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Land Acknowledgement

As Equity-minded members of the Constitutional Democracy of Canada among a
Commonwealth of Free Nations, symbolized by honorary monarch,
geographically co-situated with the Indigenous Peoples of Northern Turtle
Island; we gratefully acknowledge and respect the ancestral relationship
between Indigenous Peoples (including 634 First Nations, Inuit First Peoples,
and Aboriginal Métis Peoples) and their Traditional Lands, their Truth of self-
narrative, and their Cultural Properties.

Language Statement

At the Canadian Journal of Autism Equity (CJAE), our goal is amplifying autistic
voices and getting them to the attention of researchers, academics, and other
policy makers. To that end, we do not impose or enforce a specific language
standard on people writing about their experiences. We realize that many in
the autistic community may have a preference for certain types of referential
language, like identity-first language (‘autistic’ person) compared to person-
first language (person with autism), and that there is also controversy within
the autistic community around use of certain terms relating to older diagnostic
terms that have been adopted by some in the autistic community (‘aspie’). We
also understand that there are different beliefs within the autistic community
as to which language standards are ‘correct’. We feel that to try and impose a
language standard upon other peoples’ experience and how they refer to
themselves would undermine their autonomy and their self-determination.
Therefore, we do not prescribe any particular language standard regarding
referential language as it relates to submissions wherein autistic authors are
referring to their own experiences as we want to amplify their voices, not
replace their voices with the voices of others.
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Reconnaissance territoriale

En tant que membres soucieux de l’équité de la démocratie constitutionnelle
du Canada, au sein d’un Commonwealth de nations libres, symbolisé par un
monarque honorifique, et cohabitant géographiquement avec les peuples
autochtones de la Tortue de Ulle du Nord, nous reconnaissons avec gratitude et
respect la relation ancestrale entre les peuples autochtones (y compris 634
Premiéres Nations, les Inuits et les Métis autochtones) et leurs terres
traditionnelles, leur vérité issue de leurs propres récits, ainsi que leurs
patrimoines culturels.

Déclaration sur le langage

A la Revue canadienne de ’équité en matiére d’autisme (RCEA), notre objectif
est de mettre en valeur les voix autistes et de les porter a l’attention des
chercheurs, des universitaires et des décideurs. Dans cette optique, nous

n’imposons ni n’appliquons de norme linguistique précise aux personnes qui
écrivent sur leurs expériences. Nous reconnaissons que de nombreuses
personnes dans la communauté autiste peuvent préférer certains types de
langage pour se désigner, comme le langage centré sur ’identité (« personne
autiste ») plutét que le langage centré sur la personne (« personne ayant
l’autisme »). Nous reconnaissons également qu’il existe des débats au sein de
la communauté autiste concernant ’utilisation de certains termes liés a
d’anciens diagnostics adoptés par certaines personnes autistes (comme « aspie
»). Nous comprenons aussi qu’il existe différentes opinions au sein de la
communauté autiste sur ce qui constitue un langage « correct ». Nous estimons
que tenter d’imposer une norme linguistique a l’expérience des autres et a la
maniére dont ils se désignent porterait atteinte a leur autonomie et a leur
autodétermination. Par conséquent, nous ne prescrivons aucune norme
linguistique particuliére concernant le langage de référence dans les textes ou
des auteurs autistes parlent de leurs propres expériences, car nous souhaitons
amplifier leurs voix, et non les remplacer par celles d’autres personnes.
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Cover art by D.D. Lorr

D.D. Lorr is a twenty-seven-year-old
emerging artist from Alberta, Canada.

Her Master’s degree in Behavioural Science
informs her creative direction as she
endeavors to evoke emotion through
shades and textures, communicating the
essence of her subject or a specific
characteristic through a multidisciplinary
approach.

She utilizes a multidisciplinary approach,
The Me You See exploring a concept or question through
various forms. What does freedom look
2025, Digital Painting, Procreate |ike as a sculpture, as an abstract, as a
on iPad portrait? Through this process, she can
distil the common theme. Across all these
mediums, what remains true? She welcomes interpretation and respects the
space art provides for people to pause and think.

She is fascinated with the study of facial expression, and her portraits display
this understanding. As an autistic woman, social norms were learned,
sometimes making communication a performative act. She represents the
dance between the intuitive, authentic, and social self, the layers of our
experiences and expressions, visually through her work.

Through studying prolific artwork and visiting galleries and museums across
Canada and twenty-six countries, she has become a self-taught artist.

Her work utilizes acrylic, oil pastels, recycled fabric, digital art, sculpture,
graphite, charcoal, used paint water, masking tape and makeup to create
dynamic and intriguing pieces.
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Content Note

This issue of the Canadian Journal of Autism Equity explores themes of stigma
and discrimination, topics which may be sensitive or difficult for some readers.
As a companion to this issue, we’ve created a video on secondary trauma
featuring insights and strategies from experienced social workers in the field. It
is available on our YouTube page:
<https://www.youtube.com/®@canadianjournalofautismequity>.

Please make use of this resource at any time, whether as a way to deepen your
understanding, reflect, or find support while reading. This video is intended as
a general resource and does not replace professional care or therapy.

Note de contenu

Ce numéro de la Revue canadienne de ’équité en matiere d’autisme aborde
des themes de stigmatisation et de discrimination, des sujets qui peuvent étre
sensibles ou difficiles pour certaines personnes. En complément de ce numéro,

nous avons créé une vidéo sur le traumatisme secondaire, présentant des
réflexions et des stratégies proposées par des travailleurs sociaux expérimentés
dans ce domaine. Elle est disponible sur notre page YouTube :
<https://www.youtube.com/®@canadianjournalofautismequity>.
N’hésitez pas a utiliser cette ressource a tout moment, que ce soit pour
approfondir votre compréhension, réfléchir ou trouver du soutien pendant
votre lecture. Cette vidéo est concue comme une ressource générale et ne
remplace pas un suivi professionnel ou une thérapie.
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Foreword

Siyu (Suzanna) Chen
2024 Recipient of the Jim and Ginette Munson Autism Leadership

Award

The publication of the “Framework for Autism in
Canada” and Canada’s first Autism Strategy in September
2024 marked a milestone for autistic people in the country.
After more than a decade of advocacy, autistic people and
allies are finally seeing recognition at the federal level of
the barriers they face and the potential for transformative
impact if the broad guidelines are translated into coordinated, concrete, actions
nationwide. Alongside identifying priority areas for future autism-related policies and
programs, the federal government acknowledged in the Framework that stigma and
discrimination are “major public health issues” that “produce social inequalities and reduce
the quality of life of Autistic people” (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2024). It is in this
context—this recognition that stigma and discrimination must be meaningfully addressed in
our current efforts towards autism inclusion—that | am honoured to present to you the sixth
edition of the Canadian Journal of Autism Equity.
This issue includes research, personal narratives, and poetry that all shed light on
some of the different effects and contributing factors of prejudice against autistic people.
As an autistic person, stigma of autism is something | can easily describe specific instances

of but find difficult to define. In policy discussions, stigma is often broadly defined as
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negative, generalized beliefs held about a certain group of people and discrimination as
actions resulting from these biases (The Canadian Academy of Health Sciences, 2022).
However, | think that these definitions are not enough if we are trying to investigate the
causes of autism stigma and understand the depth of their effects.

Accordingly, | will attempt to introduce the diverse range of papers in this issue and,
hopefully, complement the incredible insights they share by contextualizing the overarching
theme of “stigma and discrimination” and what they mean exactly when applied to autistic
people.

The term “stigma” was first popularized as a social sciences concept by Erving
Goffman in 1963 (Mak et al., 2007). He traced the origin of the word to Ancient Greece,
where it referred to a physical mark branded onto someone’s skin to “expose something
unusual and bad about [their] moral status,” which, in turn, led to social rejection
(Goffman, 1963, p. 1). From this historical root, Goffman defined stigma in modern society
as a characteristic that is “deeply discrediting” and undermines the social value of the
person who has it (Goffman, 1963, p. 3). Goffman also detailed how, in response to social
ostracization, stigmatized individuals will end up “finding that some of [their] own
attributes warrant it,” and attempt to hide or “correct” the traits they believe are
responsible for the stigma (Goffman, 1963, p. 9). This response, in the context of autistic
people using masking to compensate for perceived social ineptitude, is discussed in this issue
by Kai Punt and colleagues with a study exploring if and how stigma around autism, when
internalized by autistic people, plays a part in the negative mental health outcomes

associated with frequent masking.
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Goffman’s early definition of stigma has been criticized by more contemporary
scholars for various reasons, as it often is the case for concepts regarding marginalized
groups in disciplines where scholarly efforts primarily come from “the global North”
(Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009, p. 49).

Among the critics are Bruce Link and Jo Phelan, who argued that previous definitions
of stigma are “too vaguely defined and individually focused” (Link & Phelan, 2001, p. 363).
They introduced their own model of stigma, which has since been one of the most
referenced definitions (Andersen, Varga, & Folker, 2022). Their concept of stigma involves
five different components: people identifying socially significant differences in others
(“labelling”), pervasive beliefs in a social context that associate the labels with negative
characteristics (“stereotyping”), distinct categories are created to distance us (the general
public) from them (individuals with undesirable labels) (“separation”), individuals are
undervalued socially due to the labels (“status loss”), and behaviours against labelled
individuals that lead to unequal outcomes (“discrimination”). Importantly, these
components—and, as a result, stigma—can only occur in situations with “access to social,
economic, and political power” (Link & Phelan, 2001, p. 367). This definition spotlights the
influence of social context on stigma. For example, stigma surrounding autism would
manifest differently based on the stereotypes formed about autism in a particular
community. In communities where power is exercised differently across sectors of society,
there may be a difference in the forms and extent of discrimination. In this issue, Joy Lu
shares a detailed essay exploring what stigma of autism looks like in the particular context
of the Chinese Canadian community, and the actions we can take to ensure this demographic

is not overlooked in our path towards autism equity.
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Another popular definition of stigma comes from Patrick Corrigan and Amy Watson.
They defined the three key components of stigma as negative beliefs about a group of
people that are pervasive throughout society and picked up by individuals from each other
(“stereotypes”), an emotional response people have to the content of the stereotypes
(“prejudice”), and negative behaviours against individuals from the stigmatized group
(“discrimination”) (Corrigan & Watson, 2002). An article in this issue by Kelly Bron Johnson
shows how this process can play out in police interactions with autistic youths in Canada: the
stereotype that equates autistic differences with “danger,” officers reacting with fear due to
prejudice, and violence against harmless young people as a devastating form of
discrimination.

However, while trying to define stigma in an objective, somewhat scholarly sense can
be helpful for understanding how it forms and affects people, it should not signal that
stigmatization is an inherent result of the neutral, passive process of society forming groups.

Stereotypes, segregation, discrimination, and stigma are not inevitable.

Disability rights activist and scholar Victor Finkelstein prominently criticized the early
definitions, particularly Goffman’s, for depicting stigma in “non-oppressive terms” and
“enabling bigots to deny responsibility for their attitudes” (Finkelstein, 1980, p. 19-20). He
argued that we should not see stigma as a “natural exercise of marking the ‘unusual,’” and
not take the “imposed segregation, passivity and the inferior status of disabled people” in
society as unavoidable (Finkelstein, 1980, p. 20).

So, what can we do to combat stigma against autistic people?

Rebekah Kintzinger explores the influence of language on autism-related stigma and

how it can also be a powerful tool to dismantle stigma in her paper in this issue.
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| will add that, as an autistic person, an impactful way to counter prejudice is to
reclaim our own narrative, as storytelling, as a form of activism, has a long history within
the broader disability rights movement (Collins, 2015). American disability rights activist
James Charlton popularized the phrase “Nothing About Us Without Us” as an integral part of
disability advocacy. This simple slogan reflects how autistic and disabled people have been
prevented from authoring or even contributing to narratives about themselves (Charlton,
1998). And, regardless of which definition we consider, a key part of stigma is stereotypes,
which are based on stories told about us without us.

Lived experience is something that cannot be argued with. Each story told by an
autistic person lingers as a seed of doubt in the medicalized misconceptions of us. As you
read through the personal stories of Kay Au and the heartfelt poetry of D.D. Lorr, Jan A.
Wozniak, and Peggy Liu in this issue, | invite you to listen to their voices in the context of
them shaking the foundations of stigma by challenging its core narratives.

| want to end by applauding all authors and poets in this issue for contributing their
time, passion, and perspectives to address such a wide range of topics within stigma and
discrimination. | also want to thank the editorial board for the privilege of introducing this

important conversation in the sixth edition of the journal.
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Avant-propos

Siyu (Suzanna) Chen
Lauréate 2024 du prix Jim et Ginette Munson pour le leadership en

matiere d'autisme

La publication du « Cadre pour ’autisme au Canada »
et de la premiére Stratégie pour |’autisme au Canada en
septembre 2024 a marqué une étape importante pour les
personnes autistes au pays. Apres plus de dix ans de
mobilisation, les personnes autistes et leurs alliés voient
enfin une reconnaissance, au niveau fédéral, des obstacles

auxquels elles font face, ainsi que du potentiel de transformation si les grandes lignes sont
mises en ceuvre par des actions concrétes et coordonnées a ’échelle nationale. En plus
d’identifier des domaines prioritaires pour les futures politiques et programmes liés a
[’autisme, le gouvernement fédéral a reconnu dans ce Cadre que la stigmatisation et la
discrimination sont des « enjeux majeurs de santé publique » qui « produisent des inégalités
sociales et réduisent la qualité de vie des personnes autistes » (Public Health Agency of
Canada, 2024). C’est dans ce contexte — cette reconnaissance que la stigmatisation et la
discrimination doivent étre traitées de maniére significative dans nos efforts actuels vers
l’inclusion des personnes autistes — que j’ai ’honneur de vous présenter la sixieme édition
de la Revue canadienne de [’équité en matiére d’autisme (RCEA).

Ce numéro comprend des recherches, des récits personnels et de la poésie qui

mettent tous en lumiere différents effets et facteurs contribuant aux préjugés envers les
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personnes autistes. En tant que personne autiste, la stigmatisation liée a [’autisme est
quelque chose que je peux facilement illustrer par des exemples précis, mais que je trouve
difficile a définir. Dans les discussions politiques, la stigmatisation est souvent définie de
facon générale comme des croyances négatives et généralisées a propos d’un groupe de
personnes, et la discrimination comme les actions qui résultent de ces biais (The Canadian
Academy of Health Sciences, 2022). Cependant, je pense que ces définitions ne sont pas
suffisantes si I’on veut étudier les causes de la stigmatisation de [’autisme et comprendre la
profondeur de ses effets.

Ainsi, je vais tenter de présenter la diversité des articles de ce numéro et, je
’espére, compléter les idées importantes qu’ils apportent en situant le theme principal de
la « stigmatisation et discrimination » et ce que cela signifie concrétement lorsqu’on parle
des personnes autistes.

Le terme « stigmatisation » a été popularisé comme concept en sciences sociales par
Erving Goffman en 1963 (Mak et al., 2007). Il a retracé l’origine du mot jusqu’a la Grece
antique, ou il désignait une marque physique apposée sur la peau d’une personne pour «
révéler quelque chose d’inhabituel et de négatif concernant [son] statut moral », ce qui
entrainait un rejet social (Goffman, 1963, p. 1). A partir de cette origine historique,
Goffman a défini la stigmatisation dans la société moderne comme une caractéristique «
profondément discréditante » qui diminue la valeur sociale de la personne qui la possede
(Goffman, 1963, p. 3). Il a aussi expliqué que, face a I’exclusion sociale, les personnes
stigmatisées peuvent en venir a penser que certains de leurs propres traits justifient cette
stigmatisation, et tenter de cacher ou de « corriger » les caractéristiques qu’elles jugent

responsables (Goffman, 1963, p. 9). Cette réaction, dans le cas des personnes autistes qui

ISSN: 2563-9226 19



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

utilisent le masquage pour compenser des difficultés sociales percues, est abordée dans ce
numéro par Kai Punt et ses collégues, dans une étude qui explore si et comment la
stigmatisation de ’autisme, lorsqu’elle est intériorisée, contribue aux effets négatifs sur la
santé mentale associés au masquage fréquent.

La définition initiale de la stigmatisation proposée par Goffman a été critiquée par
des chercheurs plus récents pour plusieurs raisons, comme c’est souvent le cas pour les
concepts liés aux groupes marginalisés dans des disciplines dominées par des perspectives du
« Nord global » (Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009, p. 49).

Parmi ces critiques, Bruce Link et Jo Phelan ont soutenu que les définitions
précédentes de la stigmatisation étaient « trop vagues et centrées sur l’individu » (Link &
Phelan, 2001, p. 363). Ils ont proposé leur propre modéle, qui est depuis devenu l’un des
plus cités (Andersen, Varga & Folker, 2022). Leur conception de la stigmatisation comprend
cing éléments : U’identification de différences socialement significatives chez les autres («
étiquetage »), des croyances répandues qui associent ces étiquettes a des caractéristiques
négatives (« stéréotypes »), la création de catégories distinctes pour séparer « nous » (le
grand public) de « eux » (les personnes étiquetées) (« séparation »), la dévalorisation sociale
des individus en raison de ces étiquettes (« perte de statut »), et des comportements envers
ces personnes qui entrainent des inégalités (« discrimination »). Il est important de noter
que ces éléments — et donc la stigmatisation — ne peuvent exister que dans des contextes
ou il y a un acces au pouvoir social, économique et politique (Link & Phelan, 2001, p. 367).
Cette définition met en lumiere l’importance du contexte social. Par exemple, la
stigmatisation de ’autisme peut se manifester différemment selon les stéréotypes présents

dans une communauté donnée. Dans des contextes ou le pouvoir est réparti différemment,
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les formes et ’ampleur de la discrimination peuvent varier. Dans ce numéro, Joy Lu propose
un essai détaillé sur la stigmatisation de [’autisme dans la communauté chinoise canadienne
et sur les actions nécessaires pour ne pas négliger ce groupe dans la quéte d’équité.

