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Some people with autism try to hide aspects of their autism or
develop ways to cope with it. This is known as camouﬂaging.
Camouﬂaging involves ﬁnding ways around things that an autistic
person ﬁnds difficult, hiding aspects of their autism, and trying to
ﬁt in with others. Overall, camouﬂaging might help some people to
make friends, but it can be very exhausting and might even cause
people harm.

AUTISM
A condition in which a
person processes the
world and understands
others differently than
most people do.
People are born with
autism and it affects the
way that they grow up.
Some autistic people
can ﬁnd it hard to
communicate or
interact with others,
and can feel
overwhelmed in noisy,
bright, or
busy situations.

INTRODUCTION
Do you know anyone who is autistic? The person might be a family
member, a friend, someone in school, or even you! Autism means
that a person can ﬁnd it hard to interact or communicate with other
people, and that he or she might experience the world in a different
way. For example, an autistic person might ﬁnd it difficult to ride on a
train, because the noise can seem really loud and scary, but they might
also be really interested in learning about animals and love cuddling
with their pet. Everyone with autism is different, just like everyone
without autism.
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CAMOUFLAGING
Finding ways to hide
autism or make it less
visible to other people,
even if the autistic
person is not aware of
doing this.

Camouﬂaging in Autism

Some autistic people feel very different from everyone else, and might
feel like they have to hide their autism or try to ﬁnd ways to cope with
the things they ﬁnd difficult. We call this “camouﬂaging,” because it is
a bit like a chameleon changing the patterns on its skin to ﬁt into the
surroundings. The chameleon is still there, but it is trying to look like
everything else around it. Examples of camouﬂaging in autism include
forcing yourself to make eye contact with other people even if you
do not want to, or thinking of a list of questions to ask every time you
meet someone new, so you do not run out of things to say [1, 2].
Everyone—with or without autism—camouﬂages sometimes. For
example, if you are feeling shy about meeting someone new, you
might pretend to be really brave even though you do not feel it. But
for some autistic people, camouﬂaging happens every time they talk
to someone and this takes a lot of effort [3].

LEARNING MORE ABOUT CAMOUFLAGING

MASKING
Hiding aspects of
yourself or pretending
to be like someone
else. For example, a
person might mask
their autism by
pretending to join in a
game even if they do
not understand
the rules.

COMPENSATION
Finding ways around
difficulties associated
with autism. For
example, an autistic
person might
compensate for not
knowing which facial
expressions to make by
copying the facial
expressions of a
character in a TV show.

ASSIMILATION
Fitting in with other
people. An autistic
person might try to
assimilate by always
sitting next to the same
person in class.

Autistic people have talked about camouﬂaging for a while [4], but
doctors and researchers still do not know very much about it. No one
knows whether camouﬂaging can help people or if it actually causes
autistic people more problems. Researchers started to learn more
about camouﬂaging by asking autistic people about their experiences
of camouﬂaging or masking their autism [3, 5].
Autistic people reported that they camouﬂage their autism because
they want to make friends and form connections with people, and
because camouﬂaging can be helpful to them. Some people might
camouﬂage their autism when they are at school or work, so that
people do not treat them differently and they can concentrate on what
they have to do. Some people camouﬂage their autism when they
meet new people, so that they can make a good impression and maybe
become friends. Some people will stop camouﬂaging when they get
to know someone very well, if they think the person will accept them
even when they act more autistic.
Several studies have found that autistic people use several different
strategies to camouﬂage their autism. You can see a summary of the
different types of strategies in Figure 1. For example, some people
might practice making friendly faces in the mirror, because they ﬁnd
it hard to make those faces naturally. We call this “compensation,”
because these autistic people are compensating for a difficulty
they have compared with non-autistic people. Another strategy is
“masking,” in which autistic people might hide how they are really
feeling by, for instance, copying what someone else is talking about
if they do not know what to say. Some autistic people also use
strategies to try and ﬁt in with other people, so they are not bullied
or treated differently; we call this “assimilation.” For example, these
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Figure 1
The main types of
camouﬂaging
strategies
(compensation,
masking, and
assimilation) and
examples of these
strategies.

