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Part 1

Autism ςan evolving construct



Autism: the 20th century view

A rare and severe neurodevelopmental disorder, 
usually associated with intellectual disability 
and delayed language development, and 
categorically distinctfrom normal 
development and from other disorders.



Myth 1 ςautism is rare

Under current diagnostic conventions, autism occurs in:
Å1-2% of children (Baird et al., 2006; Centers for Disease 

Control, 2014)
Å1-2% of adults(Brughaet al., 2016)

Myth 2 ςmost people with autism 
have intellectual disability

50-70% of people diagnosed with autism have an IQ in 
the normal range, and fluent language

Centers for Disease Control, 2014; Loomeset al., 2017
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Myth 3 ςautism is just about having 
difficulties



Myth 4: autism is a categorical 
disorder



Myth 4: autism is a categorical 
disorder



Autism: the 20th century view

A rare and severe neurodevelopmental disorder, 
usually associated with intellectual disability 
and delayed language development, and 
categorically distinctfrom normal 
development and from other disorders.



Autism: the new consensus

A relatively common,neurodevelopmental 
condition, usually associated with normal-
range IQ, that represents a form of natural 
human variation, bringing both challenges 
and strengths.



Part 2

The Female Autism Phenotype



The diagnostic bias against girls and 
women on the autism spectrum

Autistic girls and women are less likely to get an 
autism assessmentΧ

(Loomeset al., 2017)

Χand if they do, they receive this later on 
average than equivalent males

(Giarelliet al., 2009)



The diagnostic bias against girls and 
women on the autism spectrum

And even when they do receive an assessment they are 
less likely to meet current diagnostic criteria, compared 

to males with equivalent levels of autistic traits

(Dworzynskiet al. 2012; Russell et al., 2011)
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Under-ascertainment of autistic females



Why is there a diagnostic bias against 
autistic females?

Thanks to Tania Marshall 



DSM-5 account 
of ASD (p.57)
άƎƛǊƭǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
intellectual 

impairment or 
language delay 

may go 
unrecognized, 

perhaps because 
of subtler 

manifestation of 
social and 

communication 
ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎέ



The female autism phenotype
1 - Social motivation

On average, autistic girls and 
women are more interested 

in the social world 

Hiller et al., 2014; 
Head et al., 2014



The female autism phenotype
2 - Special interests



The female autism phenotype
3 - Co-occurring emotional and behavioural

difficulties

Mandy et al., 2012; Westwood et al., 2017; Hukeet al., 2013



Anxiety and Depression 

Investigated in Millennium Cohort Study

ÅLongitudinal survey of 19,244 families

Å579 Children with reported autism diagnosis 
by age 14 years

ÅMale-to-female ratio = 3.5 to 1

ÅCompleted parent-report mental health 
measures at multiple time points (Aged 3, 5, 7, 
11 and 14 years)



Anxiety and Depression 



The Female Autism Phenotype
4 - Later symptom onset?

Jon Heron (Bristol) and Liz 
Pellicano(UCL, IoE)

ÅMeasured in ALSPAC aged 7, 10, 13 
and 16 years
Å9744 participants: males (n=4,784) 

and females  (n=4,960)
ÅData modeled using:
ÅLatent growth curve analysis
ÅGrowth mixture models



AT growth for males and females
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Multi-group (i.e., male and female) latent growth curve model with intercept, 
slope and quadratic term. CFI=.99; TLI=.99; aBIC=145190.6; RMSEA=.024 (upper 
bound=.033). 



The female autism phenotype
5 - Camouflaging

Reflecting: Wing (1981); Gillberg, 1991; Mandy et al., 2012; Lai et al., 2016; Livingston 
Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмтΤ 5Ŝŀƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмсΤ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ǳǘƛǎǘƛŎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ψ!ǳǘƛǎƳ ƛƴ tƛƴƪΩ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ

άtǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ōŜǎǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭέ 
Hull et al. ,2017

άaŀǎƪƛƴƎencompasses the aspects of camouflaging 
that focus on ƘƛŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ !{/ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ and 
developing different personas or charactersto use 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎέ 

ά/ƻƳǇŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴdeveloping explicit strategies to meet 
the social and communication challenges resulting 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ !{/έ



Camouflage



Who camouflages?

Autistic people camouflage more than non-autistic 
people (Hull et al., 2018)

There is substantial variability amongst autistic people 
in how much they camouflage (Lai et al., 2016; 
Livingston et al., 2018; Hull et al., in prep)
Å Autism trait severity (Hull et al., in prep)
Å IQ (Livingston et al., 2018)
Å Executive function (Livingston et al., 2018)



Sex/gender and camouflaging

Do autistic females 
camouflage more than 
autistic males?
ÅYes! But this is only a 

medium/large sized effect 
(d = 0.6 ς1.0)
ÅThis finding fits with other 

methods of measuring 
camouflaging (Rattoet al., 
2017; Dean et al., 2016; Lai 
et al., 2016)



Hull et al., 2017



Why do people camouflage?

Åά/ŀƳƻǳŦƭŀƎƛƴƎ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ Ƨƻōǎέ 
F27

ÅάL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳƭƭȅƛƴƎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅέ  Cпу

ÅάLǘ ŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ŀ 
way that is relatively comfortable for me and 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳέ  Cрс



Hull et al., 2017


