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Mental Health
A child has good mental health when they 
have a positive self-identify, can enjoy life, 
builds positive relationships with family and 
friends, can manage different emotions, and 
can overcome difficult situations. A child 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can 
experience many challenges that can make 
them vulnerable to mental health issues.
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The behaviour difficulties associated with ASD can create barriers 

for your child to build positive and trusting attachments with those 

around them. Some behaviours that a child with ASD demonstrates 

can often be misinterpreted as being deliberate or ‘naughty’. This 

can have a negative effect for a child who has little control or 

awareness over a behaviour. Getting to know when your child is 

being deliberately ‘naughty’, has little control over a behaviour, or is 

responding to uncomfortable stimulus in the environment takes time 

and can be difficult to determine.

Communication issues can make it difficult for your child to express 

their thoughts and feelings. Even though a child cannot express 

themselves verbally, doesn’t mean that they don’t want or need 

to. Your child may also struggle to process or understand verbal 

communication alone. These barriers can result in frustration and 

isolation. 

Navigating social situations, even at a young age can be challenging 

for a child with ASD. A deficit in some social skills (e.g. reading body 

language, dealing with the sensory input that social situations involve, 

misunderstanding play interactions) can make it difficult for them to 

build friendship groups as well as other relationships. This can cause 

your child to feel isolated and different from their peers.

Behaviour

Communication

Social Skills
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Sensory processing difficulties can make it difficult to participate in 

everyday activities. Day-to-day activities can be overwhelming and 

stressful for a child with ASD, leading to heightened levels of anxiety.

Unfortunately, there are more negative beliefs associated with ASD 

than positive ones. Some approaches focus more on getting a child to 

be ‘less autistic’ rather than focus on what needs a child needs to live 

their life well. This can have detrimental effects on their self-identify 

and confidence. While there can be substantial concerns for a child 

diagnosed with ASD, looking past the diagnosis to see the child for 

who they are and acknowledging their value is crucial to a child’s self-

esteem and identity.

All of these challenges can add anxiety, negative associations, and 

a feeling of helplessness for your child. Many studies have found 

that a high proportion (over 70%) of children with ASD also develop 

mental health problems as they get older, such as anxiety, depression, 

and eating difficulties. With this in mind, it is important that you and 

other people in your child’s life create a supportive environment that 

encourages good mental health.

Sensory Processing

Attitudes About ASD
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How to Nurture 
Your Child’s 
Mental Health
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Understand Your Child’s 
Behaviour
Understanding that your child’s behaviour can be due to their social 

communication and social interaction difficulties, as well as their 

repetitive behaviours and restricted interests, can help you generate 

specific behaviour strategies to assist your child.

By learning to understand your child’s behaviour, you will recognise 

what behaviour is unintentional, bad judgement, or deliberate 

naughtiness. Ask yourself if the behaviour is ‘wrong’ or if it is just 

different from the norm. Just like all children, your child can make 

choices they know are wrong. In these cases, use consequences for 

their behaviours that help them understand why the behaviour is right 

or wrong. Ensure the consequences encourage positive outcomes 

and don’t reinforce the poor behaviours. Aggression such as yelling, 

negative language, or excessive amounts of ‘time out’ will have 

harmful consequences on your child’s behaviour and impact on your 

child’s ability to connect with others.

Your child may show undesirable behaviours that they are unable to 

control (e.g. stimming or sensory avoidance behaviours). Punishing 

or shaming a child for a behaviour they cannot control can have a 

negative impact on their self-esteem. 
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Build a Safe Community

Help Your Child Learn About 
and Understand Their Own 
Emotions

Build your child a safe community, including teachers, friends, and 

extended family. Help them understand that they do not need to 

rely solely on you as their parent/caregiver to find comfort and 

understanding. Others in their community can provide different 

perspectives and support your child.

Children with ASD can find it difficult to recognise and understand 

emotions, both their own and the emotions of others. Help them to 

recognise their own emotions by labelling them when your child is 

experiencing them, and describing how their body responds to the 

emotion (e.g. when you feel scared, it can be difficult to think clearly 

and you may feel like hiding away). Support them with strategies on 

how to manage these emotions.
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Quality Time

Build Resilience

Create opportunities for regular quality time with your child that isn’t 

related to their therapy. Spend time with your child doing something 

they enjoy, giving them opportunity to share their interests with you.

Resilience refers to a person’s ability to cope, adapt, and/or recover 

when something goes wrong. It allows a person to learn from a 

negative experience, rather than become overcome by it. As a person 

builds resilience so too does their ability to methodically work through 

challenges with confidence and increasing ease. It takes practice. 

Facing challenges is necessary to build resilience.

