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Abstract

Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people have specific needs that are underrepresented in research. Research
priorities are often established by funding bodies, researchers, parents, carers and health professionals and may not meet
the needs of the diverse Autistic community. This co-produced project aimed to identify what research would benefit
the lives of Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people in Australia. We interviewed 47 Autistic girls, women and
gender diverse people aged seven and above and obtained feedback from an additional 411 Autistic people through an
online survey. Autistic young people identified six key research priorities including (1) better understanding and support at
school, (2) understanding our experiences, strengths and challenges, (3) autism specific mental health support, (4) Autistic
friendships and relationships, (5) experiences of gender diversity and (6) accommodations to make life easier for us. Eight
key research priority areas were identified by Autistic adults including (1) understanding and supporting specific needs in
adulthood, (2) experiences of trauma, abuse and sexual violence, (3) supporting mental health and wellbeing, (4) address-
ing barriers in healthcare, (5) understanding and supporting physical health needs, (6) addressing barriers in education and
the workplace, (7) understanding the role of society, embracing neurodiversity and the importance of Autistic identity and
(8) co-designing research and supports with Autistic people. We provide a discussion around the importance of focusing
on these research priority areas in future autism research in Australia.

Community Summary

This study was led by Autistic people. It aimed to develop research areas that are important to Autistic girls, women and
gender diverse people aged seven and above in Australia. Autistic people aged between 7 and 17 identified six research
areas they thought were important. These included being understood and supported at school, understanding their strengths
and challenges, receiving mental health support, Autistic friendships and relationships, experiences of gender diversity
and accommodations to make life easier for Autistic young people. Eight research areas were identified by Autistic adults,
including understanding and supporting their needs in adulthood, experiences of trauma, abuse and sexual violence, sup-
porting mental health and wellbeing, addressing barriers in healthcare, education and the workplace, understanding and
supporting physical health needs, understanding the role of society, embracing neurodiversity and Autistic identity and
co-designing research and supports with Autistic people.
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Introduction

Autistic people are calling for research that is driven by
the Autistic community, aligned with the disability rights
principle of ‘nothing about us without us’. Despite this,
research priorities have historically been dictated by fund-
ing bodies or the non-autistic research community, and
often do not correspond with the needs of Autistic people
(Pellicano et al., 2014). A recent study outlined that, similar
to the UK, Canada and the US, the majority of funding in
Australia is allocated to biological research, rather than to
topics that have been identified as important to the Autis-
tic and autism communities', such as supports and services
(den Houting & Pellicano, 2019). In addition, priorities
for autism research have often been set by parents, carers,
health professionals and researchers. While there have been
some recent attempts to engage the Autistic and autism
communities in developing research priority areas in the
US (Frazier et al., 2018), the UK (Cusack & Sterry, 2016;
Pellicano et al., 2014), New Zealand (Emerson et al., 2023)
and Australia (Australian Autism Research Council, 2019;
Clark et al., 2022; Gatfield et al., 2016), Autistic people
make up a small minority of the samples included in this
research. This ranges from 7% in the UK, 9% in the US, to
between 20% and 40% in some Australian and New Zea-
land studies. The number of Autistic people in this research
has increased over time, with the most recent update by the
Australasian Autism Research Council (AARC) conducting
focus groups in which 60% of the participants were Autis-
tic adults (AARC, 2021). However, there is no research to
date that has developed research priorities based solely on
the perspectives of Autistic adults (Chown et al., 2023). In
addition, the needs of Autistic young people are often rep-
resented by proxies such as parents, carers or health profes-
sionals. While these are valuable perspectives, we need to
empower young Autistic people to determine what research
they think will benefit their lives.

Autistic people with intersectional identities also have
unique experiences and specific needs that should be iden-
tified, addressed and prioritised in research. Autistic girls
and women experience higher rates of mental and physi-
cal health conditions (Kassee et al., 2020; Tint et al., 2023),
sexual violence (Cazalis et al., 2022) and have specific sex-
ual and reproductive health needs (Graham Holmes et al.,
2022). There is also evidence that Autistic women report

! We refer to the Autistic and autism communities in this publication
The Autistic community is made up of Autistic people. The autism
community includes non-autistic people who are connected to Autis-
tic people in various ways, including as allies, family members and
people who support or regularly work with Autistic people. We also
capitalise the word Autistic in this publication, to acknowledge the cul-
ture and community associated with Autistic identity. This is similar to
the use of capitalisation within the Deaf community.
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higher rates of emergency department visits, hospitalisa-
tions, family doctor and neurologist visits than Autistic men
(Tint et al., 2023), despite experiencing additional barriers
to accessing these services. Almost 80% of the Autistic peo-
ple who completed the AARC 2019 consultation on autism
research priorities identified the need for research focused
on women and girls, highlighting the need for more research
in this area. Trans and gender diverse Autistic people also
experience additional health inequities, including greater
disparities in mental and physical health conditions (Wal-
lisch et al., 2023), more unmet health needs (Wallisch et al.,
2023) and a lack of access to gender-affirming care (Bruce
et al., 2023; Strauss et al., 2021). There is a significant lack
of research into the needs of Autistic gender diverse people,
with research tending to focus on prevalence rates rather
than on their research and support needs. It is imperative
to understand the nature and impact of the inequity experi-
enced by Autistic gender diverse people, and include their
experiences, needs and priorities in research (Gratton et al.,
2023).

Autistic academics are calling for the inclusion of
Autistic people as partners in research, rather than just
as research participants (Chown et al., 2017; den Hout-
ing, 2019). Participatory research engages, consults, co-
produces and supports community-led and community
controlled research with the Autistic community (den
Houting, 2021). In this project, we used participatory
research principles to co-produce research priorities for
Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people in Aus-
tralia. Co-production involves researchers and commu-
nity members working together as equal partners from the
beginning of the research process to develop a research
question, design and implement a research project (den
Houting, 2021). It is also critical to ensure that power
and control over the project is shared by both researchers
and community members (den Houting, 2021). This co-
produced project asked Autistic girls, women and gender
diverse people aged seven and above about what research
would benefit their lives. This included cisgender girls
and women, transgender, non-binary, gender diverse
people and anyone who was socialised or identified as a
woman or girl. We used the term gender diverse within
this project to fit with the recommendations outlined by
the United Nations (United Nations Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, 2023) and the Victo-
rian Government (2021) in Australia. We acknowledge
that language in this space is dynamic and are always
open to feedback from the community on what language
is appropriate and inclusive. This project aimed to iden-
tify separate research priorities for Autistic adults and
Autistic young people, to account for their unique per-
spectives and needs.
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Methods
Community Involvement

This project was led by a group of Autistic women (HC,
SG, GH) and gender diverse (TM) adults working with a
non-autistic researcher (RG). Regular meetings with all
members of the research team occurred prior to the initial
stages of the research, to develop the research questions,
methodology and funding proposal. All Autistic members
of the research team were paid for their time and an Autistic
research assistant (GH) was employed to conduct the inter-
views. During the data collection phase, regular meetings
occurred between GH and RG, with the broader team meet-
ing frequently to discuss the transcripts generated as part of
the qualitative data collection phase, leading to the devel-
opment of the draft themes and subthemes. The research
team then developed the online questionnaire to be utilised
in stage two of the project, assisted with recruitment and
advertising the project, and met frequently to discuss and
develop the final set of research priorities. RG led the writ-
ing of the manuscript, with all members providing signifi-
cant input into the quotes selected for inclusion. All authors
made a significant contribution to the final manuscript. The
whole research team were also involved in the dissemina-
tion of the research priorities through the development of
a video, webpage and webinar (https://www.uts.edu.au/
autistic-women-and-girls-research-priorities). These partic-
ipatory methods were used to ensure that this research was
informed by lived experience, to ensure that the questions
and results were interpreted from an Autistic perspective
and are meaningful and relevant to the Autistic community.

