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“Maladaptive daydreaming” is excessive daydreaming that 
interferes with functioning. Key features associated with 
maladaptive daydreaming are also features of ASD, 
including loneliness and emotion regulation difficulties1,2. 
However, associations between these conditions have not 
been explored. 

This study tested whether sub-clinical ASD traits predicted 
maladaptive daydreaming symptoms, and whether loneliness 
and emotion regulation difficulties mediated this 
relationship. Further, exploratory items probed whether 
daydream content varied with ASD traits.

609 adults were recruited from online maladaptive 
daydreaming communities. Participants completed an online 
survey which included the following measures:
• Maladaptive Daydreaming Scale (MDS)1
• Autism-spectrum Quotient (AQ)3
• UCLA Loneliness Scale4
• Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale-Short Form 

(DERS-SF)5
• Exploratory questions about daydreams

Regarding daydream content, higher AQ score was related to 
a higher tendency to adopt made-up identities in daydreams, 
less daydreaming about the self, and more daydreams with 
violent or tragic themes, even when controlling for MDS.

Results

AQ score positively predicted MDS score. However, after 
accounting for the effects of loneliness and DERS-SF (both 
positive predictors of MDS), AQ had a negative but 
nonsignificant association with MDS.

Relationship between AQ and MDS before (left) and after 
(right) adding loneliness and DERS-SF to the model:

Higher ASD traits are related to higher maladaptive 
daydreaming via loneliness and emotion regulation 
difficulties. After accounting for these factors, ASD traits no 
longer predict maladaptive daydreaming. Some aspects of 
daydream content differ with ASD traits.
This research warrants further exploration of maladaptive 
daydreaming in those with a diagnosis of ASD. Incidence of 
maladaptive daydreaming in ASD and treatments targeting 
loneliness and emotion regulation may be important to 
consider.
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All measures were positively correlated.


