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Gender Differences


in Young People with Autism Spectrum Disorder





Is ASD More Obvious In Males Than Females?


All individuals with ASD have the same underlying difficulties, yet they can present very differently. In particular, ASD tends to present differently in females compared to males.





There is an argument that women and girls with 'high-functioning autism’ (or Asperger syndrome) are better at hiding their difficulties and copying others in order to ‘fit in’.





In addition, the social expectations we have for each gender influences how we perceive their behaviour; for example, girls are often perceived as ‘good’ if they are quiet, whereas boys with similar behaviour may raise more concern.





Children who are quiet, act passively and appear compliant are more likely to have their difficulties missed compared to children who engage in more obvious challenging, aggressive or hyper-active behaviours. Boys often display more disruptive behaviour than girls with the same underlying problems. 





Diagnoses Statistics


Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has historically been diagnosed more frequently in men and boys, than women and girls.





The ratio of males to females diagnosed with ASD varies across studies, but always shows a greater number of males diagnosed with ASD in comparison to females.





A recent study suggests the male-to-female ratio is 3:1.





Researchers have wondered about a number of explanations for this statistical difference; for example wondering if there is something about being female that makes girls and women less likely to have ASD.





Another explanation is that ASD is under-diagnosed in girls and women, due to ASD presenting in a different way that is not captured by current, male-biased diagnostic criteria.

















Information for Parents and Carers





Social Communication and Interaction Difficulties


There is a social expectation for girls to engage in social communication; therefore girls with ASD often feel a need to interact socially, despite lacking social understanding. To do this they may use a range of strategies:





● Observing and copying other people’s or fictional characters’ behaviour


● Trying to be like their peers


● Taking note of routines and rules of behaviour


● Following the lead of others


● Learning ‘scripts’ for social situations


● Rehearsing upcoming social situations


● Learning social niceties and conversational phrases


● Adopting general social phrases such as ‘that’s cool’ or ‘yes’


● Using non-verbal behaviours such as a smile as responses in conversation


● Using logic rather than instinct to work out social situations





Due to not having an natural understanding of the reasons behind behaviours, people with ASD may follow precise social rules and stick rigidly to social roles without being able to adapt them to situations. They may struggle to grasp certain social scenarios and perform copied behaviours at inappropriate times. Although on the surface it may look like they are interacting effectively, there may be subtle weaknesses in the quality of their social interactions.





Issues Impacting Mental Health


 


Missed or Late Diagnosis: Girls who are not recognised as having ASD at pre-school age, are likely not to be diagnosed until they are approximately 1-2 years older than the average boy. Social difficulties often become more obvious at secondary school when social demands increase. Growing up without ASD being recognised and feeling different from others without experiences being validated can lead to confusion and distress, in addition to a lack of support and compassion.





Feelings of Not Belonging: Some females experience disbelief that they have ASD as they don’t ‘come across as autistic’ and they don’t fit society’s ASD stereotypes. They may feel a lack of connection with the majority male ASD population, yet they don’t fit with stereotypes of being a female either. As a result, they can be teased, excluded and perceived as different. This can lead females with ASD to feel isolated, misunderstood and lacking a sense of belonging to a community.





Hiding One’s Identity: Lots of females with ASD report going to great lengths to compensate for and cover up some of their autistic characteristics. Constantly trying to be someone other than oneself to blend in involves putting a lot of extra energy into interactions. It can be exhausting, confusing and lead to low self-esteem. Children can use up all of their energy fitting in at school and ‘being good’, leading to outbursts and meltdowns when they get home.





Internalising Problems: Females with ASD can feel pressure to prove oneself, be strong and independent and hide how they are actually feeling. They may look like they are coping when behind the scenes they are really struggling. Unlike boys, they are more likely to become withdrawn, depressed and quiet, rather than aggressive. They may find school very stressful, but hide their emotions until they get home, where they can release all of the emotional distress in a safe environment. Compared to equivalent males, females with ASD are more vulnerable to internalising problems, such as anxiety, depression and eating disorders. 





Adolescence: Adolescence, involving unstoppable changes, such as menstruation and the growth of breasts and body hair, can deeply affect girls with ASD. It can heighten anxieties due to a lack of control over what is happening. Girls with ASD may need longer to adjust to and understand changes, therefore it is a good idea to prepare them and start talking about it early.
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Other Differences





Friendships - Girls with ASD may show a desire for social interaction and attempt to initiate social contact. However, they may struggle to make and maintain friendships. They can find recognising and managing conflict very difficult, which impacts on their ability to repair friendships. 





Girls with ASD may become fixated on one person and focus on making that person their best – and only – friend. This can be very intense for both people and can sometimes lead to a falling-out. It can be helpful to explain that most people have several friends so that no single person gets left out, and support them to widen their circle. 





Some girls will form many casual friendships, but not stick to one group, and have no close friends. They may need support in spending more time with peers. However, they may be happy with their less demanding, casual friendships.





It is common for girls with ASD to make friends with older peers who are more understanding or younger people/ less able peers who are less demanding than same-age peers, and allow them to dominate play and maintain predictability and control.





Repetitive and Stereotyped Behaviour - Research suggests females display milder or less repetitive, ritualistic and stereotyped behaviour than males. 





Restricted Interests - The interests of girls with ASD are very often similar to those of their peers, e.g. celebrities, animals, makeup; and so they are socially acceptable and not seen as unusual. It is not the special interests that separate them from their peers but it is the quality and intensity of these interests and the length of time spent on them.





Pretend Play - Evidence suggests that girls have more active imaginations and engage in more pretend play. Many have very rich and elaborate fantasy worlds with imaginary friends. Girls often escape into fiction and another world with, for example, fairies and witches. Sometimes they may confuse reality and fantasy.