Une autre définition importante vient de Patrick Corrigan et Amy Watson. Ils décrivent
trois composantes principales : les stéréotypes (croyances négatives largement partagées),
les préjugés (réactions émotionnelles a ces croyances) et la discrimination (comportements
négatifs envers les personnes stigmatisées) (Corrigan & Watson, 2002). Un article de Kelly
Bron Johnson dans ce numéro montre comment ce processus peut apparaitre dans les
interactions policiéres avec des jeunes autistes au Canada : le stéréotype qui associe les
différences autistiques au « danger », la peur des policiers liée aux préjugés, et la violence
envers des jeunes inoffensifs comme forme extréme de discrimination.

Cependant, méme si tenter de définir la stigmatisation de maniére objective et
quelque peu académique peut aider a comprendre comment elle se forme et affecte les
personnes, cela ne doit pas laisser croire que la stigmatisation est un résultat inévitable du
processus neutre et passif par lequel la société forme des groupes.

Les stéréotypes, la ségrégation, la discrimination et la stigmatisation ne sont pas
inévitables.

Le militant et chercheur en droits des personnes en situation de handicap Victor
Finkelstein a critiqué les premiéres définitions, notamment celle de Goffman, car elles
décrivent la stigmatisation en termes « non oppressifs » et permettent aux personnes
discriminantes d’éviter leur responsabilité (Finkelstein, 1980, p. 19-20). Il affirme que la
stigmatisation ne doit pas étre vue comme un processus « naturel » et que la marginalisation

des personnes handicapées n’est pas inévitable (Finkelstein, 1980, p. 20).
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Alors, que pouvons-nous faire pour lutter contre la stigmatisation des personnes
autistes?

Rebekah Kintzinger explore dans ce numéro l'influence du langage sur la
stigmatisation et comment il peut aussi servir a la réduire.

J’ajouterais que, en tant que personne autiste, une facon importante de lutter contre
les préjugés est de reprendre notre propre récit. Le fait de raconter son histoire est une
forme d’activisme présente depuis longtemps dans le mouvement pour les droits des
personnes handicapées (Collins, 2015). Le militant américain James Charlton a popularisé
I’expression « Rien sur nous sans nous », qui souligne que les personnes concernées doivent
pouvoir raconter leurs propres expériences (Charlton, 1998). Peu importe la définition
utilisée, la stigmatisation repose en grande partie sur des stéréotypes, eux-mémes basés sur
des histoires racontées sans la participation des personnes concernées.

L’expérience vécue ne peut pas étre contestée. Chaque récit d’une personne autiste
remet en question les idées fausses. En lisant les témoignages de Kay Au et les poemes de
D.D. Lorr, Jan A. Wozniak et Peggy Liu dans ce numéro, je vous invite a écouter leurs voix
comme des forces qui remettent en question les fondements de la stigmatisation.

Je souhaite terminer en félicitant tous les auteurs et poétes de ce numéro pour leur
contribution, leur engagement et leurs perspectives sur ces sujets importants. Je remercie
également le comité éditorial pour ’opportunité de présenter cette discussion essentielle

dans cette sixieme édition de la revue.
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EN MATIERE D’AUTISME

Linking Social Camouflaging and Mental Health in Autistic Adolescents:
The Role of Stigma

Relier le camouflage social et la santé mentale chez les adolescents
autistes : le role de la stigmatisation
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Rush', Tristan Rendell', Carly A. McMorris34, Sarah Macoun'

Abstract
Background: Autistic individuals are subject to social stigma due to their identity-based

minority status. To avoid stigmatization, some Autistic individuals engage in social
camouflaging (5C), in which a person utilizes cognitive and/or behavioural strategies to
conceal their autistic traits and compensate for socio-cognitive differences. SC is linked with
poorer mental health outcomes in Autistic people; similar patterns have been found
between internalized stigma and mental health among those with concealable minority
statuses (e.g., sexual identity). There is limited understanding as to why adolescents use SC,
so we examined the potential role of internalized stigma in explaining SC’s effects on mental
health (i.e., anxiety and depressive symptoms). We hypothesized that the association
between SC and mental health is mediated by internalized stigma. Method: Preliminary

testing of our hypothesis was conducted using a small pilot sample of Autistic adolescents (n
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= 9). Results: Preliminary analyses suggested that SC was significantly associated with
internalized stigma and mental health. Conclusions: Use of SC by Autistic adolescents may
partially contribute to greater levels of internalized stigma, which may then have negative
impacts on mental health. Given the preliminary nature of the findings and small sample
size, research with larger samples of Autistic adolescents is needed to further disentangle
these associations and replicate findings.

Keywords
Social camouflaging, autism, adolescents, internalized stigma, mental health

Résumé
Contexte. Les personnes autistes sont confrontées a une stigmatisation sociale en raison de

leur statut de minorité basé sur leur identité. Pour éviter cette stigmatisation, certaines
personnes autistes utilisent le camouflage social (CS), ou une personne emploie des
stratégies cognitives et/ou comportementales pour cacher ses traits autistiques et
compenser les différences socio-cognitives. Le CS est associé a une moins bonne santé
mentale chez les personnes autistes ; des liens similaires ont été trouvés entre la
stigmatisation intériorisée et la santé mentale chez les personnes ayant des identités
minoritaires pouvant étre cachées (par exemple, ’identité sexuelle). On comprend encore
mal pourquoi les adolescents utilisent le CS, donc nous avons examiné le role possible de la
stigmatisation intériorisée pour expliquer les effets du CS sur la santé mentale (c’est-a-dire
’anxiété et les symptomes dépressifs). Nous avons supposé que le lien entre le CS et la
santé mentale est médié par la stigmatisation intériorisée. Méthode. Un test préliminaire de
notre hypothése a été réalisé avec un petit échantillon pilote d’adolescents autistes (n = 9).
Résultats. Les analyses préliminaires suggerent que le CS est significativement associé a la

stigmatisation intériorisée et a la santé mentale. Conclusions. L’utilisation du CS par les
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adolescents autistes peut contribuer en partie a des niveaux plus élevés de stigmatisation
intériorisée, ce qui peut ensuite avoir des effets négatifs sur la santé mentale. Etant donné
le caractere préliminaire des résultats et la petite taille de ’échantillon, des recherches
avec des groupes plus larges d’adolescents autistes sont nécessaires pour mieux comprendre
ces liens et reproduire les résultats.

Mots-clés
camouflage social, autisme, adolescents, stigmatisation intériorisée, santé mentale
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Positionality and Language Statement

Our team is composed of autistic, neurodivergent, and neurotypical allies and
advocates representing undergraduate students, graduate students, and academic
researchers and professionals. This article is derived from the Honours thesis project of Kai
Punt (first author), who is an Autistic researcher and advocate. Throughout this paper,
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) will be referred to as “autism”, as members of the Autistic
community have identified that the term “disorder” perpetuates stigma around the
difficulties associated with autism and dismisses its strengths (Hull et al., 2020a; Vivanti,
2020). Furthermore, identity-first language (e.g., “Autistic person”) will be used to refer to
the Autistic population for similar reasons as above, and due to the preference of the

Autistic community as well as the research team.

ISSN: 2563-9226 27



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

Introduction

Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition characterized by differences in social
communication and the presence of repetitive, restrictive interests, and behaviours
(American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2022). Regardless of their individual profile of
symptoms, Autistic individuals often experience functional difficulties across academic,
work, and social settings due to a lack of support and accommodations (Kanne et al., 2011).
Specifically, difficulties with establishing and maintaining social relationships are a common
struggle for Autistic individuals, due to differences in socio-communicative styles (APA,
2022). As a result, compared to the general population, Autistic people are at higher risk of
developing co-occurring psychiatric disorders, especially those diagnosed later in life (Rim et
al., 2023).

Many Autistic people report utilizing social camouflaging (SC) strategies in an effort
to compensate for their social difficulties and fit in with their peers (Hull et al., 2017,
2019). In broad terms, SC involves the use of cognitive and/or behavioural strategies as a
means of social coping, where autistic traits are intentionally hidden to present oneself in a
manner that meets neurotypical social expectations (Ai et al., 2022; Klein et al., 2025). Due
to their desire for social enhancement, an Autistic individual may feel motivated to
frequently engage in SC, even if it comes at the cost of their mental health and well-being
(Ai et al., 2022; Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2021a). Research on SC has
found evidence for an association between the frequent use of SC strategies and poorer
mental health outcomes in Autistic people, specifically for symptoms of depression,
generalized anxiety, and social anxiety (Bargiela et al., 2016; Bernardin et al., 2021a; Hull

et al., 2019, 2021a). Additionally, research on Autistic adults has found SC to be positively
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associated with higher levels of stress (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019), risk of suicidality
(Cassidy et al., 2018), and autistic burnout, a state of incapacitation, exhaustion, and
distress, due to chronic life stressors and mismatches in expectations and abilities without
adequate support (Raymaker et al., 2020).

Some researchers theorize that the association between SC and poorer mental health
outcomes in Autistic individuals may not be direct (Bernardin et al., 2021a; Jedrzejewska &
Dewey, 2022) and may be better explained by a variety of socio-cultural factors internalized
by the individual (Zhuang et al., 2024). One socio-cultural factor of particular interest is
internalized stigma, which can be defined as the degree to which an individual internalizes
stigmatized beliefs about an aspect of their identity, resulting in feelings of shame and self-
loathing (Chaudoir et al., 2013). Findings from Botha and Frost (2020) suggest that autism is
a minority group subject to social stigma, and that internalized stigma is associated with
poorer mental health outcomes for Autistic adults. Qualitative research has demonstrated
that one key motivator of SC in Autistic individuals is to avoid discrimination (Bernardin et
al., 2021b; Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017), suggesting that SC could be
used as a defence mechanism deployed in reaction to real or perceived experiences of
autism-related stigma (Cassidy et al., 2020; Jedrzejewska & Dewey, 2022). Taken together,
it is plausible that the degree to which an Autistic individual internalizes societal autism-
related stigma may help explain the negative mental health outcomes associated with SC. To
test the feasibility of this theory, the current study explores the role of internalized stigma
as a possible mediator of the association between SC and mental health in a small pilot

sample of Autistic adolescents.
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Social Camouflaging

Social camouflaging (SC) can be defined as the use of cognitive and/or behavioural
strategies to mask autistic traits and to compensate for socio-communicative difficulties
(Hull et al., 2021b). The Camouflaging Autistic Traits Questionnaire (CAT-Q; Hull et al.,
2019), is a self-report measure that operationalizes the use of SC strategies in both Autistic
and non-Autistic populations. The CAT-Q breaks down SC strategies into three sub-
components: compensation (strategies used to compensate for social difficulties), masking
(strategies used to hide one’s autistic traits or appear non-autistic), and assimilation
(strategies used to fit in with others in social situations; Hull et al., 2017, 2019). Outcomes
of the CAT-Q scale provide scores on each of the three sub-components of SC as well as a
total score, where higher scores indicate a greater presence of the use of SC strategies by

the individual.

Typology of Social Camouflaging

Each sub-component of SC serves a functional purpose and involves different cognitive
and/or behavioural processes to be used across different contexts. Compensation strategies
involve the use of learned alternative cognitive processes to help perform specific social
behaviours expected in neurotypical social interactions that otherwise may not have been
performed naturally (Hull et al., 2017, 2020a). Compensatory strategies often involve the
effortful use of specific non-verbal social cues (e.g., facial expressions, body language) and
adhering to specific social rules (e.g., following certain “social scripts”, maintaining eye
contact) that are learned through observing and mimicking neurotypical social interactions

and/or from media (Hull et al., 2017, 2019). In contrast to compensation, which aims to
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minimize overt socio-cognitive difficulties through explicit cognitive strategies, masking
focuses on hiding the traits and difficulties associated with autism, as if “putting on” a non-
Autistic persona (Hull et al., 2017, 2019). Masking involves the conscious monitoring of one's
overt behaviours (i.e., facial expressions and body language) during social interactions to
appear interested in their conversation partners and to make favourable social impressions
(Hull et al., 2019). Masking can also involve the suppression of automatic behaviours (i.e.,
self-stimulating behaviours) associated with autism (Hull et al., 2017). For example, to mask
overstimulation, self-soothing behaviours may be done covertly, such as using objects in the
environment to meet sensory needs or finding regular excuses to escape overstimulating
environments to calm down. Assimilation strategies encompass any attempt to blend into
social situations without others sensing discomfort (Hull et al., 2019). This may include
avoiding any social situations considered unfamiliar or uncomfortable to the individual or
utilizing trusted friends and family members to help navigate such situations. The literature
is unclear on whether Autistic individuals utilize compensation and masking strategies to
assist with effective assimilation into social situations without the detection of being
Autistic. Through observation and mimicry of others (i.e., compensation), some Autistic
individuals report creating a curated personality that controls what parts of their identity
the outside world can and cannot see, almost as if they are playing a character (Cassidy et
al., 2020; Hull et al., 2017, 2019). In some cases, an Autistic individual may put on a set of
different characters depending on the situation, designed to not stand out for the wrong
reasons. Through displaying an inauthentic social identity, the use of assimilation can lead to
superficial and/or disingenuous social relationships, which puts the Autistic individual at risk

of experiencing thwarted feelings of belonging (Cassidy et al., 2020; Moore et al., 2024).
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Motivations to Social Camouflage

Previous research has identified common motivations behind SC. For instance,
SC is internally motivated by an individual’s drive to accomplish a specific goal (Halsall et
al., 2021; Hull et al., 2017), often interpersonal (e.g., friendship) or pragmatic (e.g.,
interview skills; Ai et al., 2022). For many Autistic individuals (particularly adolescent girls),
motivations for forming and maintaining friendships are the same as their non-Autistic peers
yet constrained by socio-communicative differences (Cook et al., 2018). Qualitative research
with Autistic adolescents highlighted that SC was viewed by some as helpful in forming and
maintaining friendships, reflecting its perceived social utility in certain contexts (Bernardin
et al., 2021b). However, friendships achieved through SC can often be superficial with
repeated experiences of rejection and isolation (Halsall et al., 2021). Findings from Milner et
al. (2023) showed loneliness was a significant predictor of SC among a sample of Autistic
young adults. The authors suggested that loneliness may play a unique role in an Autistic
person’s motivation to use SC strategies. SC may also be externally motivated by socio-
cultural expectations of how a person should act, and a desire to avoid discrimination and
negative perceptions from others (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017). Indeed,
SC can be used in response to such external demands, where an Autistic individual may opt
to adjust their behaviours to feel accepted by society and their peers (Halsall et al., 2021).
The efforts of Autistic people to gain acceptance and avoid discrimination from others
through SC are consistent with broader research on stigma management (Cook et al., 2021).
The literature on stigma management states that individuals with concealable stigmas (e.g.,
mental illness, queer identities, history of incarceration, etc.) use impression management

strategies to control their interactions with others in an effort to conceal their stigmatized
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identity and pass with a more valued identity (Chaudoir et al., 2013; Cook et al., 2021;
Goffman, 1963). This notion is supported by interview responses from Autistic adolescents,
where SC is reported to be motivated by an awareness of their own social differences and
the risk of being bullied (Bernardin et al., 2021b). Taken together, the function of SC is
influenced by both internal and external factors, whereby SC is used by Autistic individuals
as a coping mechanism to assimilate into the dominant social narrative, with the goal of

achieving social connectedness without placing oneself at risk of discrimination.

Social Camouflaging in Autistic Adolescents

The nature and development of SC behaviours across the lifespan remains unclear due
to a lack of longitudinal research (Lei et al., 2024). The majority of the existing body of
research on SC has been conducted on adult samples using cross-sectional designs, with
adolescent and child samples being underrepresented (Hannon et al., 2023). Adolescence is
a particularly relevant developmental period to study such phenomena, given that
adolescence is a time characterized by identity development, social interactions, and
potential onset of mental health difficulties (Bernardin et al., 2021b; Lei et al., 2024). The
body of research on SC using adolescent samples (i.e., ages 13-19) has been steadily
growing, with few studies observing SC in children (i.e., ages 12 and younger; Moyse &
Porter, 2014; Simcoe et al., 2023). Some researchers suggest that diagnostic timing has an
impact on the degree to which an Autistic individual engages in SC (Cage & Troxell-Whitman,
2019; Hull et al., 2017; Jedrzejewska & Dewey, 2022). Given that higher levels of SC are

thought to be associated with missed and/or delayed autism diagnoses, Autistic individuals
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diagnosed in childhood (0-17 years) may use SC less due to an awareness of their diagnostic
label and access to support (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019).

The existing body of research on SC in adolescence has demonstrated that, in general,
Autistic adolescents engage in SC to a lesser extent than Autistic adults (Bernardin et al.,
2021a; Hull et al., 2021b; Jedrzejewska & Dewey, 2022; Jorgenson et al., 2020). For
example, the mean total CAT-Q scores found in adolescent samples were substantially lower
than those found in adult samples (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2019, 2020b;
Moore et al., 2024; Perry et al., 2022). As discussed, such differences in self-reported SC
behaviours between adolescent and adult samples may be partially due to differences in
diagnostic timing (Jedrzejewska & Dewey, 2022); however, there are likely other factors at
play. While previous research has established that Autistic adults utilize SC to a greater
extent than non-Autistic adults (Hull et al., 2019), there is no clear agreement on whether
Autistic adolescents utilize SC to the same extent as their non-Autistic peers. While Autistic
adolescent samples from Jedrzejewska and Dewey (2022) demonstrated significantly higher
levels of SC compared to non-Autistic controls, previous findings from Bernardin et al.
(2021a), Hull et al. (2021b), and Jorgenson et al. (2020) found no differences in SC between
Autistic and non-Autistic samples.

