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The Diagnostic Criteria of Autism

Social-Emotional Reciprocity

Non-Verbal Communication

Relationships

Repetitive Motor Movements, Speech, 
Use of Objects

Routines and Predictability 

Preferred Interests

Sensory Differences

Social C
om

m
unication

Repetitive B
ehaviours / Interests

Each criteria can show up very differently across autistic 
individuals – from strategies, challenges, and the ways in 
which they choose to mask their challenges. 

Let’s look at each criteria in turn.
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Social-Emotional Reciprocity

• May not be interested in chit-chat

• Chit-chat may drain energy

• Discomfort in starting conversations

• Back-and-forth conversation differences

• Challenges sharing emotional experiences

• Not sure when it’s their turn to speak

• Conversation may not naturally flow

• May take things literally 

• Miss indirect messages

 

Communication Differences

Use direct, concrete and pragmatic 
communication style,

May miss innuendo, sarcasm, abstract 
or ambiguous communication 

Tend to understand words that are said 
at face-value

May ask questions for clarification in 
ambiguous situations

May come off as “too honest” or blunt 

Communication Challenges

Practice 
conversations 
beforehand

Ask questions 
to keep 

conversation 
going

Communication Strategies

Replay 
conversation 

in head

Find ways to 
talk about 
interests

Watch others 
to learn 

social skills

Masking Communication 
Challenges

• Develops scripts

• Engages in chit-chat

• Not talk about preferred interests

• Use phrases they heard from others

• Use AI to help understand direct and 

indirect parts of communication
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Non-Verbal Communication

• Copy other peoples’ behaviours, body language, or expressions
• Practice making facial expressions or using body language
• Adjust facial expressions to appear relaxed and/or interested
• Adjust body language to appear relaxed and/or interested 
• Make eye contact with others, even if they don’t want to

Develop rules for 
understanding 
non-verbal cues

Rules may not 
work in nuanced 

situations

May not pick 
up on difference 

between words and 
non-verbal cues

Masking Non-Verbal Communication Challenges

Challenges with 
maintaining eye contact

May keep gaze 
with someone 

for long duration

May miss or take longer
 to respond to 

non-verbal cues

Challenges understanding 
others non-verbal cues

Social interactions may 
feel like a “role” 
or performance

May miss sarcasm 
or irony

May gesture very little May gesture
a lot

Non-Verbal Cue Differences Non-Verbal Cue Rules

Tone of voice may not 
match intent (e.g., neutral 

tone may come off as 
angry or bored)

Body language may not 
match intent (e.g., appear 

disinterested when 
interested)

May not use “socially 
expected” non-verbal cues 

(e.g., may have neutral 
expression rather than 

social smile)

Misunderstood Challenges
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Keeping and Maintaining Relationships

Challenges with 
understanding 
social norms

Challenges making new friends

Challenges keeping friendships

Feels socially different from others

Social interactions cost energy

Do not initiate contact regularly

Reaches out “too often” to others 

Relationships Differences Misunderstandings

Struggles with 
misunderstandings 

in friendships

Misses flirting 
behaviour 

from others

Unsure 
of difference 

between friend 
and acquaintance

May not want 
to attend 

social events

Challenges

• May play a role versus being authentic 
in social situations or “performance”

• Brings a support person with them to 
help navigate social interactions (e.g., 
partner, friend) 

• Laughs when others laugh even if unsure 
of joke

• Develop scripts to navigate social 
interactions

Masking Relationship 
Challenges

Friendships may be context-dependent 
(e.g., school or work friends)

May overstep other’s boundaries

May overshare personal details

May not share much about themselves 

People may stop being their friend 
and they are unsure why

May miss sarcasm and irony

Prefer to work remotely vs 
in person
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• Repetitive movement (e.g., roll clothes, put 

hair up and take it down repeatedly)

• Hand movements (e.g., flapping, finger 

tapping)

• Petting animals 

• Rub hand along surface

• Play with fidgets

• Play with hair or nails

• Toe-walking

• Pain stim or skin-pick

• Sway or rock

• Bite inside mouth or 

run tongue along teeth

Echolalia (repeat 
what someone else 

said)

Sing song (or part of 
song) repeatedly

Internally 
count

Internally repeat 
word or phrase

Movements Sounds

Organizing 
can be 

regulating

Follows unique 
organization 

rule (e.g., 
ROYGBIV)

