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Persons with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) have a higher risk of mental health challenges when compared to the 
general population, with around 40% being diagnosed with an anxiety disorder and over 80% experiencing general 
anxiety. Persons with ASD may also experience challenges with emotional regulation, which creates challenges when 
responding to stress.

The “Emotional Toolbox” is a framework developed by Clinical Psychologist Tony Attwood, to represent a collection of 
tools and strategies to help a person respond to emotions they are experiencing. Below is an adaptation of the Emotional 
Toolbox. To support a person’s emotional regulation, the following tools can be considered:

Reference: Attwood, T (2004). Exploring feelings: Cognitive Behaviour Therapy to Manage Anxiety: Future Horizons; 2004.
For information on emotional regulation see the Kerry’s Place workshop “Don’t Tell Me to Calm Down”.

 

c. Be familiar with supports and resources internally and externally. 
2. Demonstrate Empathic Skills 

a. Show that you have a desire and openness to understand and help, but that you cannot 
truly understand another person’s experiences. 

b. Avoid phrases like, “I understand,” “I know what you’re going through,” “I know what 
you mean”, “at least”…and then offering a worse situation, and “it could be worse.” 

c. To demonstrate empathy, use verbal skills (what you say): 
i. use of open questions, reflecting or echoing their words, clarifying and 

summarizing 
d. To demonstrate empathy, use non-verbal skills (how you say it): 

i. warmth of voice, appropriate use of silence, smiling, nodding, mirroring of 
posture 

3. Non-Judgmental Approach 
a. avoid assumptions 
b. consider multiple perspectives and take a collaborative approach 
c. empower the people you support by providing them with choice and control 
d. recognize and consider cultural differences 
e. keep in mind that culture is at the individual level that encompasses multiple 

dimensions and their intersections (i.e., ability, age, ethnicity, gender, gender identity, 
religion/spirituality, sexual orientation, social class) 

4. Personal Boundaries and Limitations  
a. work within your scope of practice 
b. be honest and credible 
c. if you don’t know something, it’s okay to say you don’t know 
d. be familiar with community services and supports for external referrals or specialists 

when needed.  
5. Relatedness 

a. be personable 
b. be authentic and be yourself 
c. build a level of relatedness and common ground 
d. be careful not to share too much about yourself or your challenges 

Step 4: Apply the concepts using facilitated discussion and scenarios 

Scenario 1 

You’re on the phone with a parent of a child with a disability, and early on in the conversation, the 
parent is already in a heightened emotional state. They tell you that they worked with someone from 
your agency in the past and it was a horrible experience and the person who they worked with before 
was “useless.” The parent also says they’ve been bounced around from agency to agency and have had 
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