Due to adolescence being a developmental period characterized by a heightened
awareness of peer acceptance/rejection and identity development, strategies like SC (i.e.,
impression management) may be important to non-Autistic adolescents to ensure that they
fit in with their peers (Lei et al., 2024). Compared to adult samples from Hull et al. (2020b),
Jorgenson et al. (2020) observed that non-Autistic adolescents had higher CAT-Q scores than

non-Autistic adults. The authors theorized that this is because neurotypicals engage in more
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self-monitoring behaviours throughout adolescence, as it is a period of identity formation
(Pledger, 1992, as cited in Jorgenson et al., 2020). Therefore, neurotypical adolescents are
more likely to reach an identity that they feel is in line with social norms, requiring less self-
monitoring as they enter adulthood. Based on theories from Pledger (1992), Jorgenson et al.
(2020) proposed that Autistic individuals experience the opposite effect: SC behaviours
increase into adulthood to conform with social norms because Autistic individuals are less
likely to develop an identity that they feel conforms with social norms by adulthood. The
existing body of research observing SC in Autistic adolescents is controversial, due to
contradictory findings, but is still in its infancy. It is to be noted that the studies included in
the discussion above had smaller sample sizes than those observing SC in adult samples, with
both Autistic and non-Autistic groups consisting of no more than 80 participants each. Due to
this, our understanding of SC in Autistic adolescents remains speculative, demonstrating a
need for continued research on SC in adolescents using larger sample sizes and longitudinal
designs. In the context of the growing body of research on SC among Autistic adolescents,
we expand on this research by examining potential underlying mechanisms connecting SC to

mental health.

Social Camouflaging and Mental Health

For some Autistic individuals, SC provides a superficial competence in socializing
(Cook et al., 2018), achieved through the conscious portrayal of a valued social identity
(Cook et al., 2021). This social identity is often incongruent with one’s true identity and is
used to gain acceptance from, and connections with, their non-Autistic peers (Cook et al.,

2021), with the goal to improve their subjective well-being (Mantzalas et al., 2022). While
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the successful use of SC strategies may help some Autistic individuals with social cohesion,
there may be unwanted consequences (Hull et al., 2017; Tierney et al., 2016). SC has been
shown to be associated with various negative mental health outcomes in Autistic adults, such
as social anxiety, generalized anxiety, and depression, as well as psychological well-being
(Bernardin et al., 2021a; Hull et al., 2019, 2021a). Research by Zhuang et al. (2024) found
positive associations between SC and fear of negative evaluation. Fear of negative
evaluation is a well-established mechanism of social anxiety (Rapee & Heimberg, 1997; as
cited in Zhuang et al., 2024), thus its strong association with SC may be reflective of a
higher degree of co-occurring social anxiety in Autistic individuals who engage in SC (Zhuang
et al., 2024). Furthermore, the use of SC is exhausting (Hull et al., 2017; Halsall et al., 2021)
due to high costs in emotional (Tierney et al., 2016) and cognitive energy (Livingston &
Happé, 2017; Livingston et al., 2019), thus contributing to a state of autistic burnout
(Raymaker et al., 2020). Taken together, SC may be an adaptive behaviour that is developed
to conceal autistic traits to fit in with neurotypical social experience to achieve a sense of
belonging; however, it can become maladaptive when used at the cost of an Autistic
individual’s overall mental well-being. We also know little about the underlying mechanisms
or how SC is related to mental health. It may not be that SC itself leads to the development
of poorer outcomes of mental health and well-being, but rather, how or why SC is being used
and the motivations behind it. This study seeks to better understand the underlying

mechanisms connecting SC to mental health among Autistic youth.
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Internalized Stigma as a Potential Mediator

Research suggests that the negative mental health outcomes associated with SC may
not be a direct result of SC, but rather a symptom of perceiving oneself as not belonging
with, or being accepted by, others (Jedrzejewska & Dewey, 2022). Indeed, possessing a
stigmatized identity often leads to devaluation or exclusion from social interactions. Erving
Goffman (1963) defines stigma as an attribute that discredits an individual’s social identity
by deviating from socio-cultural expectations. Goffman (1963) distinguishes between two
types of stigmatized identities: discrediting, where stigmatized attributes are visible (e.g.,
race, gender, physical disability), and discreditable, where stigmatized attributes are
concealable or not immediately apparent (e.g., mental health conditions, sexuality,
socioeconomic status). Autism, with its spectrum of symptom severity and varying visibility,
can be both a discrediting and discreditable stigma depending on an individual’s traits and
their ability to conceal these traits through SC (Cook et al., 2021). As such, internalized
stigma may play a role in connecting SC and mental health outcomes for Autistic individuals.

Social interactions between stigmatized and non-stigmatized individuals (referred to
as “mixed dyadic social interactions”) are often uncomfortable for both parties involved, but
particularly for the stigmatized individual (Goffman, 1963). For Autistic individuals, this
discomfort is further exacerbated by Milton’s (2012) Double Empathy Problem, which
suggests that both Autistic and non-Autistic individuals struggle to understand each other’s
social cues, creating a barrier to effective communication. The mutual misunderstanding in
these interactions increases the emotional and cognitive burden for the Autistic individual
engaging in SC but also reinforces internalized stigma through othering the Autistic individual

in social processes. For instance, an Autistic individual may internalize the narrative that
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they have to adapt their way of socializing to interact effectively with non-Autistic people,
thus motivating them to SC. For individuals with discreditable stigmas, the need to conceal
stigmatized aspects of their identity during these interactions requires significant cognitive
resources (Chaudoir et al., 2013). To achieve this, individuals with discreditable stigmas will
utilize stigma management strategies, which involve the use of impression management
(Goffman, 1959) strategies to project an idealized public image to avoid discrimination
(Goffman, 1963). Similarly, SC is used for the same purpose of concealing stigmatized
autistic traits and requires additional cognitive resources as exemplified through
compensation strategies (Livingston & Happe, 2017) and the vigilant use of self-monitoring in
masking strategies (Hull et al., 2019).

Previous research on stigma has consistently shown that internalized stigma is linked
to negative psychological outcomes (Chaudoir et al., 2013). This is particularly true for those
with discreditable stigmas, due to the constant need to conceal their identity to avoid
discrimination. For example, among Autistic adults, both internalized stigma and other
minority stressors (e.g., victimization, discrimination, expectation of rejection) are
associated with poorer mental health outcomes, including heightened psychological distress
(Botha & Frost, 2020). Findings from Perry et al. (2022) further support this notion, where
higher levels of autism-related stigma were associated with lower well-being among Autistic
adults. Research has yet to investigate the effects of internalized stigma in Autistic
adolescents to date. However, in a mixed sample of Autistic adolescents and adults, Gotham
et al. (2014) found that participants with negative perceptions of their autism-related
difficulties predicted greater depressive symptomatology, regardless of their true degree of

disability. Such findings suggest that Autistic individuals with greater insight into their own

ISSN: 2563-9226 38



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

difficulties are more likely to be depressed than those with less insight (Gotham et al.,
2014). Furthermore, Cassidy et al. (2018) theorized that to engage in SC, one must have
insight into one’s own difficulties, how they will be negatively perceived by others, and a
strong motivation to adopt their social behaviours to gain acceptance from others.

Zhuang et al. (2024) suggest that socio-cultural factors may indirectly influence how
much an Autistic individual engages in SC through their internalization of societal stigma and
norms. The authors propose that SC serves as a defensive response to stigma and social
pressures. Thus, the internalization of autism-related stigma (i.e., negative stereotypes and
beliefs about Autistic people held by society) may at least partially explain the association
between SC and poorer mental health outcomes, given that SC is largely motivated by a
desire to gain approval from others through hiding autistic traits, and to avoid peer rejection
and discrimination (Bernardin et al., 2021b; Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Cook et al.,
2021; Halsall et al., 2021; Hull et al., 2017).

Findings on the associations between SC, internalized stigma, and mental health have
been mixed. For example, Perry et al. (2022) found that SC did not mediate the association
between perceived autism-related stigma and mental well-being among Autistic adults.
However, perceived stigma was positively associated with SC and negatively associated well-
being, suggesting that while SC is motivated by a greater fear of stigmatization, it may not
have any effect on improving, or worsening, one’s overall well-being. Additionally, Zhuang et
al. (2024) demonstrated that Autistic adults with greater perceptions of autism-related
stigma reported increased fears of negative evaluation, which was also associated with
higher levels of SC. These findings suggest that internalized stigma may have some role in

mediating the association between SC and mental health, at least for anxiety symptoms.
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The Present Pilot Study

Although there is a growing body of literature on SC and internalized stigma in Autistic
individuals (Pearson & Rose, 2021; Perry et al., 2022; Zhuang et al., 2024), to our
knowledge, no study exists that has examined the role of internalized stigma’s role in the
association between SC and mental health among Autistic adolescents. Thus, the current
study provides a preliminary exploration as to how internalized stigma may help to explain
the association between SC and mental health in a small pilot study of Autistic adolescents.
Based on the evidence from the existing literature in Autistic adults, it is hypothesized that
internalized stigma will at least partially mediate the association between SC and mental

health.

Method
Participants

The pilot data used in the current study was derived from an ongoing study
investigating mental health, cognitive, and neurophysiological correlates of SC (for full study
details see Klein et al., accepted). Participants were recruited through the local community,
social media advertisements, and the university’s psychology participants research system.
Inclusion criteria required participants to self-identify as Autistic or have a formal diagnosis
of autism, ages 15 to 18 years, and have functional language ability with no intellectual
disability. In alignment with institutional Human Research Ethics Board guidelines,
competent youth were able to provide their own informed consent to participate.
Participants recruited through the community were compensated financially for their

participation, while student participants received course credit. Ethical approval for the
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study was obtained through approval by the University of Victoria Human Research Ethics

Board.

Procedure

The larger study collects data using a multi-method approach (see Klein et al.,
accepted). we describe here only the relevant data collected from the baseline self-report
surveys of the initial pilot study focused on testing the feasibility of methods. Participants
came into the lab and were provided with an iPad set up to complete informed consent,
followed by a survey including demographic information, and a battery of self-report
surveys (~30-60 minutes) administered via REDCap, a secure, web-based platform for data
collection and management (Harris et al., 2019). Data used in the current study was taken

only from three measures used in the battery of surveys, as described below.

Materials
Social Camouflaging

SC was measured using the Camouflaging Autistic Traits Questionnaire (CAT-Q; Hull
et al., 2019). The CAT-Q is a 25-item self-report questionnaire that quantifies SC
behaviours, where each item is rated on a Likert scale (1= Strongly disagree, 7= Strongly
agree). The CAT-Q yields a total score (Total CAT-Q; a sum of all ratings for each question)
ranging from 25 to 175, where higher scores indicate greater levels of SC used by the
individual. The CAT-Q also has three subscales, which represent the three components of
SC: Compensation (9 items; e.g., “l have tried to improve my understanding of social skills

by watching other people”), Masking (8 items; e.g., “lI monitor my body language or facial
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expressions so that | appear interested by the person | am interacting with”), and
Assimilation (8 items; e.g., “l have to force myself to interact with people when | am in
social situations”). Hull et al. (2019) determined that the CAT-Q has excellent internal
consistency (a = 0.94 for Total CAT-Q scores) and acceptable test-retest reliability (r = 0.77)
in Autistic and non-Autistic adult samples. While the CAT-Q is yet to be validated in
adolescents, a study from Hull et al. (2021a) using adolescent samples (n = 58) found the
internal consistency of the CAT-Q to remain somewhat consistent with that seen in adult
samples (a = 0.91 for Total CAT-Q scores). Total CAT-Q scores were used in the present
analysis; internal consistency (i.e., Cronbach’s alpha) in the current sample was excellent

(a = 0.94).

Mental Health

Mental health outcomes were measured using the Revised Child Anxiety and
Depression Scale (RCADS; Chorpita et al., 2000). The RCADS is a 47-item self-report
questionnaire designed to assess symptoms of anxiety and depression in both children and
adolescents. Items are based on diagnostic criteria from the DSM-IV, with six subscales
measuring symptoms of GAD (6 items), panic disorder (9 items), social phobia (9 items),
separation anxiety disorder (7 items), obsessive-compulsive disorder (6 items), and major
depressive disorder (10 items). Using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0-3 (0 = Never, 3 =
Always), each item is rated based on how often the described symptom happens to the
participant. Scoring of the RCADS yields total scores for each of the six subscales (sum of
item scores for each subscale), a Total Anxiety Score (sum of all item scores for all anxiety-

related subscales), and a Total Anxiety and Depression score (sum of scores for all 47
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items), with higher scores being indicative of greater symptom severity. Psychometric
properties of the RCADS show high internal consistency across all subscales and total scores
(a = 0.94 for Total Anxiety and Depression score; Chorpita et al., 2000). Total anxiety and
depression scores were included for analysis; internal consistency in the present sample was

excellent (a = 0.92).

Internalized Stigma

Autism-related internalized stigma was measured using an adapted version of the
Stigma Scale (SS; King et al., 2007). The SS is a 28-item self-report questionnaire designed
to assess the subjective experience of stigma associated with mental illness. Due to our
focus on autism-related internalized stigma, the wording of items was adapted to be
specific to autism. Each item was rated on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = Strongly disagree, 4 =
Strongly agree). The SS yields a total score, based on the sum of the respondents’ scores on
each item, ranging from 0 to 112, where higher total scores reflect greater levels of
perceived stigma by the individual. Many of the items from the SS focus on experiences of
stigma in relation to “mental health problems.” To focus on autism-related stigma and
experiences, references/attributions to “mental health problems” across items were
replaced with “autism.” For example, “l have been discriminated against in education
because of my mental health problems” was changed to “I have been discriminated against
because of my autism”. King et al. (2007) found that the SS demonstrated strong internal
consistency (a = 0.87) and construct validity. Total SS scores were included for analyses;

internal consistency in the present sample was good (a = 0.85).
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Analytic Strategy

All statistical analyses were conducted in R version 4.4.3 using the ‘psych’ package.
Mean scores and Pearson correlations were calculated for all measures. The mediation
analysis was conducted using the ‘lavaan’ package. The following paths were assessed: SC
on mental health (path c), SC on internalized stigma (path a), and internalized stigma on
mental health (path b). Analysis included the calculation of the total effect (¢’ = c + a x b)
of SC on mental health, accounting for the mediation effect of internalized stigma, and the
indirect effect (a x b) of internalized stigma in explaining the effect of SC on mental health

(see Figure 1).

Results
Participants

Participant demographics reported in Table 1. Table 2 shows descriptive statistics and
bivariate correlations between the study variables. Of the 10 participants tested, nine were
included in the final sample. One participant was removed from analysis because their total
score on the SS was identified as an outlier (p = 0.035) following a Dixon’s Q Test (Dean &

Dixon, 1951).
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics

Demographic Mean (SD) or %
Age 17.33 (1.00)
Marginalized Gender Identity @ 78%
Ethnicity (% White) 78%
Official autism diagnosis 78%
Self-identified autistic 22%

a|dentified with a gender other than cis-male (i.e., cis-female, non-binary, etc.).
Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Model Variables

Variable M SD 1 2
1. Social camouflaging 113.2 28.23
2. Internalized stigma 50.89 9.99 .82*
3. Overall mental health 51.00 16.19 .75* .44

Note. * Indicates p < 0.05, M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation,

respectively.

Mediation Model
To test the feasibility of our hypothesized model, we conducted a preliminary
mediation model (see Figure 1). Internalized stigma did not significantly mediate the

association between SC and mental health [a x b = -0.259 (0.174), p = 0.137].
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Figure 1

Preliminary Mediation Model Depicting the Effect of SC on Mental Health via Internalized

Stigma

Internalized Stigma

b= _0.888 (0.561)

a = 0.292 (0.067) p=0.113

= 0.001

o' = 0,688 (0.199)
p=0.001

SC - Mental Health

o =0492 (0.127)
p=0.001

Discussion

The present study engaged in preliminary analyses using pilot data to examine
internalized stigma as a potential underlying mechanism of the association between SC and
mental health among Autistic adolescents. Bivariate correlations showed large, positive
associations between SC and internalized stigma, internalized stigma and mental health, as
well as SC and mental health (see Table 2). In our preliminary mediation model, there was a
significant positive direct effect of SC on internalized stigma, suggesting that higher levels
of SC are predictive of higher levels of internalized stigma in Autistic adolescents.
Internalized stigma did not have a significant direct effect on mental health, and similarly,
internalized stigma did not significantly mediate the association between SC and mental

health. These findings provide preliminary and partial support for our hypothesized model,

ISSN: 2563-9226 46



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

suggesting further research is warranted, including the need to collect a larger sample of
Autistic adolescents.

There was a significant direct effect between higher SC and poorer mental health,
consistent with past research (Bernardin et al., 2021a; Hull et al., 2019, 2021b). The current
study measured mental health as a combination of both anxiety and depression symptoms,
with higher levels of SC being predictive of greater symptomatology. In terms of the sub-
types of SC, previous research has revealed that assimilation may have the largest impact on
outcomes of mental health and well-being, relative to masking and compensation (Cassidy et
al., 2020; Hull et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2024). For mental health, recent findings from Lei
et al. (2024) and Zhuang et al. (2024) suggest that higher levels of social anxiety may
particularly motivate SC through fear of negative evaluation, with SC being used for safety.
Given the small pilot nature of the study, we elected to use total scores for our measures
(e.g., SC). To gain a clearer understanding of this association, future research could separate
different types of mental health outcomes (i.e., tease apart anxiety and depression) and
provide a more nuanced understanding of potential associations.

