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LEARNING OBJECTIVES



Background

Male bias in autism and the under-identification of autistic females
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Background: Male Bias in Autism

• Females disproportionately 
excluded from autism research 
(D’Mello et al., 2022; Milner et al., 2019;          
Shefcyk, 2015)

• 9:1 to 15:1 males:females
reported for autism studies 
involving fMRI (Mo et al., 2021)

• Confirmatory diagnostic 
procedures (ADOS-2) exclude 
clinically diagnosed females 2.5+ 
more times than males               
(D’Mello et al., 2022)

3-4:1?
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Background: Male Bias in Autism

• Diagnostic tools and criteria 
disproportionately based on 
males, less sensitive to 
females?                              
(D’Mello et al., 2022; Lockwood Estrin et al., 2021; 
Ratto et al., 2018; Rea et al., 2022)
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3-4:1?

Background: Male Bias in Autism

• 3-4 males: 1 female is 
questionable                         
(Bitsika & Sharpley, 2019; Burrows et al., 2022; 
Duvekot et al., 2017; Hull et al., 2020; Lockwood 
Estrin et al., 2021; Mo et al., 2021; Tsirgiotis et al., 
2022)

• Reported prevalence varies (by 
sample) 2:1 to 7:1 males:females
(Bitsika & Sharpley, 2019) 

• 1:1 sex ratio found in prospective 
sample after accounting for 
measurement bias                    
(Burrows et al, 2022) 
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• Females less likely to be diagnosed without co-occurring 
conditions, more likely to have “severe” core traits           
(Dworzynski et al., 2012; Lockwood Estrin et al., 2021)

• Even when clinically diagnosed, autistic females less likely to 
be educationally identified (educational inequity)                
(Barnard-Brak, 2019; Menezes et al., 2023)

• Parents: Perceptions of autism as a male condition and 
practitioner bias = barriers to autism diagnosis for daughters 
(Cridland et al., 2014; Giarelli et al., 2010; Lockwood Estrin et al., 2021)

Background: Under-Identification of Autistic Females



• Autism stereotypes; no objective biomarkers; “subjective” 
diagnosis             increased risk for diagnostic bias        
(health inequity)                                                                    
(Burrows et al., 2022; D’Mello et al., 2022; Hull et al., 2020; Tsirgiotis et al., 2022; Whitlock et al., 
2020; Wojciechowski et al., 2022; Young et al., 2018)

• Implicit bias acknowledged as potential contributor to female 
autism underidentification/misidentification, but                    
very few studies directly examine this claim
(Brickhill et al., 2023; Lockwood Estrin et al., 2021; Tsirgiotis et al., 2022)

Background: Under-Identification of Autistic Females



Behavior & mental health

• Internalizing behaviors (e.g., 

anxiety, depression) more common 

in females 

• Externalizing behaviors (e.g., 

hyperactivity) more common in boys

Restricted/repetitive behaviors

Why autism in females may be easier to overlook…

Social presentation

Sources: Ben-Sasson et al., 2009; Mandy et al., 2012; Dean et al., 2017; Lai et al., 2011; Wood-Downie et al., 2021; Osório et al., 2021; Edwards et al., 2024; Gundeslioglu et al., 2026.

Male/female differences may be qualitative and subtle, rather than about quantity or intensity

Attention & visibilitySensory Processing

• Females may show fewer RRBs

• Female RRBs may be same 

quantity/intensity, but more socially 

oriented or acceptable 

• RRBs can be clinically significant 

even when content seems typical

• OBSERVABLE social behavior 

may APPEAR typical in females

• Females tend to stay near peers, 

imitate social behaviors – obscures 

underlying difficulty 

• Sensory processing differences reported in 

up to 95% of autistic children, but also 

associated with other conditions

• Some studies report more frequent, intense, 

lifelong sensory differences in females

• Males tend to exhibit more overt, 

noticeable, disruptive behaviors that draw 

adult attention and lead to referral

• Female behaviors less disruptive, often 

explained away as shy or quirky



Clinical or

Educational

Evaluation

Anxiety ADHD

OCD Depression

Multiple diagnoses may accumulate

AUTISM
recognized

later

Concerns are

noticed

The “laundry list” of diagnoses may describe observed difficulties—but autism may offer a more 

parsimonious explanation for the overall pattern.

