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Understanding and Addressing Aggression in Autism 
Insights and Strategies for Supporting Individuals on the Autism 
Spectrum 

Introduction 
Aggression is a behavioural challenge frequently observed in individuals with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). It can manifest in various forms, such as verbal outbursts, physical aggression, or 
self-injurious behaviours. Understanding the underlying causes and developing effective strategies 
to address aggression is essential for caregivers, educators, and healthcare professionals in 
Canada. 

Understanding Aggression in Autism 
Aggression in autism is complex and often rooted in communication difficulties, sensory 
sensitivities, frustration, or unmet needs. Unlike neurotypical individuals, people with ASD may 
struggle to express their feelings, needs, or discomfort verbally, leading to aggressive behaviours 
as a form of communication or coping. 

• Communication Challenges: Limited verbal skills or difficulty expressing emotions can 
result in frustration and aggression. 

• Sensory Sensitivities: Overwhelming sensory stimuli (e.g., loud noises, bright lights) may 
trigger aggressive responses. 

• Changes in Routine: Disruption of familiar routines or unexpected changes can cause 
anxiety and aggressive behaviour. 

• Medical Factors: Pain, illness, or discomfort might lead to aggression if the individual 
cannot communicate their distress. 

Addressing Aggression: Strategies and Supports 
Effective intervention requires a holistic approach tailored to the individual's needs. The following 
strategies are commonly used in Canadian contexts to support children and adults with autism: 

1. Functional Behaviour Assessment (FBA) 
Conducting an FBA helps identify the triggers and functions of aggressive behaviours. This 
assessment guides the development of targeted interventions and support plans. 

2. Communication Supports 
Enhancing communication skills—through speech therapy, augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) devices, or visual supports—can reduce frustration and lower the likelihood 
of aggression. 
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3. Sensory Accommodations 
Creating sensory-friendly environments and providing access to calming activities (such as quiet 
spaces or sensory tools) can help prevent sensory overload and associated aggression. 

4. Predictable Routines 
Maintaining consistent routines and preparing individuals for transitions with visual schedules or 
social stories fosters a sense of security and reduces anxiety-driven aggression. 

5. Positive Behaviour Support (PBS) 
PBS involves teaching alternative, appropriate behaviours and reinforcing positive actions. This 
approach is evidence-based and widely used in Canadian schools and therapy settings. 

6. Professional Collaboration 
Collaboration among families, educators, healthcare providers, and behaviour therapists ensures 
comprehensive support and consistency across settings. 

When to Seek Additional Help 
If aggression is severe, persistent, or poses a safety risk, it is essential to consult with professionals 
such as behavioural therapists, psychologists, or paediatricians. In Canada, resources like Autism 
Speaks Canada, local autism societies, and provincial health services offer guidance and support 
for families navigating these challenges. 

Conclusion 
Addressing aggression in autism requires empathy, understanding, and a commitment to 
individualized support. By identifying underlying causes and implementing proactive strategies, 
caregivers and professionals can help individuals with autism thrive and participate fully in their 
communities. 
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