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Should we View Autism More Positively?

About the Study

Recent research has shown that the terminology used for describing 
autism is important to those who are being described [1]. In an Australian study 
198 adults, when asked, preferred terms such as ‘autistic person’ or ‘person 
on the autism spectrum’. In the UK autistic adults preferred the term ‘autistic’ 
although there was no clear consensus about the best terms to use and 
autistic people and professionals have differing views [2] suggesting that we 
should be mindful to ask individual people or groups their preferences. More 
importantly several themes emerged from the Australian study: That autistic 
people regarded autism as reflecting diversity (and part of their identity) and 
struggled with over medicalised language and rejected stigmatising language. 
Organisations on the internet giving information about autism can present that 
information as difference but many continue to use medical language and 
describe deficit and impairment [3].

Deficit focused language dominates discussion around autism in many 
different areas. For example, diagnostic systems use terminology such as 
‘failure’ and ‘abnormalities’ (APA, 2013). Awareness of autism is high in the UK 
[4] and other western countries [5,6] however misconceptions still exist such 
as confusing autism with intellectual disability [4]. Awareness of autism among 
people from ethnic minorities in the UK is much lower [4]. The medicalised 
approach to autism implemented through diagnostic systems may not promote 
acceptance of the condition; A desire to cure autism among individuals is 
heavily associated with stigma around autism [7]. Media representations of 
autism are also often deficit focused, with terms such as ‘suffering’ and ‘victim’ 
frequently used [8]. Recent media coverage of an early intervention study for 
autism [9], has been reported by newspapers in a way which could suggest 
that poor parenting is a factor in the condition [10] despite this not being implied 
in the original paper. 

A light was shone on this issue by our recent paper suggesting that autism 
could and should be described in a more positive way by society and certainly 
by those in statutory services such as health services [11]. This explores things 
that autistic people are good at and the positive things they bring to society. 
For example, research has found autistic people to have advanced skills in 
memory [12], mathematics [13], visual [14,15] and sensory perception [12], 
music [16], art [17,18] and pattern/system comprehension [19,20]. In many 
areas the skills of people with autism are not dissimilar of those without [21,22] 
so how then can we justify this deficit-based description of autism that is 
currently so prevalent in our society?

This paper goes one step further and asks what the evidence is in 
deeper historical times or in prehistory for the presence and influence of 
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