Procedure

The project was conducted in two stages. Semi-structured
interviews were completed, followed by an online survey.
Decisions to structure the project in this way were made
by the Autistic members of the research team. This was to
ensure that we were able to capture rich data through the
qualitative interviews and develop research priorities from
the experiences of Autistic girls, women and gender diverse
people, rather than imposing a pre-determined set of priori-
ties for feedback as part of an online survey. We also used
this methodology to ensure that we were able to obtain this
information directly from Autistic young people, rather than
through a proxy. Recruitment for both stages of the project
was completed online, with the project advertised on social
media through peak autism and disability organisations
across Australia. We included Autistic girls, women and
gender diverse people aged seven and above, who were cur-
rently living in Australia. We included Autistic people with

either a formal diagnosis or who self-identified as Autistic.
This is due to the reported barriers to accessing a diagnosis,
including costs, the complexity of the healthcare system, as
well as stigma, and a lack of support from health profes-
sionals (Huang et al., 2020; Lewis, 2017). It was important
that self-identifying Autistic people were included in this
research to ensure that we did not preference the needs of
Autistic people who are able to access a diagnosis. Cisgen-
der Autistic men were excluded from the project.

Stage 1: Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were completed with 47 Autis-
tic girls, women and gender diverse people. All interviews
were conducted by an Autistic woman (GH). Sensory and
communication needs were supported throughout this pro-
cess, and everyone was invited to complete the interview
in the way that suited them best, including over text, email,
phone, or via video, audio, or the chat function on zoom.
Young people were invited to have a parent or carer with
them at any stage of the interview. However, we aimed to
hear from young people individually where possible, to gain
their direct perspectives. During the interviews, we asked
a series of open-ended questions related to diagnosis, self-
identification, day to day experiences, support, and research
topics. These open-ended questions were provided to the
interviewees prior to their interview, so that they had time to
reflect on, or prepare their answers. Interviews were video
and audio recorded, and then transcribed verbatim. The
transcribed interviews were sent to each interviewee, to pro-
vide them with the opportunity to amend or add additional
information. The interviewees were also asked to complete
a short online background questionnaire that asked for
demographic information, as well as about co-occurring
conditions, employment and education.

Stage 2: Online Survey

The second stage of the project obtained additional feed-
back from 411 Autistic girls, women and gender diverse
people on the draft research priorities that were identified
separately for adults and young people during stage one.
Autistic girls and gender diverse young people aged 7 to
17 were asked to rate each of the six draft priority areas on
a three-point scale from ‘very important’, ‘a little impor-
tant’ to ‘not important’. They were then asked to choose the
two most important subtopics under each research priority
heading. Autistic women and gender diverse adults (>=18
years) were asked to rate the eleven draft research prior-
ity areas from most (1) to least (11) important. They were
then asked to select the top three subtopics under each pri-
ority area. An open text field also enabled Autistic adults to
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identify any other research priority areas that they felt were
important. A short background questionnaire was completed
to obtain demographic information, as well as details about
co-occurring conditions, employment and education.

Participants
Stage 1: Semi-Structured Interviews

We interviewed 16 Autistic girls and gender diverse young
people aged between 8 and 17 (Mean=12, SD=3). All the
Autistic young people we interviewed were formally diag-
nosed as Autistic, with an age of diagnosis between 4 and
14 years (Mean=38, SD=3). 19% of these Autistic young
people identified as non-binary and 94% were from a White
European background. All the Autistic young people we
interviewed used spoken communication and 13% reported
an intellectual disability. Co-occurring mental health condi-
tions were reported by 75%, and 56% reported one or more
physical health condition.

Interviews were completed with 31 Autistic women and
gender diverse adults aged between 21 and 63 (Mean=39,
SD =12). Age of formal identification ranged between 3 and
55 years (Mean=33, SD=13). 17% of the adults we inter-
viewed self-identified as Autistic, with age of self-identifi-
cation ranging from 21 to 49 years (Mean=34, SD=11).
The majority (77%) of the Autistic adults we interviewed
were from a White European background, with 3% identify-
ing as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. A large propor-
tion (70%) were in paid employment, 63% had completed a
university degree and all used spoken communication. 40%
of the Autistic adults we interviewed were parents, 50%
of whom had Autistic children. Physical health conditions
were reported by 63%, with 83% reporting one or more co-
occurring mental health condition.

Stage 2: Online Survey

The online survey was completed by 81 Autistic girls
and gender diverse young people, aged between 7 and 17
(Mean=12, SD =3). Most had received a formal diagnosis
between the ages of 3 and 17 (Mean=10, SD=4), with
6% self-identifying as Autistic (Range=12 to 16 years,
Mean = 14, SD =2). 37% of the Autistic young people we
surveyed identified as gender diverse, 1% reported a co-
occurring intellectual disability and 5% were non-speak-
ing. One or more co-occurring mental health conditions
were reported by 82% of Autistic young people, with 32%
reporting one or more physical health condition. A large
proportion (72%) were from a White European back-
ground, with 5% identifying as Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander.

@ Springer

330 Autistic women and gender diverse adults aged
between 18 to 71 (Mean=36, SD=11) completed the online
survey. Age of formal identification ranged between 3 and
69 years (Mean=32, SD=12), with 22% of the adults we
surveyed self-identifying as Autistic (Range=12 to 60;
Mean=35,SD=11). 20% were gender diverse, 2% reported
an intellectual disability and 1% were non-speaking. More
than half (54%) had completed a university degree and 67%
were currently employed. Of the 48% of Autistic parents
who completed the survey, 59% also had Autistic children.
Most of the Autistic adults we surveyed (86%) were from a
White European background, with 3% Aboriginal and Tor-
res Strait Islander peoples included in the data. Co-occur-
ring mental health conditions were reported by 91%, with
51% reporting one or more co-occurring physical health
condition.

