AsYouCan – Emergency Services

Background
It is estimated that over 1 in 100 people in Ireland currently have a diagnosis of autism.
There are many individuals who do not have a formal diagnosis and for the most part their
autism does not impact hugely on their lives. While many others are formally diagnosed,
indeed this figure has increased greatly in recent years, and Autism can pose a large
challenge in day to day life There are some life experiences that cause more stress and
anxiety than others, and healthcare is just one.
The autism Spectrum is broad, with people affected in a variety of ways, to varying degrees.
No two people on the spectrum are affected the same way. However the areas of difficulty
for those on the spectrum can largely be summed up under 4 headings:
• Social Communication
• Social Imagination
• Social Interaction
• Sensory Processing
This document is developed to help you understand the condition and some simple ways
you can make your business more autism friendly

Time is of the essence when dealing with emergencies and clear communication is essential
to the successful outcome of any situation. For paramedics and other emergency personnel,
arriving on the scene of any emergency, it may not be immediately obvious if a person has
autism or they have communication difficulties. However, their behaviour may provide some
clues.
Understanding autism and the challenges that may present for the individual will equip
personnel to assess and treat an injured or sick person who suffers with autism more
efficiently and effectively.

Key challenges for those with autism
Sensory
Individuals with autism can have either over or under active senses, loud or sudden noises,
strong smells, strange textiles, touch or different tastes can cause extreme anxiety. This can
cause many challenges for the emergency personnel trying to examine and treat a patient.
Change
Many people with autism tend to be ‘creatures
of habit’ and find change in their routine or a
sudden change in plans very distressing. For
example, if they were on a car journey to a
particular destination and their car was involved
in an accident. Their more immediate concern
may be that their journey is disrupted rather
than any injuries they or other passengers may
have sustained. Being transported in an
ambulance or moving from one examination area to another without adequate warning or
preparation may cause distress and extreme fear of the unexpected.
Communication
As the autism spectrum is so varied the communication abilities of
individuals varies accordingly. Some people may speak fluently but their
conversation may appear quite aloof or self - centered. They may wish
to discuss their particular interest or hobby to the complete exclusion of
anyone else. This may work to the advantage of personnel in distracting
the patient from the procedures that need to be done. Others may have
limited or no speech but can understand –they can hear and understand
everything that is being said.
The majority of people with autism are visual learners, use visual tools of
communication / pictures / Apps to assess diagnose and explain
treatment.
Stimming
‘Stimming’ is a term used for repetitive stimulatory physical actions. When any of us become
anxious we resort to little physical actions such as tapping a pen or drumming our fingers on
the table. If we have been sitting for long periods of time we feel the need to change position
or get up and walk about. People with autism cope with their sensory needs in the same way
but their physical actions may be much more pronounced and obvious to those around them.
Some may need to jump, spin around, flap their hands or even emit a loud shout. These

actions are for the most part involuntary and become more pronounced at times of stress.
As children they may have very little control over their ‘stimming’ but as they grow older they
may learn to limit or control it to a certain extent. The greatest cause of distress in these
situations is the public’s reaction by staring or commenting on their
behaviour.

Anxiety
Emergency situations cause anxiety for everyone, but for
someone on the autism spectrum, anxiety is often a
constant state. Dealing with daily life is full of anxiety
provoking triggers. To reduce this anxiety, they may try to keep to particular schedules or do
things in a particular order to maintain predictability in their lives. Research has shown that
anxiety levels are particularly high in most people with autism and any small trigger may be
enough to produce a very severe stress reaction.
Being prepared is key to helping someone with autism in a time of emergency. With the
proper information you can turn a potentially difficult situation into a successful one, bringing
a positive outcome for everyone involved.

Quick Facts for Emergency Service Personnel
The individual with autism may be ‘stimming’ due to excessive anxiety or pain.
They may show an unusual pain response that could include laughter,
humming, singing and removing of clothing.
Verbal communication may be difficult or impossible so consider using images
or a communication App to assess the situation.
Individuals who appear not to understand may understand what you are
saying to them but do not react.
If possible ask a caregiver what the functional level of the individual with
autism is, then treat accordingly.
Look for less obvious causes of pain and inspect carefully for other injuries.
Children with autism tend to chew on objects and may swallow something
without their parents being aware.
Some people with autism do not have a normal range of sensations and
may not feel the cold, heat, or pain in a typical manner. They may fail to
acknowledge pain in spite a serious injury or illness.
Carry out your physical examination in a quiet area if possible.
Explain what you plan to do in advance and explain as you do it.
Demonstrating the examination or procedure on another person first may
help the person with autism have a visual knowledge of what your intentions
are and put them at ease.
Move slowly, performing your examination distal to proximal
Individuals with autism often have tactile sensory issues, so touch and
physical examination can be difficult and needs to be carried out slowly and
carefully.
If possible avoid the use of plasters or any adhesive product as these may
cause undue anxiety.
If transferring your patient to another department or hospital, explain where
you are going, what or who they may see.

What YOU can do
You now have an insight into some of the common challenges people with autism face and
what you can do as an emergency response professional to make life a little bit easier for
individuals and families affected by autism.
We ask you to make an “AsIWill” Pledge such as one of those listed
below. You can participate by simply taking a photograph with your
pledge written on our “AsIWill” template and post it on Facebook or
twitter with the #AsIWill
We will highlight your commitment on our website and be delighted to support you in this
undertaking at any stage.
While we welcome any creative ideas for inclusivity, here are some suggested pledges
below:
AsIWill Pledge
AsIWill ensure that all team members are made aware of the information in this fact sheet.
AsIWill ensure that every ambulance / vehicle / emergency department has a laminated
copy of the most commonly used visual tools to communicate effectively with a
person with autism.
AsIWill make contact with our local autism support group to share information with families
on how best to work together with the Emergency Services and local Emergency
Department.
AsIWill provide a 360 degree tour of an ambulance on your website to allow families or
individuals with autism to familiarise themselves with it before it is needed in
emergency.
AsIWill be aware that the sound of a siren may cause undue anxiety and will turn this off
if not essential at the time.
AsIWill be conscious that bright lights / torches may cause sensory discomfort and will
give adequate warning when these are required in the course of your work.
AsIWill take the opportunity to provide autism awareness training for all staff.

For further information please contact grainne@asiam.ie

