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Abstract

Prior research has shown that less favourable first impressions are formed of autistic adults
by non-autistic observers. Autistic females may present differently to autistic males and could
engage in more camouflaging behaviours, which could affect these first impressions.
However, research has not yet tested for gender differences in the first impressions of autistic
adults. In the current study, non-autistic observers (n = 205) viewed either 10-second video
clips or text transcripts in the context of a mock job interview by ten autistic females and ten
autistic males, matched to ten non-autistic females and ten non-autistic males. They then
rated each stimuli on personality traits (e.g. awkwardness) and behavioural intentions (e.g. “I
would start a conversation with this person”). Non-autistic observers were blind to diagnostic
status of the individuals in either modality. Results showed that first impressions were less
favourable overall of autistic adults in the video modality. Further, autistic females were rated
more favourably than autistic males in the video modality across most traits — but autistic
females were also rated less favourably than both non-autistic females and males. Some
judgements were also made in the text modality, whereby more favourable first impressions
were made of autistic males on the basis of speech content. Understanding the first
impressions that both autistic females and males make has important implications for

diagnostic services and employment prospects.
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Lay Summary

We found that non-autistic people formed more negative first impressions of autistic people,
and this was influenced by gender of the person being evaluated. Autistic women were
judged more favourably than autistic men, however, both autistic women and men were rated
less positively than non-autistic people, with large differences between judgements of autistic
females in comparison to non-autistic females. The findings have implications for clinicians

and employers who may make rapid judgements based on someone’s gender.



Introduction

Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences in social
communication, social interactions, focused interests, repetitive behaviours and sensory
sensitivities (American Psychological Association (APA), 2013). Understanding how autistic
people are perceived by non-autistic people has implications for diagnostic services,
employment prospects and the general inclusion of autistic people into society. In a series of
studies, Sasson et al. (2017) found that first impressions of autistic people were poorer than
those of non-autistic people. First impressions are social judgements made in the initial
moments of interaction (Wood, Pugh, Touchie, Chan, & Humphrey-Murto, 2018) and form
quickly using “thin slices” of information (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1992). First impressions
can influence behavioural responses and social interactions (Ambady, Bernieri, & Richeson,
2000). Autistic adults report having fewer reciprocated social relationships than non-autistic
individuals (Human, Sandstorm, Biesanz, & Dunn, 2012) which may relate to negative first
impressions (Sasson et al., 2017). As gender differences are noted in the social behaviour of
autistic adults (Levitt, 2017), it is possible that first impressions may be affected by the

gender of the person being evaluated, although research has not yet explored this.

Accordingly, it is vital that the first impressions of autistic females are understood, as the
perception of autistic females by others — such as clinicians or employers — could impact on
outcomes for autistic women. Thus far, research has indicated that first impressions formed
of autistic adults (irrespective of gender) are worse than the impressions formed of non-
autistic adults (e.g. Sasson et al., 2017; Sasson & Morrison, 2019). Research using vignettes
describing autistic characteristics notes that non-autistic observers have stronger intention to
distance themselves (Butler & Gillis, 2011) and display fewer positive attitudes towards

autistic adults (Matthews, Ly, & Goldberg, 2015). Interestingly, this preference for non-



autistic adults over autistic adults is also observed in autistic observers (Grossman, Mertens
& Zane, 2018). Similar patterns are displayed towards autistic children, who are rated as
more socially awkward (Grossman, 2015) and as having fewer friends (Sasson et al., 2017,

Study Three).

Sasson et al. (2017) examined first impression formation using a range of

experimental studies, one of which the current study aims to partly replicate. Sasson et al.
(2017, Study One) used the High-Risk Social Challenge (HiSoC; Gibson, Penn, Pristein,
Perkins, & Belger, 2010) where participants engage in a mock audition for a reality TV
show. The HiSoC was completed by autistic (17 male, three female) and non-autistic (17
male, three female) adults in Sasson et al.’s (2017) first experiment to produce 10 seconds of
stimuli, which was adapted into different presentation modalities (e.g. video and audio). Non-
autistic observers then rated the stimuli in terms of traits (e.g. awkwardness) and behavioural
intentions (e.g. hanging out with the person). Autistic adults in the video modality were
perceived as more awkward, submissive, and less likeable and attractive than matched non-

autistic adults by non-autistic observers unaware of diagnostic status.

