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This fact sheet presents the results of a literature review conducted in the summer and fall of 2018 

on the links between autism and sexual and gender diversity as well as the realities of people who 

identify as both autistic and lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans or queer (LGBTQ+).

AUTISM, GENDER IDENTITY  
AND SEXUAL ORIENTATION

Maude Laflamme, Master’s candidate in sociology at the Université de Montréal and research intern  
for the UNIE-LGBTQ project, Line Chamberland, PhD in sociology and the UNIE-LGBTQ research team 

According to the latest edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), autistic spectrum 
disorder, or autism, is characterized by difficulties in social communication and interaction, as well as by restricted and repetitive 
behaviours, interests or activities (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The notion of "spectrum" indicates that the defining 
characteristics of autism are present in varying degrees in people affected by it, but also, to a lesser extent, in some individuals 
who are not autistic or who are at the threshold of diagnosis.

What are the links between autism and sexual and gender diversity? 

After collecting scientific articles addressing both autism and sexual and gender diversity, we found that several of the publications 
reviewed suggest correlations between the two phenomena1. Indeed, according to the studies collected, there is a higher 
prevalence of sexual or gender diversity among the autistic population (Bush, 2016; Dewinter et al., 2017; George and Stokes, 
2016; Gilmour et al., 2012; Janssen et al., 2016; May et al., 2017 a and b; Strang et al., 2014) and, concurrently, a higher prevalence 
of autism in the LGBTQ+ community (Brotto et al., 2010; Glidden et al., 2016; Holt et al., 2016; Shumer et al., 2015; Wood 
et al., 2013). LGBTQ+ people are also reportedly more likely to 
have autistic traits, but without necessarily reaching the diagnostic 
threshold (Jones et al., 2012; Kristensen and Broome, 2015; Nobili 
et al., 2018; Pasterski et al., 2014; Qualls, 2017; Rudolph et al., 
2018; Smith, 2014; VanderLaan et al., 2015; Vermaat et al., 2018).  
The presence and intensity of these traits are often measured by 
self-administration of the Autism Quotient questionnaire or one 
of its variants, which are aimed at identifying certain characteristics 

1 We use the concept of "sexual diversity" to refer to any form of sexual orientation other than heterosexuality, including asexuality, and that of 
"gender diversity" to refer to trans people or people with a trans background, as well as any form of gender identity or expression that falls out-
side the fixed and binary categorization of gender (e. g. gender fluidity, genderqueer, non-binary) as well as social norms respectively associated 
with femininity and masculinity (e. g. gender non-conformity, gender variance).

« According to the studies collected, there 

is a higher prevalence of sexual or gender 

diversity among the autistic population and, 

concurrently, a higher prevalence of autism  

in the LGBTQ+ community. »
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of autism in adults with so-called "normal" intellectual abilities. These characteristics are grouped into five general domains: 
social skills, the ability to alternate attention from one task to another, attention to detail, communication and imagination 
(Woodbury-Smith et al., 2005). It is important to note that according to several of the studies mentioned above, the correlations 
between autism and sexual or gender diversity are most likely to be found among people who were assigned female at birth 
(Bush, 2016; Dewinter et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2012; Kristensen et Broome, 2015; George et Stokes, 2016; Gilmour et al., 2012; 
May et al., 2017 a; Nobili et al., 2018, Vermaat et al., 2018).

Suggested explanations

Various explanatory models are used by the authors cited to explain the correlations previously described. A first recurrent 
hypothesis proposes that a mediating variable, namely fetal exposure to a high level of androgens during pregnancy, may be 
responsible for both a greater risk of the child developing autism and an attraction to women and/or a male gender identity, 
which would explain the observed links between autism and sexual or gender diversity among women assigned at birth (George 
et Stokes, 2016; Gilmour et al., 2012; Glidden et al., 2016; Jones et al., 2012; May et al., 2017 ; Pasterski et al., 2014; Rudolph et al., 
2018; Shumer et al., 2015; Strang et al., 2014;  VanderLaan et al., 2015). However, this hypothesis appears problematic because  
of its lack of empirical verifiability, as well as the reductive, even pathological, conception of these forms of diversity that it tends 
to perpetuate (Chamberland, 2012).

More specifically, with regard to the marked willingness of people with autism to identify themselves as trans, some authors 
argue that this may be due to the rigid way of thinking that is characteristic of autism. Individuals affected by it would indeed 
tend to maintain a binary and stereotypical conception of gender, so that their slightest perceived deviation from the norms 
associated with gender may lead to feelings of confusion and unease that may be over-interpreted as signs of gender dysphoria 
(George et Stokes, 2016; Holt et al., 2016; Shumer et al., 2015; Strang et al., 2014). However, this explanation is questioned by 
de Vries et al (2010, cited in Strang et al., 2014), whose study concludes that following a thorough psychiatric assessment, most 
young autistic people referred to a gender identity clinic have a stable gender identity (other than that assigned at birth) and 
are legitimately eligible for a gender transition.