Data Analysis

The interview data was analysed using Braun and Clarke’s
(2006, 2019) method for reflexive thematic analysis. This
method was able to capture both semantic and latent mean-
ings within the data, as well as provide both descriptive and
interpretative accounts. The data was conceptualised within
the social model of disability (Oliver, 1983) and analysed
using a social ecological lens, which conceptualises health
as impacted by individual, interpersonal, community, policy
and societal factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1989; McLeroy et al.,
1988). Themes were developed using an inductive, or bot-
tom up, approach. This involved identifying shared patterns
of meaning within the interview transcripts. The data analy-
sis was informed by the backgrounds and experiences of the
team members, including training in psychology (RG and
SG), disability advocacy (HC, GH and TM), nursing (GH)
and gender-based violence (TM). RG listened to the audio
of each interview twice. The transcripts were then coded
based on the direct information that was provided within
each individual interview. These codes were reviewed by
GH and the other Autistic members of the research team
(HC, TM and SG) and the data was coded again prior to the
themes being identified. This process was iterative, and the
themes were discussed and refined over multiple meetings
with the research team. The themes were then developed
into research priorities based on their shared meaning. This
was done separately for Autistic adults and Autistic young
people. Eleven draft research priorities were identified for
Autistic women and gender diverse adults, including sub-
topics under each of these priority areas (total of 65 sub-
topics). Six draft research priority areas were identified for
Autistic girls and gender diverse young people, including 28
subtopics. These draft research priority areas are outlined in
Table 1.
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Table 1 Draft research priority areas for Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people

Autistic girls and gender diverse young people

Autistic women and gender diverse adults

1. Being accepted and understood 1. Support in adulthood
2. Challenges of being an Autistic girl or gender diverse person 2. Knowledge about the experiences of
Autistic women and gender diverse people
3. Understanding and education about autism in girls or gender diverse 3. Mental health
people
4. Experiences of school, friendships and relationships 4. Experience of Autistic trauma
5. How to provide support for Autistic girls and gender diverse people 5. Advocacy and education
6. How you are expected to act as an Autistic girl or gender diverse person 6. Harnessing Autistic strengths and passions
7. Risk of sexual violence or abuse
8. Experiences of discrimination
9. Autistic community and culture
10. Physical health
11. Experience of gender and gender norms

Table 2 Demographic information
Autistic young people

Autistic adults

Interview Survey  Interview Survey
(n=16) (n=81) (n=31) (1=330)
% % % %
Gender identity
Female 81.3 63.0 83.9 80.9
Non-binary 18.8 24.7 6.5 134
Transgender 2.5 32 1.8
Gender fluid 32 0.9
Gender queer 3.7 0.9
Other 2.4 32 1.5
Prefer not to say 3.7 0.6
Ethnicity
Aboriginal or Torres 4.9 33 33
Strait Islander
White European 93.8 71.6 76.7 86.1
White other 6.3 18.5 10.0 9.1
South Asian / South 6.3 6.2 33 4.8
East Asian
Other 2.4 6.7 7.3
Autistic parent 40.0 47.8
Non-speaking 4.9 0.6

The online survey data for Autistic adults was ranked
from one to eleven, with the subtopics under each priority
area ranked according to how often they were selected as
one of the top three subtopics. Following this, the research
team discussed any areas where the research priority areas
and subtopics overlapped, and these were combined. While
completing this process, it was ensured that the top three
priorities under each draft priority area were retained within
the final set of research priorities for Autistic women and
gender diverse people. The additional comments provided
by the Autistic adults who responded to the survey were
also reviewed to identify any additional areas of research
that were not included in the initial draft priority areas.
These were discussed by the research team to determine if
there was sufficient consensus to include them, and those

identified were then included as subtopics where appropri-
ate. A similar process was followed for the online survey
data for Autistic girls and gender diverse young people.
However, this was also undertaken in consultation with
an Autistic young person, who assisted with finalising the
research priority areas for Autistic young people. This pro-
cess resulted in six final research priorities for Autistic girls
and gender diverse young people, including 26 subtopics
(see Fig. 1). Eight priority areas were identified for Autistic
women and gender diverse adults, including 35 subtopics
(see Fig. 2).

Results

Table 2 provides demographic information for the inter-
view and survey data. Additional details about co-occur-
ring physical and mental health conditions are provided in
Table 3.

Research Priorities for Autistic Girls and Gender
Diverse Young People

Autistic girls and gender diverse young people identified
six key research priority areas that would benefit their lives.
These are outlined in Fig. 1.

Better Understanding and Support at School

The first research priority area identified by Autistic girls
and gender diverse young people is related to the need for
an increased understanding of their learning experiences,
including “that I learn differently to all the other students”
(YP14). Autistic young people also spoke about the chal-
lenges that arise from being in an environment that often is
not responsive, accepting or accommodating to their diverse
learning needs:

@ Springer
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Table 3 Co-occurring mental health and physical health conditions

Autistic young Autistic adults

people
Inter- Survey Inter- Survey
view (n=81) view (n=330)
(n=16) (n=30)
% % % %
Neurodivergence
Intellectual Disability 12.5 1.2 2.4

Attention Deficit Hyperac- 50.0 50.6 26.7 44.5
tivity Disorder (ADHD)

Dyslexia 6.3 18.5 10.0 7.0
Dyspraxia or Developmen- 6.3 4.9 33 4.5
tal Coordination Disorder

Sensory Processing 7.4 33

Disorder

Other 6.3 7.4 134 5.1
Mental health

Anxiety disorder 75.0 76.5 53.3 81.5
Bipolar disorder 2.5 10.0 9.7
Obsessive compulsive 18.8 18.5 10.0 14.8
disorder

Post-traumatic stress dis- 12.3 40.0 36.4
order (PTSD) / Complex

PTSD

Depression 313 34.6 40.0 75.5
Drug or alcohol misuse 2.5 33 13.0
Dissociative Identity 33 0.6
Disorder

Eating disorder 16.0 16.7 233
Borderline Personality 3.7 33 8.7
Disorder

Personality disorder 10.0 1.2
(other)

Schizophrenia 1.2 1.8
Gender dysphoria 6.3

Other 9.9 42
Physical health

Chronic fatigue syndrome 7.4 6.7 16.7
Chronic pain 12.3 26.7 233
Epilepsy 1.2 33 1.5
Ehlers Danlos syndrome 7.4 33 7.6
Fibromyalgia 6.7 0.9
Gastrointestinal issues 6.3 17.3 50.0 35.8
Hypermobility Spectrum 6.3 11.1 10.9
Disorder

Immune conditions 10.0 0.6
Pernicious anaemia 33 0.3
Polycystic ovarian 13.3 0.3
syndrome

Sleep issues 50.0 2.4 26.7

Thyroid problems 10.0

Other 6.7 4.8

Schools... should improve a bit on how much the
teachers know about autism in general and neurodi-
vergence, ADHD, all these different things. Because
it’s very common and schools aren’t always set up to
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help these kids. I think there could be quite a lot of
improvement in the education system (YP7).