At the bivariate correlation level, SC was positively correlated with internalized
stigma. In the context of autism being a discreditable stigma, Autistic individuals may be
more motivated by higher levels of internalized stigma to conceal the stigmatized parts of
their identity (mental health and/or autism) using SC (Chaudoir et al., 2013). Although a
moderate, positive correlation was found between internalized stigma and mental health,
our preliminary mediation model did show internalized stigma as a mediator of SC and
mental health. Of course, this is likely limited by the small sample size, which collectively

had relatively low internalized stigma scores (i.e., M = 50.89, with a possible scale range of
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0-112). Unfortunately, there is no comparable research for this scale. However, a low mean
internalized stigma score generally reflects that this sample of autistic adolescents have a
lower tendency to internalize negative societal beliefs about autism. It is also possible that
internalized stigma may not be a central mechanism during adolescence but rather play a
bigger role later in development (i.e., in adulthood). Additional research using a larger
sample of adolescents is needed to further clarify the potential role of internalized stigma as
a mediation in the association between SC and mental health among Autistic adolescents.
Overall, findings provide partial, preliminary evidence for our hypothesized model,

suggesting that further research is supported.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered. We recognize the limitations of conducting
descriptive (e.g., correlations) and mediation analyses with such a limited sample size.
However, this preliminary study provides feasibility for our model using a larger sample.
Outside of this sample being based on pilot data and a small initial pool of participants,
other factors could also potentially explain our null mediation finding. As discussed above,
lower mean levels of internalized stigma may be reflective of the location the sample was
drawn from, which is generally known for being a more progressive community. Through
living in a community that is generally accepting of autism and its associated differences, it
may be that samples from the current study have internalized messages of autism
acceptance rather than stigma. However, a larger sample from diverse locations is needed.
We also could not test the directionality of effects due to the cross-sectional nature of the

baseline data. Longitudinal, or intensive longitudinal, data is needed to test the direction of
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pathways. Although there is evidence to suggest that females engage in more SC than males,
we could not engage in sex- or gender- based analyses. In addition, research on the
transgender Autistic population is in its infancy, but it is suggested that Autistic trans people
utilize SC to an even greater extent than cis-females, due to greater experiences of
stigmatization (Hull et al., 2020b; McQuaid et al., 2022). With a larger sample, sex- or
gender- based analyses more provide further context to these associations. Furthermore,
given that most of the sample was White, perhaps more variability in stigma scores would

have been observed in a larger, more diverse sample.

Conclusions and Future Directions

We sought to explore the mechanisms that help to explain the connection between SC
and mental health, namely through the lens of internalized stigma, in a small pilot sample of
Autistic adolescents. Consistent with previous research observing SC and mental health in
both adult (Hull et al., 2019, 2021b) and adolescent (Bernardin et al., 2021a) samples,
results from the current study provide preliminary support that greater use of SC may be
associated with poorer mental health in Autistic adolescents, specifically for symptoms of
anxiety and depression. However, unexpectedly, we did not find evidence that internalized
stigma mediates the association between SC and mental health in this small pilot sample or
have a direct effect on mental health. Higher levels of SC significantly predicted higher
levels of internalized stigma, providing some evidence that the internalization of stigma may
partially explain the motivators of SC (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Cook et al., 2021;
Perry et al., 2022; Zhuang et al., 2024). Future research could test a similar hypothesis,

determining if the internalized stigma mediates associations between the sub-types of SC
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and particular mental health symptoms. Moreover, findings from Pyszkowska (2025) found
that masking and assimilation strategies were most significant in participants with dual
diagnoses of autism and social anxiety disorder, while those with just an autism diagnosis
favoured compensation strategies. Taken together, findings from contemporary SC research
establish a potential link between social anxiety symptomatology and assimilation strategies,
while other SC strategies may be more closely related to general impression management.
SC may be a necessary coping mechanism for many Autistic people, where certain strategies
are used for the sake of making favourable social impressions within a society that heavily
favors adherence to neurotypical social norms. Thus, future research should investigate the
mechanisms underlying the motivations and consequences of each sub-type of SC, rather
than SC as a single complex, to address the specific pathways that certain mental health

syndromes may present through SC.
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Abstract
Autistic persons face stigma and discrimination in many different facets of life. In this

paper, an autistic advocate shares their lived experiences on some of the challenges they
have faced at school, in employment, and when travelling. They also discuss how their
experiences have shaped the way they approach disclosure and masking. They share their
experiences in the hope of bringing light to some of the challenges faced by autistic persons.
They also hope that others who have faced and are facing hardships may feel less alone, and
perhaps encouraged to share their stories as well, and that these stories may collectively
help push for change, for a more welcoming and inclusive tomorrow for everyone.
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Resumé
Les personnes autistes font face a la stigmatisation et a la discrimination dans de nombreux

aspects de la vie. Dans cet article, une personne autiste raconte ses expériences vécues
concernant certains défis rencontrés a I’école, au travail et lors de voyages. lel explique aussi
comment ces expériences ont influencé sa facon de parler de son autisme (divulgation) et de

masquage. lel présente son vécu pour mettre en lumiere ces défis. lel espere aussi que d’autres
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personnes qui ont vécu ou vivent des difficultés se sentiront moins seules, seront encouragées a
diffuser leurs histoires, et que ces histoires pourront aider a créer un changement vers un avenir
plus accueillant et inclusif pour tous.

Mots-clés
Expérience vecue, intersectionnalité, handicap invisible, discrimination, masquage

School

Long before | had heard of the word autism, | was familiar with minority stress. Unlike
the other kids, | didn’t have name-brand clothes, the latest toys and games, stories of trips
to far-off places, doting grandparents, or parental assistance with school projects. Combined
with being raised in a culture that places emphasis on humility and deference, | learned at
an early age that when one isn’t fitting in, it may be best to do your best to keep a low
profile while putting in extra effort to try to overcome any barriers faced.

And so began my journey as a “good kid” —the one who was usually quiet, polite,
studious, go-with-the-flow, and had perfect attendance. | seldom spoke up unless | had to.
One of those times came in PE class when the teacher seemed upset and asked me why | was
sitting down and not practicing basketball shots like everyone else. On realizing that | was at
risk of having participation points deducted, | explained what happened. The class bully,
who arrived late and after all the fully inflated balls had been taken, decided to target me
(the kid with no friends to defend them) and ask for my ball. When | declined, he took it by
force by sucker punching me in the stomach. She seemed to accept my explanation, as |
didn’t have any points deducted, but as with most of my instances of being bullied, nothing

came of it—the perpetrator wasn’t punished, nor did | receive any support. And this was at a
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school where, per the rules, there was no tolerance for bullying or physical violence. The
lesson | learned is that rules are only as good as the willingness to enforce them.

Being a people-pleaser is a form of masking. | can’t speak for others, but for me, it’s
a way of insulating myself from rejection, a fear which can be heightened when one is an
outsider, and especially when one is an outsider in more ways than one. It also minimizes my
differences from others, a factor which contributes to autistic persons being more likely to

victims of bullying (Humphrey & Hebron, 2014).

Work

This masking | carried over into the world of work. | was working in a call centre
environment with detailed standard operating procedures. There, | appreciated having
detailed written guidance that | could refer to for all sorts of situations, which | became
very familiar with. Almost immediately, | emerged as a high-performing employee, exceeding
productivity targets with a high rate of accuracy and speed, while also being available to
take on complex files, helping colleagues with their files, and even volunteering to do
various tasks that others weren’t interested in, like lunchroom cleanup. My colleagues liked
me, as did management. As someone who excelled at and genuinely loved my job, and was
informally offering advice and guidance to peers, | looked forward to being a trainer
someday. It seemed like it would be a good fit and the next step on the career ladder. It
would also mean no longer having to talk to external clients day in and day out, with whom
some interactions were stressful, especially when | was the bearer of bad news. Things were

going great, or so | thought.
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One day my supervisor told me she received an unusual customer complaint —that a
client felt that | “sounded robotic”. My supervisor added that she thought the complaint was
weird, and that she assured the customer that | was very much real. Some time after that,
another client complained that | “sounded scripted” and “didn’t sound empathetic”. My
supervisor advised that again, she found the first half of the complaint to be weird, and as
for the second half, she suggested | try showing more empathy. | asked her what that would
mean, and if she could give an example, and she responded with a sing-songy “l am so sorry
to tell you that...” example that to me sounded ridiculously fake and insincere. | tried
getting more feedback, but my supervisor told me not to worry about the weird complaints,
and so | didn’t.

What changed everything wasn’t a customer complaint, but rather, a challenging
situation where | was seeking guidance. As | often did, one day | found myself having to
deliver bad news to a client, and | did my best to explain why things were the way they
were. The client stated he didn’t understand, so | paraphrased my explanation a second
time, then a third time. The client then told me that once again, he didn’t understand. |
realized then that he wasn’t genuinely misunderstanding but rather, he was feigning not
understanding to get me to continue paraphrasing, in hopes that | might eventually
misspeak, and that he would then try to hold that against me. | recognized this as a form of
abuse, but | also knew from our procedures that the only time we were permitted to
terminate a call was when a customer was using profanities. | sent a message to my
supervisor to ask for help. Several minutes later, she asked if | still needed help, and then
she came over to my cubicle to listen in. By then, | had paraphrased things several more

times, and sure enough, in one of them, | misspoke and said that something was available
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(rather than wasn’t available) and the customer pounced, proudly telling me that he had it
on tape and that he wanted me to honour that. After listening to several minutes of
continued fruitless dialogue between myself and the customer, my supervisor grabbed a
piece of paper, wrote two words on it, and held it up to me. It read “hang up”. | was
relieved to receive permission to do so.

What happened next came as a surprise. Rather than expressing sympathy for dealing
with a difficult call or otherwise offering support, she told me that | lacked control over the
call and failed to decisively deal with client abuse by terminating the call. | told her that the
rules very clearly specified that | could only hang up if a customer used profanities, and that
the customer didn’t use profanities, and therefore | wasn’t in a position to hang up and
that’s why | sought help. She then decided, based on this and the two weird complaints, to
write me up for needing improvement in communication skills.

| didn’t think much of the situation at the time, and | didn’t know it then, but it
marked an inflection point in my relationship with management.

| was overjoyed when an internal job ad came out soon afterwards looking to hire
trainers for my position. | easily met or exceeded everything they were looking for—tenure,
experience, quality of work, speed of work, and work triaging. | just needed my supervisor
to submit my name for consideration. It helped that my performance reviews said that | was
exceeding expectations. | asked for her approval, and to my surprise, she told me that she
would not be doing so. She told me she felt that | would not be a suitable candidate because
my communication skills weren’t good enough—if | wasn’t able to handle a call, how could |
handle having to train someone? | tried to explain that the situation she saw and heard was

exceptional, and rooted in the wording of the manual, and that | didn’t anticipate
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communication challenges in working as a trainer, especially as | had the respect of many of
my colleagues. She didn’t budge.

Going forward, although | still exceeded my goals and voluntarily took on extra work,
etc., | was no longer considered a star employee. In fact, my performance reviews quite
bluntly stated that | needed improvement in communication skills and that overall, | was
meeting (not exceeding) expectations. And no number of courses or training was sufficient
to have those remarks removed from my reviews. Review after review, those comments
stayed on like a stain that couldn’t be washed off. Disheartened, | decided to seek a transfer
to another team, one where | could once again be supported and feel appreciated. Twice |
found a manager interested in having me join their team. Both times, my manager (my
supervisor’s boss) refused to let me go on the basis that | was too valuable to her team, even
though she had approved transfers for others. On the second occasion, my supervisor chided
me for seeking other opportunities without permission.

One year, there was a new initiative where suggestions for potential improvements
could be submitted by anyone to a specific manager for review, rather than being made via
one’s manager. | was excited, and submitted lots of ideas, and received recognition almost
every month in an all-staff newsletter. | also received some kind remarks from colleagues
and their managers for the guidance | was giving as a peer mentor. | was very excited when
one of my mentees got a great performance review and was put on a newly created
promotion track for star employees (those who received a “4” or better out of 5 on their
annual performance review). | was even more excited when | heard that some who received
recognition once or twice in the newsletter for their suggestions had gotten 4’s and were

also put on the promotion track. It seemed that finally, | had a path out. | was excited for
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my performance review. If my mentees were stars, and colleagues who received recognition
once or twice were stars, surely, | was a superstar who might get a “4.5” or “5” review? But
if she didn’t want to call me a superstar, that was okay. Even if she watered down my
accomplishments to being a star, | would have be okay with that. That performance review,
which | had eagerly looked forward to turned out to be the most traumatizing event of my
career. She started with general platitudes, thanking me for my work and dedication, and
then advised that | had performed satisfactorily, and so my performance review would
reflect that—I was getting a “3”. | was taken aback because in the prior year, | had gotten a
“3.5” and this year | had done even better in my work accomplishments. When | had asked
her if she had considered the recognition | received in the newsletters and my performance
metrics, she looked me in the eye, smiled, and told me that | should be happy to receive a
“satisfactory” performance review, as it meant | was meeting expectations. When | told her
that | could provide documentation of my performance for her review in case she missed
anything, she said no, her review was “fulsome” and again, that | should be happy to be
recognized as having performed satisfactorily. When | told her that | felt that she was
harassing me, she responded with what appeared to be a sarcastic expression and tone,
stating that she did not perceive any such thing and again, that | had performed well and
should be proud of my work. | recall shaking, stuttering, and struggling to move my mouse to
the button to end the video call. | recall her expressions and her tone of voice mocking me
and how that haunted me for months, and how during those dark times, | felt very alone and
had considered the possibility of suicide, not because | wanted to die, but because | felt that

a suicide note might be the only way to bring light to the situation.
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| appealed with a large number of documents—copies of all the newsletters, the
compliments from colleagues and other supervisors and managers, and even my own analysis
showing how | was easily in the top 5% of employees—just to be informed that after a “very
fulsome” review that | should be happy with and proud of the “3” review | received.

| suppose | would have had better odds had | filed a human rights complaint but doing
that would mean disclosing that | was autistic. If | was going to be treated differently simply
because | sometimes speak with a flat tone of voice, or because | follow rules to the letter, |
couldn’t imagine how | would be treated if | was “out” on the spectrum. Additionally, | did
not have an official diagnosis yet and therefore would not be able to prove | was autistic.
The day | left was bittersweet. | was glad to get a fresh start somewhere else but regretted
that all the years of experience and expertise | had in that position was going to waste. This

employer had prided itself as being one of “Canada’s Best Diversity Employers”.

Travel

One of my special interests is learning about different cultures and ways of living, and
travelling to different places to explore their markets, festivals, and culture is my raison
d’étre. This of course involves travel. Unlike school and work, where we tend to interact
with the same people day in and day out, travel involves meeting people whom you quite
often won’t meet again. I’m really glad that the sunflower lanyard, first introduced in
Britain a decade ago as a way for disabled travellers to self-identify, is increasingly
recognized and more airports are participants. I’ve had good experiences in Europe and in
England in particular, but elsewhere, even at airports that advertise themselves as

sunflower-friendly, my experiences haven’t always been that great.
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One time, | was flying overseas on a 787. 787s are large planes, seating over 300
passengers. As such, the boarding can get very hectic. | was glad the airport identified as
sunflower-friendly (in fact, their website proudly announced that everyone there just
completed their training in recent months), and with my lanyard in front of my jacket and
boarding pass in hand, | walked up to the gate when pre-boarding was announced, glad to be
able to board and get settled in to my seat during a calmer time. The agent looked at my
pass and unceremoniously told me | had a zone 3 boarding pass and so | needed to join the
zone 3 line. | held up my lanyard and tried to explain that | was there for pre-boarding, and
he got mad and pointed to the back of the zone 3 line. Not wanting to cause a scene, | took
a seat and waited for everyone else to board, and as the last zone 9 passengers were
boarding, | rejoined the line. This time there was a different agent, and | asked them if pre-
boarding included persons with disabilities, and they responded in the affirmative. | told her
that the other agent had said no, and she told me to file a complaint if | felt so inclined. |
did, though I’m not sure if anything came of it. | don’t actually mind boarding last but prefer
not to since it might mean no overhead space and having to check your bag, which for me
contains a number of comfort items, including two pairs of noise-cancelling headphones
(yes, | like having backup, especially for long flights). Fortunately, there was still overhead
space by my seat.

The other travel/airport story I’ll share here involves clearing customs. Like the first
story, this also involves an airport outside of Europe that advertises itself as sunflower-
friendly. | was travelling as the support person for an elderly relative with mobility
challenges, who is also on the spectrum. He doesn’t use a mobility device out of personal

preference. On disembarking, | was glad we had seats near the exit since that meant that |
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could get off earlier and get a bit of a head start on getting to the customs line, though as
he was walking slowly, we were passed by many other passengers on our way there. After
arriving at the customs line and getting halfway through, | noticed there was a separate
priority line that was accessible to families and those with disabilities, which was much
shorter and moved faster. | was glad to go there with my relative since | knew he was
struggling to stand for extended periods and would need me to answer questions for him.
The officer at the back of that line unceremoniously said, “This is for children only—you’re
not children” and directed us to the back of the regular lines. | tried to explain our
situation, but he too, pointed the way for where he thought we should go.

My relative, by not using a mobility device, was punished for masking his physical
disability. And in both cases, the sunflower lanyard was not recognized/respected, nor was
the person in authority interested in listening. As with the school and work situations, the
organizations involved proudly proclaimed what they stood for, but what | got was the
opposite.

It is also possible, in the latter case, that we were victims of infantilized autism—a
tendency among the general public to associate autism specifically with children rather than
adults, or with folks of all ages. This phenomenon has been hypothesized as “perpetuated by
a cyclical interaction between parent-driven autism societies, autism fundraising charities,
and mass media portrayals via the entertainment and news industries” (Stevenson et al.,
2011). The real-world impact is that adults on the spectrum may be disbelieved, leading to

barriers in accessing support.
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Looking back and moving forward

Research indicates (Wanigasekera et al., 2025) that even at first impression, people
tend to form less favourable impressions of autistic persons as compared to non-autistic
persons. This may explain why the school bully, who had only recently transferred to my
school after being expelled from another, chose to pick on me. It might also explain why at
work those two customers, after a single interaction, felt so compelled as to take the time
to submit a complaint about my intonation, and why management so suddenly turned on me.
Sometimes people don’t know what to make of those who are different, and rather than
trying to learn and understand, they may instead engage in othering, bullying, and
excluding. At both work and school, I’ve found that often, the best allies for inclusivity tend
to be those who are personally affected, or who have a friend or family member who is
personally affected. This makes sense—most people are indifferent about things unless it
impacts them or someone close to them. And if one is unsure of whether they may have
allies at school or work, it can be hard to decide if or when to disclose or ask for
accommodations. Talk to the wrong person and you could be potentially on your way out
and/or subject to ridicule. And even where there are processes in place, there may not be
any standards or clear procedures. | recall one job where | had two managers and a director
sign off on purchasing a pair of noise-cancelling headphones for work, and by the time | left
the job, two years later, it had yet to be ordered. Seemingly, it wasn’t a priority for anyone.

