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Abstract
This article provides a systematic review of the prevalence and risk factors associated with interpersonal violence reported 
by autistic adults. A systematic search of electronic data bases for peer-reviewed journal articles in English was conducted. 
The search identified 16 studies that addressed rates and/or risk factors for interpersonal violence. There was wide variation 
in prevalence rates which was attributed to differences in types of violence being investigated, definitions and measures 
used, age range and gender of participants and time-frame covered. Overall results indicated that rates may be higher than 
in the general population. Twelve studies reported on possible risk factors with both individual and broader social factors 
identified. Further research utilising longitudinal design and validated measures is needed.
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The World Health Organisation defines violence as “the 
intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or 
actual, against oneself, against another person or against a 
group or community, which either results in or has a high 
likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, 
maldevelopment, or deprivation” (World Health Organi-
sation, 2002). Such violence can come in many forms, 
including physical, sexual, or psychological. It can also 
be self-directed, collective (social, political or economic) 
or interpersonal. The current systematic review focuses 

specifically on interpersonal violence – violence among 
individuals, including among related individuals in the con-
text of a family or extended family, and among unrelated 
individuals who may be friends, acquaintances, or strangers.

The World Health Organisation’s Global Health Esti-
mates indicate that interpersonal violence results in the 
death of approximately 500,000 people each year and is one 
of the leading causes of disability in high-income countries 
(World Health Organisation, 2020). The personal impact of 
interpersonal violence is often pervasive and far-reaching, 
and can include mood disturbances, anxiety, post-traumatic 
symptoms such as hypervigilance, flashbacks and height-
ened reactivity, substance use disorders and chronic health 
issues (Jina & Thomas, 2013; Kessler et al., 2010; Messman-
Moore et al., 2000; Platt et al., 2017; Trevillion et al., 2012; 
Turchik, 2012) – and, as such, represents a significant pub-
lic health problem. In addition, prior exposure to violence 
has consistently been shown to predict further victimisation 
(Fagan & Mazerolle, 2011; Finkelhor et al., 2007), resulting 
in a cycle of trauma and disadvantage. Putting an end to this 
cycle requires the development of targeted strategies and 
policies that are underpinned by a comprehensive under-
standing of the extent, nature and risk factors for interper-
sonal violence, particularly for vulnerable populations.

Although interpersonal violence occurs across all social, 
cultural and economic strata, there are some groups that 
are disproportionately affected by interpersonal violence, 
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including women (Biswas & Vaughn, 2011; Krebs et al., 
2009), those of minority sexual or gender orientation (Blon-
deel et al., 2018; Rothman et al., 2011; Walters et al., 2013), 
people with mental illness (Bengtsson-Tops & Ehliasson, 
2012; Van Deinse et al., 2019), and disabled people (Fisher 
et al., 2016; Gil-Llario et al., 2019; Krnjacki et al., 2016; 
Tomsa et al., 2021). Autistic people are one such group 
who may be at increased risk. Autism is a neurodevelop-
mental condition that affects the way that a person interacts 
with, and experiences, the world around them (APA, 2013). 
There is considerable evidence that autistic children are at 
higher risk of experiencing bullying, and some indication of 
increased physical, emotional and sexual abuse, compared 
to non-disabled peers (Carter, 2009; Mandell et al., 2005; 
Sullivan & Knutson, 2000). In a systematic review of the 
prevalence of victimisation among autistic individuals based 
on papers published until September 2019, Trundle et al. 
(2022) found a pooled prevalence rate of 44%. Yet, most of 
the eligible studies focused on bullying victimisation dur-
ing childhood while the extent and nature of interpersonal 
violence during adulthood was unclear, leading the authors 
to recommend a future focus on serious and criminal inter-
personal violence during the adult years. Some researchers 
have begun to turn their attention to this area (Fardella et al., 
2018; Gibbs et al., 2021; Pearson et al., 2022, 2023; Roth-
man et al., 2021), while others have included an investiga-
tion of violence experiences in the context of overall trauma 
(Griffiths et al., 2019) or involvement with the criminal jus-
tice system (Gibbs & Haas, 2020; Hwang et al., 2020). This 
existing research, however, has yet to be synthesised so the 
extent and nature of violent victimisation during adulthood 
for autistic people remains unclear.

Given the negative impacts associated with violent vic-
timisation, it is important to go beyond examining overall 
prevalence rates and identify underlying factors that may 
shape the experience. This is particularly important as 
understanding the factors that collectively and individu-
ally contribute to violence may highlight opportunities for 
prevention work, both in the short and long term. Research 
into possible risk factors for victimisation among autistic 
people has largely been limited to peer victimisation during 
childhood. Both situational (educational setting, parental 
mental health and engagement, socio-economic status and 
social support) and individual (degree of social communica-
tion difficulties, social vulnerability, behaviour issues) fac-
tors appear to be associated with peer victimisation among 
autistic students (Park et al., 2020; Sreckovic et al., 2014). 
Drawing on this research into bullying, researchers have 
recommended multi-component interventions that address 
key areas such as the negative attitudes and behaviours of 
their neurotypical peers, the development of a zero-tolerance 
school culture, the often-limited knowledge and skills of 
teachers and, and the protective skills and understanding of 

