
ASPERGER’S SYNDROME IN GIRLS AND WOMEN (from Tony Attwood) 

Diagnosis 

 Only 1 in 20 of Asperger’s clinical sample of children with ‘autistic personality’ were girls. 

 In Attwood’s clinic the ratio is 4:1 for children and 2:1 for adults 

 Girls are under-diagnosed due to ‘milder presentation’ and may not fit the same diagnostic criteria. 

 Often go undetected in early years because better at observing and copying others to do the ‘right thing’ in 

a situation. 

 Also under-represented in the literature and professionals are generally less familiar with their profile. 

 Most likely to be diagnosed at secondary school after appearance of secondary disorder e.g. anxiety, 

depression, Borderline Personality Disorder, Anorexia Nervosa etc. 

 In adulthood, problems with employment or relationships may lead to a search for an explanation for being 

different. 

 Having a child with autism may prompt diagnosis of mother (if mum is ASC then 50:50 chance that child 

with be ASC). 

 Detailed developmental history will reveal a diagnosis of AS. 

 

Features 

 Generally they try to fit in and mimic femininity during primary school.  By adolescence they have realised 

this isn’t working and ‘will be who I want to be’. 

 Either follow conventions or break them e.g. puritanical or promiscuous 

 Hide and mimic in order to cope and camouflage AS.  Tendency to ‘disappear’ in a crowd 

 Tend to apologise and appease 

 Will observe in order to try and understand before making the first step 

 Often like reading fiction or watching soap operas to help learn about inner thoughts and feelings.  May 

also copy favourite characters. 

 Like a chameleon ‘Jekyll and Hyde’ (often angelic at school and very oppositional at home) 

 Learn to adapt in different situations so naturally wonders ‘who is the real me?’ 

 Less disruptive in social situations and therefore less likely to be noticed 

 ‘We think that if we are very, very good people then we will be liked and all will be well’ 

 Learn that if you are good then you are left alone! 

 Special interests are more likely to be unusual in intensity rather than focus e.g. 80 Barbies lined up in 

alphabetical order who don’t get married but are used to decode the events of the day! 

 Imaginary friends provide opportunities to practice social skills and avoid loneliness. 

 Interested in other worlds and role play games – many become authors of fiction. 

 Love speech and drama lessons – many famous actors are probably AS, especially those who win Oscars! 

 Can be expert mimics by observing the speech, mannerisms and persona of someone who is socially 

successful. ‘I try to be who they want me to be.  I have done such a great job at pretending to be normal 

that nobody really believes I have Aspergers’.  May be diagnosed with Multiple Personality Disorder. 

 Don’t get credit for how hard they have to work at being normal. 

 Often present as ‘Tomboys’ because relate better to logic and construction toys. 

 Clothing and hairstyles are often practical and gender-neutral, nothing feminine or fancy, which reduces the 

effort needed to decide what to wear.   ‘I’m not sure whether I’m over- or under-dressed’. 

 Are vulnerable to relationship predators because set their expectations so low, gravitate towards abusive 

people and may make poor character judgements.  Often stick to pets for emotional support. 

 Struggle with sense of self:  ‘I am afraid to be myself.  If they see me for what I really am, they might not like 

me’. 

 May perceive sensory experiences not perceived by others e.g. sights, sounds, aromas, 6th sense intuition 

and become interested in the supernatural/psychic sensitivities etc. 

 

 



Recommended Resources 

 

Reading List 

 “Asperger’s and Girls” (featuring Tony Attwood, Temple Grandin and 7 more experts) - this book was one of 

the first to focus on girls and is still one of the best textbook summaries. 

  “Aspergirls: Empowering Females with Asperger Syndrome” by Rudy Simone – this is a positive and easy-

to-read book which incorporates personal experiences and latest research and advice. 

  “Safety Skills for Asperger Women” by Liane Holliday Willey - similar to the Rudy Simone book above. 

 “Making Sense of Sex” by Sarah Attword - a forthright guide to puberty, sex, friendships and relationships. 

 Anything by Jennifer Cook O’Toole is good, especially “The Asperkid’s Secret Book of Social Rules” which is 

aimed at both sexes but is particularly good for pre-teen girls to use as a social skills manual. 

 “The Girl with the Curly Hair” by Alis Rowe – a beautifully written first-hand account of what it feels like to 

have Asperger’s/High-Functioning Autism including helpful advice for parents.  Alis has also created a comic 

strip version which is good to share with younger girls. 