While the airport situations were frustrating, | see them as more forgivable in the
sense that folks who work there—as with any customer facing role—deal with a lot, and
maybe they were fatigued, or maybe they missed the training. Regardless, if an airport

states that they are hidden accessibility friendly, they really should be ensuring that all the
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organizations that work there have a plan to ensure that all of their staff are trained, and
that those staff are alert to look for a lanyard, or to be willing to listen if someone is trying
to explain their situation.

With one-off situations like passing through airports, we may not be able to avoid
folks who may exhibit biases against those with hidden disabilities such as autism. But for
situations where we’ll be with the same people for extended periods, there is something we
can do and which | have done. That is to try to identify potential challenges as soon as
possible. With applying for school and work, I’m now upfront about being on the spectrum. If
someone rejects me for that, great—that’s not an environment | would have wanted to be in
anyways, and I’m glad to be able to see their true colours up front, so | can avoid a situation
where | get the job and even excel at it by masking, only to be tossed aside once I’m seen as
different. If the hiring manager is indifferent, that sounds like a place that might be okay.
And if the hiring manager is willing to listen and ask how they could work with me and help
me perform at my best, that sounds like the type of environment | would really like to be in.

I’ve also learned to take care of myself and be less of a perfectionist. On the days
where I’m unwell or out of spoons, I’ll take the time off to rest and recover or do something
less strenuous like reviewing a manual. Some managers encourage staff to “save” their sick
time so they have it in case of an unexpected long-term illness or injury. But as the saying
goes, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of medicine —no attendance streak is worth it
if it leads to burnout, as that neither helps me, nor those | work with and for, and those
whom | support.

I’ve given a lot of thought about whether | wanted this published. Ultimately, |

decided yes. Not so much because | want to tell my stories, but because there are so many
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stories untold. In my advocacy work, I’ve talked to many persons with disabilities about their
challenges in finding employment, retaining it, not for lack of skill or ability, but due to the
stigma and discrimination they face. Part of what helped me persevere when times were
hard was keeping in mind that progress isn’t always linear, and in reading stories of those
who ultimately found whatever it was they sought, be it acceptance, success, or whatever
else brings them joy. | hope that readers may in turn, and when they have the energy to do
so, to help in sharing their stories, experiences, and energy in advocating for a friendlier and
more inclusive tomorrow, and to find allies.

To my gentle readers—thank you for reading. Know when facing adversity that you are
not alone, and if you’re comfortable doing so, seek support among allies while keeping in
mind that your best cheerleader is yourself. Believe in yourself, and believe that a better

tomorrow can be ours.
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Abstract
This essay investigates persistent racial and cultural disparities within autism advocacy,

research, and service provision, with a focus on Chinese Canadian autistic individuals.
Despite growing attention to inclusion, mainstream autism discourse remains predominantly
shaped by Western, English-speaking perspectives—frequently overlooking the nuanced
realities of culturally and linguistically diverse communities. Drawing from cultural analysis,
community insight, and lived experience, the autoethnographic essay examines how covert
racial erasure, language-based stigma, and culturally incongruent models of intervention
contribute to the systemic marginalisation of Chinese autistic voices. It explores how
entrenched beliefs about disability, family duty, and social conformity influence perceptions
of autism in Chinese contexts, often resulting in delayed diagnosis, concealment, or denial.
The analysis concludes by advocating for more culturally responsive approaches, grounded in
equity and collaboration, that can better serve the needs of Chinese Canadian individuals
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Resumé
Cet essai examine les inégalités raciales et culturelles persistantes dans la défense des droits, la
recherche et les services liés a [’autisme, en se concentrant sur les personnes autistes chinoises
canadiennes. Malgré une attention croissante a 'inclusion, les discussions dominantes sur [’autisme
restent surtout influencées par des perspectives occidentales anglophones, ce qui ignore souvent
les réalités des communautés culturellement et linguistiquement diverses. En s’appuyant sur
[’analyse culturelle, les connaissances communautaires et ’expérience vécue, cet essai
autoethnographique montre comment ’effacement racial discret, la stigmatisation liée a la langue
et des modeles d’intervention inadaptés culturellement contribuent a la marginalisation des voix
autistes chinoises. Il explore aussi comment des croyances profondes sur le handicap, le devoir
familial et la conformité sociale influencent la perception de |’autisme dans les contextes chinois,
ce qui mene souvent a des diagnostics tardifs, a la dissimulation ou au déni. L’analyse se conclut
en appelant a des approches plus adaptées culturellement, basées sur |’équité et la collaboration,
pour mieux répondre aux besoins des personnes et familles chinoises canadiennes.

Mots-clés
sensibilisation a ’autisme, Canadiens chinois, stigmatisation culturelle, effacement racial,

plaidoyer pour ’inclusivité
Author Note
Grammarly and ChatGPT were used to check and fix the grammar and spelling in this

article.

Introduction

After extensive work in the online autism advocacy space, | have come to realise that

existing narratives and efforts remain incomplete—particularly in their lack of attention to
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the Chinese population and diaspora, including Chinese Canadians. Despite ongoing
conversations about equity and inclusion, the specific needs, experiences, and challenges
faced by Chinese autistic individuals are rarely addressed in meaningful ways. Through my
writing and outreach on digital platforms, | have sought to raise awareness of this critical
yet under-recognised issue. However, | have also come to recognise that awareness alone,
especially within the confines of social media, may not be sufficient. Broader platforms and
more systemic avenues, such as the Canadian Journal of Autism Equity, are needed to bring
lasting attention, understanding, and change.

As a bilingual, multicultural Chinese Canadian autistic individual who has spent half of
my life living in China, | write from within both the Chinese community and the autistic
community. This dual positionality informs my perspective and grounds the insights offered
in this essay. | believe that our community, Chinese autistic individuals, deserves more:
deeper understanding from the broader neurodivergent movement; greater acceptance
within our own cultural and linguistic contexts; meaningful inclusion in advocacy, policy, and
research; and equitable access to services and supports. This autoethnographic essay
critically examines the multiple layers of stigma and discrimination that persist within
Chinese Canadian contexts, situating cultural and sociopolitical analysis alongside lived
experience and existing research. It is both a call for recognition and a step toward building

more inclusive, culturally grounded frameworks for advocacy and support.

Part 1: Covert and Unintentional Racial Erasure

Despite growing conversations about diversity and inclusion within the autism

community, racial equity remains a peripheral concern in many mainstream spaces.
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Racialised autistic individuals, especially those from immigrant backgrounds, continue to be
underrepresented in advocacy, research, and policy-making efforts. In particular, Chinese
Canadian autistic voices remain virtually invisible, especially those from culturally and
linguistically Chinese backgrounds, rather than individuals who are ethnically Chinese but
culturally assimilated into dominant Canadian norms. The former group often requires more
tailored and culturally specific forms of inclusion, yet they are the most likely to be
overlooked. This invisibility is not necessarily the result of overt exclusion, but rather a
persistent pattern of covert and unintentional racial erasure.

Within many Canadian autism spaces, there is a tendency to assume that the
dominant Western narrative of autism applies universally. This narrative—rooted in English-
speaking, individualistic cultures—often sets the baseline for how autism is defined,
discussed, and addressed. As a result, cultural contexts like those of Chinese Canadian
families are overlooked, misunderstood, or misrepresented. The unique barriers and stigma
faced by Chinese autistic individuals are rarely acknowledged, much less explored or
addressed in meaningful ways.

This erasure is not only cultural—t also manifests materially, through disparities in
service access and support. A recent U.S. based study found that Asian families, particularly
those from immigrant backgrounds, utilise autism-related services at significantly lower
rates than all other racial and ethnic groups examined, including Black, White, Latinx,
Middle Eastern, Native American, and multiracial families (Rivera-Figueroa et al., 2024).

The study further revealed that many Asian families perceive existing services as
poorly tailored to their cultural needs, and that English is often spoken as a second language

within these households. These findings suggest that underutilisation is not simply an issue of

ISSN: 2563-9226 76



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

access, but one shaped by overlapping cultural, linguistic, and psychosocial factors. While
the Canadian context may differ in detail, similar systemic neglect toward Asian
communities persists across North America, underscoring the urgent need for more culturally
responsive and inclusive approaches.

In this way, racial erasure becomes self-reinforcing. When Chinese autistic people are
not present in conversations about autism equity, it sends the message—intentionally or not—
that their experiences do not matter or are too difficult to accommodate. When culturally
relevant supports are unavailable, or when language access is limited to superficial
translation, it reinforces systemic exclusion. Moreover, when institutions work on behalf of
racialised communities without including the voices of those communities, it perpetuates a
top-down dynamic that fails to empower or represent the people most impacted. Therefore,
this erasure is a structural failure: by centring a Western baseline, institutions inadvertently
build barriers that make Chinese participation incredibly difficult from the outset.

Erasure is not always deliberate. But whether intentional or not, the result is the
same: Chinese autistic people are excluded, underserved, and unsupported. A more
equitable and inclusive future must begin by naming and addressing this gap, not only by
“including” racialised voices, but by actively shifting power, funding, and visibility toward
them. Without confronting the covert ways racial erasure continues to shape Canadian
autism discourse, inclusion will remain performative and incomplete.

However, these systemic disparities cannot be understood through policy alone: they

are deeply intertwined with the Chinese cultural foundations of stigma.
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Part 2: Cultural Roots of Stigma

Chinese society is often characterised by collectivist traditions. Collectivism, in this
context, refers to a social structure that emphasises group harmony, conformity, and loyalty
over individualism or personal expression (Hu et al., 2019). Within such a framework, the
needs and interests of the group—especially the family—are placed above those of the
individual.

This collectivist orientation creates a rigid social hierarchy in which harmony,
productivity, and obedience are highly valued. People are expected to “fit in,” contribute
meaningfully, and avoid actions or traits that might disrupt the group’s cohesion. Autism, as
a neurological divergence that often involves behavioural, communicative, or sensory
differences, can be perceived by many within these frameworks as a disruption to this
desired social harmony, and often autistic individuals “are seen to be causing trouble and
not behaving in the best way for society” (Asia Pacific Insights, 2024). This perception is not
simply an individual opinion, but a reflection of larger cultural attitudes that shape how
difference is evaluated—and often pathologised.

The roots of these expectations can be traced back to Confucianism, a philosophy
that continues to influence Chinese values across generations and global diasporas (Huang &
Zhou, 2016). Confucian teachings stress obedience to authority, respect for elders, and the
importance of social roles. In this context, people who deviate from prescribed norms—such
as autistic individuals—may be viewed not only as different, but as failing to uphold their
social duties. Their families, in turn, may feel deep shame or face judgement from others

for not “correcting” or controlling the autistic individual’s behaviour. The cultural
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importance of “saving face” —preserving social reputation—often takes precedence over
acknowledging the reality of disability or neurodivergence (Ng & Ng, 2022).

This social pressure leads to the widespread internalisation of stigma. Autistic
individuals and their families are placed in an impossible position: either mask heavily and
suppress autistic traits to maintain appearances, or risk severe ostracisation and blame.
Because deviation from the norm is seen as morally or socially wrong, rather than as a form
of difference, autistic people often grow up feeling defective or burdensome. Families, too,
may be consumed by shame, guilt, and fear, especially when public disclosure of a diagnosis
might affect the family's standing in the community (Wang & West, 2016).

Importantly, these cultural norms and expectations do not vanish when individuals
emigrate. Chinese immigrants bring with them the values, beliefs, and social scripts that
shaped their lives in their home country (Lee & Zhu, 2021). As a result, the stigma
surrounding autism often persists within Chinese Canadian communities, where
multigenerational households and tight-knit social networks reinforce these norms. Even
second-generation Chinese Canadians may absorb similar attitudes, especially when raised in
environments where preserving family honour remains a central value.

Understanding these cultural dynamics is not about casting blame, but about
contextualising the many barriers Chinese autistic people face—both from outside the
community and from within. Without acknowledging the powerful influence of collectivism,
Confucian values, and intergenerational cultural transmission, efforts to promote inclusion

will fail to address the core reasons stigma continues to thrive.
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These cultural emphases on harmony, conformity, and the preservation of social
dignity within a shame-oriented framework directly inform the community’s preference for

rehabilitation and correction over acceptance.

Part 3: The Focus on Rehabilitation and Assimilation

When viewed through the lens of Chinese cultural values, it becomes evident why
many Chinese families and professionals prioritise “rehabilitation” and “assimilation back
into society” as the primary goals for autistic individuals. This mindset does not arise in
isolation, but is closely tied to a broader worldview that sees autism as something broken
that must be fixed (Aron ya lun, 2025). Within many Chinese cultural contexts, visible
deviations from perceived norms are often readily categorised as illness, leading autism to
be widely (mis)understood as a mental or psychological disease rather than a
neurodevelopmental condition. This perception is reinforced by patterns in everyday Chinese
language use. While English distinguishes between terms such as condition, disorder, and
illness, colloquial Chinese discourse often lacks this level of nuance, with “disease”
functioning as a broad, catch-all term. (Aron ya lun, 2025) This linguistic framing contributes
to the pathologisation of autism and reinforces the belief that it requires correction or cure.

This framing is prominent in many parts of China and, by extension, in Chinese
diasporic communities around the world, including Chinese Canadians. Within these
communities, autism is commonly perceived as an illness that must be treated or “cured”
through intervention, treatment, or behaviour modification. In some cases, families also
turn to Traditional Chinese Medicine—such as acupuncture—believing, often based on

promises from certain practitioners, that these approaches can cure or significantly improve
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their child’s condition. As such, the dominant narrative around autism is not one of
acceptance or accommodation, but of normalisation and restoration. This, in keeping with
the collectivist values discussed in Part 2, aims to return the autistic person to what is
deemed “normal”.

This expectation of assimilation places intense pressure on autistic individuals to
suppress or eliminate their natural behaviours. Families often invest significant time, money,
and emotional energy into treatments that promise to reduce or even eliminate autistic
traits, hoping that these interventions will eventually help the individual “blend in.” Public
displays of autistic behaviour are frequently seen as not just undesirable, but shameful
(Hwang et al., 2020)—evidence of failure on the part of both the individual and their family.
For many, the hope is that, with enough treatment and discipline, the autistic person will no
longer be autistic at all.

It is important to recognise that this impulse toward rehabilitation is not necessarily
rooted in cruelty or neglect. For many Chinese families, it stems from a genuine desire to
protect the autistic person from societal discrimination and exclusion. In a society where
deviance from the norm carries real, immediate, and often severe social costs,
rehabilitation is often viewed as a form of care—a way to ensure the individual’s survival and
social integration. However, even when well-intentioned, these efforts can reinforce the
belief that autistic ways of being are inherently wrong and must be corrected at all costs.

This deeply ingrained framework makes it difficult for the concept of “autism
acceptance” to take hold. From my lived experience and interactions within the Chinese
Canadian community, acceptance is not just unfamiliar for many—it often feels

unimaginable, given the cultural emphasis on conformity. The idea that one could live
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openly and authentically as an autistic person, without being viewed as a burden or a
failure, is seen as either naive or irresponsible. As a result, autistic individuals are rarely
granted the space or permission to simply exist as they are. In many Chinese contexts I've
encountered, being visibly autistic is not a neutral act; it often carries social consequences.
This context also calls into question the commonly heard assertion in Western
advocacy spaces that “we no longer need awareness; we need acceptance.” While this
sentiment may resonate in societies where autism awareness has reached a certain
threshold, it remains out of touch with the realities in Chinese communities. Acceptance,
while essential, cannot take root without the foundations that make it possible—many of

which are still absent in the Chinese communities.

Part 4: Awareness vs Acceptance - Not the Same Battle for Everyone

The distinction between autism “awareness” and “acceptance” has become a widely
discussed theme within Western autism advocacy. In many predominantly English-speaking
countries, awareness campaigns have gained traction over recent decades, and the
conversation has begun to shift toward acceptance, inclusion, and affirmation of autistic
identity. However, this shift presumes a baseline level of public knowledge and
understanding, conditions that cannot be universally assumed, particularly within culturally
diverse communities such as the Chinese Canadian population.

In Chinese cultural contexts, autism awareness remains at a relatively early stage.
Fundamental knowledge about autism is not widely understood, and nhumerous
misconceptions persist. Autism is often viewed as an illness and is frequently pathologised—

reduced to a set of deficits that must be corrected, hidden, or overcome. This limited and
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medicalised understanding contributes to a climate of stigma, social isolation, and shame,
affecting both autistic individuals and their families.

A key factor behind these misconceptions is the terminology used to describe autism

in the Chinese language. The two most common terms— B HE (literally "self-enclosed

disease") and #II¥HJE (literally "the lonely disease”)—are inherently misleading. Unlike

English, where words are often more abstract and cannot be easily inferred when
encountered for the first time, Chinese is commonly interpreted in a more literal manner by
native speakers. Chinese words are constructed from individual characters, each carrying its

own semantic meaning, and the meaning of a word is frequently derived by combining and

interpreting these characters together. When autism is linguistically framed as B (self) + 7]

(closed) + fE (disease), or ll (lonely) + ¥4 (alone) + fE (disease), the resulting

interpretations strongly shape and distort public perception. These terms encourage the
assumption that all autistic individuals are inherently withdrawn, emotionally isolated, or
unwilling to engage with others. Such interpretations not only misrepresent autism but also
embed stigma directly into the language itself, distorting understanding from the very first
point of exposure.