In their experiment, only three autistic females and three non-autistic females were used

as stimuli, with no analysis of gender differences in first impressions possible (Sasson et al.,
2017, Study One). It might be hypothesised that gender impacts on first impressions, such
that autistic females may be evaluated more positively than autistic males. The ratio

of autistic males to females is estimated at 3:1 males to females (Loomes, Hull, & Mandy,
2017), a reduction in the previous ratio of 4:1. Loomes et al. (2017) speculate this change
may be due to under-diagnosis and misdiagnosis of autism in females, aspects which could
relate to first impressions made by clinicians. Underlying these diagnostic issues could be the

finding that autistic females may be more socially motivated than autistic males (Sedgewick



et al., 2016) and could differ in their presentation of core diagnostic markers of autism (Hull

& Mandy, 2017).

Further, there may be more camouflaging in autistic females (Hull & Mandy,

2017). Camouflaging involves learning how to act in social situations (Lai et al., 2011) and
is employed as a social strategy by autistic people to conceal social difficulties and navigate
social situations (Hull et al., 2017). These strategies can involve mimicking behaviour,
conversation style and mannerisms of non-autistic peers (Lai et al., 2011). Some studies find
camouflaging is more prevalent in females (Lai et al., 2011; Sasson & Morrison, 2019), while
others report no gender differences in camouflaging (Cage et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2017) or
that gender differences in camouflaging are driven by societal expectations of autistic women
(Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019). One might hypothesise that camouflaging could have an
impact on first impressions (Sasson et al., 2017); if camouflaging is more prevalent in autistic

females, this may be reflected in more favourable first impressions.

The current study therefore aimed to partially replicate Sasson et al.’s (2017, Study One)
findings and extend these findings by examining differences in the first impressions formed
of autistic males and females. Accordingly, an equal number of autistic females and autistic
males were matched to non-autistic females and non-autistic males for the creation of stimuli.
Non-autistic observers either watched 10-second video clips of these individuals or read
transcripts of the speech content of these 10-seconds. Gender of the observer was controlled
for, since observer gender may bias how they perceive others of the same or opposite gender
(Mattarozzi et al., 2015; Rudman & Goodwin, 2004). Further, the current study extends
Sasson et al.’s (2017, Study One) ecological validity by using a mock job interview task,
rather than the HiSoC task. The mock job interview task allows for first impressions to be

explored in an employment context and presents a situation which is more likely to be



encountered in everyday life. Testing first impressions in an employment context is important
given the employment difficulties faced by autistic people (Taylor & Seltzer, 2010), with
autistic adults reporting poor job retention (Halladay et al., 2015) despite the possession of
relevant skills, training, and education (Friedman, Warfield & Parish, 2013). Based on the
literature, it is hypothesised that overall, autistic adults will be rated less favourably than non-
autistic adults in the video modality. Second, it is anticipated that autistic females will be

rated more favourably than autistic males in the video modality.



Methods

Participants

Stimuli participants

In total, 40 stimuli participants (20 autistic, 20 non-autistic) were recruited through previous
contacts, online advertisements and university student support services. Participants were
matched on gender (10 males and 10 females per group); age (autistic mean = 22.75 (SD =
3.70), non-autistic mean = 23.35 (SD = 4.61); p =.65); verbal comprehension (autistic mean =
115.45 (SD = 16.14), non-autistic mean = 117.70 (SD = 13.77); p =.64); and full intellectual
ability (autistic mean = 114.35 (SD = 13.53), non-autistic mean = 116.80 (SD = 13.27); p =
.58), as measured by the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence-11 (WASI-1I; Weschler,
2013). All participants were of White ethnicity. All autistic participants reported a diagnosis
of an Autism Spectrum Condition, with a mean age of diagnosis at 14.89 years (SD = 6.40).
All participants completed the Ritvo Autism Aspergers Diagnostic Scale (RAADS-14;
Eriksson, Andersen & Bejerot, 2013) to confirm autism diagnoses (autistic mean = 31.55 (SD
= 6.68), non-autistic mean = 5.8 (SD = 4.76); p < .001), with all autistic participants scoring
above the cut-off of 14 and no non-autistic participant scoring above it. There was a
significant interaction between gender and group for RAADS scores (F (1, 36) =4.30, p
=.045, »°p = .11), such that autistic females (M = 34.90, SD = 4.91) had higher RAADS

