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Abstract: There has been an increase in individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) being
enrolled in the college setting, which has led to unique experiences and challenges. Specifically,
college students with ASD are at higher risk of comorbid psychiatric disorders, including anxiety
disorders, major depressive disorders (MDD), and even suicidal ideation or suicidal attempts.
This study used case study methodology to examine the mental health experiences of college
students with ASD within their academic, social, and vocational lives. Also, this was a qualitative
case study that examined the mental health experiences of college students with ASD to see if there
were any barriers or available supports available to them in the college setting. Preliminary
results showed that college students with ASD received the necessary academic accommodations
but were missing mental health accommodations or resources. Implications for research follow-
up are included as well.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a lack of educational research studies that have focused on investigating the
comorbidity of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and psychiatric disorders. The studies that have
been published recently on comorbid psychiatric disorders in ASD have shown that this issue of
mental health in adults with autism is increasing. The most common comorbid psychiatric
disorders seen in adults with ASD are depression and anxiety disorders (Van Hees et al., 2015;
Ward & Webster, 2018). The prevalence of comorbid mental health conditions in adults with
autism is increasingly high. For example, a 2019 systematic meta-analysis conducted by Hollocks
et al. found that the prevalence of anxiety disorders in individuals with ASD was 42%, depression
was 37%, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) was 28%. Overall, autistic college
students experience greater rates of co-occurring psychiatric conditions compared to their non-
autistic peers (Lai et al., 2019). Other studies have suggested that the prevalence of depression in
adults with ASD was 77% while anxiety disorders were 59% (Joshi et al., 2013).

Other supporting literature has shown the mental health difficulties adults with ASD face
have led to them living a poor quality of life (Mason et al., 2019). Due to the high rate of mental
health difficulties adults with ASD experience, it is critical to understand why they are at higher
risk of experiencing mental health difficulties. The most common risk of adults with ASD
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experiencing mental health difficulties is suicidal ideation or attempts, with several small studies
indicating 30-50% prevalence rates for suicidal ideation in autistic adults (Richa et al., 2014).
These concerning mental health risks and issues are very relevant to autistic college students in
the U.S. as they struggle to navigate the complexities of transitioning from high school to higher
education and with more independence but less direct support. It would be beneficial for the public
to understand the mental health experiences and challenges that students with ASD face in their
everyday lives since they are integrated into society as adults outside the college setting. The
supporting literature shows that there is a need to explore what types of adaptive support and
treatment can be utilized to improve the mental health outcomes and suicide prevention in adults
with ASD (Camm-Crosbie et al., 2019). Students with ASD require additional support to help with
retention and dropping out as lack of mental health and academic resources can result in this
population being less likely to graduate or finish college due to the significant impact of their
mental health issues.

The purpose of this qualitative study was based on the interviews by eliciting college
students with ASD responses regarding their experiences of having mental health issues and
identifying what resources were available to them for their mental health. Also, this study assessed
the challenges they faced in the academic, vocational, and social setting based on their mental
health. The research questions that were chosen to address my qualitative study were: 1) What are
the experiences of young adults with ASD regarding mental health issues (i.e., anxiety and
depression)? 2) What challenges do young adults with ASD face in the academic, vocational, and
social setting especially related to mental health? 3) What mental health supports are available to
young adults with ASD? These research questions were answered based on interviews with the
three participants with ASD enrolled at the local university.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Due to the increased prevalence of mental health difficulties in adults with ASD, it is
critical to understand why this population of individuals is at higher risk. To better understand why
adults with ASD are at increased risk of developing mental health problems, this case study utilized
the “social model approach” to explain the comorbidity of mental health diagnoses in autism. The
social model focuses on the individual’s external factors that may be causing their disability-
related symptoms (Shakespeare, 2006). The social model does not necessarily focus on the
difficulties an individual with ASD may experience due to their autism but instead focuses on their
surroundings for contributing to their autism and mental health symptoms. Overall, the social
model claims that an individual’s quality of life and societal participation are impacted due to their
environment influencing their physical or mental characteristics.