This linguistic framing has far-reaching implications. Many people assume they already
understand autism based solely on the literal meanings of these terms. This false sense of
familiarity often leads to the spread of misinformation and oversimplified narratives. For
example, some people in China claim that autism rates are increasing because they observe
younger generations spending more time on their phones and less time engaging in face-to-

face conversation. This reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of autism, conflating it
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with voluntary social withdrawal or changing social habits. In other cases, the terminology

becomes the basis for inappropriate humour or self-deprecation. The term “B#” (zi bi) is

frequently used colloquially to describe someone who is depressed, strange, socially
awkward, or merely introverted. Because these traits are widely viewed as undesirable in
China, autism becomes implicitly associated with negativity and dysfunction. This occurs
even when those using the term have little to no real understanding of autism and may
never have knowingly interacted with an autistic person. In this way, the stigma embedded
in the terminology itself creates significant barriers to meaningful awareness and
understanding.

For many Chinese autistic individuals, these terms and labels do not feel
representative or respectful. Personally, | often hesitate to describe myself using these
terms, as they fail to capture the complexity of autism and instead reinforce
misconceptions. Without critical engagement with the language used to define autism,
awareness efforts will remain superficial, and the emotional and social burden placed on
autistic individuals will continue to grow.

As a result, the push for “acceptance” can appear premature or even alienating to
members of the Chinese Canadian community. When core facts about autism remain
misunderstood, and the condition is still heavily stigmatised, calls for acceptance may feel
disconnected from the realities of daily life or unintentionally minimise the challenges
families face. Without foundational awareness, acceptance risks becoming shallow or
performative, particularly when advocacy efforts lack cultural fluency and meaningful
community engagement. This complicates dominant narratives that suggest we have “moved

beyond awareness,” when in many Chinese families, awareness has not yet been adequately
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established. The path toward autism equity does not unfold uniformly across communities;
for those still fighting to be understood and recognised, awareness-building must remain an
ongoing and essential part of the work.

Importantly, this is not a matter of placing communities in competition or comparison.
The point is not that Chinese Canadians have it “worse” or that others have it “better”—
rather, it is that different communities face different challenges and must be met where
they are. When conversations around autism assume a universal experience, they
inadvertently exclude the voices of those navigating cultural stigma, linguistic barriers, and
community-specific forms of discrimination.

To advance true equity, we must allow space for varied and localised understandings
of what progress looks like. We must support culturally grounded pathways toward
awareness, reduce linguistic and conceptual barriers, and recognise that the acceptance of
autism cannot precede the dismantling of stigma. For many in the Chinese Canadian

community, acceptance is not yet the destination—it is still the dream.

Part 5: The Vicious Cycle of Erasure and Stigma

The challenges facing Chinese Canadian autistic individuals are not merely isolated
misunderstandings but are embedded in a self-reinforcing cycle of systemic erasure and
internalised stigma. As explored in previous sections, this cycle is sustained by a collision
between Western institutional neglect and Chinese cultural norms that prioritise social
conformity over individual difference.

Chinese autistic individuals often remain invisible in both mainstream Canadian

autism discourse and within their own cultural communities. In national-level conversations,
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Chinese voices are rarely sought out, let alone centred. Their experiences are overlooked in
research, excluded from advocacy efforts, and rarely represented in public-facing
campaigns. Even within equity-focused spaces such as the Canadian Autism Leadership
Summit, Chinese perspectives remain rare, and issues specifically affecting the Chinese
community have not yet been brought to the forefront of discussion or consideration. While
this is understandable given the broader context, there is significant value in exploring these
topics more deeply in order to better support Chinese autistic individuals and their families.

The structural erasure described in Part 1 does more than limit visibility; it actively
reinforces the internalised cultural stigma discussed in Part 2. When families encounter no
representation of Chinese autistic individuals in the public sphere—compounded by the total
non-existence of openly autistic public figures in China—this absence reinforces the belief
that autism is a private, “face-losing” shame that must be hidden.

Moreover, as noted in the U.S. study discussed in Part 1, high levels of parental stigma
(Rivera-Figueroa et al., 2024) often deter families from seeking support, leading many to
avoid formal diagnosis or hide the condition to escape social judgement (Wang & West,
2016). This concealment is exacerbated by a deep-seated mistrust of available services;
without culturally and linguistically grounded outreach, families frequently view autism
resources as disconnected from their lived realities (Fan & Chen, 2023). When professionals
lack cultural sensitivity or rely on stigmatising, literal translations—as analysed in Part 4—
families may dismiss interventions altogether. Ultimately, because the label is often
perceived to offer few tangible benefits while carrying heavy social costs, autism is often

denied rather than addressed, making timely support nearly impossible to achieve.
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Consequently, Chinese Canadian autistic individuals and their families find themselves
stuck: stigma leads to silence, silence leads to erasure, and erasure makes advocacy all the
more difficult. It becomes a self-perpetuating cycle in which the lack of visibility reinforces
a lack of support, and the lack of support, in turn, justifies continued silence.

Breaking this cycle requires intentional, sustained action. Advocacy cannot occur
without visibility, and visibility cannot be achieved without trust. This trust, in turn, depends
on genuine representation and the inclusion of Chinese autistic voices at every level—from
research and service design to community education and public policy. We must move
beyond surface-level inclusion and commit to meaningful collaboration, where Chinese
autistic individuals are not merely subjects of study but co-creators of change.

Until these conditions are met, Chinese autistic individuals will remain caught in the
margins—navigating stigma alone, without the recognition, resources, or respect they

deserve.

Part 6: A Call for True Equity

The complex realities faced by Chinese Canadian autistic individuals are shaped by an
intersection of cultural, linguistic, and systemic factors. These realities are not peripheral to
broader equity conversations—they are central. And yet, these experiences remain
underrepresented in national discourse, rarely acknowledged in research, and often
unsupported in community services.

As a Chinese Canadian autistic individual with multicultural and bilingual insight, |
have observed firsthand the depth of stigma and the profound silence that surrounds autism

in Chinese communities. While much of my advocacy focuses on exposing the structural and
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cultural roots of this silence, it is not rooted in criticism for criticism’s sake. Instead, it
stems from a desire to foster understanding, build trust, and co-create solutions that are
relevant, respectful, and sustainable.

With this goal in mind, | propose the following actions:

First, Canadian institutions—particularly those involved in autism advocacy,
healthcare, research, and community services—must actively engage with Chinese
communities. This engagement must go beyond studying these communities from the
outside. We must shift from a model of “studying on” to one of “studying with” and
“working with.” Research should be participatory. Outreach should be culturally grounded.
Resources should be designed in close collaboration with the community, not merely
translated for them.

Second, it is imperative that Chinese autistic voices be centred, not included as an
afterthought, but sought out from the outset. Just as it would be unthinkable to create
Indigenous autism resources without Indigenous input, we must not support Chinese autistic
communities without Chinese autistic leadership. These individuals carry lived experiences
that inform not only the content of the work but its tone, relevance, and potential for
impact. While | understand that internalised stigma and cultural norms may make it difficult
for many Chinese individuals to speak openly about autism, this should not be treated as an
insurmountable barrier, but as a starting point for intentional engagement. One practical
entry point lies in reaching out to Chinese autistic individuals and families who are more
familiar with Western advocacy spaces and may feel safer sharing their lived experiences,
while still carrying critical cultural and linguistic insight. Their visible presence across

research, advocacy, and service design can help signal to less-connected families—including

ISSN: 2563-9226 88



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

newcomers and recent immigrants—that it is possible to participate in culturally informed,
shame-free spaces. Over time, this visibility can widen the circle of trust and make broader
participation more attainable.

Third, culturally appropriate and linguistically sensitive materials must be developed.
Translation is not enough, particularly when many autism-related terms either lack accurate

equivalents in Chinese or are embedded with stigmatising meanings. Literal interpretation of

terms like BIfE discussed in Part 4 is the reason why this action is necessary. Care must be

taken to create new language frameworks or carefully introduce unfamiliar concepts in ways
that do not reinforce shame. This may mean avoiding clinical jargon, creating digestible and
relatable content, and framing autism through metaphors or examples that resonate within
Chinese cultural contexts.

These efforts must also consider generational differences, historical memory, and
regional diversity within Chinese Canadian communities. What works for a second-generation
young adult may not resonate with their parents or grandparents. What is appropriate in one
Chinese dialect may be misunderstood or misinterpreted in another. In all of these cases, the
insight and involvement of multicultural, bilingual Chinese Canadian autistic individuals will
be critical.

Finally, | call on national funders, institutions, and policy-makers to recognise this
work as essential. The centring of Indigenous, Black, and Francophone communities in
autism conversations has set a powerful precedent. It is time for similar attention to be
extended to the Chinese community, not because of our numbers alone, but because we too

have been overlooked for far too long.

ISSN: 2563-9226 89



April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

We, as Chinese autistic individuals, are here. We are not invisible. But without structural
support, we remain unheard. The stigma we face within our own communities is real, but we
cannot be expected to dismantle it alone. External support—culturally informed,
linguistically appropriate, and genuinely collaborative—is necessary. It is time to bring

Chinese autistic voices out of the shadows and into the centre of equity work.
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When Difference Becomes Danger: Autism, Ableism, and Policing
in Canada

Quand la différence devient un danger : autisme, capacitisme et
maintien de [’ordre au Canada

Kelly Bron Johnson'

Abstract
This article highlights the alarming trend of police violence against autistic youth in Canada.

Over the past five years, numerous incidents have involved autistic teens and young men

being tasered, handcuffed, or even killed for engaging in harmless behaviors—playing in

leaves, swinging at a park, or walking while stimming. These encounters expose systemic
ableism where society interprets autistic movements as threatening rather than innocent.
Proposed solutions such as voluntary registries fail when officers ignore them or when the
core issue—societal fear of disability—remains unaddressed. Autism awareness campaigns
have not translated into true understanding, leaving autistic people vulnerable to harm in
public spaces. The problem is not autistic existence, but a culture that equates difference

with danger. Real change requires education, empathy, and alternatives to policing,

ensuring autistic people can live, move, and express themselves without fear of violence.

Keywords
ableism, autism, policing

Resumé
Cet article met en évidence une tendance inquiétante de violence policiere envers les jeunes

autistes au Canada. Au cours des cing dernieres années, plusieurs incidents ont impliqué des

adolescents et jeunes hommes autistes qui ont été électrocutés avec un taser, menottés ou méme
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tués pour des comportements inoffensifs — jouer dans les feuilles, se balancer dans un parc ou
marcher en battant des mains. Ces situations montrent un capacitisme systémique ou la société
interprete les mouvements autistiques comme menacants plutot qu’innocents. Les solutions
proposées, comme les registres volontaires, échouent lorsque les policiers les ignorent ou lorsque
le probleme principal — la peur du handicap — n’est pas traité. Les campagnes de sensibilisation a
[’autisme n’ont pas mené a une véritable compréhension, laissant les personnes autistes
vulnérables dans les espaces publics. Le probléme n’est pas I’existence des personnes autistes,
mais une culture qui associe la différence au danger. Un vrai changement nécessite de |’éducation,
de ’empathie et des alternatives au maintien de ’ordre, afin que les personnes autistes puissent
vivre et s’exprimer sans crainte de violence.

Mots-clés
capacitisme, autisme, maintien de [’ordre

Author Note
ChatGPT was used to generate the abstract of this article from the fully written

article text.

“l just want to be sure that our children will live peacefully,” Majd Darwich tells me
(personal communication, September 14, 2023). It’s a simple statement, but one that seems
to be difficult in practice. At least not if your child is autistic, and certainly not if they dare
to be autistic in public, and within sight of the police.

Across Canada over the last five years, there have been many alarming incidents of
young autistic teens and men, being handcuffed, tasered, and even shot by police, while

simply out taking a walk.
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“Abdullah was just playing with the leaves, with the yellow leaves, you know, on the
street. He is like most autistic people. They are addicted to water or anything liquid-like.
And the leaves, you know, he was just sitting in the leaves. He was playing like a boy, like a
small boy. And when they [Peel Regional Police] arrived, they found him like that. And | don't
know, they tried to talk to him, of course he is nonverbal. He did not answer them at all. So
what, what happened? They directly tasered him three times” (M. Darwich, personal
communication, September 14, 2023).

“And after that they handcuffed him, they put his hands behind his back, you know,
and then he tried to run, then he fell down on his face, his face was full of blood smashed
on the ground. It's terrible. They dealt with him like an animal, not like a human being” (M.
Darwich, personal communication, September 14, 2023).

Abdullah Darwich was 19 years old at the time of the incident in Mississauga, Ontario,
in November 2022 (Hassan, 2022).

In the same month of that year, then 18-year-old Brandon, a non-speaking autistic
Black teenager from Terrebonne, Quebec, ran away from his day home. No one is clear why
he did, but he left more than once that day, and was brought back by police each time. On
the final call to police to find and return Brandon that day, he was instead tasered and
brought to a local hospital (Gilmour & Lofaro, 2022).

In June 2018, a 21-year-old autistic man whose name has been withheld for his
protection, was swinging high on the swings at a local Hamilton park. He stopped to perhaps
scratch himself, and put his hand down his pants. It’s something his family members have
seen him do and have worked to discourage, but this particular time, another mother at the

park saw him, videoed him, and then called the police to say a man was masturbating. When
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police arrived, they tried to speak with him, and the young man started running in circles.
Police wrestled him to the ground and tasered him twice (Clairmont, 2018).

Chase de Balinhard was a 15-year-old autistic boy from Surrey, B.C.

“His mother believes [he] was out for a walk at the time and was likely role playing
and making silly videos, as he often did (Hasegawa, 2025a).” On a Sunday morning in
February of this year, Chase left his home for a walk, past a school and his usual route.
Except this time he ended up shot and killed by police (Hasegawa, 2025a; Hasegawa, 2025b;
Hasegawa, 2025c; Hasegawa, 2025d).

All across Canada and the USA, there are many similar stories like this. Some of the
victims are racialized, some are non-speaking, but what they all have in common is being
young, male, and stereotypically autistic in public.

As an autistic person and mother of an autistic teen, | am well aware we can both
blend in while in public, and still stick out. My sixteen-year-old is now over six feet tall and
he does not simply walk down the street. No, while all his features are perfectly typical to
anyone else: he hums, flaps, skips, and talks to himself. You can see him, and sometimes
hear him, coming a mile away. If that’s all you see, you may wonder if he’s all there. What
you don’t see is that he also has a borderline genius IQ, speaks two languages fluently, and is
on the honor roll at a mainstream high school. Yet none of that matters if someone feels
threatened by his movements, or if police decide to try to talk to him. | feel both lucky and
ashamed at times, that even though he is a quarter Black, his complexion is so pale, that he
benefits from white privilege. This obviously has not saved the people in all the cases
mentioned here—when it comes to being stopped by the police, act autistic enough and you

will suffer the consequences.
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So what is the solution?

When | spoke to Montreal police chief, Fady Dagher, he suggested a registry (personal
communication, June 8, 2023). Voluntary registries for autistic people are often proposed as
a solution by law enforcement agencies, however, aside from potential privacy issues, they
have to be used effectively for them to actually work. This was not the case when Peel
police came upon Abdullah playing in the leaves a couple of houses down from his home. He
was on the registry (Hassan, 2022). Yet, no one bothered to check the registry before making
a decision to taser him.

Does a registry work if you stop a non-speaking person walking down the street and
try to ask them their name? Why are police stopping autistic people who are playing in parks
or yards, or taking a walk, and not hurting anyone?

Canada observes Autism Awareness Month, but are people really aware? In some of
these cases, calls were made grossly exaggerating the dangerous behaviour they claimed to
be witnessing when reporting to the police. Abdullah was seen as distressed by police, but
rather than try to help, he was tasered. Maybe police are not the right people to intervene.
Maybe we, as a society, need to have better understanding and awareness of what innocent
autistic behaviour looks like. | can guarantee you, if | had seen Abdullah playing in the
leaves, | would have correctly interpreted his movements as play. If | had seen the man in
Hamilton swinging high on the swings, | would have instantly placed that as autistic sensory
play. If | had seen Chase walking down the street, making goofy videos on his phone, | would
just have seen it as any other teen creating content.

Why are these totally harmless acts seen as scary and dangerous when autistic people

do them? Ableism. As a society we are scared of disability and disabled bodies. Society at
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large does not trust disabled people, disabled movement, autonomy, decision-making

abilities, or intelligence.

Society has historically hidden disabled people away. Now, instead of sanitoriums and

institutions, if autistic people have managed to survive to adulthood, we get apprehended
by police instead. Daring to be out in public is seen as a criminal act. Just existing,
autisticly, boldly, is a problem.

These stories reveal a deeper, systemic issue: the criminalization of autistic
existence. The violence inflicted upon young autistic people in Canada is not about
individual misunderstandings, but about entrenched ableism that frames difference as
danger. Solutions like registries do not address the root issue—that our society still fails to
see autistic people as fully human. What we need is not more databases or policing, but
cultural change: education, empathy, and community-based supports that prioritize care
over control (Hasegawa, 2025c; Perrault, 2025). Until we stop equating disability with
threat, autistic children and adults will continue to face violence for simply being
themselves in public. True inclusion means creating a world where autistic joy, movement,

and expression are recognized for what they are: life, not danger.
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Breaking the Silence: How Language Reinforces or Dismantles Stigma in
Autism

Briser le silence : comment le langage renforce ou réduit la
stigmatisation dans [’autisme

Rebekah Kintzinger!

Abstract
This paper explores the impact of language in shaping the attitudes society holds,

reinforcing stigma, and influencing perceptions of Autistic people. The author argues that
language is not just about the words used but a reflection of society’s biases, often
perpetuating harmful narratives about autism. They emphasize the distinction between
identity-first language (“Autistic people”) and person-first language (“individual with
autism”), highlighting how the former affirms autism as an integral part of identity while the
latter implies separateness or pathology. The use of identity-first language is framed as a
reclamation of the Autistic narrative, challenging deficit-based perspectives historically
shaped by non-Autistic voices. The paper writes about how stigma is rooted in deficit-based
language. It perpetuates exclusion and lowers societal expectations, impacting access to
education, employment, and meaningful inclusion. It critiques societal stereotypes of
Autistic people as socially awkward, or lacking skills, and reframes these as differences in
communication styles that are often undervalued due to neurotypical norms. The author
calls for a shift in language to dismantle stigma, celebrate neurodiversity, and recognize the

value of Autistic perspectives through advocating for respect, understanding, and societal
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change. Ultimately, they insist language is a powerful tool for acceptance and inclusion,
urging society to embrace words that reflect the reality and worth of Autistic lives.