There is also a need for teaching staff to respond to the needs
of their Autistic students, particularly related to stimming
and self-regulation. This includes understanding the impact
of sensory sensitives in the classroom related to hearing “all
the different conversations all at once and it’s highly over-
whelming and you can’t focus in on one that you might need
to be listening to” (YP16).

Additional research subtopics included understanding
experiences of bullying, as well as research focused on how
to provide a better understanding of Autistic girls and gen-
der diverse young people in the education system:

The fact that I can be in a school system where I don’t
receive the support I need because I'm not visibly
struggling. I think there needs to be more awareness
spread of how autism looks and that it’s not a little
mould that someone can fit into (YP16).

Understanding our Experiences, Strengths and Challenges

The second research priority area outlines the need to under-
stand and support both the strengths and challenges expe-
rienced by Autistic girls and gender diverse young people.
This includes research to better understand experiences of
puberty and what it is “going to actually do to the rest of my
life” (YP2), as well as “the physical conditions that come
along with [being Autistic]” (YP4). There is also a need for
research focused on understanding and supporting sensory
differences, self-regulation needs and “that stimming and
stuff makes me happy” (YP6). The impact of gender roles
and stereotypes on Autistic girls and gender diverse young
people was also noted to be important:

I was a bit confused about all this stuff because I didn’t
really see representation of an Autistic person that
looked or acted like me, a girl, a teenager, all of these
things (YP7).

Autistic girls and gender diverse young people also high-
lighted their incredible strengths, including “my ability to
accept people for who they are. I think I’'m a very genuine
person and I can see people... what they might be strug-
gling with and what strength they might have” (YP16) and
“I’m very funny and I like helping people” (YPS). This
highlighted the importance of recognising strengths such
as compassion and wanting to help others, alongside the
challenges experienced by Autistic girls and gender diverse
young people.
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Fig. 1 Research priorities for Autistic girls and gender diverse young people

Autism Specific Mental Health Support

Autistic girls and gender diverse young people identified
the need for research focused on how to better support
their mental health. This includes further understand-
ing their experiences of misdiagnosis and the impact of
masking:

Our desire to fit that mould means we do mask a lot of
ourselves and we do hide who we truly are to try and
fit that. I think becoming yourself is a big journey that
takes a lot of work and a lot of self-acceptance that
we so badly want to fit that neurotypical mould that
when we realise that we can’t, there’s a lot of mental
juggling that we have to do (YP16).

Autistic girls and gender diverse young people also outlined
the need for research to understand their experiences of
burnout and the impacts of “constantly trying to fit in with
everyone and having no idea, and I would have massive
burnouts and that just depleted me” (YP9). Mental health
was also impacted by society through “a pattern of Autis-
tic people, girls in particular, crashing in their early teens...
because of having to deal with increased social pressures”
(YP7). Autistic girls and gender diverse young people are

asking for critical research into how to adapt mental health
supports to meet their needs.

Autistic Friendships and Relationships

The fourth research priority area focuses on the need to
better understand social experiences, connections and rela-
tionships. This includes understanding how “I can get very
stressed with too much social stuff, which is hard because
I’m actually a very social person... If I spend a lot of time
with people I have to take a few days to recover” (YP7).
Autistic girls and gender diverse young people also identi-
fied the need to understand their communication differences
such as finding it “difficult to know when to reply and when
not to speak” (YP5) and experiences of feeling “like [we]
don’t belong” (YP3). This priority area also highlighted the
importance of Autistic friendships and connections with
other Autistic people and how “thinking that I wasn’t the
only one... made me feel a lot better” (YPS).

Experiences of Gender Diversity
There is a need for research that focuses on understand-

ing “the relationship between autism and gender diversity
and the challenges of an Autistic person in understanding

@ Springer
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gender” (YPS4). Autistic girls and gender diverse young
people emphasised the importance of approaching this
research from a place of acceptance of gender diversity,
with the need to “focus on support first” (YP7), rather than
trying to understand why Autistic people may not identify
with their gender assigned at birth or the gender binary.
It is critical that future research is conducted in partner-
ship with young Autistic gender diverse people, to ensure
that research priorities or recommendations for support-
ing Autistic gender diverse young people are inclusive and
appropriate.

Accommodations to Make Life Easier for Us

The final research priority area identified the need for
research focused on “how we can make life easier”
(YP13) for Autistic young people. This was related to
both research and advocacy, and the need for “charities
focused on actual support for Autistic people” (YP7).
Autistic girls and gender diverse young people also high-
lighted the need for the re-evaluation of the current diag-
nostic process to ensure they are identified earlier. As one
young person told us:

I'spent years struggling in school until I mentally broke.
I think this is an issue that needs to be addressed. Why
does it take so long to help Autistic females? Why do
we have to be mentally exhausted? (YPSO6).

Autistic girls and gender diverse young people also iden-
tified the importance of challenging how society views
autism and the need for acceptance from broader society,
but also within research, as “a lot of people misunderstand
[us]... even researchers usually misunderstand [us] and
treat [us] like babies” (YP4). Research focused on “more
regional” (YP1) access, support “for the rest of my life”
and concerns that “when I get older, how is it going to
change their reaction to me being Autistic” (YP2) is also
needed. Autistic girls and gender diverse young people also
highlighted the importance of “including Autistic people
in the conversation” (YP7) when it comes to research, and
the importance of Autistic identity as “something that you
should be teaching to other Autistic girls, that it’s nothing
to be ashamed of. If anything, it’s something to be proud
of” (YP12).

Research Priorities for Autistic Women and Gender
Diverse Adults

Figure 2 outlines the final research priority areas identified
by Autistic women and gender diverse people.
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Understanding and Supporting Specific Needs in
Adulthood

The first research priority area identified the need for under-
standing autism across the lifespan. The Autistic women
and gender diverse people we spoke to reported that the
accommodations provided are based “around children...
there’s nothing for adults” (AD30) and that “it’s like once
you’re out of nappies no one’s interested...No one wants to
know about an Autistic adult” (AD15). Autistic women and
gender diverse people also identified the need for research
to understand the impact of day-to-day challenges such as
“adulting. .. cooking, cleaning, organising paying the bills”
(AD2) and for this to be linked to funding and support.
Research also needs to focus on understanding the sensory
experiences of Autistic women and gender diverse people,
including how “women are more sensory orientated, that
we have more sensory needs than men” (AD14), and the
impacts of “taking all [the] senses in” (ADI11). It is also
important to consider the “sensory aspect” of “having my
period each month” (AD2) and the need for funding bodies
to accommodate the need for “simple things like sensory
clothing; you can get underpants and socks, but you can’t
buy bras” (AD30).

