COMMENTARY AUTISM & NEURODIVERSITY

The Critical Need for Research Examining Mental Health
Risk and Protective Factors in Black Autistic Youth

Desiree R. Jones®*, PhD

pproximately 1 in 31 children in the United
m States is diagnosed with autism." Although

autism occurs across all racial and ethnic groups,
autism in Black youth is disproportionately underdiagnosed
and misdiagnosed,2 delaying access to services. Further-
more, research on psychosocial outcomes in autism has
focused primarily on racial majority youth, limiting our
understanding of how intersecting identities shape mental
health.

Existing research has identified multiple psychosocial
risk factors that may predispose autistic youth to poor
mental health, including social isolation and peer victimi-
zation.” Indeed, autistic people face increased rates of
loneliness, depression, and anxiety, particularly during
adolescence.” However, little is known about how these risk
factors affect autistic youth from racial minority back-
grounds, including Black autistic youth. Clarifying these
experiences is critical for identifying targeted protective
factors and reducing disparities.

Although some risk and protective factors overlap
across groups, Black autistic youth face distinct, com-
pounded challenges that should be studied. Recent litera-
ture suggests that Black autistic people may face unique
patterns of diagnostic disparities,2 discrimination,* barriers
to care,” and resilience.” These differences suggest that
experiences of minoritization are not interchangeable.
Without studying Black autistic youth specifically, critical
nuances may be overlooked, and services risk disregarding
community needs. A targeted approach is essential to fully
understand and support the mental health of Black autistic
youth.

Despite the critical need for research in this area, a
scoping review conducted by our research group uncovered
just 2 empirical studies explicitly examining mental health
in Black autistic youth.®” Although both studies identified
disparities in mental health diagnoses among Black youth
on the autism spectrum, their findings were inconsistent.
One study reported an increased prevalence of depressive
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symptoms in this population,7 whereas the other found
decreased rates of depression, anxiety, attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder, Gposttraumatic stress disorder, and
substance use disorder.” These contradictory results make
it unclear whether Black autistic youth experience higher
or lower prevalence of mental health conditions compared
to their White autistic peers, highlighting the need for
further research to characterize mental health in these
individuals.

This glaring scarcity of research in this population
highlights a critical gap in the literature. Black autistic youth
remain underrepresented in research, yet have the potential
to experience unique challenges stemming from both their
racial identity and autism diagnosis. These intersecting
identities may influence mental health outcomes in ways
that extend beyond the impact of race or autism alone. In
this Commentary, we identify several potential risk and
protective factors for Black autistic youths’ mental health
(Figure 1), and elaborate on several of these below.

UNIQUE RISK FACTORS FOR BLACK AUTISTIC
YOUTHS’ MENTAL HEALTH

Black autistic youth may experience compounded risks for
mental health difficulties because of their intersecting
identities. Racial minority youth already face heightened
exposure to minority stressors, including systemic racial
biases, disparities in care, and racial discrimination.”® When
combined with the social and structural challenges associ-
ated with autism, these stressors may lead to amplified risks.
For instance, stigma and discriminatory attitudes toward
both race and autism can create barriers to personal and
professional success.

The stigma affecting Black autistic youth persists
across multiple levels of society. At a societal level, in-
equities in health care contribute to delayed diagnoses and
limited access to care for Black children.”® Black care-
givers of autistic children have also reported encountering
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MENTAL HEALTH IN BLACK AUTISTIC YOUTH

FIGURE 1 Proposed Psychosocial Risk and Protective

Risk Factors
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Community
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- Community stigma
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\

- Internalized stigma

- Masking/concealment
-Loneliness
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Friends

- Community support
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- Racial Socialization
- Parenting Practices
- Family support

- Preparation for bias

- Sense of identity

- Self esteem
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Note: Risk factors include systemic inequities, experiences of stigma and discrimination, and barriers to appropriate care. Protective factors span multiple levels and
include strong racial and autistic identity development, supportive family and community networks, access to school-based services (eg, individualized education plans,

speech-language therapy, occupational therapy), and engagement in preferred or extracurricular activities. This bioecological model highlights the importance of consid-

ering individual, interpersonal, community, and societal influences on mental health.

