
CHAPTER 5 

SENSORY PROCESSING ISSUES 

 

Our “5 senses” pertain to our “external sensory perceptions” 
of the world around us.  Because of Autism’s atypical 
neurological connectivity, the Autistic brain may process this 
input in an atypical manner resulting in: 

1. Hyper sensory processing: Resulting in extreme 
sensitivities and over responsiveness to certain sensory 
stimuli. 

2. Hypo sensory processing: Resulting in less or no 
responsiveness to certain sensory stimuli. 

3. Confused sensory input: Resulting in an impaired ability 
to decipher sensory input.  “Often the confusion comes 
from fluctuating between hyper & hypo processing, 
resulting in an avoidance of input (hyper) or lack of 
awareness of input (hypo)…leaving the person confused.” 
(Sue Golubock) 

 
WHAT IS STIMMING? 

The Professional’s concept of stimming: Repetitive motor movements that serve no purpose. 

The Stimmer’s concept of stimming: Repetitive motor movements that reflect insufficient or excessive 
neurological activity. 

The “stimmer” is doing one or more of the following: 

1. Thinking deeply about something 

2. “Burning off” a sensory overload 

3. Expressing their emotions whether positive or negative.  Examples: anxiety, excitement, pleasure, 
etc. 

4. Communicating that there’s something wrong with themselves and/or their environment.  If this is the 
case, the “cure” for the stimming is to identify & eliminate the agitant(s). 

WHEN YOU ELIMINATE A NON-COMMUNICATIVE PERSON’S ABILITY TO STIM, YOU TAKE AWAY ONE OF THEIR FEW 

MEANS OF COMMUNICATION & SELF-EXPRESSION.  THIS IS THE EQUIVALENT OF CUTTING OUT THEIR TONGUE! 
 

ATYPICAL PERSONAL BUBBLE ISSUES OF AUTISTICS 

All human beings need their personal space, which some refer to as their “personal bubble.”  In fact, 
allowing total strangers to get too close too fast (physically and/or socially) can be dangerous.  Although 
physiological issues can compound the impact of violations of one’s personal bubble, the sensory input 
created by interpersonal interaction is at the heart of how Autistics respond to others coming near us. 

Autistics, who process sensory input in a variety of atypical manners, may be naturally inclined to respond 
to people in close proximity to them in a manner that is atypical.  Non-Autistics who observe these 
responses may come to erroneous conclusions, including, but not limited to thinking that Autistics:  

 Do not want  affection 
 Lack empathy 
 Are manifesting phobias 

What Autistics may actually be experiencing are: 
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1. Adverse physiological reaction to touch, especially light tough because it is very stimulating to our 
nervous system.  Countermeasures for this may include: 

a. Deep pressure touch, which relaxes the senses.  This may be a more palatable and beneficial 
means of physical interaction. 

b. Allowing the Autistic to initiate the physical contact. 

2. Trouble judging: 

a. The distance someone or something is to them. 

b. The direction that a sound is coming from. 

3. Hyperactive sensory processing, which may require them to preserve a bigger “bubble” in order to… 

a. …have enough time to process all of the input that the brain is receiving before responding. 

b. …focus on what they are thinking about instead of what is happening around them. 

4. Autistics whose stimming repertory includes pacing need to preserve a big enough bubble so they 
can pace/stim. 

 