autistic children themselves (Humphrey & Hebron, 2015). 
Interventions targeting some of these identified risk factors 
have been developed and shown to reduce bullying victimi-
sation among autistic children including classroom-based 
peer education programs, interventions to increase con-
tact between autistic children and neurotypical peers, and 
programs focused on building social skills among autistic 
children as well as increasing their ability to recognise and 
respond to bullying (Bradley, 2016; Cook et al., 2019; Liu 
et al., 2018; Morris et al., 2021; Sreckovic et al., 2017). A 
multi-component approach to addressing victimisation is 
also consistent with key organisations such as the World 
Health Organisation and the Centres for Disease Control 
and Prevention who support a social-ecological approach 
to understanding violence (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and pro-
pose that addressing violence and victimisation requires an 
understanding of the complex interplay between individual, 
contextual and broader social factors. Therefore, identifying 
potential risk and protective factors for criminal and serious 
interpersonal violence during adulthood is needed to identify 
the range of ways in which disproportionate victimisation 
may be concretely addressed.

Despite recent efforts by researchers to gain a bet-
ter understanding of the scale of violence experienced by 
autistic adults, no comprehensive analysis of this research 
has been conducted. It is crucial to understand the extent of 
violence against specific societal groups as a fundamental 
step in the public health approach to preventing violence 
(Krug et al., 2002). This initial step is necessary to identify 
potential risk or protective factors as well as to develop and 
evaluate any future polices or programs aimed at prevent-
ing violence. In the current systematic review, we therefore 
sought to identify quantitative and qualitative data related to 
the prevalence of interpersonal violence reported by autistic 
adults and any factors that may be associated with height-
ened exposure to violence.

Methods

Search Strategy

The protocol for this systematic review was registered on 
PROSPERO (CRD42022325094). The most current version 
of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines at the time of regis-
tration was followed throughout the review process (Page 
et al., 2021). In consultation with a research librarian, the 
following databases were searched from inception to May 
2022 for publications on autism and violence: PsycINFO 
(Psychology), Scopus (Multidisciplinary Sciences includ-
ing Social Sciences), MEDLINE (Multidisciplinary Medi-
cal Sciences), EMBASE (Biomedical and Pharmacological), 
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ERIC (Education), CINAHL (via EBSCOhost) and ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses. The search strategy utilised a com-
bination of searches through titles, abstracts, keywords and 
full texts related to “autism” and “violence” or “abuse” or 
“trauma” or “victim”. An updated search of all databases 
was conducted in August 2023. Searches were limited to 
research published in English (see Supplementary Materials 
for sample search strategy). The reference lists of included 
studies or relevant reviews were also hand-searched to iden-
tify further eligible articles. References were managed using 
Covidence (www.​covid​ence.​org). Duplicates were removed 
using Covidence’s duplication identification strategy, and 
then checked manually by the first author. Abstract/title 
screening and full text reviews were independently con-
ducted by two members of the research team. Inter-rater 
reliability was moderate to strong (abstract review, κ = 0.66; 
full text review, κ = 0.85). Where any discrepancies were 
found (for example, regarding whether there was a sufficient 
focus on interpersonal violence), the decision on whether to 
include was resolved through discussion.

Selection Criteria

Studies were selected according to the following criteria:

1.	 Participants: Autistic adults (including autism spec-
trum disorder, autistic disorder, Asperger’s disorder, 
pervasive developmental disorder-not otherwise speci-
fied) both with and without co-occurring intellectual 
disability. Participants could be professionally or self-
diagnosed. Studies focused on adolescents or children 
(under 18 years of age) were excluded. If studies include 
both adolescents and adults, only those studies where 
adult responses are reported separately OR where the 
mean age of respondents is greater than, or equal to 17, 
were included. Studies that focused only on autistic traits 
in the general population were also excluded.

2.	 Outcome: Studies reporting prevalence, or possible risk 
factors for violent victimisation during adulthood were 
included. This included physical violence, sexual vio-
lence, intimate partner violence, domestic violence, or 
any type of violence towards autistic adults.

3.	 Study Design: Quantitative and qualitative studies pub-
lished in peer reviewed journals were included. Books, 
case studies, dissertations, reviews and commentaries 
were excluded.

Data Extraction

We extracted the following data from included articles: 
author/s, year of publication, study setting, study design, 
sample size, number of participants, socio-demographics of 
participants (gender, ethnicity, age), assessment method of 

violent victimisation, time-frame examined; rates of differ-
ent forms of violence, any risk factors of violence identi-
fied. Data extraction was independently conducted by two 
members of the research team and any discrepancies were 
resolved by discussion.

Quality Assessment

Study quality was assessed using the Mixed Methods 
Appraisal Tool (MMAT; Hong et al., 2018). The MMAT 
is designed for use in mixed studies reviews and is suitable 
for use with qualitative research, randomized controlled tri-
als, non-randomized studies, quantitative descriptive studies 
and mixed methods studies. The quality criteria applied to 
a study includes five items, which vary according to study 
design. Outcomes for each criterion are defined as “yes” 
meets criteria, “no” does not meet criteria, or “can’t tell” 
where sufficient relevant information was not reported. 
Quality assessment for each study was completed indepen-
dently by two of the authors and any discrepancies in ratings 
were discussed and resolved by consensus.

