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Impact Report

Introduction from our CEO

2023 has been the busiest year yet for Autistic Girls Network.

I’d like to thank our trustees, our volunteers, our group facilitators and our Facebook group
members who unfailingly welcome new members and impart their words of wisdom every
day! It goes without saying that we couldn’t do it without all of you.

2024 promises some very important firsts for us, and we hope we can continue to support
even more people through our new programmes and resources.

Cathy Wassell

A word from our Co-Chairs

We are delighted to act as co-chairs of AGN. 2023 has proved to be an extraordinary year
for us. Interaction with social media has grown exponentially, and the website launch at the
start of 2023 has resulted in huge interest in our downloads and our new resources.

We now count 77,000 social media profiles following our IG, Facebook, and X pages, with
5,000+ on LinkedIn and 25,600 views of our videos on YouTube.

Strong plans for 2024 will build upon successful fundraising bids won, enabling us to start
offering a Post-Diagnostic Support Mentoring Service for teens, and a Peer Mentoring
Service for autistic women in Warwickshire as a pilot.

We are immensely proud of all trustees, our volunteers,-ard-our CEO, and the community
whichthat we serve.

Claire Farmer & Vicki May
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Why are we needed?

Autism in girls may present differently and there is widespread misunderstanding about
exactly how. This is a huge issue because autistic girls (and those who present in the same
way) are often being missed and outcomes for autistic females are particularly poor.

Girls in the UK are still being diagnosed autistic up to 6 years later than boys or missed
entirely (80% of autistic girls remain undiagnosed at 18). Late diagnosis and subsequent
camouflaging of autistic traits can be very damaging to an autistic person’s mental health,
self-confidence and self-esteem.

Autistic traits in girls are frequently missed, overlooked, ignored, or their behaviour put
down to “just being a girl”. An autistic girl having a meltdown is said to be emotional and
hysterical (a word historically only demeaning to women), because that’s how girls are
stereotyped to be. An example of this may be an autistic girl who struggles with dirt because
of the texture and the idea of it, yet may be praised because historically girls were expected
to be clean and tidy, and not messy. This is where societal expectations of women and girls
can create barriers to recognising, understanding and supporting autistic girls.

Research shows that autistic people are far more likely than the general population to have
seriously poor mental health, in fact a new research project showed that 1 in 4 autistic
women have been hospitalised due to mental ill health. Autistic young people are also far
more likely to be under CAMHS than their peers too. Up to 71% of autistic young people
meet criteria for at least one mental health condition. Autistic girls are highly vulnerable and
the rate of teenage suicide amongst this group is four times higher than boys of the same
age.

A 2021 survey reported that 26% of parents waited over three years to receive support for
their autistic children. There are a few regional offerings of mentor groups but this is
limited, and not reflective of the demand. Many existing schemes cost up to £160 per
session and during a cost of living crisis this is out of reach for many families. Time waiting is
time that could have been spent coming to terms with a new self-identity — so important for
autistic young people’s mental health.
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Negative experiences in formative years can have a huge impact on adult lives not only in
making girls at risk of suicide as teenagers but as the statistics reveal as adults. We believe a
more positive experience of diagnosis and becoming part of an affirmative autistic-lead
community is crucial. There is an increased demand for our support, in the last year alone
our Facebook community grew from 11,000- 21,000 members and this is expanding daily.
We have built a trusted position in the autistic community and offer a diverse range of
support including building awareness, creating safe space and campaigning for earlier
diagnosis.

What difference are we making?

Through our face--to--face groups our young people make connections in their community — for
some it will be the first connections they have made with other autistic young people and this can be
life-changing. Being diagnosed autistic as a teen, as many girls are, can cause havoc with self-esteem
when you know that you have always been different to your peers. Many girls report feeling as if
they were ‘going mad’ and as if they were broken. We will be assuring them they are not broken, but
just have a different ‘operating system’ and introducing them to others who experience the world in
the same way.

Our autistic volunteers will also be building connections, for many it will be the first time of working
with other autistic people. Both young people and volunteers may well have felt lonely — research
shows loneliness is more widely reported by autistic people than in the general population, just as
autistic people are statistically more likely to be bullied and to suffer from depression. Groups will
empower young people to make connections outside of the group venue, through regular social
events.

