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Autism and gender variance

Clinical (and societal) recognition of both autism and gender variance has 
increased over the past several years

1 Shaw et al, 2025

2 Maenner et al, 2023
3 Maenner et al, 2021
4 Maenner et al, 2020

5 Herman et al, 2025
6 Herman et al, 2022

Autism rates among U.S. children

(CDC ADDM Network)1-4
Transgender identification rate among U.S. adolescents

(UCLA Williams Institute / YBRS)5,6



4 Gender variance, autism and mental health diagnoses | Amandeep Jutla | 2025.10.21 Department of Psychiatry
Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

Autism and gender variance

A commensurate interest in potential intersections between 
autism and gender variance has developed over the same 

timeframe

• In autism

– CBCL “wish to be the opposite gender”1

– Trait-level “gender dysphoria”2

– Diagnosis-level “gender dysphoria” ~2x more common3,4

• In gender variance

– Trait and diagnosis-level autism4-9

– Autism diagnosis prevalence in transgender youth: ~11%? 11

1 Strang et al, 2014

2 George & Stokes, 2018
3 Hisle-Gorman et al, 2019
4 Kahn et al, 2023

5 Cook et al, 2017
6 De Vries et al, 2010

7 Nahata et al, 2017
8 Strang et al, 2018
9 Warrier et al, 2020

10 Nabbijohn et al, 2019
11 Kallitsounaki & Williams, 2022
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(Diagnostic) overshadowing

• Psychiatric diagnoses overshadow 
medical diagnoses

• Autism overshadows other 

psychiatric diagnoses

• Autism can overshadow other 
characteristics of a person as well
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Implications of the autism/gender variance intersection

• Separately, autistic and gender variant youth face stigma, 
prejudice, discrimination and rejection

• Separately, increased mental health diagnoses are observed 

in autistic and gender variant youth1,2

• Might all these factors might be multiplied in gender-variant 
autistic youth?3,4

1 Mosner et al, 2019

2 Strauus et al, 2019
3 Meyer, 2003
4 Genovese et al, 2022
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America in 2025
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Psychiatric risk at the autism/gender variance intersection

• Some evidence of higher anxiety and depression rates in 
transgender-identifying adults who are also autistic compared 

to those who aren’t1

• More internalizing symptoms among transgender autistic 
youth compared to both transgender youth who aren’t autistic 

and autistic youth who aren’t transgender2

1 Murphy, 2020

2 Strang et al, 2021
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Unanswered questions

• What is the relationship between gender variance and mental 
health diagnoses among autistic adolescents?

• What is the relative effect of gender variance on depression, 

anxiety or other mental health diagnoses in autistic 
adolescents as compared to known risk factors for these 

diagnoses?
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Leveraging SPARK

• Large, heterogeneous cohort of autistic individuals recruited 
online by the Simons Foundation1

• If associations in existing studies were reproduced in SPARK, 

this would more strongly establish their robustness

• The size of SPARK would also give us the statistical power to 
compare gender variance to known risk factors for mental 

health diagnoses

1 Feliciano et al, 2018
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We hypothesized that…

1. Depression and anxiety (the two major “internalizing” mental 
health diagnoses) would be significantly more common in 

gender variant autistic adolescents than their non-gender 

variant counterparts

2. Gender variance would be at least as strong a predictor of 

depression and anxiety as established risk factors such as 

family history



12 Gender variance, autism and mental health diagnoses | Amandeep Jutla | 2025.10.21 Department of Psychiatry
Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry

Defining our sample

Version 8.1 data release (June 3, 2022): 

 n = 117,203 individuals enrolled between 2016 and 2022

We focused our primary analysis on adolescents (participants at 

least 13 but less than 18 years of age)

After excluding individuals without data for key covariates (age 

at registration, language ability, level of cognition):

 n = 9,027 autistic adolescents
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Defining “gender variance”

• All study participants had parent-reported data for ”sex 
assigned at birth” (male or female) and “gender” (male, female 

or other)

• We considered an individual to be “gender variant” if reported 

“gender” and “sex assigned at birth” were discordant
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Variables of interest

• Mental health diagnoses (present vs. absent, parent reported)
– Depression

– Anxiety

– OCD

– Tic disorder

– ADHD

– Bipolar disorder

– Psychotic disorder
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Covariates

• Language ability (nonverbal vs. any verbal ability)

• Level of cognition (likely impairment vs. not)1

• Race 

• Ethnicity

1 Shu et al, 2022
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Analytic plan

• Initial series of (Benjamini-Hochberg-corrected) univariate 
logistic regression models with gender diversity as predictor of 

each mental health diagnosis of interest

• For each diagnosis significantly predicted, we planned to 
estimate a multiple regression model that would include 

gender diversity alongside our covariates and known risk 

factors for that diagnosis
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Sample characteristics

Pereira et al, 2025 (in press)
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Sample characteristics

Pereira et al, 2025 (in press)
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Gender variance as a predictor of mental health diagnoses

Pereira et al, 2025 (in press)
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Gender variance as a predictor of depression

Pereira et al, 2025 (in press)
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Gender variance as a predictor of depression

Pereira et al, 2025 (in press)
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Gender variance as a predictor of depression

Pereira et al, 2025 (in press)
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Interpreting our findings

• That gender variance strongly predicted depression among 
autistic adolescents is consistent with previous findings1,2

• That we did not identify anxiety as a predictor is somewhat 

surprising. 

– Is this simply a function of the small number of gender variant 

adolescents in our study? 

– Is cognitive impairment potentially masking it?

1 Murphy, 2020

2 Strang et al, 2021
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Interpreting our findings

• Many more gender variant autistic adolescents in our sample 
were assigned female rather than male at birth

• In an exploratory analysis, we did not find that female sex 

assigned at birth explained the association between gender 
variance and depression (i.e., both female sex and gender 

variance independently predicted depression but the 

interaction between them was not significant)

• Might this finding be related to the way gender expression can 

differ across autistic girls and boys?1,2,3

1 Bruinssen et al, 2021

2 Corbett et al, 2024
3 To et al, 2024
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Interpreting our findings

• Why did we find such a low rate of gender variance (n = 36, 
out of n = 9,027) in our sample?

• Under-ascertainment due to survey methods?

• Limitations of parent report?

– Though, conversely, in a way this highlights the significance of the 

depression finding

1 Bruinssen et al, 2021

2 Corbett et al, 2024
3 To et al, 2024
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Significance

• Our study is one of few to examine the relationship between 
gender variance and autism diagnosis in a generally-

representative autism sample not enriched for gender diversity

• Future studies should investigate whether depression 
precedes or follows the emergence/disclosure of gender 

variance

• Our findings suggest that clinicians should ensure they 

monitor for signs and symptoms of depression in the gender 
variant youth they see
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Our forthcoming paper

Pereira J, Ramos N, Snyder LG, Veenstra-VanderWeele J, Jutla A. Transgender 

and gender diverse autistic adolescents are at elevated risk of depression. 

Autism. In press.

Amandeep.Jutla@nyspi.columbia.edu

mailto:Amandeep.Jutla@nyspi.Columbia.edu
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