Analysis

Due to variability in study designs (qualitative, quantitative, 
and mixed methods), we completed a narrative synthesis of 
the results. This is a systematic approach for undertaking 
a review where statistical methods or pooling of data is 
neither possible nor appropriate (Lisy & Porritt, 2016). 
Narrative synthesis enables investigation of similarities and 
differences, highlights the quality and extent of published 
evidence and results in a summary of knowledge that 
can be used to inform policy or practice (Lisy & Porritt, 
2016). Using the extracted data, we applied a deductive 
approach to prepare summaries of studies according to 
study characteristics, rates of reported violence and possible 
risk factors. We undertook a synthesis of the data, looking 
for similarities and differences across studies in order to 
draw conclusions regarding our research questions where 
possible. This synthesis was conducted by the first author, 
with input from other authors prior to agreement on the final 
categories and summaries which were then reported in a 
narrative format.

Results

As shown in Fig. 1, after removal of duplicates, 1,674 unique 
articles were screened for eligibility, of which 44 full text 
articles were reviewed. Twenty-eight papers were excluded 
for the following reasons: violence not confined to the adult 
period (n = 12), no explicit measures of interpersonal vio-
lence reported (n = 8), mean age of participants < 17 (n = 2), 

http://www.covidence.org


	 Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

1 3

study related to autistic traits rather than autism (n = 1) or the 
focus of the paper was not on interpersonal violence (n = 5). 
Thus, 16 studies were ultimately identified as eligible for 
inclusion in the systematic review.

Overview of Included Studies

Table 1 summarises the sample characteristics, aims and 
study type for each of the 16 included studies. Studies were 
conducted in the United States (n = 4), Australia (n = 5), Can-
ada (n = 2), the United Kingdom (n = 4) and Sweden (n = 1) 
and published between 2016 and 2023. The majority (n = 10) 
were cross-sectional, four used a qualitative design, one was 
a mixed-methods approach and one was a text mining study. 
Eight studies included a comparison group of non-autistic 
adults with two of these studies also including a comparison 
group of adults with disabilities other than autism. Of the 16 
studies, nine were conducted using community samples, three 
consisted of undergraduate students only, one used data from 
police records and one study used information from Swed-
ish national registers. Two of the community-based samples 

included additional inclusion criteria, i.e., autistic women 
who had been diagnosed after age 14 and autistic adults who 
had interacted with police in the previous five years.

Of the 16 eligible studies, eight explicitly sought to inves-
tigate the prevalence of interpersonal violence experienced 
by autistic people during adulthood. Two qualitative studies 
explored possible risk and protective factors of interpersonal 
violence and one qualitative study explored the impact of 
interpersonal violence from the perspective of autistic peo-
ple. The aims of the remaining five studies varied, rang-
ing from measuring a range of negative life experiences; 
characterising sexuality and sexual experiences of young 
adults; comparing domestic violence incidents that involved 
autistic adults with those that did not; investigating interac-
tions between autistic people and police; to investigating the 
experiences of late-diagnosed women.

Quality Assessment

Results of the quality assessment using the MMAT (Hong et al., 
2018) are provided in Supplementary Materials. The overall 

Fig. 1   Prisma Flow Diagram Showing Article Selection Process
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quality of included studies was sound. We identified three 
methodological issues in the quantitative studies in particular. 
First, seven studies identified autistic adults as the target popula-
tion, but the use of online questionnaires would have precluded 
participation of those with intellectual difficulties. As approxi-
mately 30% of autistic people also have an intellectual disabil-
ity (Baio et al., 2018; Rydzewska et al., 2019), the samples 
across studies included in this review were not representative 
of the broader autistic population. Second, it was not possible to 
ascertain the degree of missing data in five studies, which may 
have introduced bias into study results. Finally, although one 
study used an outcome measure that was developed in consulta-
tion with autistic people, none of the other self-report outcome 
measures have been validated for use with this population.

Autistic Participant Characteristics

Table 2 provides an overview of the autistic participant char-
acteristics. In total, 15 of the 16 studies provided at least some 
demographic details related to a total of 24,153 autistic par-
ticipants. There was a higher representation of men compared 
to women (62.22% and 34.27%, respectively) with only 1.3% 
of participants identifying as gender non-conforming. Among 
the ten studies that included age details, participants ranged 
in age from 18 – 83 with a mean of 33.09 years. The samples 
were almost exclusively individuals who had completed or 
were currently enrolled in tertiary education (92.07%) with 
less than 1% of participants reported to have a co-occurring 
intellectual disability. Further characterisation of the partici-
pant samples was poor. All but four of the studies required 
participants to report a professional diagnosis of autism. Three 
studies that included self-identified autistic adults (Gibbs 
& Pellicano, 2023; Gibbs et al., 2021, 2022) only included 
those participants who scored above the clinical cut-off on 
an autism screening measure.1 Half of the studies reported 
participants’ racial/ethnic background and just over a third 
reported employment status. In the studies that included these 
details, the majority of participants were white (71.74%) and 
just over half (52.88%) were currently employed. Only four 
studies reported on co-occurring mental health conditions, 
despite the fact that such conditions, especially depression 
and anxiety, are common among autistic adults (Gotham et al., 
2015; Hollocks et al., 2019).
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1  Many autistic people – particularly adults – face barriers to obtain-
ing a formal diagnosis (Huang et al., 2020; Lewis, 2017). Excluding 
people who self-identify as autistic may inadvertently and dispropor-
tionately affect socioeconomically disadvantaged people, women, 
gender minorities, and racial minorities.
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Measures Used to Assess Prevalence of Violence

