate 
and prepare parents and their 
children with disabilities to 
survive natural disasters, such as 
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earthquakes. First responders such 
as firemen, police and coast guard 
were also trained on how to rescue 
and manage adults and children 
with autism in crisis situations.

Supporting 
communities
YOUNG adults with autism 
face significant challenges to 
employment, beyond those 
faced by many other disability 
population. In partnership with 
the ASP, SM Markets—SM 
Savemore, SM Supermarket and 
SM Hypermarket—started a 
workplace inclusion program for 
workers with autism in 2016.

“AutiSM at Work” is a disability 
workplace-inclusion program 
inspired by best practices in 
community-based rehabilitation. 
The program provides young adults 
on the spectrum opportunities 
to be productive contributors in 
a workplace. Neurodivergent 
workers are assigned various 
tasks in the supermarket selling 
area, such as returning stray items, 
organizing carts and baskets, 
as well as assisting customers. 
Simultaneously, there is an in-
store advocacy campaign to help 
educate customers on how to 
respectfully deal with their workers 
with autism. Beyond the hard 
skills learned in the store, workers 
on the autism spectrum experience 
heightened self-esteem from being 
productive, improved social skills 
and economic empowerment.

From one pilot store in Metro 
Manila, SM’s AutiSM at Work 
program has grown to multiple 
stores in nine provinces—National 
Capital Region, Benguet, Cavite, 
Cebu, Davao del Sur, Iloilo, 
Laguna, Misamis Oriental and 
Quezon.  Stakeholders are keen 
on expanding the program’s 
geographic reach and the variety 
of job functions earmarked for 
autistic workers.

Echoing the call to 
action
ON World Autism Awareness 
Day, April 2, SM Mall of Asia 
hosted the ASP’s Color It Autism-
OK collaborative art event with 
580 participants—individuals 
with autism, family members 
and friends—from many parts of 
Metro Manila, Rizal and Laguna. 
The iconic SM MOA Globamaze 
lit up with the call to action, 
“Make Every Day World Autism 
Awareness Day.”

“Persons with autism are more 
challenging to identify when they 
enter our malls, and that is the 
reason we have partnered with 
the Autism Society Philippines, 
for them to teach us on how to 
serve them when they are in our 
business environment. What we 
want is a change of attitude from 
our employees, our front liners 
and, most especially, from our 
customers.” added Engr. Bien C. 
Mateo, senior vice president for 
Operations and director of SM 
Cares Program on Persons with 
Disabilities.

SM Supermalls has worked 
consistently and effectively with 
autism-advocacy organizations 
like the ASP to come up with 
innovative solutions that build 
a genuinely autism-inclusive 
society. They have paved the 
path for more innovations toward 
acceptance, accommodation and 
appreciation of individuals on the 
spectrum.

How Virtual Reality 
Can Help Those With 
Autism?
Sol Rogers Contributor 

Consumer Tech

Autism is what is known as a 
spectrum condition, meaning it 
affects individuals in different 

ways. Adults and children with 
autism have challenges in behavior, 
social skills, verbal and non-verbal 
communication, as well as sensory 
and attention issues that impact 
their lives. However, they also 
have unique identities, quirks, and 
preferences - just like anyone else.

With World Autism Awareness 
Week taking place this week, it’s 
a unique time for everyone to 
learn more about autism - from the 
general public to politicians.

his year, Autism Awareness Week 
takes place between 1-7 April. 
The week is arranged around 
World Autism Day, which is 
internationally recognized on 
April 2 every year.

Almost everyone has heard of 
autism now but we continue to 
hear from autistic people and 
their families who miss out on an 
education, struggle to find work or 
become extremely isolated - often 
due to misunderstandings about 
autism and what it’s like to be 
autistic. Better understanding of 
autism could transform the lives of 
hundreds of thousands of autistic 
people.”  Mark Lever, Chief 
Executive

MORE ON THIS TOPIC FROM 
FORBES

What Will The 2010s Be 
Remembered For In The World Of 
Startups?

What Are The Newest Cyber 
Security Trends?

5 Best Gaming Chairs For The 
Serious Gamer

 of the National Autistic Society

Today In: Innovation

One tool that is being embraced 
by therapists, counselors, teachers, 
parents and their children to 
help those with autism to better 
communicate and connect with 
others and the world around them 
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is virtual reality. It is also being 
used to help others without autism 
to understand what living with 
the condition means. Many argue 
that there is no other medium that 
comes as close to putting you in 
someone else’s shoes as VR.

Floreo is a science-backed system 
for teaching social, behavioral, 
speech, and motor skills using 
virtual reality. It›s designed for the 
unique needs of individuals with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), 
or other related developmental 
delays, to practice real-world 
skills in engaging and immersive 
environments with the assistance 
of a supervising adult.

FLOREO
PROMOTED
ABB BRANDVOICE
A Quiet And Emissions-Free 
Transport Of The Future

Insights - Teradata BRANDVOICE

Mastercard Helps Merchants 
Understand Customers After 
Checkout

Google Cloud 
BRANDVOICE

Toward A More Fully Digital 
Bank
Autism therapists and researchers 
started to use VR in the mid-
1990s. Researchers often 

deployed the technology to 
create virtual environments to 
help autistic people prepare for 
encounters or situations that 
could be stressful. For example, 
the Center for BrainHealth and 
the Child Study Center at Yale 
University’s School of Medicine 
collaborated to help young adults 
with ASD achieve economic and 
social independence with the help 
of VR. Carly McCullar, who has 
ASD, went through the Center’s 
social cognition training during 
her senior year. The training 
taught her to handle situations 
such as job interviews, a problem 
with a neighbor and even dating.

