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Mood Instability and Meltdowns

Some people with ASDs have to struggle mightily to keep themselves in control of their behavior.1,2   Whatever their level of functioning, this is not easy. As we have seen, much of what is coming at them from the outside world is experienced as dismaying and intrusive, if not downright terrifying. Under the stress of all this, they may lose control. In a toddler, it gets labeled a “tantrum”; in an older child, it gets labeled a “meltdown”; in an older teen or adult high functioning enough to be out in the world on their own it may result in getting fired or being arrested. In all cases, if the person becomes aggressive to others and/or destroys property during their fit, it is a major problem. The outside world will not care much whether the person just lost control or was trying to stop some intolerable sensory input or social demand. 

There is so much that can potentially destabilize a person with an ASD.  Consider lack of language and an inability to communicate, broken routines, items out of order, sensory overload, and the unfathomable behavior of the human beings around them. For a person on the spectrum, life is dishing these up all day long. Is it any wonder they occasionally “lose it”? Nevertheless, meltdowns are very challenging for those around them. Depending on level of functioning, they can also be very frightening for the person with an ASD who has lost control of him or herself. 

For some individuals with ASDs, problems with mood go beyond frequent irritability or tantrums. They may suffer from an actual mood disorder in addition to their ASD. Bipolar disorder has been reported, although anxiety and depression appear to be much more prevalent.3,4   Higher functioning individuals may be particularly at risk for depression, especially during adolescence and young adulthood.5   Whether this is the result of a growing awareness of the impact of their own disability or due to genetic or biological predisposition is not yet known.6   Whatever the case, it is important to remain aware that mood issues should be taken seriously and carefully evaluated. 
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