Additional subtopics identified under this priority area
were related to understanding intimate relationships and
friendships, including the importance of “having someone I
can be safe with” (AD25) and “how you actually participate
in a physical sexual relationship if you have lots of sensory
issues” (AD1). There is also a significant lack of research
focused on Autistic adult’s experiences of housing and
financial instability. One Autistic adult spoke about their
experience of being in an assisted living facility and how
“this space that I’'m in I’'m made to feel like it’s not mine
and how I choose to have it is not okay” (ADS). Finally,
Autistic women and gender diverse people identified the
need for research to understand their experiences of being
a parent, as “everything around parenting and autism seems
to be focused on parents of [Autistic] children, not [Autis-
tic] parents” (AD20).

Experiences of Trauma, Abuse and Sexual Violence

The second research priority area identified by Autistic
women and gender diverse people highlights the impor-
tance of understanding the experiences and impacts of being
“forced into these situations that are traumatic” (AD16) and
“how to avoid the continual pattern of repeated trauma in
Autistic women’s lives” (AD19). This includes research
on sexual violence, to understand their experiences of
being “sexually assaulted by someone I thought I trusted”
(AD27), “instances of assault from my male peers” (AD4)



Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

)
siahodwa pue s1ayrea)
0} uoneanpa apuoud 0 MoK
2Umyna pue Ayunwwod oedyiom
‘Amuapi ansnny Sunuoddns — ay) ui pasinbai suoddns
pue sy18uans uo $n304 pue spaau Buipueisiapun
3|doad
sy e joamsnpy | gnﬂﬁwﬁmﬁeﬁ L ogha
Je 3843 SPOyIaW Youeasa) 0} sJa1ueq duipueisiapun
Asojedinsed vy a8edu3 Unop feal oL MoH
J L 8 J .
B s ( A
spunosyoeq pasijeuiBew
pue 35IINIP WoJj L suonepadea jepos || ) h___.i._m:ch_“ﬂng s
3doad ansnny 03 Juepodw) pue suou sapuas jo pedw| 2;« u_rﬂ._u upUeIIapUn
$21doj yaueasas Ayuap) ’
J \
3 (
anpadssad L SRR UoRRUNWWO) | | uopeanpa
NSHNY UB Wolj YdIeasay pue enos Sujpueyssapun pue Bujusea) Jo saauaadxy

—_——
Auigeasu ferueuy
pue Suisnoy Jo sasuauadx3
0
( B
o sdiyspuany
Yieay pue sdjysuoieas ajewnu
slevoissajoid yeay | -
10} UOIEINP? PIACId 0} MOH .Lﬂﬂﬁuﬂrﬂﬁmﬂﬁ " nstny Bupueisiapun
—
N
SUIIYP
Suiase jo | waisks o yedy || pue _“ww_h_._.h__g“u pou || hiosuas jo saauapadxa
s1sedwy ay) Supueissapun ay) Bunedineu Jo saduauadxy fv Eﬁ oprag ay Bupuerssapun
—
swesBosd
aeyyeay ajdoad yoddns paudisap-03  — ol
spaau yyjeay anpnpoudas | | L L Ue 162 PaLLIOJUI BUINe| Juased sy
e oS PRSI SuiAia331 pue Bujssadse o) SANY NS 0) SJUWIRaN p pauioy ueSupq Jo sa2auadx3
$13141eq 3y} Buipuelssapun (eaiBojoyahsd Bundepy
L J . J
N —
9|doad as1anp 53308 U0
Japuad pue uawom dnspny | | 0 Ja1582 pue DY) | | nouing sy L [enxas pue asnqe ‘ewnen  — saBuajjeyd
Aq pasuauadya swajqoud U8 Jey) SIS Jsoudelp BuiBeuew pue Bujpuersiapup 10 s1edw pue sasuapadx3 hep-01-Aep Jo 17edw)
Uieay jeaishyd ayads anssnjou} Suidojanag
. S J J
e N
doad assanp
shem juasayip ur ﬂ 58 sdiysuonejs
Supuasaid swajqosd yijeay —i “_uﬂhsw“” ﬁﬁﬂﬂoﬂr 1 stsouBelpsiu Bupueisiapun — ansnge joBupueisiapun | — 10§ cw_a_“_ﬂ w_w_”_““_ow_zx
eatsAyd jo saauauadey ) Supuessiapun pue saduayadxy !

= . . . . .

S)NPE JSIDAIP IOPUSS puE USWOM onsTINY 103 senorid yoreasay g *bi4

pringer

As



Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

and that “teenage girls that are Autistic would be highly sus-
ceptible to being taken advantage of” (AD30). There is also
a need to understand abusive relationships and the impacts
of being “financially abused, I was emotionally abused. I
was gaslighted” (AD22). Abuse and trauma need to be con-
sidered not only within interpersonal relationships, but also
within systems and society, to better understand the sup-
ports that Autistic women and gender diverse people need.
Some examples provided within this study were related to
the child protection system and being “scared of having my
daughter taken away from me” (ADS) and accessing fund-
ing for support:

How do you prove child abuse? How do you prove
spousal abuse, when nobody believed you at the
time?... The whole system is intrusive and abusive
(AD22).

The impacts of “abuse of various types combined with
autism caused incredible trauma. Complex repetitive
trauma” (AD10) highlights the urgent need for research
focused on how to prevent violence against Autistic women
and gender diverse people and provide trauma informed
care and support. This is critical for gender diverse Autistic
people, who experience higher rates of discrimination and
gender-based violence.

Supporting Mental Health and Wellbeing

Autistic women and gender diverse people identified the
need for research that focuses on supporting their mental
health and wellbeing. It is important to understand mental
health and wellbeing within the context of gender roles and
neuro-normative expectations in society, and “feeling that
you have to really fit in... a square hole when you’re a round
peg” (AD9). The Autistic women and gender diverse people
we spoke to described the significant impacts of fitting with
these societal expectations on their mental health, including
on meltdowns and shutdowns, and the need for these to be
better understood:

It’s a nightmare. It’s constant stress. I have a meltdown
nearly every single day (AD12).

This was also related to “a lot of... burnout moments”
and “a few stints in the mental health system because of
that” (AD26). These experiences also highlighted the need
for research to understand the impacts of misdiagnosis of
“personality disorders. Things that I felt didn’t really fit”
(AD13), that were “completely just wrong” (AD10) and
being “placed through a lot of trauma... saying I was
depressed, [ was this” (AD28). This was sometimes associ-
ated with receiving harmful care such as being “heavily...
inappropriately drugged” (AD10), as well as inappropriate
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treatment that failed to consider the impact of sensory
differences:

I have had years of [Cognitive Behaviour Therapy]...
all that sort of therapy has never worked. And they
didn’t take into account when I mentioned, the lights
are so bright in the shops and the noise is too much...
I was always told that was anxiety. No, it’s not anxiety,
it’s actually sensory overload (AD13).

