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Abstract

In the last decade, increasing literature focused on camouflaging as a strategy adopted to cope
with social environment by patients with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). A better under-
standing of this phenomenon may shed more light on cognitive mechanisms and coping
strategies of patients in the autism continuum, eventually leading to reconsider some previous
“dogmas” in this field, such as the gender discrepancy in ASD diagnosis. Moreover, shared
features can be observed in the camouflaging strategies adopted among the general population,
among patients of the autism spectrum, and among patients with different kinds of psychiatric
disorders, further challenging our perspectives. Camouflaging behaviors might be considered as
a transdiagnostic element, closely associated with the continuous distribution of the autism
spectrum among the general and the clinical population.

Introduction

“Camouflaging” can be seen as the way in which everyone tries to disguise fewer desirable aspects
of his personality. In our everyday life, it may help to “camouflage” difficulties during social
situations, or hide behaviors considered socially unprofitable.

Ethologically, camouflaging can be considered an adaptation to the perception (and cognitive
mechanisms) of another animal, with the aim to remain untargeted while trying to reach
individual objectives. Many species have their own typical “camouflaging strategy,” adopted
to cope with everyday life tasks, from surviving to courtship rituals.’

Imitation of gestures and simulated relational performances are common among animals,
playing a key role in social learning.” Among humans, the ability of telling lies, supported by
higher cognitive functions, is of particular importance and could be severely impaired in certain
forms of mental retardation.” So camouflaging may be considered as a strategy supported by a
broad set of individual resources, from cognitively implicit behaviors to the most sophisticated
and intellectual expressions “to put on the best.”*

Common Psychopathological Expressions of Camouflaging

Behaviors linked to camouflaging are detectable in different kinds of psychiatric patients. One of
the simplest examples could be found in body dysmorphic disorder: in this case, the efforts focus
on masking the supposed body’s flaws with several expedients, from clothes to surgical inter-
ventions.” In other conditions, the experience of a perceived weakness is masked by an
overcompensatory, opposite behavior: for example, some patients may cope with social anxiety
adopting an arrogant or aggressive style.’

Another psychopathological symptom similar to camouflaging may be identified in manner-
ism, which features an exaggerated, abnormal expression of common gestures and behaviors, to
the point of interfering with the purpose.” Mannerism is a common symptom in psychotic
disorders such as schizophrenia.” According to recent studies, a poorer adjustment to community
living was associated with higher cognitive disorganization and worse premorbid functioning
among psychotic patients.”” It should be noted how mannerism may be the result of a failed
attempt of the patient to conform his behavior to that of others.” The proportion, the intensity, and
the balance of the imitated behavior are inadequate, and it appears as a pantomime, unmasking its
imitative nature: mannerism might be considered as an unsuccessful camouflaging attempt.

Camouflaging in Autism Spectrum Continuum

Recent researches suggest that autism spectrum disorder (ASD) could be the iceberg tip of a
broader range of conditions, including also subthreshold manifestations.'’ Subthreshold autistic
traits (AT), initially highlighted among relatives of patients with ASD, seem to be distributed in a
continuum across the general population.'' Moreover, AT are particularly frequent among
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patients with other psychiatric disorders, and they seem to be
associated with a higher vulnerability toward developing mental
disorders and suicidal thoughts.™'*"'* In the last decade, increasing
literature focused on camouflaging as a strategy adopted to cope
with social environment by patients with ASD or AT." It seems to
be particularly common among females, possibly due to a higher
awareness toward their own social difficulties.”'”"” In this frame-
work, camouflaging may be considered as a spectrum of features
associated with different conditions, following the continuous
distribution of the autism spectrum.

In some cases, the habit of camouflaging become so deeply
rooted that the presence of AT may result impossible to detect,
covered by a work of masking and compensation. Among these
patients, some of the main goals of camouflaging strategies could be
identified in reaching a better integration between verbal and
nonverbal behaviors, more reciprocity in conversations and rela-
tionships, or minimizing responses toward sensory over stimula-
tions.””'” In order to reach these objectives, patients of the autism
spectrum may use in social relationships learned phrases, jokes, or
scripts; they often purposely maintain eye contact and personal
contact. They may also imitate their pears’ expressions, gestures,
and behaviors (or even clothing style and interests). Sometimes
personal remarks are accurately avoided, with an over-involvement
in maintaining privacy.”' "

The habit to cope with social difficulties relying on camouflag-
ing implies a continuous cognitive and emotive effort, leading to
feelings of social overload and exhaustion, stress responses, and
clinical expressions of anxiety and mood symptoms.”' """
Camouflaging may lead to the construction of a full-fledged other
identity, a mask, associated with continuous fear and shame toward
the possibility to be “discovered”.*' """ However, it may also result
hyper-adaptive in specific life tasks, depending from environmen-
tal factors and from the kind and severity of the patient’s vulner-
ability: for example, spending time preparing topics of
conversation before a socially relevant interaction may actually
result in a better performance. From this point of view, camouflag-
ing may change a deficit in an efficient tool for competing with
others and reaching better, eventually extraordinary, results.'”"”