Paradoxically, a third theoretical proposal put forward to explain the correlations between autism and sexual or gender 
diversity rather stipulates that the lower receptivity of people with autism to social constraints could lead them to more 
easily accept and affirm a gender identity or sexual orientation that is "out of the norm". (Dewinter et al., 2017; George et 
Stokes, 2016; Gilmour et al., 2012; Glidden et al., 2016; Strang et al., 2014). This proposal differs from previous ones in a more 
positive conception of autism, as well as of the sexual or gender diversity it underlies. Indeed, it implies that sexual orientation 
and especially gender identity, rather than constituting biologically determined and immutable attributes, can be the subject 
of a conscious and dynamic process whose ultimate aim is to build an identity that is as authentic and fulfilling as possible. 
As for the particularity of autistic persons usually referred to as their difficulty in understanding and respecting social norms, 
it is understood here as a form of freedom of mind allowing the realization of the creative and emancipatory potential thus 
associated with sexual or gender identity (Jack, 2012).

Challenges raised

The reviewed literature also points to many challenges and obstacles that may exist in the lives of people who are autistic 
and LGBTQ+. First, persistent ableism and hetero-cis-normativity in society can hinder these individuals’ access to sexual 
citizenship, that is, their right to live and fully assume their sexual and gender identity and expression (Richardson, 2017), while 
making their double difference a significant source of harassment (Barnett, 2014 and 2017). 
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Autistic LGBTQ+ people would also be at greater risk of suffering from mental health problems due to the accumulation of 
stress factors to which they are exposed (George and Stokes, 2018). This risk is particularly important for autistic trans people 
who, expecting their interpersonal relationships to be facilitated as a result of their gender transition, may be disappointed to 
find that their social difficulties related to autism persist and thus, may develop even more severe depressive symptoms (Powis, 
2017). 

In addition, autistic LGBTQ+ people may encounter various 
difficulties in their interactions with health professionals. These 
professionals sometimes adopt an infantilizing attitude towards 
them and try to make them conform to the «norm», thus 
hindering the recognition of any form of sexuality or gender 
identity that strays from it (Moreno et al., 2017). Clinicians may 
also be concerned that their patient may be doubly marginalized 
as a result of their coming out, or suspect that it would serve 
inappropriate purposes, such as being more easily accepted 
by joining a minority group that is potentially more open to 
difference (The Asperger/Autism Network, 2016). Finally, they 
may have difficulties psychologically assessing young people with 

autism who are affirming themselves as trans, as some of the particularities related to their neurological condition (feelings 
of being out of step with peers of the same age, uncomfortable or disconnected from their own bodies) may resemble the 
symptoms of gender dysphoria, making it difficult for professionals to fully understand the questioning about their gender 
identity and to target their real needs concerning their autism and/or the affirmation of their gender identity (Powis, 2017). 

Interactions with peers are a last major source of difficulty for 
the autistic LGBTQ+ population. Since any form of difference 
can in itself be a pretext for rejection and intimidation among 
children and teenagers, young autistic people from sexual or 
gender diversity are particularly vulnerable to it simply because 
of their double minority status. Some autistic people can have 
difficulty understanding the mental states of others (Premack and 
Woodruff, 1978), and thereby have difficulty controlling how they 
project their own image, which can be particularly challenging 
for young trans autistic people. Finally, their difficulty in mastering social norms may lead them to choose inappropriate ways 
of seeking help and to choose risky contexts to express their newly asserted gender identity (Powis, 2017).

« Autistic LGBTQ+ people may encounter 

various difficulties in their interactions with 
health professionals. These professionals 

sometimes adopt an infantilizing attitude 

towards them and try to make them  
conform to the «norm», thus hindering  

the recognition of any form of sexuality  

or gender identity that strays from it. »

« Some autistic people can have difficulty 
understanding the mental states of others 

(Premack and Woodruff, 1978), and thereby 
have difficulty controlling how they project 
their own image, which can be particularly 

challenging for young trans autistic people. »
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• Recognize in academic and activist circles the existence of gender-based, homophobic and transphobic 
harassment inherent in ableist oppression (and vice versa).

• Legislate to allow complaints of harassment on multiple grounds.

• Improve cultural competence regarding sexual and gender diversity in clinical practice, research and 
policy around support for people with autism (Moreno et al., 2017).

• Develop concrete ways to help autistic people express their experiences and feelings about their 
sexual and gender identity. For example, asking multiple-choice questions, using writing and drawing, designing 
and mobilizing psycho-pedagogical tools such as the GenderBread Person, the Gender Unicorn or the 
Gender Pretzel (Powis, 2017; Healthy, Understood, Educated, Safe, 2017).

• Support peer interactions (Powis, 2017) :

 - Prepare autistic trans persons for potential negative reactions at the beginning of the transition. 

 - Help autistic trans youth with strategies to safely express their affirmed gender identity and to find 
safe spaces.

• Continue research in the future (Bennett et Goodall, 2016).

• Develop more research on the realities of autistic LGBTQ+ people. Research topics to be explored 
include: mental health, the experiences of the elderly, sexual health.

• Take into consideration the recommendations of the autistic LGBTQ+ community itself. In this 
regard, consult the report of the Neuro/Diversités project carried out by AlterHéros in 2017.

Recommendations to promote  

the inclusion of autistic LGBTQ+ people

1

COMBAT DISCRIMINATION AND HARASSMENT (Barnett, 2017)

INTERVENE

2

https://www.facebook.com/SavieLGBTQ
https://twitter.com/SAVIE_LGBTQ
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCgCZ3IodmNp6LpLueJ6B_Pg
https://www.genderbread.org/resource/genderbread-person-v4-0
http://www.transstudent.org/gender
https://coalitionjeunesse.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/poster-genderpretzel-2019.pdf
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