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Abstract

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) presents significant challenges, particularly in emotional regulation and anxiety management. 
Mindfulness and breathing exercises have emerged as promising interventions to address these issues. This review synthesizes 
recent research on the effectiveness of these practices for individuals with ASD, highlighting improvements in emotional 
regulation, anxiety reduction, and overall well-being. Findings indicate that mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) and 
breathing exercises can be beneficial, especially when tailored to the unique needs of individuals with ASD. However, variability 
in outcomes underscores the necessity for further research to optimize and adapt these interventions effectively.
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Abbreviations

ASD: Autism Spectrum Disorder; MBIs: Mindfulness-Based 
Interventions; MBSR: Mindfulness- Based Stress Reduction; 
MBCT: Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy; MBT-A: 
Mindfulness- Based Therapy for Autism; A-MBSR: Adapted 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction.

Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a lifelong 
neurodevelopmental condition characterized by challenges 
in social communication, repetitive behaviors, and 
restricted interests. Autistic adults often experience 
co-occurring conditions such as anxiety, depression, 
and sensory processing issues. Traditional treatments 
frequently emphasize behavioral interventions and 

medication management. In recent years, mindfulness and 
breathing exercises have gained attention as alternative or 
complementary interventions for managing these challenges. 
Mindfulness, which involves maintaining moment-to-
moment awareness of thoughts, feelings, and surroundings, 
has been shown to enhance emotional regulation and reduce 
stress. Breathing exercises, focusing on controlled breathing 
patterns, aim to promote relaxation and alleviate anxiety. 
This review evaluates current research on mindfulness 
and breathing exercises as interventions for individuals 
with ASD. By examining recent studies, this review aims to 
determine the effectiveness of these practices in improving 
emotional regulation, reducing anxiety, and enhancing 
overall well-being. It will also explore adaptations made to 
meet the specific needs of this population and identify gaps 
in the existing research.
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Understanding Mindfulness in the Context of 
Autism
Mindfulness, rooted in ancient meditation practices, refers to 
paying attention to the present moment in a non-judgmental 
and accepting manner. Over recent decades, mindfulness 
has been integrated into Western therapeutic practices, 
particularly through approaches like Mindfulness- Based 
Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive 
Therapy (MBCT). Research suggests that mindfulness 
practices can significantly benefit autistic individuals by 
promoting self- awareness and emotional regulation [1].

For example, Spears H, et al. [2] reported that an 8-week 
MBSR program resulted in noticeable improvements in 
emotional regulation and reduced anxiety among adolescents 
with ASD. Similarly, Kerns CM, et al. [3] found that an adapted 
mindfulness program led to decreased aggressive behaviors 
and enhanced social interactions in children with ASD. 
Spek AA, et al. [4] further demonstrated that participation 
in an MBSR program resulted in significant reductions in 
anxiety and depression symptoms among adults with ASD, 
indicating the potential of mindfulness to foster adaptive 
coping strategies.

Breathing Techniques as a Tool for Self-Regulation
Breathing exercises are integral to many mindfulness 
practices, helping to anchor attention and induce calm. 
Diaphragmatic breathing has been shown to activate the 
parasympathetic nervous system, counteracting stress 
responses. This is particularly beneficial for autistic adults 
who may experience heightened arousal due to sensory 
overload or social anxiety. Van den Heuvel M, et al. [5] 
demonstrated that deep breathing exercises could effectively 
reduce anxiety symptoms in children with ASD, suggesting 
that these techniques, whether standalone or combined 
with mindfulness, are practical for promoting relaxation. 
McDonald C, et al. [6] also noted that focused breathing 
exercises positively impacted emotional regulation and 
attention control in autistic adults, highlighting their utility 
in addressing emotional dysregulation.

Benefits of Mindfulness and Breathing for 
Emotional Regulation
Emotional regulation is a critical challenge for many autistic 
individuals, often leading to experiences of overwhelm, 
meltdowns, or shutdowns, frequently triggered by sensory 
overload or social stress. Mindfulness and breathing 
techniques promote emotional regulation by encouraging 
self-awareness and managing physiological and psychological 
stress responses. Research indicates that mindfulness can 
assist individuals with ASD in managing sensory sensitivities 
contributing to emotional dysregulation. Singh NN, et al. [7] 

examined mindfulness meditation’s effects on aggression 
and anxiety in autistic adults, finding significant reductions 
in aggressive behaviors and self-reported anxiety levels after 
an 8-week training period. These findings highlight how 
mindfulness practices can help individuals with ASD manage 
intense emotional responses in stressful contexts.

Mindfulness-Based Programs Tailored for Autistic 
Adults
While many mindfulness-based interventions exist for 
the general population, researchers and clinicians are 
increasingly adapting these programs for autistic adults 
[8]. Programs like Mindfulness- Based Therapy for Autism 
(MBT-A) focus on shorter sessions and sensory-friendly 
practices to prevent overwhelming participants. The 
Adapted Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (A-MBSR) 
program, specifically designed for autistic adults, includes 
modifications that address sensory sensitivities and 
executive functioning challenges. Conner CM, et al. [9] 
evaluated A-MBSR’s effectiveness, finding improvements 
in emotional regulation, self-awareness, and overall quality 
of life among participants. The adaptations made for this 
population emphasize the need for personalized approaches 
to maximize the benefits of mindfulness and breathing 
techniques.
 
Challenges and Limitations

Despite the promising research on mindfulness and 
breathing techniques for autistic adults, several challenges 
and limitations persist. Sensory sensitivities may render 
traditional mindfulness practices uncomfortable for some 
individuals. Tailoring exercises to accommodate these 
sensitivities, such as focusing on simpler techniques 
like mindful breathing, is crucial. Additionally, executive 
functioning difficulties may impede self-directed 
mindfulness practice, making structured programs with 
trained facilitators more effective. The long-term effects of 
mindfulness-based interventions for autistic adults remain 
inadequately researched, with most studies focusing on 
short-term outcomes. The variability in outcomes across 
studies indicates that not all individuals with ASD may 
respond equally to these interventions, necessitating further 
research to explore individual differences and intervention 
designs.

Conclusion

Mindfulness and breathing techniques present valuable tools 
for addressing emotional regulation, anxiety, and sensory 
sensitivities in autistic adults. Research suggests that tailored 
mindfulness- based interventions can enhance emotional 
well-being, reduce anxiety, and improve self- awareness. 
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However, careful adaptation is essential to accommodate the 
sensory and cognitive differences associated with autism. 
Future research should aim to refine these interventions, 
explore their long-term effects, and expand access to 
mindfulness-based programs for autistic individuals across 
diverse settings.
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