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Self-Esteem


in Young People with Autism Spectrum Disorder





What is Self-Esteem?


Self-esteem is the way a person thinks and feels about themselves and the value they place on themselves as a person. The development of feelings of self-esteem starts very early in life and can be shaped by experiences in the family, at school, and in wider society.





The way we view and think about ourselves has a profound effect on how we live our lives. When we have healthy self-esteem, we tend to feel positive about ourselves and about life in general. It makes us able to deal with life's ups and downs better and increases our confidence in our ability to learn and to try new things.





However, when self-esteem is low, we tend to see ourselves and our life in a more negative and critical light. People with low self-esteem feel less able to take on the challenges life throws at us. They tend to avoid new and different situations and may compare themselves to peers in a negative way. 








Information for Parents and Carers





What are the Challenges for Young People with ASD?


Not all young people with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) experience difficulties with self-esteem, but many do. Young people with ASD face extra challenges which can affect their self-esteem. Some of these challenges include:


Communication- They may have difficulty judging how and when to participate in conversations and expressing thoughts and feelings verbally. Sometimes, they may misinterpret the feelings of others.


Self-Knowledge- They may struggle to understand their strengths and weaknesses, or evaluate their own behaviour in social interactions.


Perceived Social Status- Young people constantly judge how ‘good’ they are in comparison with their peers. They may withdraw from social situations or become passive. It may just be that the young person notes that they don’t have the same opportunities as others. As children with ASD become teenagers, they are more likely to compare themselves to their siblings and peer group. 


Other’s Expectations- Young people with ASD may be confronted with low expectations from others. This may then influence the expectations that they have of themselves.


Locus of Control- This is defined as the extent to which individuals believe they can control events that affect them. Young people with ASD may attribute their success or achievement to external influences (e.g. luck, chance, fate) rather than a result of their own efforts. Having an external locus of control can lead to low self-esteem. 


‘Black and white’ thinking- Many young people with ASD think in terms of absolutes and have perfectionist traits, i.e. they think things are either right or wrong and anything less than perfection is failure. In life, things are rarely ‘perfect’ and this way of thinking style can erode self-esteem, e.g. if they don’t meet their high expectations, they may think negatively about themselves.





What You Can Do To Increase Self-Esteem





With help and support, young people with ASD can develop positive self-esteem:





Give the young person chances to contribute/opportunities to 


achieve- This communicates your faith in their abilities and gives them 


a sense of  responsibility. Find specific, meaningful tasks for which they 


can take responsibility, or provide them with opportunities to develop 


new skills e.g. feeding a pet each day.





Ensure your expectations are achievable and realistic. Build in small, 


realistic goals, with lots of opportunity for success. 





Emphasise the young person’s strengths and build on these- A 


sense of accomplishment and pride gives young people the confidence 


to persevere when they face challenges. 





Encourage problem solving and decision making- Encourage the young person to come up with their own solutions to problems (offer choices). Do not worry if your child cannot think of solutions immediately. As choice can be overwhelming, this might be limited to 2 options to begin with. 





Give regular praise and positive feedback and make sure that this is specific- Young people often measure their worth by what other people think of them. Therefore tell them often about what they’ve done well. It is important though to make this specific and labelled e.g. “Nice sitting” rather than “Good boy”. Provide concrete/visual rewards to reinforce their achievements.  





Communicate in a respectful way- Do not interrupt the young person or put them down. Speak to them in a way you would wish to be spoken to. 





Ensure that they have the right communication system in place so that they can express themselves and understand what others mean. This will help them to feel more accepted and less frustrated. 





Treat mistakes as learning experiences- Reassure the young person that it is okay to make mistakes and that it is a part of growing up/learning. 





Respect and encourage the young person’s interests. Help to develop special interests to give them a sense of pride. 





Set aside ‘special times’ during the week to spend with the young person. Focus on things that the young person enjoys so that they have the opportunity to relax and display their strengths. 





Acceptance- Accept the young person for who they are. This will allow them to feel more secure in reaching out to others and learning how to solve problems.





Provide the young person with choices- Even small or limited choices will help to set the foundation for a feeling of control over their life. 





Try not to compare the young person to their siblings or peers- It is important not to compare siblings, but to highlight strengths of each young person. 
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