scores than autistic males (M = 28.20, SD = 6.73; p =.02).
Experiment participants

Observers were recruited from Royal Holloway, University of London, where they were
approached on campus facilities, through word-of-mouth, or participated as first-year

Psychology student for course credit. The sample consisted of 205 participants who were



randomly assigned to either the video (n = 109) or text (n = 96) modality condition. This
sample size is similar to that obtained by Sasson et al. (2017, Study One). The sample
consisted of 167 females (81.5%) and 38 males (18.5%) with a mean age of 20.58 (SD =
3.96). In the video modality there were 89 females (81.7%) and 20 males (18.3%) with a
mean age of 20.46 (SD = 3.61), and in the text modality there were 78 females (81.3%) and
18 males (18.8%) with a mean age of 20.71 (SD = 4.32). Gender of observer was controlled
for in all analyses. 28 participants (13.7%) reported that they had a family member with an
autism diagnosis, and none had a diagnosis of autism themselves. Further demographic
information to characterise the sample can be seen in Table 1, demonstrating that there was a

predominantly White student sample.

Ethical approval was granted via the ethical procedure at Royal Holloway, University of

London and all participants gave full informed consent before participating.

[Insert Table 1 here]

Materials and procedure

Stimuli creation

Participants completed a task which involved the completion of an imaginary scenario; a
mock interview for their dream job. A digital camera was positioned on a tripod to record the
participant from the shoulders upward in front of a white background. In the mock interview,
participants were asked to describe their dream job before answering two questions: “Tell me
about yourself and why you want this job”” and “Do you have any qualities that you think
make you suitable for this job?” Two questions were asked to ensure ethically suitable

responses as some participants disclosed personal information (e.g. name, University) when
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the first question was asked. After videotaping, the WASI-1I, RAADS-14 and a demographic

questionnaire was completed.

Each videotaped scenario provided around 45 to 60 seconds of social presentation and was
edited to a 10-second clip of the participant’s initial response to either question to be included
as the stimuli. 10-seconds was deemed an appropriate length providing enough evidence of
social behaviour to make a reliable first impression whilst providing sufficient audio to
transcribe and include in the text modality condition (Sasson et al., 2017), as well as
providing experimental consistency in stimuli length. Effort was made to ensure that
participant’s speech was not cut off, however this was not possible for all participants thus
some responses ended mid-phrase. All 10-second video clips were transcribed in verbatim for
the text modality condition, and all stimuli were presented in a random order using the

Qualtrics survey platform.

Measure of Traits and Behavioural Intentions

Items were patterned after those used by Sasson et al. (2017, Study One) to assess
perceptions of different characteristics. Originally, this comprised of 10 items, including six
personality traits (i.e., “This person is socially awkward”, “This person is attractive”) and
four behavioural intent items (i.e., “I would hang out with this person in my free time”, “I
would start a conversation with this person”). An additional item (“I would employ this
person”) was added in the current study to examine perceived employability. All items were
randomised and rated using a four-point scale indicating level of agreement with each
statement (1 = Strongly Agree, 4 = Strongly Disagree). Prior to analysis, items “I would mind
if I had to talk to this person”, “I would be uncomfortable sitting next to this person” and
“this person is socially awkward” were reverse coded so that higher scores indicated more

positive judgements.
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Experimental Procedure

Observers completed the study on a desktop computer. The experiment was randomised to
ensure participants observed and rated only one modality (videos or text) for each of the 40
stimuli participants. Observers were told that the video clips or text were from different
people who had been asked to think about what they would say if they were in an interview
for their dream job. Observers were blind to the diagnosis of the stimuli participants, and in
the text modality were also blind to the gender, only reading the transcript of speech content.
After each stimuli, observers rated each stimuli on personality traits and behavioural
intentions. Once all stimuli had been rated, participants completed a brief demographic

questionnaire. Each session lasted up to 45 minutes.