Through groups we will improve financial capability: as part of our group sessions, we will be
teaching some life skills and money management is an important one of those topics. Autistic young
people can be vulnerable and so it is particularly important to teach them good financial
management, the pitfalls of credit availability and how to spot potential scams.

Through our knowledge hub, our webinars and conversations with families, they will be informed
and empowered to make small changes to the home environment, particularly around sensory
aspects and preparation for change which will benefit everyone. The constant need for girls to mask
autism due to concern about stigma has been highlighted frequently in research in recent years as
extremely detrimental to mental health, so it’s important to provide an environment outside the
home where young people can feel free to be themselves with their peers.
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Resources

Our new website

In Spring 2023 we launched our new website which is a vast improvement for all those we
support and shows a clear website journey for our different cohorts of visitors whether they
be autistic girls or women, parents, friends and family or professionals. The website was
funded by a grant from Fat Beehive and created by Tanglefox.

In 2023 we had 174,327 website visitors, an average of 14,527 per month.

https://www.autisticgirlsnetwork.org

Downloads
We now have all our downloads on one page, and will be adding more in 2024.

e Our white paper, Autism, Girls and Keeping it All Inside containing the Internal
Profile of Autism Checklist (IPAC)

e Our Reasonable Adjustments in Schools document

e QOur Health Passport template

e Our School Passport template

What people had to say:

“This paper is amazing. Condensed all the titbits I'd learned through my own personal
research and then some. Many of the signs | found myself nodding my head as | could
identify them in myself, someone professionally diagnosed.”

“I think your work has been some of the most important and affirming literature supporting
autistic girls to have ever been published. The difference it has made to me and my family
and to so many families | have shared it with, | cannot begin to thank you enough.” Holly
Sprake-Hill, Occupational Therapist

“This is a phenomenal read. If every teacher, GP, employer, parent (hell, anyone who can
read) absorbs this information we could prevent women and girls having to reach
breakdown point before being identified as autistic.” Katherine Kowalski
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“This is an extraordinary white paper by @AutisticGirls and I’'m genuinely honoured to be
included in it.” Holly Smale, author

“This (Reasonable Adjustments doc) is brilliant, and | hope all schools have a copy up on the

I"

staffroom wall.” Emma B

“All school staff should read this and think about how universal design for learning makes
everybody more comfortable.” Katie M

Social Media

Our Facebook group

2023 has brought us 3,658 new group members, bringing the total in our closed Facebook
support group to 21000.

There have been 10,992 posts in the group during 2023.

We have group members from all over the world - the UK, the US, Australia and New
Zealand, all over Europe The Philippines and South Africa.

Here’'s what people had to say:
“What a wonderfully supportive group this is.” Louise

“Last year, Cathy invited me to join this group after seeing my cry for help in a group for
teens with OCD, anxiety and depression.

Yesterday, my daughter received her formal diagnosis for autism. She will be 18 next month.
She was so happy she cried, because for the first time, she feels like she understands herself
and believes there are tools she can learn to help herself.

It has been a long road to this point, and while I’'m so sad that it took this long to get
answers, | am so proud of my girl and her continuing journey. Being parents already includes
all of the normal frustrations of a growing child. Not understanding her added so many
layers to it. | feel grief over my misunderstandings but so much joy over who she is.

Thank you Cathy. Thank you to this group.” Jen Elle

“I have learned nearly everything | know about autism in girls from Autistic Girls Network. It
has been a lifeline for us and helped us make some of the best decisions we’ve made for our
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newly diagnosed teen daughter such as home schooling. | don’t know how I'd have
managed without it.” Caroline

Our social media pages

We have reached 346,382 people on our Facebook page in 2023, and 126,944 people on our
Instagram page.

Facebook saw 2,444 new followers in 2023, making a total of 28,824.
Instagram has a total of 17,155 followers, while Twitter has 31,000.

LinkedIn (our new channel) reached 155,530 people in 2023 and gained 4,572 new followers
making a total of 5,074.