RELEVANT LITERATURE

The research that has been conducted over the last decade on adults with ASD has found
an increase in comorbid psychiatric disorders in ASD. The mental health of adults with ASD
continues to be a topic of increasing interest, specifically on depression and anxiety disorders
which are the most common comorbid disorders seen alongside ASD (Lugo-Marin et al., 2019).
One meta-analysis by Hollocks et al. (2018) estimated that there was a combined prevalence of
anxiety disorders of 27% to 42%, while depressive disorders were 23% to 37%. Other studies have
found that adults with ASD experienced higher rates of co-occurring mental health conditions in
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comparison to the general population, with the high prevalence rates of mental health conditions
ranging between 54 and 80% (Croen et al., 2015; Joshi et al., 2013; Lai et al., 2019).

Despite the increase of mental health conditions in adults with ASD, adults with ASD have
reported higher levels of unmet mental health needs compared to adults without ASD (Nicolaidis
et al., 2013). Other studies have found that adults with ASD are not only at risk of co-occurring
mental health conditions (Lever and Geurts, 2016; Wigham et al., 2017) but also at high risk for
non-suicidal self-injury (Maddox et al., 2017) along with suicidality (Cassidy et al., 2014a, 2018b;
Hedley and Uljarevic, 2018). Mental health, self-injury, and suicidality in adults with ASD are not
well understood, which has led to it being under researched, lacking trained professionals in both
autism and mental health, lack of appropriate assessment tools, and inadequate therapies for this
group (Cassidy & Rodgers, 2017; Cassidy et al., 2018b, 2018c). Based on the preexisting literature,
there needs to be a more integrative effort to better understand the mental comorbidity in adults
with ASD.

Regarding autistic adults in college, there is not as much known about their mental health
which is important as young adults with autism continue to enroll in college at increasing rates and
how mental problems can interfere with succeeding in higher education (McLeod et al., 2020).
Research has also found that autistic college students are at a greater risk of developing co-existing
mental health conditions compared to their neurotypical peers. Consequently, when symptoms of
co-existing mental health symptoms emerge alongside autism symptoms, it becomes more difficult
for autistic college students to access the appropriate psychiatric treatment that is vital for pursuing
higher education (Pinder-Amaker, 2014).

DATA COLLECTION

The researcher developed the interview protocol based on vital experiences and factors that
influenced the mental health of college students with ASD, which was also based on the existing
literature. A university institutional review board (IRB) approved all study procedures. Informed
consent forms were reviewed with each participant, which ensured that all data was kept
confidential and anonymous. Data was gathered and analyzed from semi-structured interviews that
focused on the mental health experiences of enrolled college students with ASD. These interviews
were audio recorded and transcribed by the researcher. Data collection took place with one
interview per participant, with each interview ranging from 30 minutes to 60 minutes. The analytic
methods used to analyze the interviews of students D., J. and G. were In Vivo coding and Emotions
coding. In Vivo coding was helpful since it utilized both participants own language as a symbolic
system (Saldana & Omasta, 2016). Emotions coding labels the emotions experienced by the
participants which helps the researcher infer those recalled emotions. Emotions are helpful for
analyzing qualitative research to better understand the internal or external causes (Saldana &
Omasta, 2016, p. 160). Since this study analyzed the mental health experiences of participants, it
was vital to use emotions coding for better understanding the personal conflicts and strong
emotions felt by participants in relation to their mental health. When the researcher analyzed the
three participants audio recorded responses using In Vivo coding, they highlighted words and
phrases that stood out in their individual interviews.

