
Masking and 
Sensory 

Regulation



What is ‘masking’?

Masking is often also referred to as ‘camouflaging’. It is a strategy used 
by some autistic people, consciously or unconsciously, to hide their 
true identity and appear non-autistic in order to blend in and be more 
accepted in society. Masking can happen in formal situations such as at 
school or work and in informal situations such as at home with family 
or socialising with friends.



Types of Masking



Why do autistic people mask?

• to be accepted by their peers / in society

• to avoid prejudice, stigma, bullying and discrimination

• to “blend in” in a neurotypical world

• to meet social expectations and avoid social rejection

• to hide discomfort in environments that are not autism-friendly 

• to cope at school

• to avoid negative attention or punishment (for example for moving around 
or stimming)

• to make and maintain friendships and relationships

• because it has become routine or subconscious



The impact of masking

• distressed behaviour, including meltdowns and/or 
shutdowns

• mental and physical exhaustion

• mental health difficulties

• increased likelihood of self-harm and suicidality

• isolation and/or feeling disconnected from other 
people

• being more vulnerable to abuse 

• a loss of sense of self

• low self-esteem



School might see the perfect student,
but at home you might see… 

Trashing

Self harm
Lashing out

Hiding

Controlling

Running away

Low mood

Crying

Avoidance

Refusal

Swearing

Suicidal talk

Hitting

Kicking

Mutism

Bargaining

Tummy aches

Head aches

Restricting food

EBSNA

Stealing



The Sensory System
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The
Vestibular

Sense



The
Proprioceptive

Sense
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Sensory Processing

1. The body receives 
sensation.

2. The brain works out 
what it is.

3. Message sent to 
respond.



Sensation is 
everywhere!

• The way that we 
experience 
sensation is unique.

• We experience life 
through our senses.

• The world is a 
sensory place.



• Sensation is the fuel that makes the brain 
work.

• The brain needs sensory information to 
function.

• Each of us needs a different amount of 
sensory input to operate best.

• Neurodivergent students often process 
sensory information differently.

Sensory Processing



Sensory Sensitivities



Sensory Dysregulation
Sensory dysregulation occurs when the body’s sensory 
processing system struggles to manage and respond to 
sensory stimuli effectively.



When dysregulation begins and is left unchecked it will get bigger, which 
makes it more difficult to regulate. This can lead to “meltdowns”.



Why is sensory regulation important?

Sensory regulation is fundamental to all other forms of self-regulation. Without 
sensory regulation:

• Our ability to manage and regulate our 
emotions is reduced.

• Our capacity to regulate our actions and 
behaviour is hindered.

• Regulating our focus, attention and executive 
functioning becomes difficult.



Sensory Regulation

• Co-regulation is the ability to regulate emotions and behaviours, 
manage stress (internal or external), and return to a calm state, 
with the support and direction of a connecting person 

• Self-regulation is the ability to
• recognise, manage, and respond to our own emotions

• monitor and control our thoughts, feelings and behaviours

• use personal strategies to return to a calm state



Sensory Regulation

• Self-regulation skills develop through interactions with others; children first 
learn to regulate with support from others and then they become gradually 
more able to use these tools independently as they experience them.

• Even as adults we can still benefit from co-regulation from others when 
we become overwhelmed!



Co-regulation

The importance of regulated adults…





Regulating Activities



Regulating Movements



Validation & Support

Recognise the difficulties and work with the young 
person to find strategies to overcome these

“It’s not 
that bad!”

“I can see you
 are struggling.”

“How can I 
help?”



Talk about 
masking



Look after yourself



Don’t be afraid to ask for support 

• Surrey Branch of the National Autistic Society: www.nassurreybranch.org

• BRAAIN (Be ready ADHD ASD Information Network): www.braain.co.uk 

• APPEER (Support for autistic girls): https://www.appeer.org.uk/ 

• Send Advice Surrey: https://www.sendadvicesurrey.org.uk/ 

• Family Voice Surrey: https://www.familyvoicesurrey.org/ 

• Autism Outreach for Schools: https://www.autismoutreachforschools.uk/

• Mindworks: https://www.mindworks-surrey.org/

• YMCA East Surrey: https://www.ymcaeastsurrey.org.uk/

http://www.nassurreybranch.org/
http://www.braain.co.uk/
https://www.appeer.org.uk/
https://www.sendadvicesurrey.org.uk/
https://www.familyvoicesurrey.org/
https://www.autismoutreachforschools.uk/
https://www.mindworks-surrey.org/
https://www.mindworks-surrey.org/
https://www.mindworks-surrey.org/
https://www.ymcaeastsurrey.org.uk/


Image result for question mark

Find help sheets, FAQs, videos 
and more at:

www.autismoutreachforschools.uk 
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