Because traditional autism support has often been built around making Autistic people appear more socially acceptable, rather than understanding and supporting how they actually communicate.
Why “emotional regulation” became the focus
Historically, professionals often interpreted Autistic distress through a behavioural lens:
Meltdown → behaviour to reduce
Stimming → behaviour to suppress
Strong emotional expression → dysregulation
Withdrawal/shutdown → non-compliance
Difficulty identifying feelings → deficit
Different communication → social skills problem
That can lead to interventions whose primary goal is: “How do we get this person to behave differently?”
The problem with that approach
Emotional regulation and emotional expression are not opposites.
A person may need support with regulation without being taught that the emotion itself is unacceptable.

For an Autistic person, an intense emotional response can be meaningful communication. For example:
· “Something is overwhelming me.”
· “I don’t feel safe.”
· “My sensory environment is too much.”
· “I don’t understand what is happening.”
· “My boundary has been crossed.”
· “I need this situation to stop.”
If the intervention focuses only on stopping the outward expression, the underlying problem can remain completely unaddressed.
A neuroaffirming model is different
Instead of:
Emotion → suppress/control → return to socially acceptable behaviour
A neuroaffirming approach can be:
Emotion → understand → communicate → respond to the need → regulate together
That means teaching emotional literacy and expression alongside regulation skills.
For example, someone might learn:
· How to recognise different internal states
· Different ways to communicate “I’m overwhelmed”
· How to say or signal stop
· How to communicate boundaries
· How to identify unsafe situations
· How to request sensory or environmental changes
· How to express anger without harming themselves or others
· How to recover after overwhelming experiences

When another person needs to change their behaviour, rather than expecting the Autistic person to tolerate it.
There is also a safeguarding issue
This distinction becomes particularly important for Autistic children and women.
If someone is repeatedly taught:
· “Your emotional response is the problem; learn to control yourself.”
They may become less likely to trust or communicate their own distress.
A neuroaffirming safeguarding system should instead be able to ask:
· “What is this person’s distress communicating, and what needs to change around them?”
That doesn’t mean every behaviour is automatically safe or appropriate. It means the person’s emotional communication is treated as information rather than automatically treated as a behavioural defect.
A useful neuroaffirming principle would therefore be:
“Teach regulation without teaching emotional suppression. Teach expression, communication, boundaries and self-advocacy at the same time.”