TOTAL social media followers 82,053

Here’s what people had to say:

“Your website and social media posts are really helping me to better understand my
daughter. So thank you.” Maddie

“AGN is an online lifeline on a human scale for myself, my two autistic teens and our whole
family, don’t know where we would have been without it.” Sheralee

Our YouTube channel

In 2023 we ran 16 free live Webinars on topics like masking, transition to secondary,
nurturing your autistic young person, barriers to school attendance, empowering autistic
girls, and these webinars are freely available on our YouTube channel.

In 2023 our YouTube channel was viewed 25,636 times, adding up to 5,300 hours watch
time and attracting 1,100 new subscribers making a total of 1800 subscribers.

Here’s what people had to say:

“Thank you so much for the webinar today. It’s one of the most helpful and relevant
webinars I've attended.” Karen
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Face to Face Groups

Our neuro-affirmative teen group in Stratford upon Avon grew from strength to strength in
2023 and we were lucky enough to be funded by a wonderful local charity, Lifeways, to run
two further groups for 9-12°s and 18-25%s. In total our three groups benefitted 49 children
and young people in 2023, and our waiting lists are so long that we need to open another
teen group very shortly.

We're also in talks to open some more groups in 2024 with the first in South Birmingham —
watch this space.

Here's what some of the parents have to say about out groups:

"I wanted to take the opportunity of thanking you for creating this group. It is my daughter's
only lifeline! It's really helping her slowly come to terms with her diagnosis. She couldn't
even say the word at first. It's like autism has hit her all of a sudden so she keeps wanting
things to be as they used to be. She has also made a best friend in the group which is
helping her more than you know. Her self-esteem and self-worth has been dangerously low
but is slowly improving. So | just wanted to say a massive, heartfelt thanks."

"I was able to persuade B to go to the group. It went exactly as | had hoped it would. It was
eye-opening for her and for the first time she didn't have to hide. She came away feeling like
she isn't the loneliest girl in the world. She was truly happy. Thank you for what you are
doing."

"I just wanted to say thank you for organising the 9-12 group. | actually unexpectedly burst
into tears after dropping my daughter off at the group. It took me a minute to work out that
it was happy tears of relief at seeing other mums and daughters coming into the group, and
realising that E and | are not alone. That face to face contact is so powerful. Most
importantly, E enjoyed the session and wants to go again. She masks a fair bit at school etc,
and | think the group will be so positive for her to accept and celebrate her autism. | feel
very lucky to have spotted your Facebook post and got E a place. Thank you again!"
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"Fantastic support for the girls! Lovely activities in a safe space. She looks forward to every
session."

"My daughter has made new friendships and has found increased confidence through
knowing other girls that are like minded. Her overall wellbeing and ability to self advocate
has improved. She is proud of her identity and positive about being Autistic."

“In just 3 sessions, my daughter has made genuine connections and friendships. She feels
able to be herself with other like-minded girls. It’s a joy and relief as a parent to see there
are friendships that can just be fun, without the complications she faces at school. These
groups play an essential role in her emotional wellbeing, something we’ve been seeking for
a while.”

Fundraising Events

We were lucky enough to get lots of sign-ups for our Million Steps Challenge in 2023, and it
was our biggest single fundraiser. We also purchased charity places for our first ever half
marathon — the London Landmarks — and we will have 5 special people running it for us in
2024!

We also became members of Run For Charity so that it’s easier to get charity places for any
running event — just ask! You can check out our favourites here:
https://autisticgirlsnetwork.org/events-and-fundraising/

Here’s what one of our 2023 running fundraisers had to say:

“Would just like to say our daughter was only diagnosed in Feb 23, we had a true battle to
get there. The Autistic girls network was a great help to me though. Being able to access
your page and reading your book was like finding that friend that understood in a world
were people thought myself, husband and daughter were going mad. Couldn’t be running
for a better charity.” Jenny

Speaking Events

In 2023 our CEO Cathy Wassell spoke at:
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e Anxiety and Autism Conference by Autism Oxford, where we also exhibited

e Together with Autism Conferences by Coventry & Warwickshire LA and Act for
Autism, in Coventry and Nuneaton, where we also exhibited

e London Autism Conference

e North East Autism Society Conference

What people had to say:

“l am so inspired by being able to attend this conference. It has opened my mind and way
of thinking as a neurotypical person in a way that maybe would not have occurred if | had
not attended this conference.”