 

Autobiographies 

 “Martian in the Playground” by Clare Sainsbury 

 “Pretending to be Normal” by Liane Holliday Willey 

 “Thinking in Pictures” by Temple Grandin 

 “Life Behind Glass” by Wendy Lawson  

  

Radio/Videos/Films 

 For young girls this is helpful from CBBC: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ejpWWP1HNGQ  

 This 5 minute video was developed by teenage girls in 2014 at the NAS school for girls in Surrey called 

Limpsfield Grange: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oZhZ0k1lyF8  

 Radio 4 “All in the Mind” discussion with Professor David Skuse at Great Ormond Street about the diagnosis 

of Autism in Girls http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b046kyc1 (17 June 2014) 

 Radio 4 “One to One” discussion with Penny Andrews who was diagnosed with autism in her 30s: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0537492  (24 February 2015) 

 These Youtube videos from Autism Consultant and Author, Sarah Hendrickx, are worth watching: 

o  “How Anxiety Affects Everything”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rPD_yzMHJls  

o “Autism, Sex and Relationships”: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QiUhlvOpqAU  

 “Temple Grandin” is an inspiring biopic made in 2010 with Claire Danes in the lead role. 

 “Snow Cake” (2006) is an interesting film with Alan Rickman and Sigourney Weaver (who was coached for 

the role by local Herts woman, Ros Blackburn). 

 

Bloggers 

There are lots of autistic girls and women online, many of whom are brilliant writers, so it’s worth spending some 

time searching for something that you can relate to.   

 My favourite blog is at: http://unstrangemind.wordpress.com/2013/01/27/no-you-dont/ from Sparrow 

Rose Jones. It gives a great insight into the mind of an autistic woman who grew up without a diagnosis 

(now in her 40s).  She has also published some of her best blogs in an online book called “Essays from an 

Unstrange Mind” that you can buy for 99p from Amazon.   

 Also see Jennifer McIllwee-Myers’ Facebook page Aspie at Large: https://www.facebook.com/AspieAtLarge  

 

Research 

A number of autism-related organisations across Europe have joined forces for a project focusing on the disparity in 

autism diagnosis and treatment between the genders and how women on the spectrum can best be supported.  It is 

called the “Autism in Pink” project and is funded by the EU.  They have produced an interesting 35 min documentary 

on the subject which you can see at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E-FvExDAqh8. For more information visit: 

www.autisminpink.net.  
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Pathological Demand Avoidance (PDA) 

Some girls on the autism spectrum present as very stubborn and wilful by refusing everyday demands.  It looks like 

they simply won’t do what they are told and are being deliberately difficult.  In fact, they can’t comply with requests 

because they are so overwhelmed and anxious.  Refusing demands is their way of attempting to establish some 

control where they feel completely powerless and confused.  PDA used to be thought of as a separate neurological 

disorder but it is increasingly being recognised as part of ASD.  For more information on PDA see: 

http://www.thepdaresource.com/ and http://www.thepdaresource.com/files/PDA_Booklet.pdf and to hear one 

mother’s experience read: http://www.stephstwogirls.co.uk/2014/04/parenting-outside-of-norm-and.html.   

 

Spectrum Girls Support Group 

Spectrum Girls started out in 2007 as a social group for girls of any age living in Hertfordshire with high-functioning 

Autism and Asperger syndrome.  Many also have ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia and other ‘neurodiverse’ conditions.  We 

have over 120 members and there is no age limit. 

 

It is a very informal group which can offer as much or as little support as an individual or family need.  At the most 

basic level, we can put families in touch with others of a similar age/interest/location in order to find pen pals or 

cyber mates.  There are monthly gatherings for older girls/women who meet for pizza, cinema, bowling etc.  

Younger members can attend one of our social events to help meet others like them, usually held in the holidays.  

We also meet at 360 Soft Play in Stevenage on the first Friday of each month for the Special Needs night from 6.30-

8pm.   

 

As well as social contact for the girls, we also hold informal coffee mornings monthly for parents and carers in our 

homes.  There are usually between 6 and 10 mums each time depending on the day of the week and location.  Two 

or three times a year we also go out in the evening for drinks or dinner.  It’s a great way to ‘offload’ and share ideas 

and experiences.  Many of us have become close friends and get a lot of support from each other. 

 

We generally communicate via a ‘Closed’ Facebook page which new members are invited to join.  We also have an 

email list.  Spectrum Girls has recently come under the umbrella of ADD-vance.  Anybody interested in joining 

Spectrum Girls should get in touch. 

 

Contact:   Melanie Peeke 

Phone:   07976 202771 

Email:   spectrumgirls@add-vance.org  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

We are constantly updating our recommended resources so please let us know if you have found 

something particularly useful.  Email mel.peeke@add-vance.org 
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