Table 3 summarises the assessment methods and results of 
each study. One study gathered data from police records 
(Hwang et al., 2020) and one from national patient and 
death registers (Ghirardi et al., 2023) with the remaining 
(n = 13) relying on self-report (one study also gathered 
parent-report; Hartmann et al., 2019). The studies that 
collected self-reported quantitative data (n = 10) used dif-
ferent measures. One study used the Juvenile Victimisa-
tion Questionnaire (Hamby et al., 2004) with the wording 
modified to assess victimisation during adulthood (Weiss 
& Fardella, 2018). One study used the Recent Traumatic 
Events Scale (Pennebaker and Susman, 1988), which 
included two questions pertaining to sexual violence and 
physical violence in the past two years (Gibbs et al., 2021) 
and one study (Hartmann et al., 2019) used the Sexual 
Experiences Survey’s items about sexual victimisation, 
coercion, contact, and attempted or completed rape (Koss 
& Oros, 1982). Triantafyllopoulou et al., (2021) meas-
ured cyber-bullying victimisation in the past 3 months 
with the European Cyber-Bullying Intervention project 
questionnaire (Brighi et al., 2012). One study developed 
a new measure, the Vulnerability Experiences Quotient, 
in consultation with autistic adults and other stakeholders, 
which included questions related to physical assault, peer 
aggression and forced sexual activity during adulthood 
(Griffiths et al., 2019). The five remaining self-report 
quantitative studies used novel survey questions related 
to interactions with police as victims of violence (physi-
cal assault, harassment, sexual assault) in the previous 
three years (Gibbs & Haas, 2020); experiences of sexual 
harassment, stalking and harassment, sexual and physical 
violence since the age of 15 (Gibbs et al., 2022); expe-
riences of physical assault, sexual assault or emotional 
aggression in the previous 12 months (Rothman et al., 

2021) and unwanted sexual contact and sexual assault in 
a university campus setting over the previous five years 
(Brown et al., 2017) or since starting college (Libster 
et al., 2023).

Rates of Interpersonal Violence

For the purposes of aggregating results across studies, we 
defined sexual violence as including any unwanted sexual 
contact, being forced into sexual activity, actual or threat-
ened sexual assault/rape; physical violence as any physi-
cal assault, being hurt or threatened to hurt; and emotional 
abuse as any bullying (including cyberbullying), peer vic-
timisation or humiliation. For the Hartmann et al. (2019) 
study, which also collected parent-report data, we included 
the self-report data only. The adults in this study reported 
significantly higher sexual victimisation compared to parents 
and would likely reflect a more accurate account of victimi-
sation rates. Across all included studies, the reported rates of 
sexual violence for autistic adults ranged between 7.7% and 
64%, physical violence between 8 and 60%, and emotional 
abuse (including bullying or humiliation from family or co-
workers, cyber-bullying or harassment) between 22 and 70%. 
In a study that examined all domestic violence incidents in 
which police were called over an 11-year period, autistic 
adults were involved in 0.38% of incidents (n = 1,601) and 
in 28.23% of these incidents (n = 452) the autistic person 
was the victim.

These data concerning rates of violence were not com-
parable since reports cover time-frames ranging from the 
past three months to all adulthood; different definitions of 
violence are used; five studies were limited to adults aged 
under 30; and three studies were restricted to particular sub-
groups (late diagnosed women, those who had interacted 
with police in the previous five years and those involved in 
a domestic violence incident reported to police). By limiting 

Table 2   Aggregated Autistic Participant Characteristics

No of autistic 
participants

% Gender Mean age and 
range

%Ethnicity % Completed 
or enrolled 
in tertiary 
education

% Employed % co-
occurring 
mental health 
problems

% co-occurring 
intellectual dis-
ability

N studies 
used in 
calculations 
(%)

n = 15 
(93.75%)

n = 15 
(93.75%)

n = 10 
(62.5%)

n = 8 (50%) n = 10 
(62.5%)

n = 6 (37.5%) n = 4 (25%) n = 12 (75%)

24,153 62.22% men, 
34.27% 
women, 
1.3% Other 
gender

33.09
18 – 83

71.74% 
White, 6.4% 
Mixed, 5.6% 
Asian, 2.9% 
Hispanic, 
2.3% Black, 
6.9% Other

92.07% 52.88% 59.85% 0.76%
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the data to the three studies that included both men and 
women and investigated rates of violence across all adult 
years (Griffiths et al., 2019; Hartmann et al., 2019; Weiss 
& Fardella, 2018), we could detect a range of 44% to 62% 
for sexual violence, 40% to 60% for physical violence and 
60% to 70% for emotional abuse. Again, these studies are 
difficult to compare. Sample sizes ranged from 45 to 426 
and five different self-report measures were used. Only one 
study included a population-based cohort (Ghirardi et al., 
2023); however, data only pertained to violence that resulted 
in hospital attendance or death.