By supporting your child to learn resilience at a young age, you can 

help them to deal with a range of challenges they will face in life, from 

little things such as being told ‘no’ to big events such as transitioning 

to school or responding to bullying. 

It is likely that your child will face more challenges and barriers 

than their neuro typical peers, which makes resilience an even more 

important skill. 

Building resilience can be a big challenge for a child with ASD as they:

• • may resist change to any routine

• • may avoid something that is new 

• • may shut down or have meltdowns at the first sign of challenge

• • may feel anxiety due to the unpredictability of a challenge.
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Strategies 
for Building 
Resilience
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For your child to feel confident enough to face challenges, they need 

to know that home is a safe environment and that those around them 

believe in their ability to learn. Ensure home life is predictable and 

consistent, and that all interactions are respectful and calm. A child 

with ASD is unlikely to feel confident enough to take on a challenge, 

if their daily environment is unpredictable, making it difficult for them 

to understand and adjust to. Understand your child’s needs and know 

what they can and can’t cope with. 

Embrace their autism, ensuring you regularly and explicitly recognise 

your child’s value and worth. Remind them what they are good at and 

praise them for their achievements.

Talk to your child about their diagnosis in a way that they can 

understand and is relevant to them. Let them know that they may 

be different in some ways to their peers and that’s ok. Talk about 

how everyone is different in their own ways (physically, likes, 

dislikes, interests) but there are also ways in which we are similar. 

Unfortunately, when discussing characteristic of autism, often 

attention is focussed on negative aspects. As adults, we need to be 

aware of how often we focus on a child’s deficits and difficulties, as 

well as what messages we give about what they are capable of doing, 

particularly their strengths. A focus on building independence and 

supporting your child to engage with the world around them is a 

positive place to start.

Create a Safe Space

Talk About Autism
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Talk About Resilience

Discuss resilience with your child in a way that is relevant to their 

world or interests. You might choose to talk about an example where 

they learnt a new skill after a lot of practice, or examples in their 

favourite stories or TV shows. Explore concepts such as:

• • Things may start out as difficult but get easier over time.

• • Just because something is difficult, it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t 

try to achieve it.

• • It’s okay to ask for help when trying something new.

• • It’s okay not to get things perfect the first time.
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Be aware of the language you use when describing what your child 

can and can’t do; as well as what they will and won’t do. Phrases such 

as ‘you can’t dress yourself’ or ‘my child won’t eat vegetables’ are 

invalidating statements. They can send the message to your child 

that they are not capable or are not able to learn or change. This can 

impact on their self-image and confidence. 

Using words such as ‘you are learning to dress yourself’, ‘my child is 

getting used to eating vegetables’, or ‘you can’t yet, but maybe one 

day’ encourages a growth mindset. They help your child recognise 

that they are capable of learning, even if it is in a different way or at a 

different pace to others around them. 

Introduce small challenges. Create challenges that are appropriate 

to your child and give them the chance to succeed. There may be 

moments along the way where your child expresses frustration at not 

being able to master the challenge straight away. Try and maintain a 

balance between an easy challenge that it isn’t really a challenge at all, 

and too much challenge, resulting in negative associations and failure. 

Consider incorporating a challenge around something that they feel 

anxious about:

‘Anxiety should be understood and respected but also gently 

challenged to ensure children do not become too sheltered. If 

everything that causes your child anxiety is removed, it will be almost 

impossible for them to take on new challenges and build resilience. 

This can be a very delicate balance and should be frequently revised.’

(Purkis & Goodall, 2018)

Support a Growth Mindset

Introduce Challenges
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Talk About Resilience

Verbal communication alone may not be enough for your child to be 

able to be understood and to understand others. Explore other ways 

using forms such as key word signs or visuals. Identifying the most 

effective way to communicate with your child will help: 

• • you give the appropriate support when your child is working 

through a challenge

• • your child learn to ask for help

• • you give meaningful praise for a job well done.

You can help build your child’s independence and self-worth by 

supporting them to learn a range of self-help skills (e.g. feeding 

themselves, getting dressed, going to the toilet, packing their bag for 

daycare) and encouraging them to contribute to simple chores around 

the house (e.g. loading the washing machine, folding their clothes, 

setting the table). 

For a child with ASD, there can be a high level of anxiety around doing 

something wrong, or failing, to the point where they would prefer not 

to try at all. A feeling of failure can occur when they are trying to learn 

a new skill or make a wrong choice with their behaviour. Help them 

understand that everybody makes mistakes; they are inevitable and 

a great opportunity to learn. Using role play or social stories can help 

your child understand how to look at making a mistake as an everyday 

part of life and explore ways that we can learn from the experience. 

Ensure you respond positively to failure and avoid punishments. Talk 

about what went wrong but focus more on positive steps for the 

future.

Help Build Independence

Failure is OK
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