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www.petervermeulen.be

Autism, ID and happiness: 
from neurodiversity to neuroharmony

Neuroharmony
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Let’s make a shift in our approach
FROM TO

Deficit/diagnosis based Needs based 

Problem focused Solution focused 

Otherness / difference Shared humanity

It is time to start focussing also on the similarities, 
not only the differences
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We are all
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Time to make 
autism smaller 

again!

Diagnostic overshadowing

We are not so different in terms of

behaviour mind needs
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All of us have much more in common than we think

There is no such category as “autistic 
behaviours,” only “human behaviours”.
Let’s start from a shared human 
experience.

Barry Prizant
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Universal human needs: Maslow’s hierarchy

fulfilment

self-esteem

belonging

safety and security

physiological needs

Abraham Maslow
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Mental health issues in autism and ID

We focus a lot on negative feelings
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Happiness
Meaningful life
(Eudaimonic)

Pleasant life
(Hedonic)

Joy - Pleasure

Absence of pain

Activities you like

Safety

Life satisfaction

Purpose in life

Personal growth

Serving others

Often one-sided focus on the negatives 
(problems, deficits, …)

We should (also) focus on the positives: 
strengths, interests, …. 
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Find out what makes people feel good
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Assessment of good feeling in autism and ID

Good Feeling Questionnaire
Good Feeling Sensory Circuit
Good Feeling Street

Good Feeling Sensory Circuit
(Vermeulen, 2014)
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What are we targeting?

Review study 2019: 406 controlled trials 
between 1980 and 2016

What are we targeting? (Review 406 studies)

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

Criteria autism A: soc. / com. (158)

Criteria autism B: rigidity (43)

Challenging behaviors (47)

Adaptive functioning (28)

Cognitive functioning (30)

Psychiatric comorbidity (37)

Medical issues (13)

Quality of Life (3)

Unclear (123)

Goal of the intervention



21-2-2026

12

This is how many think it works

LESS AUTISTIC MORE 
WELL-BEING

But it works like this
LESS AUTISTICMORE 

WELL-BEING

www.petervermeulen.be
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10 well-being strategies
1. Accepting and loving yourself
2. Good Feeling toolbox
3. Flow activities
4. Physical exercise
5. Problem focused coping strategies
6. Emotion focused coping strategies
7. Positive thinking
8. Gratitude
9. Kindness
10.Personal projects: learning something new

Sensory friendly environment

Predictability

Unleashing talent

Interest based connections

NeuroharmonyFul
fillment

Self-Esteem

Belonging

Safety

Physiological
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Sensory friendly environment

• Reducing / eliminating stimuli (e.g. noise-cancelling)
• Amplifying / presenting stimuli (e.g. deep pressure)
• Making stimuli predictable (e.g. when you touch someone)
• Giving control (e.g. waiting until the person is ready for a 

stimulus)

Main source of distress in autism

Absolute thinking in a highly unpredictable world

confusion – uncertainty - anxiety 



21-2-2026

15

Want to make autistic people happy?

Be autism friendly:
Give clarity and predictability first,
All the rest comes later

Embedding the interest into activities
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Hidden talent of stereotyped interests

Meaningful  and purposeful life

What can society offer to 
autistic people?

What can autistic people 
offer to society?
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Different ways of making a difference
• Volunteer work
• Jobs at all kind of events (rock festival, theatre, …)
• Running / cycling for cancer or other diseases
• Charity work
• …

THIJS
artist

runner
broom maker

uncle
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Autism is only one of Thijs’s many labels

Artistic

I.D.

Helpful
Man

Likes 
dinosaurs

Sportive 

Son

Right 
handed

Beyoncé fan

Autistic

Single

The first and most important label

Our name
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THANK YOU
FOR YOUR ATTENTION!

www.petervermeulen.be