Rather than attempting to determine the “true” preva-
lence of interpersonal violence for autistic people during 
adulthood, it may be more instructive to ask whether the 
rates of interpersonal violence are different from that in 
the general (or another comparison) population. As shown 
in Table  3, seven studies provided comparisons of the 
prevalence of one or more forms of interpersonal violence 
reported by autistic people with that of non-autistic people. 
Three of these studies were drawn from US university sam-
ples. Among 34,879 US undergraduate college students, of 
which 0.45% had been diagnosed with autism (n = 158) and 
20.1% had disabilities other than autism (n = 7,018), both 
autistic students (8.2%, n = 13) and those with other dis-
abilities (9.3%, n = 651) reported significantly higher rates 
of unwanted sexual contact than did students without dis-
abilities (4.6%, n = 1,282) in the previous five years on the 
university campus, χ2 (2, n = 34,879) = 231.80, p < 0.001, 
V = 0.08 (Brown et al., 2017). Unwanted sexual contact was 
defined as including “forcible fondling, sexual assault, for-
cible rape, use of drugs to incapacitate, forcible sodomy, 
gang rape, and sexual assault with an object” (Brown et al., 
2017, p. 773). In another large sample of US college students 
(n = 219,633), autistic students (n = 1,141, 0.51%) were 
more likely to report emotional aggression (44% vs 26%, 
p < 0.001) and physical assault (8.4% vs 5.7%, p < 0.001) in 
the past year. There was no significant difference in reports 
of sexual assault (Rothman et al., 2021). The third college 
sample was based on a smaller sample size of 540, half of 
whom were autistic. In this sample there was no significant 
group difference in reported rates of unwanted sexual contact 
or sexual assault (Libster et al., 2023). Griffiths et al. (2019) 
surveyed 426 autistic adults (M = 44 years, SD = 14.37) and 
268 non-autistic adults (M = 51 years, SD = 15.33) about a 
range of negative life experiences, including violence. Autis-
tic adults reported significantly higher rates of all forms of 
violence during adulthood including bullying, sexual vio-
lence, sexual coercion, physical threats and physical assault 
when compared to non-autistic adults. Gibbs et al. (2022) 
also found higher rates of all forms of violence measured 
for autistic adults as well as repeated violence (more than 
one instance of the same type of violence) and multiple vio-
lence (experiencing more than one form of violence). Weiss 

and Fardella (2018) investigated a range of victimisation 
experiences in childhood and adulthood of 45 autistic adults 
and 42 non-autistic adults matched for IQ, education level, 
gender breakdown and minority status. Although there was 
no significant difference in the aggregate scores for physi-
cal assault, maltreatment, peer/co-worker victimisation or 
sexual victimisation, autistic adults scored higher on a com-
posite score created by summing reports of any sexual vic-
timisation that involved physical contact i.e., sexual assault, 
rape, attempted rape. Gibbs et al. (2021) found no significant 
difference in the rates of recent violence (physical or sexual 
violence in the previous two years) reported by 245 autis-
tic adults compared to 49 non-autistic adults. Thus, in five 
of the seven studies comparing rates of violence between 
autistic and non-autistic people during adulthood, autistic 
adults reported higher rates of at least one form of violence.

Risk Factors for Interpersonal Violence

Only six studies included investigation of possible risk factors 
for interpersonal violence in their study aims. Most of them 
took a relatively narrow perspective, often focusing on the 
skills and psychological dispositions of the victims of vio-
lence rather than the broader social forces or other contextual 
elements that are likely to shape the overall experience of 
autistic people. Gibbs et al. (2021) found that autistic traits, 
but not emotion regulation, was a significant predictor of life-
time violence in their sample of 245 autistic adults. Weiss and 
Fardella (2018) found no relationship between either social 
competence or emotion regulation and poly-victimisation 
during adulthood in their smaller sample of 45 autistic and 
42 non-autistic adults. Two studies found that co-occurring 
ADHD was associated with higher rates of reported violence 
(Ghirardi et al., 2023; Libster et al., 2023). Depression and 
sense of belonging were correlated with physical, sexual, and 
emotional aggression victimisation in the previous 12 months 
for autistic students (Rothman et  al., 2021). Those with 
a higher sense of belonging were less like to report sexual 
or physical assault regardless of their levels of depression. 
However, in terms of emotional abuse victimisation, autistic 
students with a higher sense of belonging who were experi-
encing depression were more likely to report experiencing 
emotional aggression. In the three studies that investigated 
the relationship between gender and interpersonal violence, 
a higher proportion of autistic women and non-binary gender 
reported unwanted sexual contact compared to men (Brown 
et al., 2017), a higher proportion of autistic women reported 
experiencing either sexual or physical violence compared to 
autistic men (Gibbs et al., 2021, 2022) as well as multiple and 
repeated violence (Gibbs et al., 2022). Only one study which 
was focused solely on cyberbullying victimisation found 
higher rates of violence reported by men (Triantafyllopou-
lou et al., 2021). Only one study included a consideration of 
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contextual factors, finding that most incidents did not involve 
use of drugs or alcohol and occurred in the context of intimate 
relationships and friendships (Gibbs et al., 2022).