Keywords
Stigma in autism, Autism, Autistic identity, neurotypical bias, disability studies

Résumé
Cet article explore l’incidence du langage sur la formation des attitudes sociales, le

renforcement de la stigmatisation et la maniere dont les personnes autistes sont percues.
L’autrice soutient que le langage ne se limite pas aux mots utilisés, mais reflete les biais de
la société, en perpétuant souvent des récits nuisibles sur l’autisme. Elle met en évidence la
distinction entre le langage centré sur l’identité (« personnes autistes ») et le langage
centré sur la personne (« personne ayant ’autisme »), en soulignant que le premier affirme
’autisme comme une partie intégrante de l’identité, tandis que le second suggere une
séparation ou une pathologie. L’utilisation du langage centré sur [’identité est présentée
comme une reprise du récit autiste, qui remet en question les perspectives axées sur les
déficits historiquement faconnées par des personnes non autistes. L’article explique
également que la stigmatisation est enracinée dans un langage basé sur les déficits. Ce type
de langage entretient ’exclusion et réduit les attentes sociales, ce qui affecte l’acces a
l’éducation, a 'emploi et a une inclusion réelle. Il critique les stéréotypes sociaux selon
lesquels les personnes autistes seraient maladroites socialement ou dépourvues de
compétences, et les reconsidere comme des différences dans les styles de communication,
souvent sous-évaluées en raison des normes neurotypiques. L’autrice appelle a un
changement dans ’usage du langage afin de réduire la stigmatisation, de valoriser la
neurodiversité et de reconnaitre la valeur des perspectives autistes, en promouvant le

respect, la compréhension et un changement social. En fin de compte, elle affirme que le
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langage est un outil puissant pour favoriser |’acceptation et l’inclusion, et encourage la
société a adopter des mots qui refletent la réalité et la valeur des vies autistes.

Mots-clés
stigmatisation, autisme, identité autiste, biais neurotypique, études sur le handicap

Author Note
ChatGPT Plus was used to improve the clarity and conciseness of my ideas when

writing this article.

Language, Power, and Autism

Language is an impactful force in the world we experience. The language used to
describe Autistic people reflects and reinforces social power, with deficit-based and
euphemistic terms contributing to stigma, lowered expectations, and exclusion, while
identity-affirming language can support dignity, belonging, and social change. The language
society uses shapes thought, reflects bias, and perpetuates social norms. This often happens,
and we don’t even notice it.

For Autistic people like myself, the weight of language is more than the way things
are phrased, it is a reality that influences how visible or valued we are. Language is not
synonymous with semantics alone as it echoes the attitudes society holds. In the case of
autism, language has a big role in reinforcing stigma. This paper draws both on lived

experience as an Autistic person, and existing scholarship in disability and autism studies.

Identity-First Language and Autistic Identity
Think about the difference between describing someone as “Autistic” versus

describing them as “an individual with autism”. Or even referring to someone as being “on
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the spectrum”. Initially, these terms may seem descriptively accurate, even
interchangeable. But they are not, because of what they imply. These terms carry largely
different connotations, and their impact is equally separate. When | am referred to as “an
individual with autism” or being “on the spectrum” it feels like | am being separated from a
core part of my identity. As if autism is an unsavoury part of my life, something external that
should be detached or cured. To me there is something clinical, something sanitized, about
the choice to say “individual” instead of “person”. But even “person with autism” carries
those implications of tragedy, and problem to be fixed.

Although language preferences are not uniform, my experience reflects a broader
pattern identified in research with Autistic communities. Many Autistic people prefer
identity-first language because it affirms our experiences. Research reflects this experience,
with many Autistic people expressing a preference for identity-first language, because it
recognizes autism as integral to identity rather than something separate from the self
(Kenny et al., 2016).

Interpreting these findings through lived experience and identity-first language
becomes a matter of ontology rather than preference. How | refer to myself is about how |
am allowed to exist in the world as an Autistic person. | do not interpret being Autistic as an
“add on” to myself. It is myself. When | hear “Autistic”, | am centered in my identity and it
is acknowledged that my neurology shapes every aspect of me, and how | experience the
world. ldentity first language like “Autistic people” reflects a reclaiming of our narrative.
For example, using “Autistic people” instead of “individuals with autism” emphasizes our

fundamental human nature.
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From Clinical Framing to Deficit Narratives

This shift in language directly challenges the deficit-based narratives that society
clings to. For a long time, the people shaping conversations about autism were not Autistic
people. Doctors, educators and policymakers often framed autism as a deficit - a problem to
have, or a burden to bear (Bagatell, 2010). Often, they were not Autistic. When society
frames Autistic traits as deficits, it influences how people interact with us. When society
describes autism as a “disorder”, we reinforce the idea that Autistic people are broken on a
fundamental level. When we use begin to use terms like “Autistic people” or
“neurodivergent people” we shift the conversation from pathology to identity and belonging.
It recognizes diversity. This is not merely a linguistic change; it is a necessary step toward a

more inclusive future.

Euphemisms, “Neurodiverse”, and Linguistic Avoidance

The term “neurodiverse individuals” is increasingly used, often without clarity or
accuracy. Neurodiversity, however, is not something a person can embody. It is a concept
that describes the entire spectrum of human brains, neurotypical and neurodivergent
together. If we call someone “neurodiverse” to indicate being Autistic, it is not only
incorrect but also ignores what it really means to be “neurodivergent”. This lack of accuracy
reinforces the stigma Autistic people are faced with and reduces our experiences to vague
and softened language that avoids confronting society’s discomfort with difference.

What is incredibly frustrating is that this language often comes from people who claim

to advocate for us. People who believe using these terms is more respectful or inclusive.
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Respect is not about softening language to make neurotypical people comfortable; it is

about listening to how Autistic people define ourselves.

Stigma in Practice: Language, Expectations, and Exclusion

Of course, stigma is a heavy word. It is the subtle and pervasive force that isolates,
alienates, and diminishes so many. For Autistic people, stigma begins in the very language
used to describe us. When policymakers and academics use terms like “individuals with
autism” it indicates a discomfort with acknowledging autism as a legitimate identity
(Gernsbacher et al., 2016). These terms other us. They perpetuate a narrative that we are
separate from the “norm” of humanity which is a narrative that should never be the case.

Once stigma is rooted in language, it manifests in tangible ways. Instead of others
seeing our differences as valuable they are often seen as problems to be corrected. This has
enormous ramifications attached. Research has shown deficit-based language contributes to
discrimination and lowers society’s expectations of Autistic people. This often leads to
exclusion in education, employment and even social spaces (Botha et al., 2020). The words
chosen in official documents, medical records, and during casual conversations have a ripple
effect. They reinforce stereotypes that Autistic people are broken, or less than capable. Less
than. This is something | have experienced firsthand in many environments. It is a major

contributing factor in my own internalized ableism.

Autistic Communication and the Double Empathy Problem

The way Autistic people are perceived on a social level adds another layer of stigma. There

is a persistent stereotype that we lack social skills or are inherently awkward. This
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stereotype is far from the truth. Autistic people often have authentic and adaptive social
styles. These social styles challenge neurotypical norms that prioritize politeness and
indirect communication. Studies have shown that Autistic people’s communication styles
emphasize honesty and clarity, and they often offer insight and perspective that
neurotypical communication styles overlook (Milton, 2012).

What society calls a “lack” of social skills is often just a mismatch between Autistic
and neurotypical communicating. Neurotypical norms prioritize making others comfortable
and usually involve indirect or polite communication. It dominates social interactions and is
sometimes at the expense of authenticity. These norms can be challenging for Autistic
people to navigate because of the lack of transparency, especially when the neurotypical
norms of communicating are often superficial in nature. | have experienced Autistic social
interactions being frequently rich in depth and sincerity. The difference between these
communication styles doesn’t make us deficient, it makes us diverse. However, because
neurotypical norms dominate, our ways of connecting are often dismissed and not valued.

| remember having a conversation with a colleague. They were describing a video that
framed this stereotype in a way that resonated with them. The video argued that Autistic
people are not socially awkward, but that we are socially astute. We notice things others
might miss. We approach conversations with a level of thoughtfulness that can be both
refreshing and challenging to neurotypical expectations. This was a liberating perspective. It
validated the idea that my way of connecting with others is not wrong. It is just different.

When language perpetuates the idea that autism is a deficit, it reinforces the social
exclusion Autistic people face. As discussed earlier, terms such as “neurodiverse individuals”,

“on the spectrum”, or “individuals with autism” often appear benign but carry the weight of
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social judgement. These terms position us as outsiders, like people who need to be fixed or
managed, rather than valued for who we are. This is not a theoretical exclusion, it has real-
world consequences. When people view Autistic traits as “problems”, they are less likely to
support us in meaningful ways. Instead of creating spaces where Autistic people thrive,
society often expects us to conform to neurotypical norms. Especially to succeed in the way
neurotypical people do. This expectation is exhausting and dehumanizing. It tells us that we
are only acceptable if we suppress our authentic selves and mimic neurotypical behaviour

(Robertson, 2009).

Advocacy, Respect, and Responsibility

Shifting our language is a small but powerful move towards dismantling this stigma.
Respecting our preferences in language use is critical in advocating for our rights and
challenging the stigma we face (Kapp et al., 2013). By choosing words that reflect Autistic
preferences and experiences, society can challenge this long held deficit-based narrative.
They can affirm the value of neurodivergent perspectives. Importantly, it reminds the world
that we are complete and valuable as we are. One of the most damaging aspects of stigma is
how it narrows discourse around what it means to be Autistic.

Society often sees autism through a lens of limitation rather than possibility. Media
portrayals and medical diagnoses reflect this perspective (Clarke & van Ameron, 2008).
Autistic people are not monolithic, our experiences are as diverse as all other humans.
Embracing this diversity can lead to a more enlightened and open-minded society.

In my life, challenging this narrative means embracing my identity without apology. It

means advocating for language that reflects the reality of who | am, not who society thinks |
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should be. It means calling out stereotypes and pushing back when the rhetoric is that
autism is something to be pitied or fixed. | think about all the conversations | have had with
people who hold misconceptions about autism. These conversations happen in the
workplace, at family gatherings, and at any point in society. People often assume that being
Autistic means being incapable of forming stable relationships, holding meaningful jobs, or
living fulfilling lives. These assumptions continue to shape how Autistic people are treated in

workplaces, families, and public life.

Conclusion: Language as a Site of Change

When we use language that celebrates neurodiversity, the door opens to a new
narrative. The narrative shifts to one that recognizes the strengths and contributions of
Autistic people. Words like “neurodivergent” and “Autistic” do not just describe us, they
empower us. They remind us, and the rest of the world, that we are valuable, not despite
our differences, but because of them. The fight against stigma is far from over, but society is
making progress. When identity-affirming language is adopted in scholarship, policy and
everyday practice, it signals a shift toward inclusion.

Language is a primary site where stigma is either reinforced or dismantled. It shapes
how we see ourselves and how others see us. If influences policies, practices and
perceptions. By choosing words that reflect the reality of Autistic lives, society can begin to
dismantle the stigma that has held us back for so long.

Shifting language is not an abstract exercise. It requires institutions, professionals,
researchers, and advocates to listen to Autistic people and to change the terms they

normalize in policy, practice, and public discourse. Inclusion is not achieved through
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intention alone, but through concrete choices made about whose language is centered and
whose experiences are treated as authoritative.

For me, this journey is personal. It has been about reclaiming my identity and
challenging the narratives that have tried to define me. It is about advocating for a world
where Autistic people belong and are valued. And | believe it starts with the words we use.

Let us choose them wisely.
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Musings of a Canary Poet

Réflexions d’une poete « canari »
Peggy Liu'

Abstract
The following poems are a window into my challenges, hopes, and fight for self-

determination as an AuDHD woman living in today’s society. | was diagnosed with autism and
ADHD at twenty-eight-and while I’'m immensely grateful for the healing clarity that my
diagnosis provides, | didn’t realize it would only reinforce the sense of “Other-ness” I’d felt
my whole life.

It says a lot about society when a diagnosis amplifies stigma instead of dispelling it. But |
write from a place of conviction that things will get better. Not everybody knows what it’s
like to be autistic, but loneliness, feeling misunderstood, and lack of safety and belonging-

these are experiences shared by people across all walks of life. If more people focus on
these threads in the overall discourse surrounding autism, it’s only a matter of time before

the world becomes a more compassionate and accepting place.
Until then, for every lonely, misunderstood soul reading my words, | hope they can inspire in
you this deeper truth: the pain isn’t the end. In fact, it’s fertile soil-for cultivating change,
community, art. It’s just waiting for you to plant the seed.

Keywords
Sensory differences, loneliness, despair, self-empowerment, hope

Resumé
Ces poemes montrent mes défis, mes espoirs et mon combat pour |’autodétermination en tant que

femme AuDHD dans la société actuelle. J’ai été diagnostiquée autiste et TDAH a 28 ans — et,

" Independent Author
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méme si ce diagnostic m’a apporté une grande clarté, il a aussi renforcé mon sentiment d’étre «
différente ».

Cela en dit long sur la société lorsqu’un diagnostic amplifie la stigmatisation au lieu de la dissiper.
Mais j’écris avec la conviction que les choses vont s’améliorer. Tout le monde ne sait pas ce que
c’est que d’étre autiste, mais la solitude, le sentiment d’étre incompris et le manque de sécurité

et d’appartenance — ce sont des expériences partagées par des personnes de tous horizons. Si
davantage de personnes se concentrent sur ces fils conducteurs dans le discours général autour de
[’autisme, ce n’est qu’une question de temps avant que le monde ne devienne un lieu plus
compatissant et accueillant.
D’ici la, pour chaque ame solitaire et incomprise qui lit mes mots, j’espére qu’ils pourront vous
inspirer cette vérité profonde : la douleur n’est pas une fin en soi. En fait, elle est un sol fertile;
pour cultiver le changement, la communauté, 'art. Il ne reste plus qu’a y planter la graine.

Mots-clés
différences sensorielles, solitude, désespoir, autonomie, espoir

Daisy Skin

Ignorance is a suit of armour

and God forgot

to give me mine.

| walk around with skin like daisies,

collecting cuts nonstop
from people with hedgehog
auras and prickly thoughts.

Even raindrops land like stones
when everybody mistakes
a wildflower for a weed.

All my life

| wanted only for sunshine,

but God told me flowers won’t grow
without rain.

ISSN: 2563-9226 11



Fish Out of Water

When | learned that fish drown
on dry land, | understood why

| feel more kinship with animals
than people.

| can’t breathe here either—
—suffocated by chaos and violence
and voices that drown out
everything but

ego.

| lost my own voice

searching for a safe harbour
nowhere in sight.

Lifeline
Thirty years of rain
left me a high-flood risk.

People stopped trying
to build homes here.

Still,
you knock on my door.

Mirror

Why would a sword ever
accommodate a flower

when the flower only reminds it
of its Nature?

The flower may be forced to fight harder to survive,

but deep down

the sword knows it will never
belong

in the Garden.

Making Fruit

This world is heartache

every single day. Still, | get up
and feed the birds.

What'’s the point, | want to ask,

ISSN: 2563-9226

April 2026 Volume 6 Issue 1

112



Of growing flowers

when they don'’t live very long
and people don'’t care

to smell them anyway?

To my surprise,

a little hummingbird replied,

“Not everyone will appreciate flowers
like me. But without flowers

there can be no fruit,

and without fruit

there can be no seeds.

The world you want is simply waiting

for you to make fruit.”
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To Be Human

Etre humain
D.D. Lorr!

Abstract
The following poem captures the internal battles that | have faced as a late-diagnosed, high-

masking autistic woman. It expresses the complexities in navigating self-awareness,
masking, alexithymia, and self-compassion. Hopefully this work fosters empathy and offers
some validation to the experiences of others within this community.

Keywords
High-masking, late-diagnosis, chronic pain, alexithymia, self-compassion

Resumé
Le poeme qui suit relate les combats intérieurs que j'ai menés en tant que femme autiste

diagnostiquée tardivement et ayant une grande capacité a masquer. Il exprime la complexité de
naviguer entre la conscience de soi, le masquage, l'alexithymie et la compassion envers soi-méme.
Jeespere que ce texte nourrira lempathie et offrira une forme de validation aux expériences vécues
par d'autres personnes de cette communauté.

Mots-clés
a fort masquage, diagnostic tardif, douleur chronique, alexithymie, compassion envers soi-

méme

| don’t know,

or maybe | do.

Maybe | don’t want to know.

What | know | carry with me.

It’s hard to carry so much,

| don’t want to carry more.

| can’t,

but I can, | can.

Maybe remembering will make me stronger,

" Independent Author
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stronger and able to carry more.
Then maybe | won’t be so tired.
I am so tired.

| don’t know.

Do I?

What if | did know?

What if | knew what was going on right now?

Right now with me, in my head and heart and body.

My head.

In my head there is worry and fear,

so much fear leftover from a lifetime of fight-mode.

A terrified child never allowed to scream or cry.
Heartbroken, wait,

but that’s the heart.

| am talking about the head.

In my head is stress,

mountains of to-dos and should-bes.
My head plays every possible outcome,
option and question forward

to assess the potentials risks and costs.
My head wants to stand alone,

to be strong and disconnected.

Why? To protect itself from the pain
festering within my heart.

The heart, my heart.

My heart filled with heartbreak,
more than | dare feel.
Yet in it | still notice slivers of a childlike hope.

My heart is so full,

about to overflow with god only knows what.
So full that every

bump

shake

and stop

moves it and causes it to spill over.

It aches, this poor heart of mine.

This body, my body.
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It pains me to say my body.

For so long | denied it, wished it out of existence.

It didn’t ask to be subjected to so much pain,

not deserving of the harsh treatment it received from
me

and its parents

and its culture.