Diagnostic pathway for autistic females often 

includes misidentification, delayed Identification



https://autismspectrumnews.org/wp-

content/uploads/2019/06/AdobeStock_252824829-Color-800x533.jpg

• Masking – suppressing or hiding autistic 
behaviors (e.g., stimming); forcing eye 
contact, facial expressions, etc.

• Compensation – learning and practicing 
explicit social rules; rehearsing 
conversations; using learned strategies to 
navigate the social world

• Assimilation – imitating peers’ behaviors 
or interests to fit in; presenting a socially 
expected version of oneself

Why autism in females may be easier to overlook…

Sources: Hull et al., 2017; Hull et al., 2019; Hull et al., 2020; Wood-Downie et al., 2021; 
Dighton & McAloon, 2026.

Camouflaging – strategies used to 

minimize visibility of autism 

characteristics and navigate social 

situations; exhausting and confusing





Purpose

To examine sex differences in autism 

characteristics, sensory processing, and 

attention while comparing autistic and 

neurotypical children.



Methods

Cross-sectional study design



Autism (n = 45)

Neurotypical (n = 58) 

Children 

between ages

8yrs. - 12yrs. 

Verbal 

Communication

IQ > 65

Participants

Total sample (N = 103)



*Note. Figures generated with ChatGPT using Excel 

spreadsheet provided by the authors.

Demographics



Test of Everyday Attention 

for Children (TEA-Ch) –

2nd edition

Child Sensory Profile 

(SP) – 2nd Edition

Social Responsiveness 

Scale (SRS) – 2nd Edition

Outcome Measures

Caregiver

form 

Performance 

based
Caregiver 

form 



Results

Group x Sex Comparisons of…

1. SRS-2 Raw scores

2. TEA-Ch 2 Raw Domain scores

3. SP-2 Raw Quadrant scores



SRS-2 Raw Scores – Boys (n = 68)

Significant Values

SRS-Total = 92.47

SCI = 72.94

Cog = 17.00

Comm = 30.12

Mot = 13.92

*

**

*
*

**

* p = < .05

** p = < .01

95% CI



SRS-2 Raw Scores – Girls (n = 35)

INCREASED!

SRS-Total = 109.82

SCI = 90.18

Cog = 21.09

Comm = 36.45

Mot = 18.82

*

**

**

*
*

* p = < .05

** p = < .01

95% CI



TEA-Ch2: Selective, Sustained, and Everyday Attention

Group

Autism

Neurotypical

* *
95% CI

* p = .040



Q1: Low Registration Q2: Seeking

Q3: Sensitivity
Q4: Avoiding 

* p = .010



*Note. Figures generated with ChatGPT using information provided by the authors.*Note. Figures generated with ChatGPT using Excel spreadsheet provided by the authors.



What should OT practitioners do differently?

LOOK BEYOND THE “TYPICAL” AUTISM PROFILE

Greater social difficulty in autistic girls may coexist with subtler, internalized, or camouflaged 

presentation – gather data across contexts, look beyond the surface.

MAKE SENSORY ASSESSMENT ROUTINE WHEN AUTISM IS SUSPECTED

Autistic girls showed greater sensory avoiding than autistic boys. A comprehensive OT evaluation 

should always examine sensory processing across contexts when autism is suspected.

INTEGRATE THE WHOLE OCCUPATIONAL PROFILE

Attention challenges were similar across autistic boys and girls. Interpret attention, social 

participation, sensory responses, routines, and functional impact together.

OT TAKEAWAY: Sensory processing evaluations are needed to support 

accurate autism identification, especially in females.

Clinical Implications for Occupational Therapy
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