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Introduction: Research demonstrates the positive impact of psychotherapy on mental health outcomes in neurotypical adolescents. Though autistic adolescents experience higher rates of depression and anxiety, few treatment options are available for this population. In the present study, we investigated psychotherapy utilization among autistic adolescents and used a common factors approach (i.e., certain core elements to any psychotherapy are critical to effective therapeutic outcomes, regardless of the specific modality used). Specifically, we investigated adolescent ratings of common factors including therapeutic alliance, treatment expectations, and the specific skills learned in therapy. As parents play a key role in treatment access and engagement, we also examined parent ratings of adolescent experiences in therapy.
Method: Participants were recruited from the community as part of a longitudinal investigation of mental health outcomes among autistic adolescents (14-17 years old) without intellectual disability (K23-MH131852; PI: Schwartzman); data collection is ongoing. Given current enrollment rates, we plan to collect and analyze data from 45 autistic adolescents and 45 parents by April 2025. Here, we present findings from the first 10 autistic adolescents and 10 parents recruited (N=20). In a study visit, adolescents and their parents provided demographic data and completed a mixed-methods questionnaire about adolescent psychotherapy experiences. The questionnaire collected quantitative (e.g., Likert-scale) and qualitative (i.e., free text response) data from adolescents and their parents about many aspects of psychotherapy including acceptability (e.g., usefulness, likelihood of recommending to others, etc.), therapeutic alliance, and facilitators and barriers to engaging in psychotherapy, among other topics. Descriptive statistics (e.g., mean, median, range, etc.) were used to examine quantitative data, while conventional content analysis was employed to understand the qualitative data.
Results: Participants included 10 autistic adolescents (M=15.9 years old, SD=1.9, Range: 14-17; 2 cisgender female, 5 cisgender male, 3 gender diverse) and 10 of their parents. Results showed that most adolescents (n=6; 60%) received psychotherapy at the time of assessment, with supportive/talk therapy and social skills interventions as the most reported types of psychotherapy. Most adolescents perceived psychotherapy to be logical [Med = 7 (logical), Range: 5-9 (somewhat logical – very logical)], useful [Med = 7 (useful), Range: 5-9 (somewhat useful – very useful)], and helpful in improving their functioning (Med = 70% improvement, Range: 20-100%).
Similarly, most parents perceived their child’s psychotherapy to be logical [Med = 8 (logical), Range: 4-9 (slightly logical – very logical)], and useful [Med = 7 (useful), Range: 4-9 (slightly useful – very useful)]. Parents reported greater neutrality regarding improvements in the child’s functioning (Med = 50% improvement, Range: 20-80%) than adolescents.
Of adolescents receiving psychotherapy (n=6), breathing exercises and interpersonal skills were the most reported skills learned in therapy. Interestingly, perspective taking skills and challenging negative thoughts were the most reported skills learned in therapy from parent perspectives. In terms of therapeutic alliance, most families reported a strong bond between adolescents and therapists (Adolescent ratings: M=38.71, SD=4.07; Parent ratings: M=37.78, SD=7.36) and moderate agreement between adolescents and therapists about treatment goals (Adolescent ratings: M=29.29, SD=3.04; Parent ratings: M=28.00, SD=4.95). Of adolescents not receiving psychotherapy at the time of assessment (n=4), two adolescents expressed interest in psychotherapy, but they faced barriers in accessing therapy (i.e., financial limitations, lack of family support). 
Discussion: Findings show that most adolescents found therapy logical, useful, and effective, which aligns with existing literature on its benefits. On average, adolescents reported strong therapeutic alliances with therapists, emphasizing their role in positive outcomes. Though parents viewed therapy as logical and useful, they also reported greater neutrality regarding their child's improvements. This discrepancy may indicate misalignment between parents’ expectations and their child’s therapeutic experiences, suggesting a need for enhanced communication to bridge this gap. Parents reported different skills learned in therapy compared to their children, highlighting the importance of considering family dynamics in treatment planning and evaluation. Findings also show financial barriers as a significant challenge for those not receiving therapy, highlighting the urgent need for policy changes to enhance access. Additionally, some adolescents expressed interest in therapy, but they faced obstacles such as lack of family support; this finding points to the role of parental involvement in facilitating access to mental health services. Initiatives that educate families about available resources and support may mitigate access issues.
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