All its ever done is try to make me okay.

Her whole life dedicated to keeping me safe
and strong and alive,

when have | ever thanked her?

Or even taken a moment to acknowledge her?
Thank you, my body, thank you.

Thank you.

My head has directed me, secured me through turbulent times,
it has given me freedom.

Through my mind | can learn

and grow

and change.

My heart has held me, the deepest
most painful and fragile parts of me.
She nurtures me and sings me to sleep
with her peace-filled pace

da-dum

da-dum

da-dum.

Thank you.

| have this community within me,

free from bias, all working to take care of me.
No matter how | perform,

what | achieve, or how | feel,

it is with me and on my side.

Life is hard, yes.

Obviously, yes.

That pain doesn’t disappear,

it’s carried in me.

But | have help,

and if we can learn to put the pain down,
we can get stronger.

We can be free.
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What do you see when you look at me?
Do you see her?

Behind the mask.

Can you hear me?

Do you see beyond me?

Do you see the ‘we’?

We are together and loved,

loved by one another.
Head, heart and body.
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Quiet and Living and Watching the Light

Silencieux, vivant, regardant la lumiere
Jan A. Wozniak'?2

Abstract
This collection of poetry explores the quiet topography of autistic childhood and

adolescence in rural and small-town Southern Ontario, where stigma often hides in plain
sight. The pieces merge Southern Ontario Gothic, a regional subgenre marked by rural
decay, memory, silence, and haunting, with lyric explorations of autistic interiority, weaving
place-based unease with the sensory and social dissonance of neurodivergent experience.
Set in haylofts, graveyards, sandbox borders, and half-forbidden gulleys, the poems trace
early sensory and social differences that were misunderstood or pathologized long before
the speaker understood them as part of a neurodivergent identity. Without ever needing to
name stigma outright, the poems evoke its shape: the pressure to mask, the silence of
teachers, the loudness of peers, and the exclusion felt even in proximity to others. Yet these
same poems bear witness to self-recognition, subtle resistance, and the sacredness of
solitude. By attending to the landscapes and rituals that offered comfort and coherence—
from creek beds to empty barns—the speaker resists dominant narratives of disorder and
dysfunction, asserting instead a world quietly restructured by neurodivergent perception. In
this way, the collection challenges what counts as “normal” belonging and articulates a

poetic form of dignity, memory, and care.

! Azrieli Adult Neurodevelopmental Centre, Centre for Addition and Mental Health
2 Factor-Inwentash School of Social Work, University of Toronto
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Keywords
autism, adolescence, childhood, rural neurodivergence, stigma, Southern Ontario Gothic

Resumé
Cette collection de poésie explore la topographie discrete de ’enfance et de |’adolescence

autistes dans les zones rurales et les petites villes du sud de [’Ontario, ou la stigmatisation se cache
souvent a la vue de tous. Les textes mélent le gothique du sud de [’Ontario, un sous-genre régional
marqué par la dégradation rurale, la mémoire, le silence et une atmosphére hantée, a des
explorations lyriques de l’intériorité autiste, en tissant un malaise lié aux lieux avec la dissonance
sensorielle et sociale de |’expérience neurodivergente. Situés dans des greniers a foin, des
cimetiéres, aux bords de bacs a sable et dans des ravins a moitié interdits, les poémes retracent
des différences sensorielles et sociales précoces, mal comprises ou pathologisées bien avant que la
personne qui parle ne les reconnaisse comme faisant partie d’une identité neurodivergente. Sans
jamais nommer explicitement la stigmatisation, les poémes en évoquent la forme : la pression de
se masquer, le silence des enseignants, le bruit des pairs et I’exclusion ressentie méme en étant
proche des autres. Pourtant, ces mémes poemes témoignent aussi de la reconnaissance de soi,
d’une résistance discrete et du caractere presque sacré de la solitude. En prétant attention aux
paysages et aux rituels qui apportaient du réconfort et de la cohérence — des lits de ruisseaux aux
granges vides — la personne qui parle résiste aux récits dominants de désordre et de
dysfonctionnement, et affirme plut6t un monde doucement réorganisé par une perception
neurodivergente. De cette maniere, la collection remet en question ce qui est considéré comme
une appartenance « normale » et exprime une forme poétique de dignité, de mémoire et de soin.

Mots-clés
autisme, adolescence, enfance, neurodivergence rurale, stigmatisation, gothique du sud de

[’Ontario
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Author Note
ChatGPT and Grammarly Pro were used during the editing and revision process for

grammar, refinement recommendations, and constructive feedback.

Creek Bed, Early Spring

This was before the field turned dry and the cattails shed,
when | still wandered past the hay bales, out where the runoff
muddied my boots and the frogs waited, unbothered by footsteps.
| didn’t chase them, only watched—their throats ballooning like
instruments tuned to the pulse of spring, sun caught in their wet skin.
At school, | folded my hands too early, too often, shaped words
like apologies and shrank into myself each time they misheard.
But here, where ice still clung to shadowed corners, | traced
the slow melt with the tip of my boot, that glistening retreat
that made room for something soft to surface. | memorized

the sound of water thinning through thaw, the lean of roots
along the bank, the red-wing blackbird tuning its body before
it opened its beak. They said | drifted, called me distant,

but | knew each stone by weight, each reed by touch,

knew how the marsh opened like breath after holding.

My teacher said | walked like a body waiting to vanish,

asked why | flinched when called, mistook my silence

for absence. | never corrected them. | only returned here—
where minnows rise with the melt, and the creek carries

what the world would discard. | crouch again in that low

bend of earth, let the water ripple past my fingers,

let the wind shape me into something briefly unguarded,

and offer the silence back, just as it was offered to me.

Sandbox, Before Noon

This was before | knew how to explain why |
sat alone at recess, building canals and forts
from memory, before the others learned to
laugh too loud and kick down what | shaped
with care. The sandbox was four nailed boards,
softened by weather and bracketed in rust,
each corner anchored with half-buried bricks

| never touched. Inside, | mapped the world
the way it made sense to my hands—damp sand
for foundations, dry grains for what should shift.
The shovel moved like thought, slow and sure,
and | rewrote the edges with a fingertip each
time they failed to hold. | dug moats deep
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enough to protect the gate, folded tunnels into
walls without needing blueprints, traced spines
of castles that could survive collapse. | never
let the others in. Their feet were too careless,
their games too loud, and their voices skipped
like scratched discs | couldn’t follow. | watched
them from behind the drawbridge, where my
plastic horse stood watch with unblinking calm.
A beetle once paused so still | thought it was
gone, so | whispered sorry and buried it gently,
the way I’d want someone to do for me. | knew
how to tell the weight of damp from dry, how
to feel the dome settle before my hand left it.
When they called my name, | waited a moment
longer—only to finish what | had begun, then
rose, leaving the wall intact, the shape still holding.

The Gulley

Behind the school, where we weren’t meant to go,
the gulley opened—steep, overgrown, unsupervised.
| slipped past the chain-link at the noon bell,

drawn by the smell of rust and wet leaves,

the kind of damp that clung to October’s bones.

| knew the loose stones, the roots shaped like hands
reaching from shadow; | knew how far to climb.

No one called my name in that hollow of moss,

no one marked my absence between bells.

| listened to silence arrange itself in layers—
sometimes even the lichen seemed to speak.

Once, a fox passed so near | could see

its breath rise and the ripple in its shoulder;

it moved through the underbrush without pause,
unbothered, as if my presence folded into the slope.
Above, the lunchroom clatter carried on—

elbows knocking juice boxes, knees bruised again,
but down in the gulley | was never out of place:
just quiet, and living, and watching the light

break across shale with no need to explain.

Hayloft, Late July
The barn held its breath beneath the weight of heat,
dust suspended in angled shafts of late-day gold,

straw imprinting its scratch into the skin of my knees.
| came here to think, which meant saying nothing aloud,
while stall doors hung open like paused declarations—
the cows long gone, their absence settled in the boards.
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No one climbed this high except the light at mid-afternoon.
The third rung cracked beneath my foot, but | knew its sound,
trusted the soft thud of my weight settling into old hay.

| arranged my thoughts like tin soldiers in neat formation,
tidy, steady, never meant for conquest or attention.

Wasps circled above in a loose and buzzing procession,
undisturbed if | held still among the dusty beams.

Outside, the cornfields shimmered beyond understanding,
while inside | traced initials carved by someone | missed—

a cousin who vanished at sixteen, a sister misnamed.

They used other words back then—lazy, lost, difficult—

said | wandered too far inward to find my place among them.
But this was where | came clear, where nothing asked.

In the quiet of timber, mildew, and dry nesting straw,

a hollow that welcomed the weight of quiet return.

Rye Beneath the Bleachers

The first time | really drank, it was under the bleachers,

gravel pressed into my palms, the boards above creaking

with every footstep, the rye opening something inside me,

a kind of silence | could carry—warm, blunt, and blurring.

| nodded at the right moments, careful not to speak too soon,
afraid of missing a beat or asking a question too slowly.

Past the tractor pull, they stood in loose circles, the smoke
threading commas between their stories and quick laughter,

and | watched how their bodies moved in sync, their timing

like a language learned early, spoken only in side glances.

No one asked if | wanted a turn, so | stood still with the bottle,
tilting it just enough when someone looked over and nodded.
Someone handed me a cigarette and | took it without flinching,
held it like an assignment, steady as the wind slid down my neck.

| stayed until the fire guttered out and the last can clattered away,
laughing with them about girls, though the wanting missed my chest.
I memorized how the faces bent when the punchlines landed,

how loud you had to be to count, how long to smile before leaving.
That night | walked home without the bottle, but its shape lingered,
a gesture that clung to my fingers like instinct, like camouflage.
Something to hold when noise outpaced meaning, when silence
split just wide enough to remind me | hadn’t said anything wrong.

The Dead Don’t Ask for Much

In the front row, the names have thinned to whispers,
letters worn down by wind and seasons into gestures,

a J that curls like smoke, a D dissolved beneath algae,
the stone faces leaning slightly, as if turned to listen.
There are no flowers here, only chickweed and burdock,
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a maple sapling rooted beside someone’s forgotten wife,

the ground dipping in places as if something still breathes below.
| don’t step on the plots, though no one watches me pass.

| trace the lines between graves like reading Braille in silence,
my footfalls measured, respectful, tuned to the soft resistance.
One headstone has cracked straight through the surname,

a clean break that divides the life from the leaving,

the date of death rubbed out by frost and neglect.

There are no fences, just a length of chain rusted open,

looped once around a cedar post stained with rain.

A barn swallow lands on the tallest cross for a moment,

its wings cutting the air into ribbons just before a storm.

| used to come here after school, when the world felt too large,
and sit beneath the willow that nobody ever named,

pulling burrs from my cuffs, counting the ants

as they traced the veins in my wrist like a road map.

The leaves shimmered, flickering across my shoulders

as if the sunlight itself was searching for a place to rest.
Somewhere, someone remembers these hames—or did once.
And maybe that’s enough: to keep walking gently,

to pause and set something down—a stone, a sprig of pine,

a breath of recognition shaped into sound, spoken softly.

Town Without a Language

No one questioned why | walked the sideroads alone,

boots powdered white with dust, arms rigid as fence wire,
where people spoke in weather and the sound of screen doors,
in the rhythm of chores, and the pause before a shovel scraped.
Meaning lived in what got done, in barns latched without words.
At the feed store, men buried their hands in bins of grain,
speaking of calves and drought like both were bound to fail,
while children practiced nodding at just the right moments.

A good life meant strong wrists, an even temper, and silence.

| tried to believe in clipped lawns and tractor parades,

in shaking hands and never asking for more than work.

The quiet settled in thick—neither ease nor calm,

but something that dulled the corners of each morning.

In school, | underlined every sentence twice in blue pen,

and at home, sorted coins by year, by colour, by weight,

as if accuracy could name whatever else went missing.
Language arrived in glances, the idling tractor out back,

a sound that hovered between task and resignation.
Sometimes, | read aloud to the fields behind the house,

each word tossed like seed and left to hang in the dusk.

| never expected them to root—only to stay a little longer,

a brief defiance of the silence passed down like inheritance.
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Abstract
This collection of poems examines stigma, discrimination, and the lived interiority of autistic

experience through lyric, metaphor, and allegory. Each piece translates facets of autistic
life into poetic forms that reveal what is often misunderstood or minimized—or stays
hidden—such as sensory overwhelm, the pressure to mask, internalized perfectionism, cycles
of burnout, and the persistence of anxiety. The poems resist medicalized framings by
positioning these experiences as forms of survival, meaning-making, and resistance. “Anxiety
is my Service Animal” and “Perfectionism as a Personal Trainer” configure disabling forces as
companions and instructors and, in doing so, expose the double bind of constraint and
intimacy. “Mask with Instructions” and “Stigma as Office Wallpaper” document how
expectations of performance and ambient prejudice structure everyday interactions.
“Sensory Apocalypse” destabilizes conventional views of nhormalcy and reaffirms autistic
epistemologies that value alternative ways of sensing and interpreting the world. Lastly,
“Elegy for the Burnout Kid” confronts the collapse of youthful ambition under relentless
expectations of productivity and ableism. Together, these poems offer an account of autistic
life that is vulnerable, defiant, and embedded in critiques of normative culture and the

violence of its unspoken demands.
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Resumé
Cette collection de poemes examine la stigmatisation, la discrimination et |’expérience intérieure

vécue de [’autisme a travers le lyrisme, la métaphore et l’allégorie. Chaque texte traduit des
aspects de la vie autiste en formes poétiques qui révelent ce qui est souvent mal compris,
minimisé — ou reste caché — comme la surcharge sensorielle, la pression de se masquer, le
perfectionnisme intériorisé, les cycles d’épuisement (burnout) et la persistance de ’anxiété. Les
poémes s’opposent aux visions médicalisées en présentant ces expériences comme des formes de
survie, de création de sens et de résistance. « L’anxiété est mon animal d’assistance » et « Le
perfectionnisme comme entraineur personnel » transforment des forces handicapantes en
compagnons et en guides, révélant ainsi le double lien entre contrainte et intimité. « Masque avec
instructions » et « La stigmatisation comme papier peint de bureau » montrent comment les
attentes de performance et les préjugés ambiants structurent les interactions quotidiennes. «
Apocalypse sensorielle » déstabilise les visions classiques de la normalité et réaffirme des facons
autistes de connaitre et de comprendre le monde, qui valorisent des manieres alternatives de
ressentir et d’interpréter. Enfin, « Elégie pour I’enfant épuisé » confronte |’effondrement des
ambitions de jeunesse sous des attentes constantes de productivité et de capacitisme. Ensemble,
ces poemes offrent une vision de la vie autiste a la fois vulnérable et résistante, profondément
ancrée dans une critique des normes sociales et de la violence de leurs exigences implicites.
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Elegy for the Burnout Kid

| planned my life like a science fair volcano;
baking soda ambition, vinegar dreams,
provoking an eruption for extra credit.

They called me eccentric.
They clapped when | erupted.
They winced when | scorched their shoes.

| drift down the interstate of Unmet Potential;

radio tuned to white noise and half-written apologies,
passing by billboards for Better Versions of Me

at every exit | avoided for years.

| still believe in combustion, just quieter now.
No more fireworks for strangers.

| burn slow,
a candle kept for power outages,
a prayer whispered into a dial tone.

Still a burn, a slow burn.
A holy spark, still—
even when no one names it.

Especially then.

Anxiety is my Service Animal

It barks at shadows,

chews my serotonin like rawhide,

pees on the carpet where my confidence lies.

Good boy.

At meetings, it curls under my chair,
a silent siren screaming—

what if what if what if what if.

The vet prescribed exposure therapy.

The trainer suggested breathing exercises.
| taught it to high-five my maladaptive daydreams.
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Sometimes it drags me into traffic.
Sometimes it drags me toward wonder.
| keep it leashed to my ribcage,
because, God help me—

it’s the only thing that never left.

At night, when it growls at ghosts
only I can see, | scratch its ears
and whisper:

Stay.

Stay with me.

We’ll learn new tricks together.
Sensory Apocalypse

The world arrives uninvited,

all sirens and stiff denim,

perfume grenades and fluorescent barbs.

My skin forgets its job
and starts translating light into bruises,
sound into teeth.

The cashier says,
Paper or plastic?
| hear:

Choose wrong and the universe collapses.

| once loved fireworks,
until they built apartments
inside my bloodstream.

Overreaction for some,
| call it prophetic.
Every flicker, a little
warning from within.

When the apocalypse comes,
I’ll be the first to know,

I’ve been living in it

far too long.
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Mask with Instructions
Step 1, smile until your gums ache.

Step 2, nod like you rehearsed this conversation.

Step 3, pretend you didn’t look up
“How to small-talk without dying.”

My performance is applauded,
a puppet whose strings
are invisible but real.

| fold myself into their expectations:
origami swan, origami saint—
hoping no one notices

the crease lines on my face.

When the day ends,
| peel the mask off slowly,
like duct tape from skin.

Underneath: just me.
Red.

Raw.

Breathing.

Isn’t that

its own kind of miracle?

Perfectionism as a Personal Trainer
It wakes me at dawn,

whistle in its teeth,

clipboard of unattainable goals.

Drop and give me twenty.
Rewrite the sentence.

Do it again.

Better this time.

| sweat through my shirts,
counting calories of failure,
measuring progress in shame.

When | collapse,

it leans close and whispers,
Good effort, champ.

Now start over.
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| dream of firing it.

But some nights

| catch myself craving
its impossible applause.

Stigma as Office Wallpaper

It’s beige.

Always beige.

Invisible until you stare too long.

The jokes about “being slow.”

The eye-rolls when | ask for written instructions.

The sighs when | need the lights dimmed.

Nobody says it outright.
Nobody has to.
It’s already in the walls.

| bring headphones,
notes,

coping strategies.

They bring laughter
cutting me deep.

When | leave for the day,
the wallpaper follows me home.
| dream in beige.

| wake in beige.

And tomorrow

I’ll sit at the same desk,
pretending | don’t see it.
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