METHODS
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The purpose of this study was to describe the mental health experiences of college students
with ASD. To accomplish this, a qualitative, case study approach was utilized to collect,
summarize, and report data from the perspective of three adult college students with ASD
regarding their mental health experiences in the college setting. A case study is a type of research
design that empirically investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, which
can be helpful when the boundaries between context and phenomenon are not easily distinguished
(Yin, 2003, p. 13). Specifically, this case study utilized studying a small group of individuals with
ASD enrolled at the same college (cases). The reason this study was a within- subject qualitative
case study was due to interviewing the three autistic college students to better understand their
mental health experiences and to see what similarities and differences there were between
interviews after coding.

Trustworthiness of the qualitative data collected was based on credibility and triangulation.
Credibility is the equivalent concept of internal validity in qualitative research, or how the findings
are consistent with the participant’s views, experiences and opinions (Mirriam, 1998; Lincon &
Guba, 1985). Credibility was also applied in the research with reflexivity by having the researcher
acknowledge personal biases and preconceptions throughout the research process, particularly by
keeping an open mind and being an active listener during interviews (Ahmed, 2024). The
researcher also achieved credibility by having active interactions with the participants to
consistently verify their intended message by examining all parts of their story and subject matter
during the interview, also known as member checking (Birt et al., 2016).

The research setting for this case study took place at a local university. The three
participants were interviewed at the local university either on Zoom or within the College of
Education office. One of the students was enrolled in a graduate program and the other two
students were enrolled as undergraduate students; however, one of these students had recently
dropped out of his college program due to the extent of his mental health problems. The
participants in this study consisted of two white, male students and one white female student
enrolled at the local university. The three participants in the study all had a diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) based on a diagnosis from a medical professional (i.e., psychologist or
psychiatrist) The two male participants in the study both had a diagnosis of autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) along with their utilization of the college’s disability resource center. Student J.
identified as a bi-ethnic gender blurred-trending female student who was 47 years old. She was
working on her doctoral degree in Counseling at the local university. Student D. identified as a
white male student who was 29 years old and a Senior majoring in Math at the local university.
Student G. identified as a white male student who was 21 years old and was majoring in Computer
Science and Engineering at the local university but recently unenrolled from the college due to the
extent of his mental health issues. To recruit for this qualitative study, the researcher posted fliers
around the local university which were stamped for approval by the Associate Vice President of
Student Services within the Scheduling Services office before being posted.

The kind of sampling the researcher used in this case study was purposive sampling
(Robinson, 2014) since the participants were deliberately selected based on their distinct insight
into their mental health experiences at the local university based on their ASD diagnosis.
Exploratory case study was important for this study because it allowed for a better understanding
of the situation of the mental health concerns that autistic college students faced (Yin, 2018). Also,
an exploratory case study allowed for a detailed examination of a particular instance within its
real-world context (Baxter & Jack, 2008), which in this study was the mental health concerns of
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autistic students enrolled in higher education. A qualitative case study also provided the
researchers with a better way to fully understand the challenges and dynamics (Lindvall, 2007) of
what autistic college students experience mentally and socially in their academic environment. A
case study is also appropriate for this research due to the examination from multiple student
perspectives on mental health (Krusenvik, 2016) and a more humanistic experience with more
natural data to collect (Stake, 1978; Yin, 2009; Gomm et al., 2000).

Semi-structured interviews were used for this case study due to their flexibility,
standardization, and uniqueness based on open ended questions (Gillham, 2000). A semi-
structured interview has pre-planned questions, but these can be asked in any order depending on
how the conversation goes between the interviewer and interviewee (Runeson and Host, 2009).
For this study, the semi-structured interview helped the researcher narrow down the area of
research to the mental health experiences of autistic college students while requiring the researcher
to listen to the participants stories related to these questions (Rabionet, 2011). The semi-structured
interview helped facilitate an exchange of idea or thoughts during the interview between the
students with autism and the researcher by allowing them to verbally express themselves while the
researcher listened and recorded their responses and asked for more details and clarification as
needed (Hardon et al., 2004; Polit & Beck, 2010; Galletta, 2013). Student G. and Student D. were
both interviewed in the College of Education building, and Student J. was interviewed on the Zoom
platform. The research design was an exploratory case study that focused on three college students
with a diagnosis of ASD. If the research findings are promising with minimal limitations, it is
possible for this study to eventually include additional participants with ASD, as well as
participants without ASD while addressing a similar research question for comparison.