Very 
organized 

Organization

Repetitive Motor Movements, Speech, Use of Objects

• Suppress stimming or use “acceptable” stims (e.g., hair twirling)
• Use phrases others have said when unsure what to say
• Script conversations ahead of time
• Suppress desire to organize at work, school, or others’ homes

Flavour 
Stim 

(e.g., gum)
Scent Stim   

(e.g., 
lavender)

Taste and Smell

Watch moving stimuli 
(e.g., fans, fire, fish tank, lava lamps)

Visual stim (watch same 
clip over and over)

Twinkly 
lights

Visual 
inspection 
of objects

Watch 
favourite 
shows on 

repeat

Visual

Masking Stimming Behaviour
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Routines and Predictability 

• Go along with changes even when uncomfortable
• Not speak up when rules are broken
• Hide discomfort in environments where you feel an 

unjust decisions was made
• Pretend you’re fine when preferred foods are not 

available or routine cannot be followed (e.g., on vacation)

Strong sense of social justice

Strong moral compass

Likes to follow rules

May engage in “all or nothing” 
thinking

Rule has to make sense

Following a routine 
is regulating

Prefers to eat the 
same food at 

mealtime

Prefers to wear the 
same clothes

• Trouble accepting others who disagree with 
you about your preferred interest 

• May hold a grudge 

• If routine is interrupted, can become dysregulated
• Having to stop my task when I am not ready can cause stress

• Can become dysregulation with change
• Small changes can be unsettling
• Wanted changes can be unsettling

Associated Challenges

Routines Justice and Rules

Masking Routines and Predictability
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Preferred Interests

Interests (Learning and Sharing)

Deep interest in 
popular topic 
(e.g., K Pop, 

video games)

Interest others 
find niche (e.g., 

16th century 
farming)

Deep dive in 
educational 
area (e.g., 

history)

Focus on niche 
topics 

(e.g., trains) 

Engage in 
interest to 
regulate

In depth 
knowledge of 

particular 
topic(s)

Tend to steer 
conversation 

towards 
interest

Can talk about 
interest for a 

long time 
(“info dump”)

Collection/Lists
• Collection of objects 

(e.g., crystals, coins, etc.)

• Keep record or list on certain topics 
(e.g., books read)

• Desire to complete their collection

• Deep attachment to object

Associated Challenges

• Do not like to be interrupted 
when engaged in interest

• May be teased about interest

• May forget to take a break, eat, 
or drink when engaged in interest

• Told they spend too much time 
on their interest(s)

• Lose track of time when 
engaged in interest

• Keep collection/object stowed away

• Avoid talking about interests

• Carry “socially acceptable’ object with them 

Masking Preferred Interests
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Sensory Differences

Avoidance/Challenges Seeking/Enjoy

Certain fabrics (e.g., wool)

Certain textures
 (e.g., meat)

Unwanted 
hugs/touch

Certain fabrics  (e.g., soft)

Certain food textures
 (e.g., crackers)

Pain tolerance 
(high - low)

Temp regulation  
(hot – cold)

Clumsy Thirst cues

Hunger cues

Emotional dysregulation

Bathroom cues

Alternative seating

Movement seeking  (e.g., spin)

Weighted 
blanket

Temperature 
seeking

Deep  pressure

Fluorescent 
lights

Overhead 
lights

Avoidance of environments due 
to visual stimuli (lights/patterns)

Repetitive stimuli 
(e.g., lava lamp)

Certain
colours

Certain 
patterns

Flavours 
(e.g., strong)

Scents 
(e.g., artificial)

Flavours 
(e.g. sweet)

Scents 
(e.g., natural

Chewing gum/ candy

Loud noises Sudden noises

Hard to filter background noise

Wear noise cancelling headphones

May not 
habituate

Repeat song (part or whole) 

Nature noises

Stay in uncomfortable 
environments (lighting, scent, 

overlapping talking, etc.)

Eat ‘bad’ food to not upset others

Wear ‘bad’ clothes to “fit in”

Accept hugs even with discomfort

Texture/
Touch

Interoception

Visual

Taste/Smell

Auditory

Masking Sensory Differences

Prefer background noise

Listen to music
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