Autistic women and gender diverse people are calling for
research that focuses on co-designing therapeutic supports
and for current therapeutic approaches to be adapted to meet
their needs. This is critical to ensure that Autistic people
are not “stuck for 20 odd years in the mental health sys-
tem. Because it breaks you” (AD13). There is also a need to
develop Autistic-led and co-produced models of wellbeing
to understand “how to help Autistic people have a good life
on their own terms” (AD7). Research also needs to consider
the experiences and needs of Autistic women and gender
diverse people with high support needs who “do not have
the privilege of being able to mask my autism” (ADSI1).
These differing experiences need to be incorporated into
research and support programs for Autistic adults.

Addressing Barriers in Healthcare

Further research is needed to identify and address the bar-
riers and health inequities experienced by Autistic women
and gender diverse people within the health care system.
This includes understanding their experiences of navigat-
ing, accessing and receiving medical care. There is a sig-
nificant need to increase health professionals’ understanding
of autism, to meet the needs of their Autistic patients and
improve the quality of and provision of healthcare. This
includes understanding the presentation of autism in girls,
women and gender diverse people, to ensure “that the GP
is going to know about autism in women and not just think
that it’s a thing for little boys with behavioural problems”
(AD29). There is also a need for research into how to pro-
vide education for health professionals. As one Autistic
adult stated:

They are not seeing it, they are not taught it. I don’t
believe they have the education... I feel that’s a big
area that needs somehow needs changing (AD13).

Autistic women and gender diverse people identified the
need for research that addresses the barriers they experi-
ence being a “woman with a disability trying to navigate the
healthcare system” (AD17) including “dealing with doctors
and going into hospital... bright lights, people running in
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and out” (AD16). Others described the need to address the
impacts of the “patriarchal nature of medicine” (AD17), as
well as common experiences of gaslighting and not feeling
understood or supported by healthcare professionals. As one
autistic adult described:

I’ve had these diseases for nine years now... That’s
nine years of the same specialist. And really it’s only
been in the last couple of years that he’s starting to
listen to some of the things that I say (AD15).

Research needs to then identify how to tackle these bar-
riers, not only at the individual or interpersonal level,
but from a whole system perspective through making
changes within society and policy. This includes address-
ing additional barriers such as “being regional. The local
area doesn’t seem to have the resources, medically, men-
tal health wise or anything, to support people” (AD22). It
is also critical to understand the healthcare experiences of
Autistic people with high support needs who “have been
denied medical and mental health care because of my level
of autism” (ADS1).

Understanding and Supporting Physical Health Needs

In addition to addressing these barriers in healthcare,
Autistic women and gender diverse people also identified
the need for research that focuses on recognising and sup-
porting their physical health needs. This includes a better
understanding of their experiences of ageing and “how as
I age my body is going to change and I don’t know what’s
going to happen because there is no long-term research”
(AD28). Research also needs to focus on specific experi-
ences of physical health such as having different “presen-
tations in my diseases... the textbooks don’t agree with”
(AD15), as well as the impacts of having multiple chronic
health conditions; “if I start reeling off my health prob-
lems, I would need another 45 minutes, and that’s if I just
name the conditions” (AD12). It is critical for research
focused on the specific physical health conditions that
Autistic women and gender diverse people may be more
likely to experience, such as being “super hypermobile”
(AD26) and having “chronic pain” (AD19). In addition,
this priority area outlines the need for research focused on
how to support the sexual and reproductive health needs
of Autistic women and gender diverse people, including
pregnancy and “childbirth as an Autistic person” (AD16).
There is also a need to better understand the impact of
“puberty and anything to do with menstruation” (AD10)
and experiences of menopause; “we hit menopause... and
our whole sensory system goes offline, and restructures
itself” (AD14).

Addressing Barriers in Education and the Workplace

The sixth research priority area identified the need for
research within the higher education system and the work-
place to further understand the barriers and gaps that cur-
rently exist within these environments. Specific research
areas include understanding experiences of learning and
education and the impact this has on Autistic women and
gender diverse people. As one Autistic adult described:

The education system is structured to fail these girls,
to fail these women, and it goes on even after diag-
nosis... continually pigeoning us into these ideals of
the way that we have to be... Constantly punished for
being awesome, for being opiniated, for thinking out-
side the square, and actually having a very different
view of the world (AD28).

Research into the support needs of Autistic women and
gender diverse people within the education system, includ-
ing experiences of not receiving “much support or under-
standing of anything, other than you can get an extension”
(AD21) and the importance of providing teachers “with
information about their students’ disabilities” so they can
“better support their students” (AD2) is also required. The
voices of Autistic people with high support needs also need
to be included in this research, to address the harms that
they often experience such as “seclusion and restraint in
education settings” (ADS1).

Subtopics related to employment identified the need to
better understand barriers to employment, including that
“the interview process that you go through to get a job is
not Autistic-friendly at all” (AD30). Others also described
stereotypes as an additional barrier to employment, includ-
ing how some employers “commonly advertise [for] a very
specific kind of Autistic person”:

It always seems to be the very data, analytical, puz-
zle loving guy... advertising, researching and under-
standing only those sort of Autistic people, is leaving
behind all kinds of people who aren’t like that... I end
up feeling like, if I’m not that kind of person, is there
any upside to my own ‘autism’ within a job? I also
wonder how many other girls out there feel the same
way (AD21).

Autistic women and gender diverse people are calling for
research into how best to provide education to both teach-
ers and employers. This is particularly relevant not only for
new teachers, but also for “educating teachers or people of
a generation who are about sixty and up... or people who
have that cookie-cutter mindset of what autism is” (AD18).
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There is also a need for research into how to make learning
environments and workplaces more accessible and support-
ive for Autistic women and gender diverse people. As one
Autistic adult stated:

The infrastructure isn’t there or the education isn’t
there... It really is a massive issue of equality and
equity, and I feel like I’'m always just hanging onto
my job, and the only way I can do it is to play the part
(AD9).

Understanding the Role of Society, Embracing
Neurodiversity and the Importance of Autistic Identity

Autistic women and gender diverse people identified the
need for research related to providing a better understanding
of the role of society in shaping their experiences:

I think when it comes to Autistic girls, the message is
given to us... you have to be polite. You have to do
this and hug your uncle... do all the right social nice-
ties. It’s a stronger message to girls (AD22).

This research priority also includes understanding the impacts
of “adapting to meet other people’s needs” (AD14), the need
for “more understanding of the differences in communica-
tion styles” (AD12) and social preferences of Autistic people
and how “all of those social and sensory interactions take
[their] toll” (AD1). Research into the intersection between
gender roles and social expectations on masking and men-
tal health is also critical. The Autistic women and gender
diverse people we spoke to described feeling the need to
mask their gender identity, “accumulated a very thick mask
even once I knew that trans people were a thing” (AD5) and
the impacts of having “spent my whole life masking” on “my
mental health, and even my physical health” (AD19).