Figure 1

people might stand near other children in the playground, without
playing with them.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND CAMOUFLAGING?
Autistic people have lots of different feelings about camouﬂaging. For
some people, camouﬂaging is helpful as it allows them to talk to
people, go to school, and get a job without being treated differently
because of their autism. But many other autistic people would like to
be able to be themselves, and to make friends, without having to hide
their autism.
Camouﬂaging takes a lot of effort. Hiding parts of yourself and
pretending to be someone else can be really tiring. Many autistic
people say that if they spend a whole day camouﬂaging at school or
work, they need to come home and sit by themselves for a while to
recover. One woman in a study said, “It is really exhausting!” [5]. Some
autistic people also feel like they are being fake versions of themselves,
and they want to be able to stop camouﬂaging so that their friends can
get to know the “real” them.
Researchers can measure camouﬂaging in different ways. One way
is to look at the difference between how someone feels and how
they behave. If someone feels like they have a lot of autistic behaviors
(such as ﬁnding unexpected changes hard to cope with), but other
people do not notice this, they might be camouﬂaging their autism a
lot [2]. Another way to measure camouﬂaging is by asking people how
many camouﬂaging strategies they use, on a questionnaire called the
Camouﬂaging Autistic Traits Questionnaire (CAT-Q [1]).
It is important for researchers and doctors to understand more about
how people camouﬂage, because camouﬂaging might make people
unwell. For example, some studies have found that people who
camouﬂage more also have more mental health problems, such as
depression or anxiety. It is important that we learn more about why
kids.frontiersin.org
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these mental health problems happen, so we can help people to feel
better. There are some situations in which camouﬂaging might be
helpful (for example, in a school assembly where the autistic person
has to sit quietly), but there are other situations in which camouﬂaging
might make things harder (such as at a doctor’s appointment, when
you need to tell the doctor what is wrong). If autistic people can
choose when to camouﬂage their autism, they might be happier and
feel more like themselves.

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN CAMOUFLAGING?
Some autistic people and some researchers think that girls camouﬂage
their autism more than boys do. This could be because girls feel more
pressure to ﬁt in with other people, or because people often do not
realize that girls can have autism. If girls camouﬂage their autism more
often, it could mean that it might be harder for doctors or teachers to
realize when a girl is ﬁnding things difficult.
There has been a lot of research into gender differences in
camouﬂaging over the last few years, and we still do not have a good
answer! Some studies have found that girls show more of a difference
between their autistic feelings and their behaviors, which might mean
they camouﬂage more than boys do [2]. Other studies have found that
girls and women report using more camouﬂaging strategies than boys
do [1]. However, other studies have found that boys and men also
camouﬂage frequently, which means that doctors and teachers should
be aware that autistic boys might also ﬁnd things hard [3].
We need to do more research in order to fully understand whether
gender plays a role in camouﬂaging autism. At the moment, we
know that all autistic people might camouﬂage their autism, and so
it is important that we keep asking all autistic people about how
camouﬂaging affects them.

SUMMARY
In this article, we described what camouﬂaging is, to help researchers
and doctors understand what camouﬂaging is like for autistic people.
Our article also suggests that, although there might be some beneﬁts
to camouﬂaging, such as making friends more easily, it can also be
very harmful to autistic people. As many autistic people have said, it is
important to make the rest of the world a friendlier place for autistic
people, so they can be themselves and still be accepted. Once this
happens, there will be no need for an autistic person to camouﬂage
unless he or she wants to.
Now that we know more about what camouﬂaging is, we want to
learn more about how different people camouﬂage. In particular, are
kids.frontiersin.org
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there differences in the ways that boys and girls use camouﬂaging
techniques? Could these differences in how the genders use
camouﬂaging affect whether or not their autism is diagnosed by a
doctor? There is still a lot of research to do!
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We are sisters and both of us love to play with our cats. Our favorite subjects in school
are art and maths.
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