This case study was conducted to address the research question of interest as a stand-alone
study on college students with ASD and mental health experiences. The researcher chose to focus
on these three participants with ASD in this case study because they are a vulnerable and
overlooked population in the university context. Based on the previously mentioned literature
reviews, students with ASD are underrepresented nationwide in research relevant to their mental
health experiences on college campuses due to a limited number of qualitative studies. This case
study utilized inductive reasoning (Thomas, 2006) since it was an open-ended exploration of the
problem of finding what the mental health experiences were for college students with ASD (i.e.,
mental health problems and possible solutions).

DATA ANALYSIS

After using In Vivo coding and Emotions coding to analyze the three participants
interviews, the researcher was able to identify the following themes. For In Vivo coding, there
were three shared themes for the three participants: 1) mental health, 2) interpersonal relationships,
and 3) helpful strategies. For Emotions coding, there were two shared themes for the three
participants: 1) feelings about mental health and 2) emotional situations.

The theme of interpersonal relationships included how the participants were impacted at
work, school and in social situations. For example, participant D. had experienced a
communication disconnect in the college setting due to an unresolved conflict between himself
and another student. Participant D. explained that “people at school made false complaints” about
things he did not do, which has affected his academic performance quite badly. He indicated “not
having the capacity to resolve it” and others “not listening to me.” Participant J. also experienced
interpersonal relationship issues at her school and disclosed how her “master’s program was ableist
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and racist.” Participant J was experiencing conflicts with her academic advisor, and “was going to
file Title 9 complaint”, but Title 9 “ended up doing nothing about it.” Surprisingly, participant J’s
“standard disability accommodations” were refused by faculty. All three participants also indicated
attendance problems due to their mental health negatively impacting them at school. Participant G
was so negatively impacted by his mental health that he withdrew from the college setting shortly
after his interview. Due to having ASD and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD),
participant G. had “always struggled to show up on time” which he thought “relates to the [his]
depression as well.” Participant J. also had “attendance challenges because of a health problem”
which she indicated she was “out for a chunk of time.”

The third and final theme was helpful strategies. Mental health care strategies included
psychological therapy and seeking resources at the college. For example, all three participants
admitted that they utilized the disability resource center (DRC) on the college campus for
accommodations, such as extra time on tests, being provided with a note taker, and alternative test
settings. The participants also had their own mental health resources outside of the college setting.
Participant D. “attends an autism support group for adults.” Participant J. “hangs out with mostly
other neurodivergent people” since it is “easier to hang out with other autistic people.” All three
participants attend their own individual therapy sessions with a licensed therapist, as well as
receive psychiatric care for medication management for diagnoses of depression and/or anxiety.

For emotions coding, the first theme of feelings about mental health was expressed by
participant D. as “autism is a disorder that does make distress.” He also shared how he knew “what
anxiety feels like” and how he “wished [he] could be normal.” Participant G. felt overwhelmed by
his ADHD and how “when really upset I break things at home.” Participant J. experienced more
negative emotions and personal reflections than the other two participants. For instance, she shared
how she “felt disliked for being neurodivergent” and “worried about what others think.”
Participant J. also shared her “emotional dysregulation” with being overwhelmed easily by
“feelings” and “fast moving thoughts.”

