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Diagnosed
with autism
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A

utism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a term
we are probably familiar with but may not
know much about. Some people are born
with autism (or it can appear when you’re
very young) and it affects areas such as communication
and behaviour throughout your life. It can sometimes
mean sufferers are stigmatised, too, depending on their
circumstances.
Those who are on the autism spectrum often
experience bullying for being different, but the NHS and
forward-thinking people like to frame autistic people in
a more positive light; they may differ from others, but
that can often be their superpower.
Autistic individuals may find it harder to communicate
and interact with people, find it difficult to understand
how others feel or think, might dislike loud noises and
bright lights and can take longer to process information.
The symptoms can vary between people, and because
autism exists on a spectrum, it differs in severity.
National Autisic Society chief executive Caroline
Stevens says, “Every autistic person is different, but
the core characteristics of autism are always the same,
whether you’re six or 60.”
In the past, it was notoriously difficult to recognise
and therefore receive a diagnosis for autism —
especially in adult women.
Often their symptoms hadn’t been picked up in
childhood because girls are thought to be better at
what is known as ‘masking’ their autistic traits through
mimicking social cues and hiding ‘stims’, like picking at
their fingers or jiggling a foot.
Because of slowly heightening awareness, more adult
women are being diagnosed. They will often discover,
almost by accident, that they may be on the spectrum
— perhaps by reading an article or watching a film that
makes them think, ‘That sounds like me’, or ‘I do that’.
Recently Christine McGuinness, wife of comedian and
TV presenter Paddy McGuinness, was diagnosed with

at 53

the condition after taking the autism test her children
were diagnosed through and finding she scored ‘off the
charts’. Revealing her diagnosis in an Instagram post,
she said, “I got my diagnosis a few months ago. I have
felt different my whole life. Honestly, I am relieved to
finally understand myself!”
TV presenter Melanie Sykes has also confirmed a
“life-changing” autism diagnosis, saying, “I now have a
deeper understanding of myself, my life and the things I
have endured.”
Some may ask what is the point of seeking a diagnosis
if you’re in midlife, but the fact is it can offer a host of
positive benefits. Simply understanding more about
yourself is a great start.
A study published in Health Psychology & Behavioral
Medicine found that even a later diagnosis of ASD —
after age 50 — provides considerable benefits. The
study noted receiving a diagnosis was “seen as a positive
step and allowed for a reconfiguration of self and an
appreciation of individual needs.”
This was certainly the case for Amanda Harman, who
lives in North Hertfordshire with her husband and two
daughters, age 19 and 15.
Amanda was diagnosed with combination of ASD and
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) at 53.
She grew up with her parents and younger sister in
south east London. They had moved from the north east
of England when Amanda was eight.
The feeling of being an outsider looking in and not
quite being the same as everyone else started before
Amanda was ten. Until recently, she had always put that
down to having moved school in the middle of the year,
and also having a different accent from everyone else.
Amanda was always desperate to be accepted by other
children, but things she did and said never quite hit the
mark. She was frequently misunderstood when trying
to do or say something she thought was funny. Here she
shares her story…

Around 1% of the UK population, or an estimated
700,000 people, are diagnosed as autistic.
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“When diagnosed,
I felt immense pity
for the younger
me — I’d been so
misunderstood.”
“When I was younger, I had a general feeling
of always being the butt of the joke. I was often
ignored or talked about behind my back.
“Reading was my favourite thing, and my
writing was always exceptionally neat. My
happiest memory from primary school was of
being asked by a teacher to spend my lunchtimes
in the library — alone — slowly writing cards out
by hand to catalogue the books.
“At home, I spent most of my time reading
voraciously and daydreaming. As I got older, my
interests were definitely more academic than
those of the rest of the family. At the same time,
I was a bit of a chatterbox and loved telling longwinded stories about my day, which sometimes
bored or exasperated other people.
“Once I got to secondary school, I made
good friends, but that feeling of being out of my
depth in social situations continued to grow. I
often gravitated towards people with a bigger
personality than mine so that I could just quietly
navigate life in their shadow and not be the
centre of attention.