Design and data analysis

This study had an experimental design. A two (group: autistic or non-autistic) by two (gender
of stimuli: male or female) by two (modality: video or text) by 11 (traits) mixed ANCOVA
controlling for observer gender was conducted on the mean trait ratings. Gender was entered
as a covariate in the analysis since the gender of the observer could influence perceptions. In
post-hoc analyses examining trait comparisons, a corrected alpha level of p<.0045 is used to

take into account multiple comparisons.
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Results

A two (group: autistic or non-autistic) by two (gender of stimuli: male or female) by two
(modality: video or text) by 11 (traits) mixed ANCOVA controlling for observer gender was
used to examine differences in first impressions. Mauchly’s Test of Sphericity indicated that
the assumption of sphericity had been violated (p < .001), therefore Greenhouse-Geisser

estimates were utilised.

There was a significant main effect of traits (F (4.67, 943.18) = 6.49, p <.001, np? = .031)
indicating differences within the traits regardless of group, gender or mode. There was a
significant main effect of modality (F (1, 202) = 4.48, p =.036, np?= .022) such that ratings
were higher in the text modality (M = 2.72) than video modality (M = 2.66). No other main

effects were significant (ps>.68).

There was a significant interaction between group and modality (F(1, 202) = 271.99, p<.001,
np’=.57). Pairwise comparisons using Bonferroni to adjust for multiple comparisons showed
no significant difference between groups in the text modality overall (p=.16), but there was a
significant difference between groups in the video modality, such that overall autistic people
were rated less favourably (M = 2.52) than non-autistic people (M = 2.80, p<.001). There was
also a significant interaction between stimuli gender and modality (F(1, 202) = 71.48, p<.001,
np’=.26). Pairwise comparisons showed only a significant difference between genders in the
video modality, such that females overall were rated more favourably (M = 2.73) than males
(M =2.59; p <.001). There was a significant two-way interaction between traits and group
(F(6.51, 1314.37) = 4.19, p<.001, np*= .02) and between traits and mode (F (4.67, 943.18) =
10.43, p<.001, np*= .049). Since these interactions are qualified by subsequent three- and
four-way interactions they are not broken down here. No other two-way interactions were

significant.
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There was a significant three-way interaction between traits, group and modality (F(6.51,
1314.37) = 45.06, p<.001, 5p?=.18), traits, stimuli gender and modality (F(6.67, 1347.85) =
13.02, p<.001, #p?=.061) and traits, group and stimuli gender (F(7.24, 1464.02) = 2.08,
p=.04, np?=.01). These three-way interactions were qualified by a four-way interaction
between traits, group, stimuli gender and modality (F(7.25, 1464.02) = 12.15, p<.001,

np?=.057. All other three-way interactions were not significant.

For the four-way interaction between traits, group, stimuli gender and modality, pairwise
comparisons using Bonferroni to correct for multiple comparisons were used to examine the
interaction (corrected alpha level of p<.0045). Effect sizes were calculated following the
guidelines of Lakens (2013). In the video modality (Figure 1), comparing between groups,
there were significant differences between autistic and non-autistic females across all of the
traits apart from ‘smart’ (p=.08, d, =.15). Specifically, non-autistic females were rated more
favourably than autistic females for awkwardness (p<.001, d; =2.16), attractiveness (p<.001,
d; =1.65), ‘employ’ (p<.001, d; =1.35), likeable (p<.001, d, =1.24), ‘hang out’ (p<.001, d,
=1.15), ‘start conversation’ (p<.001, d; =1.06), ‘sit next to’ (p<.001, d; =.85), ‘live near’

(p<.001, d; =.56), dominant (p<.001, d; =.37) and trust (p<.002, d, =.27).