stigma both within autism-centered communities, where
racial discrimination may occur, and within the broader
Black community, where autism may be misunderstood
or dismissed.” These dynamics can exacerbate exclusion
and isolation for Black autistic youth. At the individual
level, experiences of stigma and discrimination may lead
Black autistic youth to internalize negative beliefs about
their identities.*'° Some may resort to social camou-
flaging (altering one’s behaviors to conceal their autistic
traits) or code switching (changing one’s speech or dialect)
to avoid discrimination and to fit into environments
where they anticipate rejection, as reported by Black
autistic adults.® Over time, repeated experiences of
discrimination may contribute to loneliness and may
reinforce expectations of social rejection.® Together, these
factors highlight how systemic and interpersonal chal-
lenges intersect to heighten risks for mental health diffi-
culties in this population.
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PROTECTIVE FACTORS FOR BLACK AUTISTIC
YOUTHS' MENTAL HEALTH

Despite these risks, Black autistic youth may also experience
unique protective factors that support their mental health.
At the individual level, a strong sense of identity (whether
related to race, autism, or both) can foster resilience. High
self-esteem and positive identity development may serve as
buffers against the psychological effects of discrimination.
Although Black autistic youth may face challenges to posi-
tive identity development because of discrimination, prac-
tices such as racial socialization, community belonging, and
affirming representations of neurodivergence may promote
stronger racial and autistic identities, fostering resilience in
the face of systemic stressors.” Family and cultural practices
within the Black community may offer additional protec-
tion.”"'! Research on Black non-autistic youth demonstrates
that warm, supportive parenting and racial socialization are
associated with lower rates of depression and anxiety in the
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face of discrimination.'" These findings suggest that similar
practices may benefit Black autistic youth, helping them to
navigate challenges and to build emotional resilience.

Broader community support also plays a vital role.
Black caregivers of autistic youth have highlighted the
importance of social networks, including support from
churches and community groups, in fostering a sense of
belonging.>'? These spaces may offer mentorship,
emotional support, and protection against exclusion expe-
rienced elsewhere. Finally, obtaining an autism diagnosis
can open the door to critical resources.* Children in whom
autism is diagnosed may gain access to mental health
screenings, insurance-covered therapies, and specialized
support services, which may be otherwise unavailable.
Expanding access to diagnosis and care is therefore essential
to addressing mental health disparities in Black autistic
youth.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCH

To better address the mental health needs of Black autistic
youth, we propose the following:

1. Increase diversity in research: Include diverse pop-
ulations of autistic individuals within research, ensuring
that findings are representative of all racial and ethnic
groups. In addition to diversifying participant pools, re-
searchers should disaggregate data by race and ethnicity
to uncover unique patterns and disparities affecting
specific communities, including Black autistic youth.
Prioritizing funding mechanisms that support research
focused on underrepresented groups will be critical to
achieving this goal.

2. Engage communities through community-based
participatory research (CBPR): Collaborate with
Black autistic individuals, families, and community
leaders to design research that minimizes harm and
centers lived experience. CBPR approaches foster trust,
promote cultural relevance, and enhance the validity of
findings, especially in historically marginalized
communities.

3. Adopt a bioecological approach: Examine how in-
dividual, interpersonal, community, and societal fac-
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tors interact to shape mental health outcomes in Black
autistic youth. Contextualizing experiences within
broader systems of inequity can yield a more
comprehensive understanding of risk and resilience

(Figure 1).

Black autistic youth face unique challenges and op-
portunities that may influence their mental health. Under-
representation in research has perpetuated a lack of
knowledge about the factors shaping their experiences. By
addressing these gaps, we can better understand the risks
and protective factors affecting this population. Such efforts
will ultimately inform future studies and policies to better
serve the mental health needs of the Black autistic
community.
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