Two qualitative studies involved conducting semi-struc-
tured interviews with autistic adults about general percep-
tions of risk and protective factors for interpersonal violence 
among autistic people (Fardella et al., 2018) and their prior 
experiences of violent victimisation (Gibbs & Pellicano, 
2023). In both studies, thematic analysis of interviewee 
responses identified themes pertaining to individual and 
broader social factors. At the individual level, themes related 
to lack of awareness of potentially dangerous situations, dif-
ficulties identifying abusive relationships and reading social 
cues, lack of assertiveness and a tendency to take people at 
face value. At the broader social level, participants spoke 
of factors such as lack of awareness and/or understanding 
of autism, stigma and discrimination (Fardella et al., 2018) 
and how the way in which pressure to conform and ‘fit in’ 
as well as having their feelings, instincts and experiences 
repeatedly invalidated by others leads to feelings of self-
doubt in “grey” situations, leaving them vulnerable to abuse 
and manipulation. Although investigation of risk factors for 
interpersonal violence was not a specific aim in the quali-
tative studies of Bargiela et al. (2016) and Pearson et al. 
(2023), they nevertheless identified themes related to vul-
nerability to victimisation. In interviews conducted with 
late diagnosed autistic women offered possible reasons for 
increased vulnerability over their lifetimes including height-
ened passivity and people pleasing, difficulty reading others’ 
intentions and uncertainty about social rules, social isolation 
and a desire for acceptance (Bargiela et al., 2016). Pearson 
et al. (2023) interviewed 102 autistic people who had expe-
rienced interpersonal victimisation. Participants spoke of 
stigma, discrimination and othering throughout their lives 
and how this led to expectations of poor treatment, struggles 
recognising abusive behaviour and strategies of masking, 
people-pleasing and compliance which increased vulner-
ability to victimisation.

Discussion

The current systematic review aimed to synthesise the extant 
research on interpersonal violence during adulthood to 
determine the extent to which disproportionate victimisation 
of autistic people continues into adulthood and to identify 
any factors that shape such experiences. Our most striking 
finding was the extremely limited number of studies on this 
topic. Only eight studies investigated the prevalence of inter-
personal violence during adulthood exclusively, while an 
additional four studies collected data on prevalence as part 
of broader investigations into criminal justice experiences, 
general life experiences, or sexuality and trauma exposure. 

Research examining possible risk factors for interpersonal 
violence during adulthood is also sparse. No existing studies 
fully examine the broader trends that might shape autistic 
people’s propensity to fall victim to interpersonal violence, 
including, for example, negative stereotyping, limited care 
and concern from authority figures or the absence of seri-
ous interventions to protect autistic people from harm in 
institutional or domestic settings. Six studies reported on 
characteristics of those who have experienced interpersonal 
violence versus those who have not (two restricted to gender 
differences only) and an additional four qualitative studies 
reported on themes related to possible risk and protective 
factors based on interview data. In addition, although the eli-
gible studies included only relatively scant details regarding 
clinical and socio-demographic characteristics of the par-
ticipants, from the information available there appears to be 
a distinct lack of diversity among the autistic participants, 
with all studies drawing their participants from Western 
high-income countries and, with the exception of one study 
based on police records, almost all participants (99.24%) 
were of at least average intellectual ability.

Prevalence of Interpersonal Violence

Despite these limitations, the results detailed in this review 
provide an initial insight into our first aim – to determine the 
prevalence of interpersonal violence among autistic people 
during adulthood. Across all studies, rates of sexual violence 
for autistic adults ranged between 7.7% and 64%, physical 
violence between 8 and 60%, and emotional abuse between 
22 and 70%. This wide variation in prevalence is likely due 
to differences in types of violence being investigated, defini-
tions of violence and measures used, age range and gender 
of participants. In addition, the time-frame covered varied 
widely, from the previous three months to all adulthood, 
with studies covering shorter time frames reporting much 
lower prevalence rates, e.g., rates of sexual and physical 
violence below 10% in previous 12 months only (Rothman 
et al., 2021) compared to rates over 45% in all adulthood 
(Weiss & Fardella, 2018). When the data were limited to the 
three studies that included both men and women and inves-
tigated violence across all adult years (Griffiths et al., 2019; 
Hartmann et al., 2019; Weiss & Fardella, 2018), the rates 
for sexual violence among autistic adults ranged between 
44 to 62%, physical violence 40% to 60% and emotional 
abuse 60% to 70%, indicating that interpersonal violence 
– including serious forms such as physical and sexual vio-
lence – remains a significant issue for many autistic people 
into the adult years.