VR has also been used to help 
prepare autistic children for public 
speaking. Using an audience 
of avatars which faded away if 

eye contact wasn’t made by the 
speaker, children were encouraged 
to look around the room, rather 
than just ahead. The game of 
keeping the avatars on screen was 
met with a good response from the 
participants.

Phobias that often impact autistic 
children have also been tackled 
with VR. These phobias can 
include, but are not limited 
to: a fear of public transport, 
classrooms, balloons, and animals. 
Cognitive behavioral therapy 
(CBT) can be used to combat the 
effects of these phobias but to fully 
benefit from CBT, visualization 
and imagination should be used: 
these activities can be a struggle 
for those with autism.

To tackle this problem, a recent 
study examined the effect of 
using immersive therapy to treat 
phobias in autistic children. The 
research was conducted in the 
Blue Room, an experience which 
was developed by specialists at 
Newcastle University, working 
alongside innovative technology 
firm Third Eye NeuroTech.

«For many children and their 
families, anxiety can rule their 
lives as they try to avoid the 
situations which can trigger their 
child›s fears or phobia,» says 
Professor Jeremy Parr, who led 
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the study.

With the blue room, a child and 
a psychologist sit together in a 
small room, which has animation 
projected onto all four of its 
walls. This immerses the child in 
a 360-degree interactive display 
without requiring them to wear a 
VR headset, which some autistic 
children don›t want to do. Using 
an iPad to control the action, the 
psychologist guides the child 
through simulations of experiences 
that they find distressing, helping 
them to control their anxiety by 
doing things such as performing 
breathing exercises. The child›s 
parents watch on a closed-circuit 
video feed, so that they can see 
what coping strategies are used. 
As the child becomes more 
comfortable with the situations, 
the complexity and noise levels of 
the simulations can be gradually 
increased, until they match those 
of the real world.

NEWCASTLE 
UNIVERSITY
The research involved a controlled 
and randomized trial of 32 children 
aged between 8-14. The results 
showed that 25 percent of the 
group experienced an alleviation 
in the experience of the phobia two 
weeks after the treatment ended. 
This increased to 38 percent after 
six months.

Using VR to create role-playing 
environments for practicing 
social skills or alleviate phobias 
has proven to be successful -  
increasingly - however, people 
with autism are using VR to 
convey their own experiences, 
both to raise awareness of 
the condition and to capture 
the cognitive and perceptual 
differences that characterize it. 
Even the best-intentioned cannot 
fully understand what life is like 
for autistic individuals.
Beholder is an example of such a 

project. The project’s creator, Matt 
Clark, founder of United Visual 
Artists (UVA) has a severely 
autistic 15-year-old son, Oliver. 
Matt built Beholder so he and 
others could see the world through 
his son’s eyes. Talking about the 
project, Matt Clark said: 

My son Oliver is profoundly 
autistic, he has never been able to 
communicate with words and sees 
the world in a very different way 
to that of a neurotypical person. 
When BOM gallery invited 
UVA to make a work using VR 
and in collaboration with high 
functioning autistic artists, I felt 
compelled to embrace the idea and 
hopefully raise awareness about 
the condition. Rather than focus 
on the negative aspects of autism, 
Beholder is a work that celebrates 
some of the fascinating aspects of 
the neurodivergent perception.”

Commissioned by BOM, Beholder 
seeks to re-evaluate our perception 
of beauty, to see it through another’s 
eyes. The work centers around the 
wonder of everyday phenomena as 
seen through the eyes of an autistic 
child, Oliver, alongside wider 
autistic perspectives

BEHOLDER
In 2016, Don’t Panic, a creative 
agency, produced an immersive 
experience for the nonprofit 
National Autistic Society. The 
simulation portrays how isolated 
and overwhelmed an autistic child 

may feel at a shopping mall.

The BBC’s corporate 
neurodiversity initiative puts its 
protagonist in an office meeting 
with a condescending co-worker. 
Flashing lights and shimmering 
carpet patterns contribute to 
sensory overload and a soundtrack 
that incorporates a throbbing 
heartbeat and rushed breathing 
signals a rising panic. Sean Gilroy, 
who ran the BBC project with an 
autistic colleague, says family 
members of people with autism 
or other conditions have reacted 
favorably. “They’ll spot things in 
the film that their sons or daughters 
or sisters or brothers have spoken 
about,” he says. “It brings it to life; 
it makes it real. It can get quite 
emotional for people.”

This 360VR immersive film 
simulates the experiences of 
someone with neurodivergent 
conditions, set within the scenario 
of a workplace meeting. This film 
is intended to raise awareness 
of the challenges individuals 
with neurodivergent conditions 
(autism, Asperger›s, dyspraxia, 
dyslexia, ADHD, etc.) face in the 
workplace.

BBC
The VR industry has a huge role in 
shifting how we use technology to 
help support those on the autistic 
spectrum to connect, communicate 
and navigate. Plus, it can help 
those without the condition learn 
more about it