There were significant differences between males according to group in the video modality —
non-autistic males were rated more favourably than autistic males for awkwardness (p<.001,
d; =1.46), attractiveness (p<.001, d; =1.18), ‘employ’ (p<.001, d; =1.04), ‘hang out’ (p<.001,
d; =.93), ‘start conversation’ (p<.001, d, =.83), sit next to’ (p<.001, d, =.73), likeable
(p<.001, d; =.69), ‘live near’(p<.001, d; =.52), smart (p<.001, d, =.45) and dominant (p<.001,
d; =.35). Trust was the only trait not significantly different when considering the corrected

alpha level of .0045 (p = .006, d, =.27).
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Further, when comparing within groups by gender, there were significant differences in the
video modality — autistic females were rated more favourably than autistic males for
attractiveness (p<.001, d; =.68), trust (p<.001, d; =.56), ‘live near’(p<.001, d; =.55), ‘sit next
to’ (p<.001, d; =.52), ‘start conversation’ (p<.001, d, =.48), smart (p<.001, d; =.46), ‘hang
out’ (p<.001, d; =.44) and likeable (p=.001, d, =.31). Autistic males were rated as more
dominant than autistic females (p<.001, d; =.41). Considering the corrected alpha level of
.0045 there was no significant difference in awkwardness (p=.04, d; =.19) or for ‘employ’

(p=.92, d; =.009).

Non-autistic females were rated more favourably than non-autistic males in the video
modality for awkwardness (p<.001, d; =1.18), attractiveness (p<.001, d; =1.15), likeable
(p<.001, d; =1.06), ‘hang out’ (p<.001, d; =1.00), ‘start conversation’ (p<.001, d; =.99), ‘sit
next to’ (p<.001, d; =.72), ‘live near’ (p<.001, d, =.60), trust (p<.001, d,=.54) and ‘employ’
(p<.001, d; =.40). With the corrected alpha level, there were no significant differences
between non-autistic females and males for smart (p =.020, d; =.23) or dominant (p=.057, d,

=.17).

Differences across gender and group (for example, to compare autistic females to non-autistic
males) were considered. In the video modality, autistic females were rated less favourably
than non-autistic males for awkwardness (p<.001, d; =1.65), ‘employ’ (p<.001, d; =.95),
dominant (p<.001, d, =.70), attractiveness (p<.001, d; =.46), likeable (p<.001, d; =.37), ‘hang
out’ (p=.001, d; =.32) and ‘start conversation’ (p=.002, d, =.30). There were no significant
differences for trust (p=.029, d; =.21), ‘sit next to’ (p=.073, d; =.17), ‘live near’ (p=.44, d;

=.07) or smart (p=.81, d; =.023).

Autistic males were rated less favourably than non-autistic females for awkwardness (p<.001,

d; =2.04), attractiveness (p<.001, d; =1.83), ‘hang out’ (p<.001, d; =1.36), likeable (p<.001,
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d; =1.27), ‘start conversation (p<.001, d, =1.21), ‘employ’ (p<.001, d; =1.17), ‘sit next to’
(p<.001, d; =.97), ‘live near’ (p<.001, d, =.83) and trust (p<.001, d; =.67). There was no

significant difference for ‘smart’ (p =.045, d, =.19) or dominant (p=.33, d; =.093).

[Insert Figure 1 here]

Within the text modality (Figure 2), there were significant differences between and within
groups. First, comparing between groups, autistic females were rated more favourably than
non-autistic females in the text modality only for dominant (p=.004, d, =.33). There were
significant differences between autistic and non-autistic males, with the direction of effect
such that autistic males were rated more favourably then non-autistic males for smart
(p<.001, d, =.57), ‘hang out’ (p<.001, d; =.45), ‘live near’ (p<.001, d; =.39) and ‘start

conversation’ (p=.001, d; =.39).

