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Autism and Obsessions


Many children with autism/ASD have an obsessive interest, which may exclude other topics, play themes and toys. It is common for children with autism to talk about their preferred interest without any regard to the listener’s interest in the conversation.  Obsessive interests can intrude on the child’s thoughts, leading to distractibility and poor concentration. Children with autism may have little motivation to work on topics that fall outside their preferred area of interest.  Common obsessions include trains, dinosaurs, maps, capital cities, computer games and statistics. 





Obsessions generally differ from other interests in their intensity (i.e. how much the child learns about it and how strongly they feel), their frequency and how long the child will spend on their area of interest.  An obsessive interest can have a major impact on family life, as well as on the child’s social time, learning and functioning.





Obsessions seem to be part of a strong preference for routines and sameness, i.e. wanting to do things in exactly the same way every time such as walking the same route to nursery; eating exactly the same shape triangle sandwich with no crusts for lunch every day of the week; and so on. The child may have difficulty changing minor aspects of their personal routine such as going from long sleeved clothes to short sleeves; change in duvet cover etc.  It could also mean a child may pay attention to the tiniest details (such as not being able to eat their meal because there is a tiny black spot on the edge of the placemat).





Some children have an attachment to particular objects.  These may be particular 


	toys such as figurines or model cars, or more unusual objects such as milk bottle


tops, stones or bath plugs. Others develop an interest in collecting items, from 


Star Trek videos and travel brochures, to insects, leaves or bus tickets. It is the


intensity of an individual's interest in the particular object or collection that is


striking and makes us call the behaviour ‘an obsession’ rather than an ordinary childhood interest or game.		





What could be reasons for the obsessions?  


�Insistence on keeping things the same may help the child control what to expect.  Particular topics or objects may provide structure, order and predictability to a person with ASD, which can assist the individual to cope with the changes and uncertainties of daily life. 


If a person experiences difficulties engaging with other people socially, they may refer to their area of special interest to try to make conversation and to feel more confident in these situations.


Obsessions may assist the individual to relax. The individual may gain extreme enjoyment from learning about a particular subject or gathering together items of interest.


Going back to the same idea again and again may reflect an individual’s difficulty in coming up with new ideas on things to do or try out.








Parents’ views


“My son had an obsession with doors.  If I just let him I bet he would play with them for


 hours! He has so many toys but he would rather play with the doors.”





“My son is fascinated by motors and how they work.  People have given him lots of


motors, e.g. from old vacuum cleaners, and they take up so much space!


He also tries to turn any conversation into talk about motors.”





“My son, now 10, has always been obsessive with anything that goes round or turns. Watching the washing machine when he was little, always lining cars up and turning wheels on cars or any toys, rolling things along the floor. If we go to a fair or anything, he doesn’t particularly like going on rides but will watch the wheels turning underneath the rides with absolute focus and fascination.”





What can parents do to manage obsessions?   





Put limits on the times that the child may talk about their obsessive topic, 


gradually reducing the length and frequency of these times. A visual support 


such as a timer may help.





Show interest and give lots of praise when the child talks about something other than 


his obsession. Use the obsessive interest as a motivator. Tell him he can talk about his 


obsessive interest, or play with the objects, after he has completed a task.





If the obsessive talk is a way for the child to reduce his anxiety, look at ways of reducing stress and help him to find other ways of coping with stress. The ‘Anxiety’ factsheet has useful tips on managing stress; available at http://daslne.org/about/newsletters.





Help the child recognise signs that a listener is growing tired of the conversation (i.e. yawning, looking away, lack of positive verbal response).  Practise with the child how to change the conversation when these signs are observed.    























Channelling your child’s obsessions 


Despite the negative aspects of obsessive behaviour, there may be opportunities to turn an obsession into a positive outcome. If the child’s interest is limited to one particular topic, such as Thomas the Tank Engine, try to expand his interest into other areas such as different types of trains or other types of transport.  Maybe the interest can be the basis of a useful skill – one child was obsessed with medical machines and was able to channel his interest usefully with training through St John’s Ambulance.


Temple Grandin, a well-known professor, author, and autism activist, talks about the positive effect of her childhood obsessions in an article ‘Inside View of Autism’: 


“Today I have a successful career designing livestock equipment because my high school science teacher, Mr. Carlock, used my fixation on cattle chutes to motivate me to study psychology and science... some of the most successful high-functioning autistics have directed childhood fixations into careers".  (www.iidc.indiana.edu/?pageld =274)





Useful websites: 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/obsessions-repetitive-behaviours-and-routines.aspx" �http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/understanding-behaviour/obsessions-repetitive-behaviours-and-routines.aspx�
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