Editorial: Autism Research Institute - Imperative to Follow the Science

By Stephen M. Edelson, Ph.D.,

Chief Science Officer, Autism Research Institute

Autism research did not begin with uncertainty. It began with a fundamental mistake. For decades,
families were blamed for a condition they did not cause. Mothers were labeled distant. Parents were
treated as the problem. This was not simply incorrect. It caused real harm and delayed meaningful
scientific progress. While the field defended a flawed theory, the biology of autism was largely ignored.

Dr. Bernard Rimland challenged that directly. At a time when doing so carried professional risk, he
argued, with evidence and persistence, that autism was biological. Not psychological. Not caused by
parenting.

That shift was not incremental. It was a course correction. And it changed everything that followed.
Following the Biology, Not the Narrative

The Autism Research Institute has remained committed to a principle that is often easier to state than to
follow: follow the biology. Not ideology. Not trends. Not what happens to be most acceptable at a
given moment.

Over the past decade, ARI-funded research has focused on measurable biological processes: immune
function, gastrointestinal health, metabolism, neurology, genetics, environmental exposures. This is
sometimes framed as narrow. It is not. It is necessary.

Autism is not a single entity. It is a spectrum of biological differences that cannot be fully understood
by observing behavior alone. Studying behavior without examining underlying physiology is like
studying fever without asking what is driving it.

The Reality of Medical Burden

There is a reality that is often acknowledged quietly but not often confronted directly: Many autistic
individuals live with significant, and sometimes severe, medical conditions. Not secondary issues.
Central ones. Chronic gastrointestinal disease. Immune dysregulation. Severe sleep disruption.
Allergies. Anxiety with clear physiological components.

For many individuals, these are not peripheral concerns. They shape daily life. Ignoring these
conditions in the name of reframing autism does not make them disappear. It leaves them unaddressed.

ARI-funded research has focused on these challenges with increasing clarity. Studies examining gut
inflammation, microbiome differences, immune signaling, and circadian disruption are not theoretical
exercises. They are attempts to understand sources of discomfort, pain, and reduced quality of life.

The goal is straightforward: Reduce suffering where it exists.



Systems, Not Silos

The science is moving in a direction that should have been obvious all along. Autism does not reside in
a single system. Brain, immune system, gut, metabolism, and environmental inputs are interconnected.
They influence each other continuously. Mitochondrial dysfunction, metabolic disruption, genetic
susceptibility, and environmental exposure may combine in ways that produce very different outcomes
across individuals.

This complexity is sometimes used as a reason to simplify the argument. It should be a reason to take
the biology more seriously, not less.

The Environmental Question That Remains Unsettled

Few areas in autism research generate more tension than environmental factors. The discussion is often
polarized, either dismissed outright or pursued without sufficient rigor. Neither approach moves the
field forward.

ARTI has taken a different position. The biology underlying individual variability, including how
different systems respond to immune and environmental challenges, remains far from fully understood.
Environmental influences are approached as biological variables, such as toxins and other exposures,
with an emphasis on measurable effects.

This includes asking questions that are often avoided. Science does not advance by declaring questions
closed; it advances by asking them more precisely. Avoiding difficult questions may reduce
controversy, but it does not increase understanding.

Neurodiversity and Biology: A False Divide

The neurodiversity movement has changed the conversation around autism in important ways. It has
emphasized strengths, identity, and the need for acceptance. That contribution is crucial.

But acceptance does not eliminate medical reality. Treating gastrointestinal disease, improving sleep, or
addressing immune dysfunction does not alter identity. It addresses health. Framing biology and
neurodiversity as opposing positions creates a false choice. It suggests that acknowledging medical
challenges somehow undermines acceptance. It does not.

If anything, ignoring medical issues in the name of acceptance risks overlooking suffering that is both
real and, in many cases, treatable.

A Legacy of Challenging What Is Comfortable

Dr. Rimland did not work within the boundaries of what was comfortable or widely accepted. He
challenged assumptions that were deeply embedded in the field. That remains necessary. Progress in
autism research has not come from consensus. It has come from questioning it.

ARI continues to support research that asks difficult questions and follows the data, even when the
answers are not simple or widely agreed upon.



What Comes Next

The future of autism research will not be defined by a single explanation. It will be defined by
integration: by bringing together genetics, physiology, environmental data, and lived experience into a
more complete and nuanced understanding. It will also require greater precision, which will empower
us to move beyond broad labels toward individual biological profiles.

And it will require something that is often in short supply: a willingness to tolerate uncertainty while
continuing to ask better questions.

The Bottom Line

The goal is not to resolve every debate. The goal is to improve lives. That means reducing pain where it
exists. Addressing medical conditions where they are present. And being willing to examine biology
without avoiding uncomfortable areas. It also means respecting individuals for who they are.

These goals are not in conflict unless we choose to frame them that way. The Autism Research Institute
continues to take a position that is both simple and demanding:

Follow the biology.
Ask the questions that others avoid.
And do not turn away from what the answers reveal.
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