Comparing between genders in the text modality, autistic males were rated more favourably
than autistic females for ‘live near’ (p<.001, d; =.43), ‘employ’ (p=.001, d; =.34) and smart
(p=.002, d, =.31). Non-autistic females were rated more favourably than non-autistic males
for ‘hang out’ (p<.001, d; =.47), likeable (p<.001, d; =.47), ‘start conversation’ (p<.001, d,
=.43) and awkwardness (p=.002, d; =.33); whereas non-autistic males were rated more

favourably than non-autistic females for the trait ‘dominant’ (p<.001, d; =.39).

Comparing autistic females to non-autistic males, in the text modality autistic females were
rated more favourably for ‘smart’ (p<.002, d; =.31) and all other comparisons were not
significant. Similarly, autistic males were rated more favourably than non-autistic females
for ‘smart’ (p=.001, d; =.34). All other comparisons were not significant at the corrected

alpha level.

[Insert Figure 2 here]
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Discussion

The current study provides novel insight into how autistic males and females are perceived in
comparison to non-autistic males and females. This study expands on Sasson et al.’s (2017,
Study One) findings by enabling comparisons between genders and finds significant
differences in first impressions depending on gender and group. First, autistic people were
rated less favourably overall than non-autistic people, replicating Sasson et al.’s (2017)
earlier work and others (e.g. Matthews et al., 2015). The implications of these overall poorer
first impressions are considered below. Second, after taking into account the observer’s own
gender, in the video modality autistic females were evaluated less positively than non-autistic
females across all traits except ‘smart’. Largest effect sizes were noted for awkwardness,
employability, likeability, starting a conversation or hanging out with the individual. Autistic
males were also evaluated less positively than non-autistic males in the video modality across
all traits except smart, with largest effect sizes for awkwardness, attractiveness and
employability. When considering within-group differences, in the video modality autistic
females were rated more positively than autistic males across eight out of eleven traits and

seen as significantly less dominant, with medium sized effect sizes overall.

These findings imply that the differences were greater between first impressions of autistic
females in comparison to non-autistic females than between autistic females and autistic
males. In the video modality, non-autistic females were rated more positively than non-
autistic males for nine out of eleven traits, with large effect sizes for awkwardness,
attractiveness, likeability, hanging out and starting a conversation. Comparing across gender
and group, autistic females were rated less favourably then non-autistic males for six out of
eleven traits in the video modality, with largest effect sizes for awkwardness and

employability. Autistic males were also rated more negatively than non-autistic females for
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nine out of eleven traits, with largest effect sizes for awkwardness, attractiveness, hanging

out, likeability, starting a conversation and employability.

Negative first impressions may reduce the willingness of a social partner to pursue and
progress a social relationship (Bromgard & Stephan, 2006), evoke avoidance behaviours
(Blascovitch, Mendes, Hunter & Lickel, 2000) and ‘cold’ responses (Wood et al., 2018).
These findings pose significant implications for autistic people. Autistic individuals often
experience bullying, victimisation (Cappadocia, Weiss & Pepler, 2012) and stigmatisation
(Shtayermman, 2009). The reduced intent to pursue social interaction with autistic adults
could contribute to these experiences (Jones, Pickles, & Lord, 2017; Matthews, Ly, &
Goldberg, 2015) and may affect psychological wellbeing due to a perceived lack of autism
acceptance (Cage et al., 2018). The negative rating of autistic people provides support for the
‘double empathy problem’ (Milton, 2012) which argues that non-autistic individuals lack
empathy into the lives of autistic people, and a breakdown of reciprocity in social interactions
between autistic and non-autistic individuals is observed (Milton & Bracher, 2013). The
current findings support the idea that difficulties in social interactions between autistic people
and non-autistic people are not purely a result of the autistic person’s social difficulties, but
also a product of the rapid unfavourable judgements made by non-autistic individuals

(Milton, Heasman & Sheppard, 2018).

