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The Other Side of  

Frustrations, Meltdowns and Abuse 

 

In a tangled mess of emotional disconnect, poor communication with resulting 

frustrations, meltdowns and sometimes abuse, the tensions between people with ASC 

and NT people can create a unique situation behind closed doors that usually others do 

not see. While aggressive or abusive behaviour toward loved ones is an often 

unintentional product of a meltdown or frustration from communication difficulties, for 

adults with autism, repairing the aftermath of a conflict may be frequently avoided, for 

“once they are finished with their tantrum, nothing further should be made of their 

behaviour” (Meyer et al., 2003, p. 7). Grigg (2012) suggests that the multiplicity of ASC 

behaviours, frequently impacts negatively on relationship health. The impact may be 

greater if the adult with ASC is in denial, as he/she may try to deflect communication 

problems onto their partner/family members. A frequent consequence of these difficulties 

for adults who are NT is a lack of emotional fulfilment, with the absence of ongoing 

reciprocal interaction within the relationship undermining expected intimacy and 
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closeness, fracturing emotional attachment, and causing discord within the relationship 

(Emmers-Sommer, 2004; Grigg, 2012; Marshack, 2009; Rodman, 2003).  

The work of Aston (2001, 2003), Attwood (2007), Bentley (2007), Bostock-Ling (2017; 

2012), Grigg (2012), Jacobs (2006), Marshack (2009), Moreno et al. (2012), and Simone 

(2009), have established that the mental health of NT adults in a neurodiverse 

relationships is often negatively affected. Struggles to resolve unmet needs and connect 

with their partner/family members with ASC can cause NT adults in an neurodiverse 

relationship to become physically and emotionally overwrought, foreshadowing their 

deterioration in both mental and physical health. Attwood (2007) explains that one of the 

reasons is often due to different relationship experiences between adults with ASC and 

their partners/family members. He describes how adults with ASC regularly report that 

their physical and mental health improved as a result of being involved in a relationship. 

However, the opposite is true for NT adults. They describe deterioration in mental and 

physical health. This is frequently due to feeling emotionally exhausted and neglected 

while feeling “more like a housekeeper, accountant and mother figure” (Attwood, 2007, 

p. 310). 

Additionally, Aston (2003a) reports that within ASC-NT relationships, NT people 

frequently are more than likely to be physically and emotionally overwrought by the effort 

to mediate the relationship. She describes how attempts to rectify issues created by low 

social and communicational skills and the demand to keep life on track for a 

neurodiverse family are often extremely challenging for the NT people in the relationship. 

Since the reason for the manifestation of the difficulties is neurological, the resulting 

mismatch can lead to unresolved disappointment, anxiety, depression, and anger within 

the relationship for adults who are NT, and frequently for all concerned. These negative 

impacts are especially so if the neurological root of the problem is not understood. As it 

is often only those closest to the person with ASC who are truly aware of the full 

continuum of manifestations of ASC (Aston, 2003a; Attwood, 2007) the challenges are 

particularly greatest for NT adults since they frequently face these issues alone. Within 

the relationship, the behaviour of the adult with ASC is often difficult to comprehend and 

difficult to negotiate. Attwood (2007) states that “the initial optimism that the partner with 

Asperger’s Syndrome will gradually change and become more emotionally mature and 

socially skilled can dissolve into despair that social skills are static due to limited 

motivation to be more sociable” (p. 306). Thus, the total responsibility for the relationship 

often rests with NT adults “who report a feeling of ‘going mad’, and who frequently 

become depressed” (Aston, 2002, p. 1). 
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Having ASC does not necessarily make a person abusive, but it can make them 

controlling, with some resorting to domestic violence (Aston, 2002). Emotional 

“meltdowns” caused by difficulties experienced by those on the spectrum; either from 

trying to relate to others, or not wanting to relate, can result in an appearance of ill-intent. 

Aston (2003a) reported that, in her investigations as a psychologist working with ASC-

NT couples, forty per cent of men with ASC indicated that at some point in their 

relationship, they had been physically abusive toward their partner. Moreover, seventy 

per cent indicated that that had been verbally abusive to their partners. Furthermore, 

Grigg (2012) states that abuse in its many forms can be a common experience within a 

neurodiverse relationship due to the particular difficulties with many aspects of 

communication. She also mentions that the most frequent behavioural descriptions NT 

partners gave of their ASC partners included “verbal aggression, blame, disproportionate 

emotional reactions, frequent criticism, and correction, withdrawal, [and] retaliation” 

(Grigg, 2012, p. 40). 

Such verbal and physical abuse underlies a syndrome known as Posttraumatic 
Relationship Syndrome (Vandervoort & Rokach, 2003; 2004; 2006), an anxiety disorder 
that often occur following physical, sexual, or severe emotional abuse in the context of 
an emotionally intimate relationship. Grigg (2012) states that the attempt to find solutions 
in the context of the neurodiverse relationship “is like living in a constant state of 
unfinished business, combined with confusion, day in and day out and is probably quite 
a significant threat to our mental and emotional health, and our future outlook” (p. 63). 
The resulting unresolved disappointment, anxiety, depression, and anger for NT adults 
(Aston, 2003a; Jacobs, 2006; Marshack, 2009) has the potential to lead to the 
Cassandra Phenomenon (CP) and depression (Rodman, 2003). Dashnaw (2020) states 
that: 

“the Cassandra Syndrome is another effort in the continuing attempt to describe the struggle of the 
neurotypical partner (NT) who too often can’t get validation from their Aspie partner, extended family, or 
helping professionals…Living with an Aspie partner with no external support creates intense internal 
conflict, poor self-esteem, frustration, rage, anxiety, depression and a constellation of other symptoms 
that thought leaders described twenty years ago as Cassandra Phenomenon or Cassandra Syndrome.”  

More on the Cassandra Phenomenon can be found in the blog:  

“What is the Cassandra Phenomenon”. 

 

Dr. Bronwyn Wilson 
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