There is a need to embrace neurodiversity as the framework
by which we celebrate, accept and support Autistic people
and their way of being to provide “a broader understanding
of the rich tapestry of Autistic people” (AD6). Research also
needs to focus on “how you assist Autistic people [to] decon-
struct a life that was constructed by neurotypicals. And then
use a different framework to actually allow them to construct
a life that’s actually based on their values” (AD6). Further-
more, there is a need to focus on the important role that Autis-
tic identity, community and culture play in the wellbeing of
Autistic people. The importance of fostering Autistic com-
munity was described by one Autistic adult:

I feel like that needs to be part of the diagnosis
process... don’t teach them how to socialise with
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neurotypical people...Take them into groups of
Autistic people where they can be themselves and be
accepted and loved for who they are... Because this is
your people (AD7).

Another Autistic adult spoke about the importance of recog-
nising the strengths of Autistic young people and supporting
them to flourish:

I think these girls, these strengths and these brains
need to be embraced and utilised. I look at ... these
brilliant, brilliant human beings... I wished that I had
those tools, and that I was allowed to thrive and to be
who I am when I was that young (AD28).

Co-Designing Research and Supports with Autistic People

The final priority area identified by Autistic women and gen-
der diverse people focuses on the need for Autistic people to
be a fundamental part of the design process when it comes to
autism research and supports. While the other seven research
priorities indicate the topics that should be prioritised, this
final research priority identifies the way in which this research
should be conducted. Research “from the Autistic perspective”
(AD14) is critical to develop research and support programs
that are meaningful and relevant for Autistic women and gen-
der diverse people. This research needs to be informed by the
perspectives of all Autistic people, including non-speaking
Autistic people, Autistic people with an intellectual disability
and “Autistic women with very high support needs” (ADS3).
It is also crucial for future research to identify research topics
that are important to, and benefit, Autistic women and gender
diverse people from diverse and marginalised backgrounds.
The different experiences of Autistic people from migrant
backgrounds was highlighted by one Autistic adult:

[Autistic] migrant women... are made to feel that any
differences are due to race or culture... that’s one of
the main reasons why I didn’t get diagnosed till I was
55.... Any differences, you tend to put this cultural
interpretation... social difficulties are interpreted as
cultural behaviour or lack of English (ADS).

Discussion

This study aimed to develop key research areas that will
benefit the lives of Autistic girls, women and gender
diverse people in Australia. A number of the research prior-
ity areas correlate with some of those identified in previ-
ous research in Australia, including health and wellbeing,
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education, employment, service delivery, gender, diversity
and inclusion (AARC, 2019, 2021). However, we identified
the unique experiences, perspectives and needs of Autistic
girls, women and gender diverse people within these pri-
ority areas. This included the impacts of specific factors
such as gender roles, stereotypes of autism and neuro-nor-
mative expectations for Autistic girls, women and gender
diverse people. These societal factors need to be considered
within any research related to health and wellbeing, given
their impact on burnout, misdiagnosis, mental and physi-
cal health. In addition, we identified the need to understand
the specific physical health needs of this community, by
identifying commonly occurring physical health conditions
they experience, as well as how to support their sexual and
reproductive health needs. There were also additional bar-
riers identified specifically for Autistic women and gender
diverse adults related to navigating the healthcare system,
including not being understood by health professionals and
incidents of gaslighting, or being made to question their
own experiences or perceptions. Research in this area is
particularly important for Autistic gender diverse people,
who report more barriers to accessing gender-affirming care
(Strauss et al., 2021).

There were also several additional priority areas that
were identified by Autistic girls, women and gender diverse
people in our study. Autistic adults identified the need for
research focused on trauma, abuse and sexual violence.
This includes understanding the risk factors for, and experi-
ences of abuse and sexual violence within intimate partner
and family relationships. While the current study did not
focus on quantifying these experiences, our findings add
to the emerging literature on Autistic people’s experiences
of interpersonal and sexual violence (Cazalis et al., 2022;
Gibbs et al., 2021; Gibbs & Pellicano, 2023) and outline a
clear need for research in this area. According to the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), approximately 11% of
the Australian population are diagnosed with Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) in their lifetime, increasing to 14%
for women aged between 16 and 85 (ABS, 2020). However,
our sample reported a substantially higher prevalence, with
up to 40% of Autistic adults and 12% of young Autistic peo-
ple reporting a diagnosis of PTSD. Gender diverse people
also experience higher rates of verbal, physical, sexual and
intimate partner violence than cisgender people (Callander
et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2020; Yerke & DeFeo, 2016). These
disparities underscore the importance of trauma-informed
research and supports tailored for Autistic women and gen-
der diverse people. Autistic women and gender diverse
people also identified research priorities related to support-
ing their specific needs in adulthood, including day-to-day
domestic tasks, the experiences and needs of Autistic par-
ents, as well as research related to housing and financial

instability. While these areas are under researched, there is
some emerging literature focusing on Autistic parents (Gore
et al., 2023; Heyworth et al., 2022), as well as experiences
of homelessness amongst Autistic people (Garratt & Fla-
herty, 2021). Our findings highlight the need for additional
research focused on how to support the specific needs of
Autistic women and gender diverse people in these areas.

This is the first study to identify specific research priori-
ties for Autistic girls and gender diverse young people. Our
findings highlight that Autistic young people want to be part
of the research that has an impact on their lives. Young peo-
ple identified the need for research to support them within
the education system, as well as to understand their physi-
cal and mental health needs. Gender roles, stereotypes and
social pressures were also shown to significantly impact on
Autistic girls and gender diverse young people, highlighting
the need to consider the intersection of autism and gender
identity within research and clinical practice. One of the key
priority areas identified by Autistic girls and gender diverse
young people was related to understanding the support
needs of young gender diverse Autistic people. While this
was identified by Autistic adults as important, this was high-
lighted as a critical area of need for Autistic young people in
this study. This may be due to the increasing social aware-
ness of gender diversity and legal protections for the rights
of gender diverse people that young people are more likely
to have been exposed to compared with the Autistic adults
we interviewed. However, it also reflects the mismatch
between the limited research in this area that often focuses
on understanding the prevalence of Autistic people who
may identify as gender diverse, rather than on their needs
(Corbett et al., 2022). It is imperative for research focused
on how to support Autistic gender diverse young people in
healthcare, education and all facets of society. Working in
partnership with Autistic gender diverse people is critical, to
design research that is inclusive of this community.

There were several priority areas that were identified by
both Autistic adults and young people. The first of these is
related to mental health and wellbeing. This is not surpris-
ing, given the very high rates of mental health conditions
reported by the Autistic girls, women and gender diverse
people we spoke to, which ranged from 75 to 82% for
Autistic young people and between 83 and 91% for Autistic
adults. This is in stark contrast to the rates identified within
the wider Australian population, with 45% of women aged
between 16 and 85 (ABS, 2020) and approximately 13% of
girls aged between 12 and 17 (Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare, 2021) experiencing a mental health condition
in their lifetime. In addition, young gender diverse Autis-
tic people report higher rates of mental health conditions
compared with non-autistic gender diverse people (Strauss
et al.,, 2021), indicating the need for additional support.