The current study makes a unigque contribution in understanding how gender influences first
impressions. Although autistic females were rated more favourably than autistic males across
most traits, they were rated less favourably than non-autistic females and non-autistic males
across numerous traits. Whilst prior research has reported no gender differences in
camouflaging behaviour (Cage et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2017), Lai et al. (2016) argue that

autistic females may camouflage with greater success than autistic males. However, the
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current findings do not necessarily support this hypothesis. Rather, they suggest that autistic
females do have a different social presentation to autistic males, and since non-autistic
females were also rated more positively than non-autistic males, there could be a ‘protective
female effect’ rather than camouflaging. This protective effect may relate to socialisation or
biological differences (Hyde, 2014) that prompt the perceiver to view females more
positively. Although males and females are more similar than they are different on
psychological variables, Hyde (2005) discusses how assumptions are often made about
gender which impacts on outcomes, from the workplace to relationships. Gendered
expectations could bias the perceptions of the social abilities of autistic individuals, which
may further relate to camouflaging (Dean, Harwood & Kasari, 2016). Simply presenting as
female could promote positive first impressions, but perceivers are still sensitive to autistic

differences in social presentation.

Interestingly, autistic females in our sample had higher RAADS scores than autistic males,
indicative of more autistic characteristics. Despite this, the autistic females were perceived
more positively than autistic males. Thus, we cannot rule out that autistic females were
camouflaging their autistic characteristics to a greater extent. It should be noted, however,
that the current study did not measure the camouflaging strategies of the stimuli participants,
which future research should do to further test camouflaging efficacy. Since autistic females
were still negatively judged in comparison to non-autistic females and males, any
camouflaging strategies undertaken by autistic females do not necessarily translate into more
positive first impressions. It may also be the case that autistic males camouflage but are not
as skilled in doing so, which could contribute to more negative first impressions.
Nonetheless, in terms of effect sizes, some of the biggest differences were noted between
autistic females and non-autistic females, suggesting that negative first impressions of autistic

females remain to be substantial.
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Interestingly, given that the experimental paradigm focused on an employment context,
autistic males and females were rated as less employable than non-autistic participants in the
video modality. These findings follow prior research stating that autistic individuals find it
challenging to obtain employment (Engstrom et al., 2003). Statistics show that with
increasing qualification level, employment outcomes for autistic people are worse (Allen &
Coney, 2018). Social presentation is typically not researched when assessing employment in
autism (Schaller & Yang, 2005), and the current findings may suggest that poor employment
outcomes could relate to the formation of initial negative first impressions by employers
(Hendricks, 2010). Indeed, Hurlbutt and Chalmers (2004) report that autistic adults struggle
in interviews, which may relate to negative first impressions. However, research is needed
with observers who make decisions about employing people (e.g. managers or those in

Human Resources) to test whether the current findings apply in real employment contexts.

Interestingly, autistic males were rated more favourably within the text modality for some
traits in comparison to non-autistic males, non-autistic females and autistic females. This
finding may suggest that negative first impressions are driven by social presentational style
rather than substantive speech content (Sasson et al., 2017; Zaki, 2003). As autistic males
may be subject to greater vetting in interviews due to higher societal expectations (Powers,
Hogansen, Geenen, Powers, & Gil-Kashiwabara, 2008), it is important employers are mindful
of how first impressions might influence their willingness to employ. However, the findings

within the text modality have small effect sizes and as such are interpreted with caution.

The observed gender differences in first impressions also have clinical implications, since
autistic females were perceived more positively than autistic males in the video modality.
Clinicians should be aware of rapid judgements and biases in perceiving females more

positively. Autistic females may be at greater risk of not receiving a timely diagnosis
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(Loomes et al., 2017) therefore the gendered perceptions of clinicians could play a role in
preventing access to diagnosis. Access to diagnosis for all from an early age — irrespective of
gender — is vital to ensure appropriate support is put in place. However, educational support
systems, such as inclusive practices, still have a long way to go in terms of providing

sufficient support for autistic children (Pellicano, Bolte, & Stahmer, 2018).