How Common is Camouflaging Among the General
Population and How Much in Autism-Related Conditions?

Limited literature focused on this topic. Hull et al.'” developed a
questionnaire for investigating camouflaging among clinical and
general population. They also reported that, while females with AT
show higher camouflaging scores than males, no gender difference
is detectable among patients without AT."”

Camouflaging is supposed to be represented in a continuum
among the general population, following the distribution of
AT. Although the quality and quantity of camouflaging seem to be
linked to the presence of autistic-like features, in the most severe
forms of ASD the ability to camoutflage disappears.'” The breaking
point might be the severe impairment of cognitive functions, which
would prevent the ability to lie or even to build subjective experiences.

May Some Therapeutic Intervention Promote “Social
Camouflaging”?

Although the aim of camouflaging strategies is to alter how other
people see us, a common consequence seems to be a distortion of
self-representation.”'””'” Camouflaging may result hyper-adaptive
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for reaching specific goals, but it implies nevertheless an altered
experience of the self.'”"” In the last years, the attention toward
autistic-like condition progressively increased, and many public
health organizations promoted attempts to social support. How-
ever, the specific kind of the provided social and rehabilitation
support should be considered carefully, avoiding those which may
indirectly promote a more complex social camouflaging tendency.
This could be the case of some techniques focused on the mne-
monic acquisition of performance skills that do not reflect the
desires and necessities of the patient, who would still perceive them
as “without sense.” These strategies may not necessarily lead to an
improvement of the subjective experience, but may risk instead
increasing the distress.”'”""”

Can Camouflaging Explain Missed or Late Diagnosis Among
Females With ASD?

The gender ratio for ASD is strikingly high. However, increasing
evidence pointed out how females would receive less frequently a
diagnosis of ASD with respect to males with comparable levels of
symptoms.'”'® Female presentations seem to be less evident also
due to the higher tendency toward camouflaging their social diffi-
culties by imitating others’ behaviors.”'”'® Some authors reported
also a significant link between social anxiety and the autism spec-
trum, especially in high-functioning or subthreshold presentations,
which feature a higher awareness of patient’s social difficulties."’
Social anxiety disorder implies, as ASD, an impairment of the social
brain, but it is more prevalent among females,”” leading to hypoth-
esize that this diagnosis may mask further gender bias in ASD
assessment.'”'® Moreover, the female-typical restricted interests
frequently feature more socially acceptable activities such as spend-
ing time with animals, enjoying fictions, or focusing on food and
diet.'"”*" Globally, several bias may mask the expression of the
autism spectrum among females, including the very diagnostic
criteria of ASD, which were built without adequate attention to
gender-specific manifestations.

Conclusions

Camouflaging should be considered as an important confounding
factor for the recognition of the autism spectrum. It may lead to
reconsider some previous “dogmas” in this field, such as the gender
discrepancy in ASD diagnosis. Shedding light on this phenomenon
may improve our ability to understand the cognitive mechanisms
and the coping strategies of patients in the autism continuum.
More attention should be paid also to factors involved in the
balance between risks and benefits for this kind of behavior. Shared
features can be detected in camouflaging strategies observed among
the general population, among patients with ASD, and among
patients with other psychiatric disorders, leading us to further
broaden the perspective. Camouflaging behaviors might be con-
sidered as a transdiagnostic element, closely associated with the
continuous distribution of the autism spectrum.

The frequently reported presence of AT among patients with
other mental disorders led some authors to hypothesize that a
neurodevelopmental alteration could be considered at the basis
of many psychiatric conditions, while the different psychopatho-
logical trajectories would be determined by the interactions among
the severity (and the timing) of the alteration itself, the specific
neurobiological asset of the patient, and the environment. *** The
link between autism spectrum and camouflaging, together with the
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presence of camouflaging-like behaviors in other psychiatric dis-
orders, further stresses the possibility that AT, and the underlying
neurodevelopmental alteration, should be considered the primary
source of several kinds of psychopathological expressions among
the general and the clinical population.

Disclosures. The authors do not have anything to disclose.

References

1.

Merilaita S, Scott-Samuel NE, Cuthill IC. How camouflage works. Phil
Trans R Soc B. 2017;372:20160341.

. Zentall TR. Imitation in animals: evidence, function and mechanisms.