@ Springer
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However, it is important to note that the high rates out-
lined in our study may also reflect the misdiagnosis noted
by the Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people in
this research, something which we did not specifically cap-
ture in this study. Autistic girls, women and gender diverse
people outlined how traditional therapeutic supports had not
worked well for them in the past, and the need for men-
tal health supports to be adapted to meet their needs. They
also described the need for research that focuses on how
gender norms and expectations impact on masking, burnout
and mental health. This is particularly important for gender
diverse Autistic people, who experience additional stigma
(Maroney & Horne, 2022) and higher rates of mental health
conditions (Wallisch et al., 2023). Our findings highlight the
need to provide education to health professionals to enable
them to better support both the mental and physical health
needs of Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people.

Autistic adults and young people also described their
experiences of feeling misunderstood or mistreated by
researchers and the importance of including “Autistic
people in the conversation” (YP7) within research projects
and teams. Both Autistic adults and young people identi-
fied clear priorities related to how autism research should
be conducted, through the co-design of both research and
supports with Autistic people. This is critical to ensure that
research meets the needs of the Autistic community. Our
findings are consistent with recent research conducted in
New Zealand, that identified the importance of lived expe-
rience in research, as well as the need to include the per-
spectives of Autistic people with a diverse range of support
needs (Emerson et al., 2023). We need to identify research
areas that are important to Autistic people from diverse and
marginalised backgrounds in Australia, as well as prioritise
the perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples, non-speaking Autistic people and those with intel-
lectual disability and high support needs. To achieve this,
we recommend including a diverse range of Autistic peo-
ple as active members in research teams, to ensure that our
research reflects the full diversity of the Autistic community
in Australia.

Our research emphasises the importance of breaking
down stereotypes and embracing neurodiversity both within
research and in society, and supporting Autistic identity,
community and culture to enhance wellbeing (Botha et al.,
2022; Cooper et al., 2021; Ferenc et al., 2022). There is also
a need to focus not only on the challenges experienced by
Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people, but also on
their strengths. We need to approach autism research using
a gendered lens, socio-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner,
1989), underpinned by the neurodiversity paradigm (Pel-
licano & Houting, 2022) and social model of disabil-
ity (Kim, 2021) to shift the focus from the individual, to
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understanding the interrelated influences of various factors
at interpersonal, community and societal levels.

Recommendations for Educators, Employers and
Healthcare Professionals

There are valuable ways that the education, employment
and healthcare sector can begin to make changes to bet-
ter support the needs of Autistic girls, women and gender
diverse people. This starts by listening to, learning from and
sharing decision making power with Autistic people. Prac-
tical strategies include making an investment to ensure all
staff have undertaken training in how to best support Autis-
tic people within each of these sectors. Ideally this train-
ing should be neurodiversity-affirming, and developed and
delivered by Autistic people. Healthcare services can make
a commitment to establishing consumer groups for Autistic
women, girls and gender diverse people, to provide valuable
insight into how their practices and services can be more
inclusive and accessible, including making environments
sensory friendly and adapting communication techniques to
capture the diversity of communication styles in the Autistic
community. Mandatory training in trauma-informed prac-
tice is critical, given the prevalence of abuse and violence
towards Autistic women, girls and gender diverse people.
Work accommodation plans tailored to the needs of Autis-
tic employees need to be provided to make the workplace
more accessible, including support for flexible working
arrangements. This also needs to be accompanied by sen-
sory friendly workplaces, schools and tertiary institutions
that meet the sensory needs of Autistic girls, women and
gender diverse people. This includes quiet spaces for Autis-
tic students to access whenever they need to. These spaces
will not only support Autistic people, but also make these
environments more accessible for everyone. In addition, it
is critical that Autistic students have access to counsellors,
psychologists and social workers who have experience in
supporting the needs of Autistic girls, women and gender
diverse people in an educational setting.

At an individual level, it is also important for research-
ers, educators, employers and healthcare professionals to
think about how they can better engage with, listen to and
learn from Autistic people. This might include attending
professional development run by Autistic people, or read-
ing literature written by Autistic authors. It is also important
to engage in self-reflection to identify gaps in knowledge
and areas where individual competence can be enhanced.
This process of reflection and learning is ongoing, as no two
Autistic people are the same and the needs of each indi-
vidual Autistic student, employee or patient must be under-
stood. Creating a safe space where Autistic girls, women
and gender diverse people are supported to communicate,



Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

learn, interact and process in their own way is paramount.
This means being open to doing things differently and being
led by the Autistic person. It is imperative that all sectors
commit to ongoing learning about autism, and more specifi-
cally the experiences of Autistic women, girls and gender
diverse people. Removing stereotypical assumptions and
stigma is foundational to ensuring that Autistic women and
girls can flourish in employment, education and be better
supported to access mental and physical healthcare.

Limitations

This research includes the perspectives of Autistic girls,
women and gender diverse people in Australia and may not
reflect the research priorities of Autistic people worldwide,
particularly in non-Western and lower and middle income
countries. In addition, the people we spoke to were predom-
inantly from a White European background, had received
a diagnosis later in life, had a high level of education and
were employed. While we captured a more diverse range
of people in our survey, we need to ensure that we include
the perspectives of all Autistic people in research, includ-
ing Autistic people with intellectual disability, high support
needs, complex communication needs and from margin-
alised backgrounds. Within this research project we were
unable to reflect this diversity in the way that we wanted
to from the outset, and left parts of the Autistic commu-
nity feeling “invisible” (AS1). Without the inclusion of all
Autistic people, we will remain firmly in our “echo cham-
ber of privilege” (Reframing Autism, 2021) within autism
research, only hearing the perspectives of the same select
few. We as a research community need to look at how and
why we are still failing Autistic people through not includ-
ing their perspectives in our research. This includes ensur-
ing that we correct the imbalance of power and shift the
concept of ‘autism experts’ from researchers to Autistic peo-
ple themselves. We also need to identify how research teams
are doing this well, and be open to changing our research
methods to ensure that they are accessible and inclusive, to
capture the experiences and meet the needs of all Autistic
people.

Conclusions

This study highlighted key research areas for Autistic girls,
women and gender diverse people in Australia. We are
making a direct call to action by asking autism research-
ers to focus on these key priority areas and ensure that this
research is Autistic-led or authentically co-produced (Grove
et al., 2022). We need researchers to start listening to and

working with Autistic people on the research priorities that
are meaningful to them, and that will have a direct and posi-
tive impact throughout their lives. Focusing on the research
priority areas identified in our study will lead to a better
understanding of the experiences, perceptions and needs of
Autistic girls, women and gender diverse people in Austra-
lia, which will positively impact their health and wellbeing,
quality of life, and access to supports and services.
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