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Element 1 - Project Proposal

My project title: “Behind the Mask: Exploring Social Camouflaging in Autistic Adults and its Psychological impact”.
1) Aim:
This study aims to critically examine social camouflaging in autistic adults, focusing on its psychological impact on mental health, identity development, and wellbeing, while analysing the psychological and social factors that contribute to sustained masking behaviours.
2) Objectives:
Define and explain the concept of social camouflaging and its association with mental health outcomes (anxiety, depression, and autistic burnout) in autistic adults and identify the nature of this concept through a literature review.
Analyse previous research data to determine important psychological processes and social forces that promote camouflaging in various settings (such as workplaces, education, and relationships).
Evaluate the effects of sustained masking with personal identity, self-esteem and emotional wellbeing in autistic adults.
Recommend guidelines to health and social care practitioners to facilitate inclusive health and social care practices and psychological support mechanisms to lessen camouflaging requirements and improve well-being.
3) Background/Rationale:
Social camouflaging or masking is a form of coping by an autistic adult to adjust to the neurotypical social settings, including stim suppression, eye contact, or social behaviours (Fombasse, 2020). Although masking has been associated with societal acceptance and the ability to work, it is also being associated with adverse mental health consequences. In the UK, approximately 3.4 percent of adults identify themselves as autistic, but only 1.2 percent of the number has been diagnosed (NHS Digital, 2023). Mental health issues are also central to autistic adults, and 27-79% of this demographic experience anxiety and depression (Third Space, 2021). There is some evidence that indicates that the sustained camouflaging is linked to exhaustion, loss of identity, and heightened psychological distress (Alaghband-Rad et al., 2023). Although there have been some improvements in neurodiversity-affirming strategies in health and social care, the literature on adult masking experiences is still sparse which creates a gap in the literature about how social expectations and stigma affect mental health and self-concept in adulthood (Giroux et al., 2024; NHS England, 2022).
4) Methods:
This study will be based on a secondary research design with a systematic literature review to discuss adult autism, social camouflaging, and psychological outcomes. The sources of data will consist of peer-reviewed journals, government and health policy reports, and authoritative grey literature but emphasise on those publications that are not older than ten years. Inclusion criteria: the studies will include autistic adults (18 and above), and be relevant to social camouflaging, and report mental health, identity, or wellbeing outcomes. Thematic analysis will be undertaken as is in the case of Braun and Clarke (2023). Findings, participant quotes, and other results of studies included in this research will be coded and put into themes. Previous studies have highlighted three main themes, namely: 
(1) Psychological burden of camouflaging, where anxiety, depression, and burnout have been identified (CDC, 2022).
 (2) Identity and self-concept, where loss of authenticity and self-esteem are an issue.
(3) Navigating differences in social behaviours, and in this case, masking enables social access but adds to stress (NIMH, 2021). 
The strategy will be used to generalise trends in order to know the psychological processes that drive camouflaging among autistic adults.

5) Resources: 
A range of academic sources will be accessed through online databases including:

Google Scholar
PubMed
6) Timescale:
Week 1-6: Finalisation and submission of the dissertation proposal.
Week 7-10: Development of draft versions of chapter 1(Introduction) and chapter 2 (Literature review).
Following Term: Completion of Chapters 3-5, followed by critical editing, proof reading, and preparation for final submission.
7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
I feel confident in my ability to work with academic literature and organise my ideas clearly within a Health and Social Care context. I would like to further improve my critical analysis by making stronger links between theory and practice and avoiding overly descriptive writing. Managing my time effectively will be important in ensuring the successful completion of my dissertation. 
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