Cybernet Syst. 2001;32:53-96.

. Dell'Osso L, Lorenzi P, Carpita B. The neurodevelopmental continuum

towards a neurodevelopmental gradient hypothesis. ] Psychopathol. 2019;
25(4):179-182.

. Hull L, Petrides KV, Allison C, et al. “Putting on my best normal”: social

camouflaging in adults with autism spectrum conditions. J Autism Dev
Disord. 2017;47:2519-2534.

. Grant JE, Phillips KA. Recognizing and treating body dysmorphic disorder.

Ann Clin Psychiatry. 2005;17(4):205-210.

. Kashdan TB, McKnight PE. The darker side of social anxiety: when

aggressive impulsivity prevails over shy inhibition. Curr Dir Psychol Sci.
2010;19(1):47-50.

. Briine M. Ethological remarks on mannerisms. Conceptualisation and

proposal for a definition. Off. Psychopathology. 1998;31(4):188-196.

. Bucci P, Galderisi S, Mucci A, et al. Premorbid academic and social

functioning in patients with schizophrenia and its associations with neg-
ative symptoms and cognition. Acta Psychiatr Scand. 2018;138(3):253-266.

. Rocca P, Galderisi S, Rossi A, et al. Disorganization and real-world func-

tioning in schizophrenia: results from the multicenter study of the Italian
Network for Research on Psychoses. Schizophr Res. 2018;201:105-112.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51092852920001467 Published online by Cambridge University Press

10.

11.

12.

13.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

439

Dell’Osso L, Muti D, Carpita B, et al. The Adult Autism Subthreshold
Spectrum (AdAS) model: a neurodevelopmental approach to mental dis-
orders. ] Psychopathol. 2018;24(3):118-124.

Carpita B, Carmassi C, Calderoni S, et al. The broad autism phenotype in
real-life: clinical and functional correlates of autism spectrum symptoms
and rumination among parents of patients with autism spectrum disorder.
CNS Spectr. 2019; [Epub ahead of print]. doi:10.1017/51092852919001615.
Dell’Osso L, Conversano C, Corsi M, et al. Polysubstance and behavioral
addictions in a patient with bipolar disorder: role of lifetime subthreshold
autism spectrum. Case Rep Psychiatry. 2018;2018:1547975.

Dell'Osso L, Carpita B, Muti D, et al. Mood symptoms and suicidality
across the autism spectrum. Compr Psychiatry. 2019;91:34-38.

. Dell’Osso L, Carpita B, Bertelloni CA, et al. Subthreshold autism spectrum

in bipolar disorder: prevalence and clinical correlates. Psychiatry Res. 2019;
281:112605.

Bargiela S, Steward R, Mandy W. The experiences of late-diagnosed women
with autism spectrum conditions: an investigation of the female autism
phenotype. ] Autism Dev Disord. 2016;46(10):328194.

Lai MC, Lombardo MV, Ruigrok ANV, et al. Quantifying and exploring
camouflaging in men and women with autism. Autism. 2017;21(6):690-702.
Hull L, Mandy W, Lai MC, et al. Development and validation of the
Camouflaging Autistic Traits Questionnaire (CAT-Q). J Autism Dev
Disord. 2019;49(3):819-833.

Dell’Osso L, Lorenzi P, Carpita B. Autistic traits and illness trajectories. Clin
Pract Epidemiol Ment Health. 2019;15:94-98.

Hull L, Lai MC, Baron-Cohen S, et al. Gender differences in self-reported
camouflaging in autistic and non-autistic adults. Autism. 2020;24(2):
352-363.

Marazziti D, Abelli M, Baroni S, et al. Recent findings on the pathophys-
iology of social anxiety disorder. Clin Neuropsychiatry. 2014;11(2):91-100.
Lai MC, Lombardo MV, Auyeung B, et al. Sex/gender differences and
autism: setting the scene for future research. J] Am Acad Child Adolesc
Psychiatry. 2015;54(1):11-24.

Carpita B, Muti D, Dell’Osso L. Oxidative stress, maternal diabetes, and
autism spectrum disorders. Oxid Med Cell Longev. 2018;2018:3717215.


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1092852919001615
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1092852920001467

	Camouflaging: psychopathological meanings and clinical relevance in autism spectrum conditions
	Introduction
	Common Psychopathological Expressions of Camouflaging
	Camouflaging in Autism Spectrum Continuum
	How Common is Camouflaging Among the General Population and How Much in Autism-Related Conditions?
	May Some Therapeutic Intervention Promote ‘‘Social Camouflaging’’?
	Can Camouflaging Explain Missed or Late Diagnosis Among Females With ASD?
	Conclusions
	Disclosures
	References