The reported rates appear substantially – and alarmingly 
– high compared to the general population where prevalence 
of violence ranges between 35 to 40% (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2016; World Health Organisation, 2013). Only two 
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studies that collected self-report data from both autistic and 
non-autistic groups found no difference in rates of reported 
interpersonal violence (Gibbs et al., 2021; Libster et al., 
2023). It is important to note, however, that in the Gibbs 
et al. (2021) study the mean age of autistic and non-autistic 
participants was 43 years, and the time frame was restricted 
to the previous two years only. In the general population, 
risk of interpersonal violence is generally highest during 
adolescence and early adulthood and declines substantially 
by middle adulthood (MacMillan, 2001; Morgan & Truman, 
2019). It is possible that the older age of participants in this 
study and the limited time frame covered resulted in a lower 
reported rate of interpersonal violence reported (autistic: 
10%, non-autistic: 6%). In the remaining five studies that 
included a comparison group, the autistic adults reported 
higher rates of at least one form of violence (Brown et al., 
2017; Gibbs and Pellicano, 2023; Griffiths et al., 2019; Roth-
man et al., 2021; Weiss & Fardella, 2018), providing some 
indication of persistent, disproportionate victimisation into 
adulthood for autistic people. This finding is consistent with 
prior research into bullying victimisation of autistic chil-
dren (Hellström, 2019; Mandell et al., 2005; Trundle et al., 
2022) and the substantial body of research that has found 
higher rates of interpersonal violence among other vulner-
able groups during adulthood such as those with severe 
mental illness (Hughes et al., 2012; Teplin et al., 2005) and 
intellectually-disabled people (Fisher et al., 2016; Khalifeh 
et al., 2013; Krnjacki et al., 2016). All of that said, however, 
the limited number of eligible studies combined with the 
variability in how these studies define violence, makes it 
difficult to draw firm conclusions about the prevalence of 
victimisation among autistic adults.

Risk Factors for Interpersonal Violence

With regard to our second aim – that is, to identify poten-
tial risk factors for interpersonal violence among autistic 
adults – we identified twelve studies. In three studies that 
conducted gender comparisons of interpersonal violence, 
autistic women (Brown et al., 2017; Gibbs et al., 2021, 
2022) and those identifying as non-binary gender (Brown 
et al., 2017) reported higher rates of interpersonal violence 
than autistic men. It is important to note that one study was 
focused on sexual violence only (Brown et al., 2017) and the 
others reported on combined incidence of sexual and physi-
cal violence (Gibbs et al., 2021). In the general population, 
men tend to report higher rates of physical violence and 
women report higher rates of sexual violence (Lauritsen & 
Carbone-Lopez, 2011; Morgan & Truman, 2019). There is, 
however, some indication of a narrowing of these differences 
among intellectually disabled people (Platt et al., 2017) and 
those with severe mental illness (de Mooji et al., 2015). 
One study compared gender patterns across a wider range 

of violence types (Gibbs et al., 2022) with autistic women 
and those identifying as non-binary or transgender report-
ing higher rates across all forms of violence than autistic 
men. In order to understand fully the extent to which gender 
influences risk of interpersonal violence for autistic people 
specifically, further research is needed that systematically 
compares interpersonal violence rates across gender for dif-
ferent forms of violence.

Three qualitative studies included in this review, drawing 
on interview data from a total of 58 participants, emphasised 
interpersonal knowledge, social skills and ways of relating 
to others as possible risk factors for interpersonal violence 
(Bargiela et al., 2016; Fardella et al., 2018; Gibbs & Pelli-
cano, 2023). Themes included references to individual traits 
commonly found among autistic people (uncertainly about 
social rules, difficulty reading others’ intentions, interper-
sonal knowledge) and which the autistic participants them-
selves perceived as contributing to their vulnerability to 
violence and abuse. Gibbs et al. (2021) found autistic traits 
to be a significant predictor of interpersonal violence in their 
sample of 245 autistic adults, however Weiss and Fardella 
(2018) found no relationship between social competence and 
poly-victimisation in their smaller sample of 45 adults.

Other individual risk factors identified in the qualitative 
studies, although referring to interpersonal behaviour, appeared 
to represent traits that may be more accurately described as 
those which may develop in response to certain contexts or 
prior experiences and thus highlight the interplay between indi-
vidual and contextual factors for autistic people. For example, 
participants in the Bargiela et al. (2016) study spoke of being 
overly passive, engaging in people pleasing and being desperate 
for acceptance due to their prior negative social experiences. 
Societal factors such as stigma, discrimination and pres-
sure to conform to neurotypical ways of being was linked by 
participants to feelings of self-doubt and heightened compli-
ance (Fardella et al., 2018; Gibbs & Pellicano, 2023; Pearson 
et al., 2023) which in turn increases vulnerability to abuse and 
manipulation. Lack of acceptance and inclusion and the result-
ant social isolation may restrict opportunities to learn safety 
strategies from peers were also highlighted in the qualitative 
studies. Some supportive evidence for a relationship between 
inclusion and interpersonal violence came from the Rothman 
et al. (2021) study, where sense of belonging was found to be 
protective against both physical and sexual assault in a large 
sample of autistic students. These findings suggest that pre-
vention strategies need to be targeted and multi-faceted. In the 
short term, bolstering autistic people’s knowledge and skills 
through education programs, particularly in relation to identi-
fying “red flags” for abuse and direct teaching around consent 
and coercion may assist in reducing autistic people’s vulner-
ability to violence, particularly in close relationships. More 
important, however, is the need to address the systemic and 
social factors that perpetuate such violence, such as stigma and 
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discrimination, which additional work has shown contributes to 
isolation and exclusion for autistic people (Kinnear et al., 2016; 
Mazumder & Thompson-Hodgetts, 2019), restricted opportu-
nities to learn about relationships from peers (Cheak-Zamora 
et al., 2019) and may also result in “settling” for unhealthy 
relationships (Pearson et al., 2022) and adopting passive or 
compliant ways of engaging with others (Carter-Sowell et al., 
2008). Awareness-building programs about autism aimed at 
improving knowledge and attitudes (see Campbell et al., 2019; 
Staniland & Byrne, 2013) developed and delivered in partner-
ship with autistic people (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2021) should 
target education, health and community services in order to 
increase understanding and acceptance of autism, reduce stigma 
and discrimination and, in turn, reduce the risk of victimisation.