The second theme from emotions coding was emotional situations, such as emotional
situations at school and with social interactions. Participant G. felt “incredibly stressed out about
school” which would make him feel “kind of hopeless. “He shared how he could not “get through
this hurdle that is school.” Participant D. felt “hijacked mentally” at school due to being “accused
of abominable stuff” which negatively affected his mental health. Participant D. also said he had
“been bullied and picked on for autism” with people “mocking my disability” and “taunting me to
kill myself.” Participant G. felt his autism might be why “socially I feel like people don’t hear
when I say something,” which was another contributor to his depression. Participant G. also felt
“anxious when assertive” and he tries to “hold it back in public” when he feels angry. “Once [ am
home alone, I am at the end of my fuse.” Participant J. had experienced emotional situations at her
school, work, and her relationship with others. For example, at school she felt her “department was
deeply ableist” and she felt “completely demoralized.” At work, Participant J. was “depressed and
anxious” due to “interpersonal conflict with [her] boss.” She felt her “mask just falls off”” and how
“it sucks because I want to be who I am.” Socially, participant J. claimed how people “wanted a
masked version of me,” and how “it gets exhausting because I want to be myself.

FINDINGS
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Since individuals with ASD are at higher risk of comorbid mental health disorders than
individuals without ASD, it is recommended that there be future qualitative studies that expand
interviews with adults with ASD and compare those results to adults without ASD. A
phenomenological study may be helpful in the future for seeing if there is a shared or common
experience amongst adults with ASD regarding their mental health and how that has impacted
them in various aspects of their lives. A phenomenological study can also identify any missing
mental health supports and how to better support adults with ASD vocationally and socially. This
qualitative case study contributed a small amount of important data into the mental health
experiences of college students with ASD. Despite having three participants, the researcher was
able to gain valuable and personal information based on interviews and coding the audio recorded
responses.

The researcher found that there was a lack of mental health supports on the college campus,
for example, all three students utilized their academic accommodations but did not receive on-
campus counseling or other therapeutic services. Students had to seek mental healthcare outside
of the college campus, with two of the participants also receiving outpatient psychiatric care for
medication management. Despite the effectiveness of Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) of
addressing anxiety, anger, and social skills deficits in children and adults (Smith et al., 2026), the
research is limited in the effectiveness of CBT in adults with ASD. The participants in this study
reported using CBT, however, it was difficult to determine the effectiveness of CBT based solely
on interviews. Researchers have developed psychosocial interventions for autistic adults by
modifying CBT to focus on alleviating anxiety and depression symptoms in adults with ASD
(Spain et al., 2015).

Mental health was a concern amongst the three participants with ASD since it negatively
impacted their ability to do well at school. The theme of mental health also consisted of ruling out
misdiagnoses or comorbid diagnoses, such as depression and anxiety. All three participants
disclosed that they had suffered from depression alongside their autism diagnosis while enrolled
in college setting. Another mental health symptom all three participants experienced was sleep
difficulties, such as difficulty falling asleep, staying asleep, or getting adequate sleep. Regarding
mental health reflections perceptions, participant D. described autism as “mostly nature” and
“mostly out of their control.” Participant J. described her autism as “sometimes words just make
no sense to me” and “there is a missing piece deeply intertwined in my neurodivergence.”
Participant J. was also “at risk of attempting suicide” but never did. She “was never hospitalized
but probably should have been.”

This case study was meant to address the limited research conducted nationwide on the
mental health experiences of college students with ASD (Nicolaidis et al., 2013). This study added
qualitative data based on interviews with the three participants with ASD in the college setting.
The researcher was able to conclude that these college students with ASD had difficulty receiving
adequate social and mental health support on the college campus. The implications of the lack of
mental health support for these college students included depression, anxiety, missing classes, poor
social interactions, and suicidal ideation; however, it is important to note that these findings were
limited to the results for these three cases and should not be generalized to all autistic college
students. Another finding from this study was how the participants felt the need to mask or cover
up their autism symptoms (Hull et al., 2017) to fit in at work or school. This case study offered a
unique student perspective on the challenges faced by students diagnosed with both ASD and a
mental health diagnosis within the college setting. Findings provided insights into students’ ways
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of coping with their mental health at work or school, as well as the mental health challenges
students experienced in social, academic, and vocational situations. It is important for colleges to
be able to support the needs of neurodivergent students, and to help neurodiverse students feel
included in the higher education setting. Students with ASD and mental health diagnoses have a
lot of challenges to deal with, which can make it difficult for them to be successful at school or
work.

