
Travelling to the sound of a different beat: 
exploring feelings of difference in late-diagnosed autistic women

Analysis
Quotes are participants’ own words and reflect difficult thoughts and experiences.

Diagnosis makes sense of feelings of difference 

▪ It’s better to know than to just think you’re actually a crazy person for your entire life… 

before, I just genuinely thought that I’m mad and I’m going to end up in an institution if 

I ever tell anyone that.

▪ …it’s not a new job or a new dress or a new diet or a new anything that’s going to 

change any of it. I'm stuck with it.

▪ It would have been really, really good for me on the one hand [to have been diagnosed 

earlier] because I would’ve had a very different understanding of myself… on the other 

hand, had I been diagnosed then, it would’ve been almost like social suicide… They 

would have just seen it as me being officially a diagnosed weirdo.

The research showed that for late-diagnosed autistic women: diagnosis made sense of feelings of difference; they internalised negative 
judgements resulting from their feelings of difference; and feelings of difference were a motivation for camouflaging.

Diagnosis makes sense of feelings of 

difference 

▪ It’s better to know than to just 

think you’re actually a crazy person 

for your entire life… before, I just 

genuinely thought that I’m mad 

and I’m going to end up in an 

institution if I ever tell anyone that.

▪ …it’s not a new job or a new dress 

or a new diet or a new anything 

that’s going to change any of it. I'm 

stuck with it.

▪ It would have been really, really 

good for me on the one hand [to 

have been diagnosed earlier] 

because I would’ve had a very 

different understanding of myself…

on the other hand, had I been 

diagnosed then, it would’ve been 

almost like social suicide… They 

would have just seen it as me being 

officially a diagnosed weirdo.

Internalising negative judgement

▪ …you feel it’s you, you feel it’s 

because you’re weird and you don’t 

fit in…

▪ …if she hadn’t happened to look 

into it [autism]… I would still be in 

the same situation as I was before, 

if I still had a pulse.

▪ …before [diagnosis], if I was sitting 

in a corner or lying on the floor, I 

thought only crazy people do this. 

Someone’s actually going to come 

and lock me up if I do this again.

▪ ... I didn't really feel like I belonged 

anywhere… to this day I still feel 

very alien. I look at other people 

and… I don’t even feel like we’re 

the same species.

Feeling different is a motivation for 

camouflaging 

▪ …it’s just looking back and realising 

how much I’ve been fudging and 

covering up… I was never able to 

be honest about how terrible it was 

and how frightened I was and how 

bewildered I was, and just so much 

of pasting a smile on my face.

▪ …I began to mask during secondary 

school because it felt like the best 

way to try and either fit in or 

reduce the amount of attention 

people were sort of fixating on me 

if I did something wrong.

▪ …the more I felt I couldn’t be 

myself, the more I would feel very, 

very fatigued and as I became an 

adult, in social situations, I would 

try and mask consistently and that 

would just take all my energy.

Background Research design

▪ Autistic females are typically diagnosed later than males and less frequently 

– underdiagnosis/misdiagnosis?

▪ Increasing awareness of a differential presentation of autism in females vs males 

– female autism phenotype? 

▪ This qualitative study focuses on late-diagnosed women – harder to identify as 

autistic and under-represented in research.

▪ Qualitative study, using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). 

▪ Eleven adult autistic female participants. Age at interview: 20 to 59 years. 

Age at diagnosis: 15 to 58 years.

▪ Data gathered through face-to-face semi-structured, in-depth interviews, ranging from 

55 minutes to two hours 54 minutes.

▪ Interview schedule facilitated participants to tell their story in their own words, a central 

premise of IPA. 

▪ Descriptive and analytic coding of interview transcripts to identify themes and connections.

Discussion

▪ Offers a new understanding of how late-diagnosed autistic women experience living in a neurotypical world before and after diagnosis. Feelings of 

difference were situated within a negative framework, particularly before diagnosis. Lived experiences were reframed by diagnosis.

▪ Participants reported ‘passions’ that could be regarded as restricted and repetitive behaviours, but were qualitatively different to those that might be 

reported by autistic males.

▪ Highlights barriers and difficult routes to diagnosis that autistic women face. Internalising problems, need for greater awareness by key professionals, 

and diagnostic overshadowing complicate diagnosing autism in girls and women.

▪ Important contribution to research into autistic adult females and first study to explore feelings of difference in this cohort.

▪ First study to identify feelings of difference as a significant motivation for camouflaging, including masking, covering up (‘flitting’?) and assimilation.
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