Amanda Harman was diagnosed
with autism in her 50s.

“My sense of self-esteem was slowly being
eroded. As a result, I looked for love and validation
everywhere. I could be obsessive and impulsive
and would weave complicated fantasies in my head
about people I didn’t know. As happens to many
girls with ADHD and low self-esteem, I became
sexually active with an older boy at a relatively
young age, and it’s just down to luck that I didn’t
become part of the teenage pregnancy statistics.
“In the ’70s and ’80s, very little was known about
autism and ADHD, and they weren’t discussed in
my schools, especially in relation to girls.
“Unlike many boys with these conditions,
neurodivergent girls have often flown under the
radar, because their traits tend to be daydreaming,
inattention in classes, obsessions with animals or
pop stars, and chattiness.
“They don’t disrupt the class with their
hyperactivity and they don’t draw attention to
themselves. If you have a combination of ASD
and ADHD, it’s even less likely that either of them
would have been picked up. I was constantly
veering from quiet and closed-in, preferring my
own company, to outgoing, talkative and impulsive.
“For someone with such promise at school, I got
abysmal grades in my O and A levels. I impulsively
decided not to go to university at 18 as planned,
and moved rapidly from job to job, working in a
shoe shop, book shops, a hotel and, finally, a small
publisher. There I trained to be a writer, editor and
proofreader.
“This was the best thing I could have done, as it
enabled me later to start my own freelance business
in 1999, which I have had ever since.

Amanda as
a young girl.
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“I have

reached a
place of
celebrating
who I am.”
“Being your own boss is an incredible
life choice for people with autism and
ADHD. You get to avoid all the office
politics, dictate your own day, be
creative, and grasp opportunities quickly
when they come your way.
“As well as a love of books and
languages, another thread throughout the
whole of my adult life has been studying
obsessively. Within a couple of years
of leaving school I had embarked on an
Open University degree and then headed
off to university to study full time.
“Once I’d set up my own freelance
business, I took a string of editorial and
project management courses, followed
by self-development and autism/ADHD
studies in recent years. This expansion of
my mind feels like a constant need to me.
“Another thread running throughout
has been poorly thought-out decisions
with far-reaching consequences.
Borrowing credit and living beyond my
means, and giving everything up to go to
university, eventually led to bankruptcy.
“Trying to start a family while a fulltime university student, at the same
time as trying to grow a new business,
took its inevitable toll on me. I loved the
feeling of juggling everything and being
Superwoman, but it wasn’t sustainable.
“My conditions caused me to keep
dropping the balls. The stress of failing
to be the perfect mother, wife and
businesswoman I thought I would be
finally led to burnout and depression.
“I now know that these were the first
years of perimenopause, and the effects
of lowered oestrogen on my brain were
exacerbating the effects of low dopamine
due to ADHD. It made everything worse.
“When I finally received my diagnosis
last year, I went through a stage of grief. I
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Amanda on
her wedding
day and
becoming
a mother.

mourned all that I had ‘lost’ because of my differently wired
brain. I felt immense pity for the younger me, who had been
so misunderstood and overwhelmed for most of her life
without anyone realising.
“Recently, though, I have reached a place of acceptance,
understanding and celebrating who I really am. Suddenly
everything is clear about the next stage of my life: I aim to be
a coach and to write books to help other women like me. I’d
love to reach the next generation of neurodivergent women,
helping them to reach their potential and live happy, loving
and fulfilling lives.”

Amanda is
currently writing
a book about her
experience of life
with undiagnosed
autism and ADHD.
She also edits
other people’s
words as The
Naked Editor:
nakededitor.co.uk.

If you are given an autism
diagnosis, you may feel relieved
to know why you feel or behave
the way you do. A diagnosis
may also help you and your
family to understand and cope
with the challenges you face.
For more information, get in
touch with The National Autistic
Society on nas@nas.org.uk

