
How to Identify Masking Autism in
Daily Life 

A child who appears settled at school but has frequent meltdowns after getting home, or
an adult who seems socially capable yet feels depleted after every meeting, may
prompt questions about how to identify masking autism. Masking is not simply being
quiet, polite or trying hard. It can describe the conscious or unconscious effort to hide,
suppress or compensate for autistic traits in order to meet social expectations.

This can make autism less visible to others, particularly when a person has developed
effective coping strategies. Looking beneath outward behaviour, and considering the
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effort it takes to maintain it, is often more useful than looking for a single obvious sign.

What masking autism can look like

People may mask for many reasons. They may want to avoid standing out, reduce the
chance of being misunderstood, maintain friendships or meet expectations at school,
work or home. Some learn these strategies early by observing others; others develop
them gradually after receiving feedback that their natural communication style or
sensory needs are not accepted.

Masking can involve rehearsing conversations, copying facial expressions or gestures,
forcing eye contact, hiding repetitive movements, or carefully monitoring tone of voice.
A person may prepare extensively for social occasions, follow learned rules about turn-
taking in conversation, or agree with others to avoid conflict even when they are
confused or uncomfortable.

These behaviours alone do not indicate autism. Many people adapt their behaviour in
unfamiliar settings, when anxious, or in professional roles. The clinical question is
whether these patterns occur alongside a broader, long-standing profile involving social
communication differences, sensory processing differences, a strong need for
predictability, focused interests, repetitive behaviours, or difficulty managing everyday
demands.

How to identify masking autism beyond first
impressions

Masking is often missed when attention stays on how capable someone appears. A more
complete picture considers what happens before, during and after situations that
require social or sensory effort.

Look for a mismatch between presentation and recovery

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic  |  Tel: 03 9848 9100  |  www.adhd.com.au

https://www.adhd.com.au


Someone may participate well in class, at work or at a family event, yet need a
prolonged period alone afterwards. They may become unusually quiet, irritable, tearful
or exhausted once they reach a familiar environment. Children may hold themselves
together at school and then become distressed at home, where they feel safer
expressing their needs.

This pattern is not specific to autism. Anxiety, fatigue, trauma, learning difficulties,
ADHD and demanding life circumstances can also affect recovery. However, a recurring
gap between public composure and private depletion is worth discussing in a
comprehensive assessment.

Notice the amount of preparation and monitoring involved

Ask not only whether a person can manage social interaction, but how they manage it.
An adult may mentally script phone calls, review possible responses before a meeting,
or replay conversations afterwards to check whether they made an error. A young
person may study peers closely, rely on one trusted friend to navigate group situations,
or use phrases they have heard others use.

The effort can be difficult for family members, teachers or colleagues to see. A person
who has learnt to imitate expected behaviour may appear confident, while internally
feeling uncertain about unspoken rules, humour, changing plans or the pace of
conversation.

Consider sensory needs that are hidden or managed quietly

Some people tolerate uncomfortable noise, lighting, clothing textures, food smells or
crowded spaces because they believe they have to. They may choose seating carefully,
wear headphones outside the home, avoid particular shops or events, or become very
particular about clothing without explaining why.

Sensory sensitivities can occur for different reasons and do not confirm autism on their
own. Still, they are relevant when they form part of a consistent developmental pattern
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and substantially affect participation, comfort or emotional regulation.

Pay attention to routines, interests and change

A person who masks may hide their need for sameness because they have learnt that
others view it as inflexible. They might quietly follow set routines, become distressed by
last-minute changes, or spend significant time planning to prevent uncertainty. Their
interests may be intense but kept private, especially if they worry others will see them
as unusual or overly focused.

In children and adolescents, interests can look age-appropriate on the surface. What
may be more informative is their depth, the comfort they provide, and the difficulty of
shifting attention when an activity is interrupted.

Listen to the person’s own account

For adults especially, an outwardly successful presentation can obscure considerable
strain. Comments such as “I feel as though I am performing”, “I do not know what to say
unless I have planned it”, or “people think I am coping, but I am exhausted” may give
useful context.

Children may not have language for masking. They might say school is “fine” while
avoiding group activities, reporting frequent headaches or stomach aches, becoming
upset over small changes, or withdrawing after school. Gentle, specific questions are
often more helpful than asking a broad question such as, “Was your day okay?”

Why masking can be misunderstood

Autism has varied presentations. Some people have clear support needs from early
childhood, while others develop strategies that make differences less apparent until
social, educational or work demands increase. A person’s language skills, intelligence,
family support, environment and previous experiences can all influence what others
observe.
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Girls, women and gender-diverse people are sometimes described as being overlooked
because their autistic traits may be expressed differently from narrow stereotypes. This
does not mean that autism is exclusive to any gender, or that one presentation is more
valid than another. It does mean that assessment needs to explore a person’s individual
developmental history rather than rely on assumptions about eye contact, friendships,
academic ability or personality.

Masking can also overlap with other concerns. ADHD may involve impulsivity, executive
functioning difficulties and emotional regulation challenges that affect social life. Social
anxiety can lead to avoidance, rehearsal and fear of negative judgement. Obsessive-
compulsive symptoms, trauma responses, mood difficulties and communication
differences may also need careful consideration. More than one condition can be
present, which is why a brief checklist or online quiz cannot provide a reliable answer.

When an autism assessment may be helpful

Seeking an assessment does not mean a person has autism. It is a structured process
for understanding whether autism, another condition, or a combination of factors best
explains the person’s experiences and support needs.

An assessment may be worth considering when patterns have been present across time
and settings, particularly if daily life requires considerable effort. Examples include
persistent social confusion despite a desire for connection, distress around change,
sensory issues that limit participation, repeated exhaustion after routine demands, or
longstanding difficulty with organisation and emotional regulation alongside autistic
traits.

For children, it can help to gather observations from parents or carers, educators and
the child where appropriate. For adults, useful information may include childhood
memories, school reports, previous assessments and input from someone who knew
them when they were younger. Not everyone will have every record available, and a
clinician can discuss what information is relevant.
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A comprehensive autism assessment generally explores developmental history, current
strengths and difficulties, social communication, sensory experiences, routines, mental
health and functioning at home, school or work. It should also consider alternative
explanations and co-occurring conditions. The aim is not to judge whether someone is
“autistic enough”, but to develop an accurate, clinically useful understanding.

At Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic, assessments and therapeutic support can be
discussed with children, adolescents and adults in Melbourne or through Australia-wide
telehealth where suitable. A GP, paediatrician, psychiatrist or other treating professional
may assist with referral planning. Medicare rebates may be available for eligible
services when a person has an appropriate referral and Mental Health Care Plan.

Supporting someone while seeking clarity

You do not need to wait for a diagnosis to make reasonable adjustments. At home, this
may mean allowing decompression time after school or work, giving notice of changes
where possible, using clear and direct communication, and respecting sensory
preferences. For a child, it can also mean focusing on what helps them feel regulated
rather than interpreting every difficult moment as defiance.

Avoid asking a person to prove their experience by appearing visibly distressed.
Masking often develops precisely because someone has learnt to conceal distress. A
calm conversation that acknowledges effort can make it easier for them to share what is
difficult.

Clarity usually comes from looking at the whole person: their developmental history, the
strategies they use, the cost of those strategies and the support that may help them
participate in life with less strain.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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