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Do autistic girls have better 
communication and interaction 
skills than autistic boys? 

There is ongoing debate as to whether autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) differentially affects males 
and females. Several meta-analyses have found little 
difference between males and females with ASD 
in terms of social communication and interaction 
skills.1 However, such analyses have often relied on 
diagnostic instruments such as the Autism Diagnostic 
Observation Schedule, Second Edition (ADOS-2)2 
that may not be sensitive to how autism presents in 
females.1,3 What’s more, many have been based on 
global (‘broad construct’) scores,4-6 that reflect overall 
social communication and interaction skills, which 
could miss subtler differences in specific domains 
(‘narrow constructs’).
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To overcome these limitations, Henry Wood-Downie, 
Bonnie Wong and colleagues at the University 
of Southampton conducted a meta-analysis to 
investigate sex/gender differences across autistic 
and non-autistic children, adolescents, and adults 
in narrow constructs of social communication and 
interaction (e.g., peer relationships) that were not 
measured using diagnostic instruments. Across 16 
studies (2,730 participants), they found a significant 
difference between autistic females and males in 
terms of their social interaction and communication 
skills. Specifically, they found evidence of more 
advanced social skills in autistic females than males 
that mirror sex/gender differences in non-autistic 
individuals.

“Our findings suggest that there are important 
differences between autistic males and females in 
terms of their social presentation, which are likely not 
captured by current diagnostic instruments”, explains 
Wood-Downie. “This issue might contribute to the 
under reporting and late recognition of autism in 
females, thereby delaying access to support”. 

The researchers explain that education and health 
professionals might be less likely to recognise and 
refer autistic females for assessment and support due 
to differences in their social presentation, compared 
to males. The researchers explain that affected 
females might not exhibit stereotypical features 
associated with autism; for example, they might 
appear to be part of social groups in the playground. 

“We were interested to find that non-autistic females 
also had more advanced social skills than non-autistic 
males”, describes Wong. “With this in mind, we 
therefore consider it important that practitioners 
account for normative sex/gender differences, such as 
comparing potentially autistic females to non-autistic 
females, where differences may be more apparent”.
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