DiSCUSSION

This study utilized data from participant interviews to demonstrate the personalized
challenges experienced by individuals with ASD in the college setting pertaining to their mental
health. As a qualitative case study, the purpose of this paper was to see what college students with
ASD experienced academically, socially, and vocationally, and how those experienced influenced
their mental health. The findings from this study showed that there needs to be more research
conducted on college students with ASD regarding their mental health based on the alarming
findings of depression, anxiety, and higher reports of suicidal ideation in this population. However,
it is important to note that the participants did utilize academic accommodations, but these were
only beneficial for two of the three participants since one of the participants dropped out of college
by the end of the Fall semester of his first year.

The findings also confirmed why the social model of disability was beneficial for better
understanding why autistic college students were at risk of developing mental health problems,
which ranged from needing more available academic and mental health accommodations within
higher education. Also, the social model was seen with the difficulties that college students with
autism experienced because of requiring more mental health support on campus for their co-
existing mental health diagnoses to help them feel more academically supported and less lonely or
isolated. The social model of disability confirmed the need to focus on autistic college students’
environmental surroundings to better support their autism and mental health symptoms to better
increase their quality of life while enrolled in higher education.

The three college students with ASD in the current study identified experiencing at least
one mental health diagnosis. Despite the students being able to access academic supports, they
expressed the need for more mental health supports since they sought mental health supports
outside of the college setting. Participants indicated that they were unable to find the necessary
mental health supports on the college campus, which made them feel unsupported in their
academic endeavors. The participants also reported feeling isolated or lonely while enrolled in the
postsecondary setting, which could have contributed to their mental health issues. There should be
follow up research on college students with ASD regarding their mental health since this is a
growing issue nationwide based on this research case study and the previously conducted research.

LIMITATIONS

This study had limitations that influenced the results based on the recruitment of research
participants. For example, only three participants were eligible for this study due to limitations of
recruiting from one university setting. Recruiting from the local community colleges combined
with the university setting would have helped to include more potential participants to interview.
Also, including participants who graduated within the last five years would have also helped to
address the lack of participants within this study. The participants also differed in their enrollment
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status at the university and their academic level as there were two undergraduate students and one
doctoral student. Future studies should include either undergraduate or only graduate students to
distinguish these differences among participants due to their influencing the findings.

CONCLUSION

The findings in this study demonstrated the mental health challenges individuals with ASD
experienced while enrolled in the college setting. Based on the increase in young adults with ASD
enrolling in higher education, there needs to be mental health supports in place to ensure their
safety and wellbeing. Since college students with ASD are at higher risk of suicide and psychiatric
comorbidities, they require additional mental health resources specialized to their unique needs.
Also, the combination of the diagnostic features, psychiatric risks, transitions, and stressors of
college life can induce vast challenges for students with ASD within higher education institutions
(Pindar-Amaker, 2014). It can be stressful for students with ASD to transition to post-secondary
institutions, which can increase the risk of developing mental health issues (Motris et al., 2019).

The three college students with ASD in the current study identified experiencing at least
one mental health diagnosis. Despite the students being able to access academic supports, they
expressed the need for more mental health supports since they sought mental health supports
outside of the college setting. Participants indicated that they were unable to find the necessary
mental health supports on the college campus, which made them feel unsupported in their
academic endeavors. The participants also reported feeling isolated or lonely while enrolled in the
postsecondary setting, which could have contributed to their mental health issues. There should be
follow up research on college students with ASD regarding their mental health since this is a
growing issue nationwide based on this research case study and the previously conducted research.
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