Further, it is vital that research continues to examine how non-autistic perceptions of autistic
people can be changed, as these perceptions could be a barrier to effective inclusion. Sasson
and Morrison (2019) found that labelling stimuli as autistic improved first impressions. They
also found that greater autism knowledge was associated with more positive first impressions.
Such findings suggest that education may be important to help non-autistic peers grasp the
diverse features of autism and both the challenges and strengths experienced by autistic
people. Indeed, an educational intervention for university students with such features
improved knowledge and decreased stigmatisation of autism (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2015).
Alongside the current findings, we suggest such educational interventions tackle gendered

stereotypes of autism.

Limitations and future directions

The current study is limited by a student observer sample with mostly female participants.
However, this sample is similar to that recruited by Sasson et al. (2017, Study One) which
demonstrates replicability within a female student sample. Future research is needed with
more diverse samples as well as with further consideration of the individual differences that
may contribute to first impressions (Morrison, DeBrabander, Faso, & Sasson, 2019). It is also
important to examine how first impressions might differ according to race, since the current
study included only White participants in the stimuli. Further, the sample is limited by a

student sample making decisions about employability, furthering the need for more research
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with different groups. We also did not use a fine-grained measure of past experience with
autistic people, which could also be a variable that impacts on first impressions of autism

(Morrison et al., 2019).

Additionally, stimuli were obtained from social presentations in a mock job interview, which
could have lacked ecological validity. Stimuli participants were aware they were taking part
in an experiment rather than a real interview; therefore, their behaviour may not reflect real-
world behaviour. Given the difficulties experienced by autistic individuals when seeking
employment (Halladay et al., 2015) it is important that research is conducted to tackle
barriers that may be affecting employment prospects, including and beyond first impressions.
Additionally, verification of autism diagnosis was only possible via a screening measure
rather than a full diagnostic assessment for research purposes (e.g. ADOS, Lord et al., 2000),

therefore a degree of caution is warranted in interpretation of the current findings.

Despite these limitations, this study adds to evidence that less favourable first impressions are
formed of autistic adults than non-autistic adults and contributes to current understandings of
autistic adults in terms of employability and diagnosis. These findings suggest the negative
nature of first impressions could contribute to the reduced quality and quantity of social
interactions between autistic and non-autistic adults (Sasson et al., 2017) and demonstrate
that although autistic females were rated more positively than autistic males, first impressions
are still more negative for both genders in comparison to first impressions of non-autistic
people. The first impressions made by non-autistic people could serve as a potential barrier to

timely diagnosis and equal rights to employment.
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Table 1. Demographic Information for Observer Participants.

Percentage (%)

Ethnicity
White British 54.1
Other White background 20.0
Mixed / Multi-ethnic 5.9
Asian / Asian British 17.1
Black / African / Caribbean / Black British 2.4
Other 5
Sexual Identity
Heterosexual / straight 83.4
Gay / lesbian 2.0
Bisexual 11.2
Don’t know 1.0
Other 15
Prefer not to say 1.0
Education
GCSEs or equivalent 3.5
Apprenticeship 1.5
A-levels or equivalent 69.3
Undergraduate degree 16.1
Master’s degree 6.8
Other qualifications 2.4
Prefer not to say 5
Employment 1
Employed Full-time 10.7
Employed Part-time 20.5
Self-employed 15
Unemployed 8.3
Unable to work 5
Student 79.0
Carer 1.5
Prefer not to say 1.0

tNote: Participants could select more than one option
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Figure Legends

Figure 1. Mean ratings within the video modality according to group and stimuli gender,
including table with information indicating significant differences between groups. Note that
awkwardness item is reverse-scored, such that a higher score indicates being perceived as less

awkward. Error bars are +/- one standard error.

Figure 2. Mean ratings within the text modality according to group and gender of stimuli,
including table with information indicating significant differences between groups. Note that

awkwardness item is reverse-scored. +/- 1 SE bars.
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