
Autism, sex/gender, and 

camouflaging

Dr Henry Wood, January 2021



Aims

• 1) Background to camouflaging

• 2) Outline paper: 



Background

• Approximate ratio of  four males to every female typically cited 

(Fombonne, 2009). 

• Recent research has found male-to-female ratio closer to 3:1 (Loomes et 

al., 2017).

• Growing body of  evidence suggests autism manifests differently in 

males and females (Lai et al., 2015; Lai & Szatmari, 2020, for reviews).



Background – Wood-Downie et al. (2020)



Camouflaging definitions

• “The processes contributing to improved behavioural presentation of  a 

neurodevelopmental disorder despite persisting core deficit(s) at cognitive and/or 

neurobiological levels” (Livingston & Happé, 2017) .

• Coping strategies to appear less autistic in social interactions (Hull et al., 2017).

• “The dynamic process through which autistic individuals modify their innate 

autistic social behaviour in order to adapt to, cope within, and/or influence the 

predominately neurotypical social environment.” (Cook et al., 2020).



• Camouflaging often motivated by desire for friendships and to ‘fit in’ (Hull et al., 

2017).

• Often associated with mental health difficulties, including exhaustion, anxiety, 

depression, and suicidality (e.g., Bargiela et al., 2016; Cassidy et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2019).

• However, may help individuals achieve personally important goals (Livingston et al., 

2019).

• More prevalent in females, though males also camouflage (Lai et al., 2016; Wood-

Downie et al., 2020)

Camouflaging Research



Approaches to measuring camouflaging

• Behavioural / observational approaches

Specific behaviours that constitute camouflaging, such as those that enable autistic 

individuals to blend into their social environment and appear similar to non-autistic 

peers (e.g., Dean et al., 2017). 

• Compensatory/discrepancy Approaches:

Gap between external behavioural presentation (e.g., social skills) and internal 

measures, such as theory of  mind (e.g., Lai et al., 2016).



Terminology in paper

• ‘Sex/gender’ used as researchers have not yet separated their effects, but there is 

likely to be a degree of  overlap (Springer et al., 2012).

• Both person first and identity first language used within paper (Kenny et al., 2016).

• However, person-first language may perpetuate an ableist ideology (Bottema-Beutel et 

al., 2020; Parsons & Kovshoff, 2020).



Aims and main hypotheses

• Aim: To investigate sex/gender differences in camouflaging in children 

and adolescents on the autism spectrum (with and without formal 

diagnoses) using two operationalisations of  camouflaging

• Main hypotheses: Autistic females would demonstrate higher levels of  

behavioural and compensatory camouflaging than autistic males.



Method
• Participants: 

• 22 males and 18 females on the autism spectrum

• 22 non-autistic males and 22 non-autistic females

• Aged 8-14 years

• Main outcome measures

• Social reciprocity - Interactive Drawing Test (IDT, van Ommeren, 
2018)

• Theory of  mind- Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET-C, 
Baron-Cohen et al., 2001)



IDT
• Researcher and child/young person take turns to draw together for 

approximately 15 minutes.

• Child is free to draw whatever they like and does not experience failure.

• Has characteristics of  a real life interaction

• Assesses reciprocal behaviour by analysing the amount and quality of  

turn taking and participation in the drawing







RMET-C



Main results

• Social reciprocity: Significant group x sex/gender interaction for IDT 

scores (p = .023, η2
P = .07)

• Theory of  mind: Autistic males and females had very similar RMET-C 

scores (p = .927, d = 0.03)



Total IDT Scores (Social Reciprocity)



Results

Behavioural camouflaging:

• Social reciprocal behaviour:

• Autistic females ≈ non-autistic females

• Autistic males < non-autistic males.

Compensatory camouflaging:

• Social reciprocal behaviour: Autistic females > autistic males.

• Theory of  mind: Autistic males ≈ autistic females



Summary and conclusion

• Provides evidence of  higher levels of  behavioural and compensatory camouflaging 

in female children and adolescents on the autism spectrum.

• In accordance with literature that suggests camouflaging is more prevalent in 

autistic females than males (e.g., Dean et al., 2017).

• This may be contributing to the under and late recognition of  social 

communication difficulties in females, and therefore delay access to appropriate 

support and intervention 



Implications
• Girls with potential social communication difficulties may be missed by 

practitioners.

• Use of  theory of  mind tasks may be useful in combination with observations 
and/or assessments of  behaviour

• Important to include discussion of  sex/gender in autism trainings.

• Costs / benefits associated with camouflaging.

• Cultural shift around acceptance of  differences.



Strengths and limitations

• Included children and adolescents without formal autism diagnoses.

• Use of  behavioural task that involved real-life interaction.

• Sample size modest.

• Need to disentangle effects of  sex and gender.



Thanks for listening
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