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I have a confession to make: I’m watching I’m a 
Celebrity…Get Me Out Of Here! Reality TV and our 
reasons for watching it could provide a whole new 

field of psychology in itself, but this current series is 
perhaps most notable for the fact that it has put autism 
— or more correctly autistic spectrum disorder — in 
the news.

Anne Hegerty, best known for her role as ‘The 
Governess’ in The Chase, has won praise, including from 
the National Autistic Society, for her frank discussion 
of her own diagnosis of Asperger syndrome. Hegerty 
found herself struggling to cope with the unfamiliar 
social situation in the first episode (this is a common 

experience for people on the autistic spectrum) and 
opened up to her companions, who were highly 
supportive.

What is the autistic spectrum?
Autism is described as a spectrum because it covers a 
wide range of symptom types and severity. Broadly, 
autism involves impairments to social interaction 
and communication and language, accompanied by 
repetitive and inflexible patterns of behaviour and 
interests. Diagnosis under the DSM-V diagnostic system 
(the American Psychiatric Association’s classification 
and diagnosis system) requires all these symptoms, 
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Activities
1 Debate the ethics of reality TV shows in which 

people with disabilities like autistic spectrum 
disorder consent to undergo high levels of 
stress for the purpose of entertainment.

2  Design a set of safeguards that could be used 
to protect participants in I’m a Celebrity.

Weblinks

You can read about Hegerty’s experiences on I’m a 
Celebrity and the response from the public and the 
National Autistic Society in these articles:

www.tinyurl.com/ybh8d3y6

www.tinyurl.com/y83wlz27

You can read about diagnosis of autism using 
DSM-V and its controversies here:

www.tinyurl.com/y8ckj7yo

You might like to read about the safeguards used 
by Haslam and Reicher in the BBC Prison Study as a 
model of good practice here.

www.tinyurl.com/y9ns52ox

present from childhood (though not necessarily 
recognised then) and not better accounted for by 
another diagnosis.

Around 700,000 people in the UK have a diagnosis 
of autistic spectrum disorder. Learning difficulties, 
mental health problems and sensitivity to sensory 
stimuli are also more common to people on the 
spectrum although these are not required for diagnosis.

Anne Hegerty and Asperger 
syndrome
Anne Hegerty, now 60, received a diagnosis of Asperger 
syndrome at the age of 45. In the World Health 
Organization’s system of classification and diagnosis, 
Asperger syndrome is defined as an ‘autistic spectrum 
disorder without disorder of intellectual development 
and with mild or no impairment of functional 
language.’ Controversially, Asperger syndrome ceased 
to be recognised as a separate category of autism in the 
DSM system in 2013.

Ethical issues and safeguards
While Anne Hegerty has the capacity to consent to 
taking part in I’m a Celebrity and has undoubtedly 
achieved a great deal in terms of raising awareness 
of autism in the public consciousness, she has also 
undergone significant distress. Although she has been 

exempted from some challenges on medical grounds, 
Hegerty has still taken on ‘Bush Tucker Challenges’ 
that have caused her more anxiety than would be the 
norm for most ‘neurotypical’ people. In a sense, the 
show has knowingly tormented Hegerty, using her 
disability for entertainment. Ironically the BBC wildlife 
presenter Chris Packham, who himself has a diagnosis 
of Asperger syndrome, wrote to the presenters of I’m a 
Celebrity in 2014 to protest the treatment of animals on 
the show. How should they be judged for the treatment 
of a vulnerable adult?
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