Limitations

One major limitation of this review is the scarce amount of 
research that has been conducted in this area, resulting in a 
small number of articles, particularly in relation to risk factors 
for interpersonal violence. In addition, the studies that inves-
tigated possible risk factors were cross-sectional in nature, 
which limits any inferences about causal mechanisms. Due 
to the minimal research in this area, the possible risk factors 
reported herein are considered speculative only. The context 
in which violence occurs is also an important consideration 
when understanding possible risk and protective factors for 
violence. For example, in the general population, men are 
more likely to be victimised by people not known to them 
whereas women are most likely to experience violence at the 
hands of a male partner (Harrell, 2012; World Health Organi-
sation, 2002). Violence is most likely to occur during early 
adulthood (Conley et al., 2017; Fedina et al., 2020) and often 
occurs in situations where one or both parties are under the 
influence of alcohol (Duke et al., 2018; Espelage et al., 2018). 
Yet, in spite of this knowledge, only one study provided data 
on any contextual factors (Gibbs et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
the focus in relation to possible risk factors has largely been 
on the individual with little consideration of the broader 
social, cultural and economic contexts.

Prevalence estimates drawn from the included studies for 
each form of violence varied widely. Explanations for this 
variation include differences in measures used, definitions 
of violence and time-frames covered. There are no measures 
of interpersonal violence that have been validated for use 
with autistic adults and only one study (Griffiths et al., 2019) 
used a measure that had been developed with input from 
autistic adults. Overall, sample characteristics were not well-
characterised. For example, only half of the studies reported 
participants’ racial/ethnic background and employment 
status and no study reported on the socio-economic status 
of participants. Presence of any pre-existing co-occurring 
mental health problems were only reported in four studies. 

Participants were all from high income Western countries 
and were predominantly well educated. Individuals with 
intellectual disability accounted for less than 1% of study 
participants despite the documented higher rates of inter-
personal violence among people with cognitive disabilities 
(Byrne, 2018).

Implications for Policy, Practice and Future Research

Our findings have implications for policy and practice. It is 
important that autistic adults who have experienced inter-
personal violence are able to access timely and appropriate 
mental health services. Mental health professionals are well 
versed in conducting risk assessments for possible perpe-
tration of violence, but are less likely to routinely include 
questions about violent victimisation, with many forms of 
violence, particularly sexual violence, going undetected in 
clinical care settings (Chapman & Monk, 2015; Oram et al., 
2017). This is likely to be exacerbated for autistic people who 
often have difficulty accessing appropriate mental health care 
(Crane et al., 2019) due to lack of confidence and compe-
tence among mental health professionals in relation to autism 
(Lipinski et al., 2021; Maddox et al., 2019). Mental health 
professionals should be trained in identifying and responding 
to violent victimisation of autistic people, including awareness 
of the increased risk of being a victim of violence compared 
to the general population and the unique risk factors that may 
need to be considered in treatment formulation. Screening 
for post-traumatic symptoms should be included as routine 
background assessment for autistic people presenting with 
psychological distress. Clear referral pathways to specialist 
support and advice for autistic people who have experienced 
violence should also be implemented.

The current review also highlighted a number of impor-
tant avenues for future research. First, consistent use of stand-
ardised measures of interpersonal violence which have been 
validated for use with autistic people in future studies will 
assist in reliably capturing prevalence rates. Second, all of 
the existing studies were cross-sectional in nature. Future 
research would benefit from longitudinal designs with well-
characterised samples that can elucidate the pathways to 
various forms of interpersonal violence in adulthood and 
identify predictors and potential opportunities for prevention 
work. Longitudinal research would also assist in identifying 
any sub-groups of autistic people that may be at particular 
risk, such as those of minority gender or sexual orientation, 
or co-occurring intellectual disability and/or mental health 
conditions. Third, although it was not possible to draw any 
firm conclusions on risk or protective factors from this review, 
there was an indication that both individual and broader social 
factors play a role in vulnerability to interpersonal violence. 
Thus, future research is needed that can elucidate these factors 
to identify what may be done to reduce autistic adults’ risk of 
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interpersonal violence, including both social changes (e.g., 
widespread training to reduce stigma and discrimination) and 
individual support (e.g., targeted skills building, assertiveness 
training). Research that explores the contextual factors sur-
rounding interpersonal violence experiences will also provide 
important information regarding interpersonal violence expe-
riences. Fourth, given the negative impacts associated with 
interpersonal violence (Coker et al., 2002; Dutton et al., 2006; 
Dworkin et al., 2017; Lagdon et al., 2014) and the importance 
of social supports and timely and appropriate mental health 
treatments (Ehring et al., 2014; Fortin et al., 2012; Van Etten 
& Taylor, 1998), it will be critical to investigate help-seeking 
behaviour and responses from formal and informal supports 
for autistic victims of interpersonal violence in future studies.
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