
Autistic burnout is not a bad week or a difficult patch. It is a state of profound neurological exhaustion caused by

sustained effort to function beyond one's actual capacity — often involving long-term masking. For PDA children,

burnout can be severe and can take months or longer to recover from.

What Is Autistic Burnout?
Autistic burnout is characterised by a significant loss of skills and functioning, extreme fatigue, and increased

vulnerability across all areas of life. It is not the same as depression, though the two can co-occur. Burnout is

specifically caused by the sustained effort of operating in a neurotypical world.

Warning Signs of Approaching Burnout
•  Significant increase in meltdown frequency or intensity

•  Increased school refusal or inability to attend

•  Loss of previously acquired skills

•  Withdrawal from preferred activities

•  Increased sensory sensitivity

•  Loss of language or communication ability in crisis moments

•  Physical symptoms: fatigue, headaches, stomach pain

•  Increased rigidity and demand avoidance

Common Burnout Triggers in PDA Children
•  Extended periods of school attendance with high masking demands

•  Significant life transitions (school change, house move, family change)

•  Long periods of sustained demand and reduced autonomy

•  Illness or physical stress on top of existing neurological load

•  Social trauma — bullying, peer rejection, misunderstanding

Recovery — What It Looks Like
Burnout recovery requires genuine, extended rest and a significant reduction in demands. There are no

shortcuts. Attempting to push through burnout deepens it.
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Burnout recovery essentials

• Reduce all demands to absolute minimum — school attendance, social obligations, household tasks

• Increase access to preferred, low-demand activities

• Protect the child from sensory and social stress as much as possible

• Maintain connection without adding demand — be present, not productive

• Communicate with school about adjusted expectations during recovery

• Allow regression in skills without responding with alarm or increased demand

Talking to Schools About Burnout
Schools may push for a return to normal attendance during burnout. This approach is counterproductive and can

extend the recovery significantly. When speaking with schools:

•  Describe what burnout is and why it requires genuine rest, not gradual reintroduction

•  Provide a letter from your child's paediatrician or psychologist if possible

•  Request a flexible re-entry plan — not immediate full attendance

•  Ask for reduced demands and increased support for when school is possible

Long-term
perspective

A child who recovers fully from burnout can rebuild capacity over time. A

child who never gets genuine recovery time may never fully recover.

Protecting your child's nervous system during burnout is one of the most

important things you can do for their long-term future.
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