“We came to your AMAZING workshop where | realised that not only my daughter aged 3 is
autistic (assessment this month, but I’'m pretty sure) but my 6 yr old daughter may be too,
and also myself. I've wondered for a while, but so many things ticked boxes for me. Mind
blown!” Nikki B.

Schools, Parent Carer Forum and Corporate Training

We ran neuro-affirmative training sessions for schools, school governors, parent carer
forums, psychology practices and corporate head offices in 2023.

Here’s what people had to say:

“l thought the session today was just fabulous!!” Learning and Development Manager,
Manolo Blahnik

“The AGN training was enlightening. Not only were the myths exploded but there was such
understanding from a lived experience perspective. Perhaps even more importantly, there
were practical tips that have undoubtedly shifted my practice for the better.” Croydon
teacher & senior leader

“Meeting Cathy and working with her as an experienced SENCo to support my students has
been one of the most pivotal moments in my career and life as a parent myself. Despite
having an autistic daughter and us all having attended post-diagnostic meetings and
workshops within CAMHS, | have learnt more from Cathy in one parental session she led for
our school and through attending her mentoring workshops for young students within my
school than | have done in all my other experiences as a parent and teacher.” Claire
Cockroft, SENCo, Wycombe High School
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“The Hampshire Parent Carer Network reached out to The Autistic Girls Network to help
support parent carers across Hampshire to develop and build their knowledge further to
help them feel less isolated. It was very important to us to not only have a neuroaffirming
speaker but also someone with lived experience and Cathy delivers that in every way. Her
popular workshop provided a relaxed and informative evening of how best to support our
young people with real strategies that can be actioned the next day and we will be looking
forward to inviting The Autistic Girls Network to do more with us in the very near future.”
The Hampshire Parent Carer Network

Autistic Pupil Mentoring

We mentored 24 pupils at 2 different schools in 2023, helping them understand more about
being autistic, emotional regulation and energy accounting and how to self-advocate.

What people had to say:

“As a school we have also invested in Cathy’s mentoring sessions so that students can learn
more about their autistic identity, ultimately enabling them to thrive and advocate for
themselves. Cathy prepares students in advance of sessions and ensures students feel
comfortable to attend and communicate in any way that works for them. One of my Year 9
students told me, “l am finding the sessions helpful, and | would definitely recommend to
others. | have learnt different breathing techniques that | didn’t know and when to use
them.”~ Claire Cockroft, SENCo, Wycombe High School

Collaborations

In 2023 we became members of the Council for Disabled Children and Children and the
Young People’s Mental Health Coalition.

What’s Happening in 20247

So much!
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Face--to--face Groups

We’re opening a second teen group in Stratford upon Avon because of overwhelming
demand, and opening a new group in South Birmingham in the Spring. We hope to open
more groups in 2024 — watch this space.

In our groups, thanks to funding from National Grid, we’ll be giving valuable transition to
adulthood skills to our young people on energy efficiency and keeping warm on a budget,
and running a session for parents on the same!

And thanks to funding from British Science Week, we’ll be creating a butterfly and bee-
friendly space in the 1 acre garden of our Stratford upon Avon groups venue.

Schools Groups

Some of the schools who have done out training or workshops have asked about creating
AGN groups within their own schools using our neurodiversity-affirming group and
mentoring framework, and subject to funding this is something we’d love to launch in 2024.

Post-Diagnostic Support Mentoring

Thanks to funding from the Boshier Grant, we are launching a Post-Diagnostic Support
Mentoring Programme. This will offer a 6 week programme of mentoring to recently
diagnosed autistic young people, and support also for their parents to upskill themin a
neurodiversity-affirming way and help them advocate for their young people —and teach
those young people to advocate for themselves.

Autism Peer Support Groups

Thanks to training and funding from Coventry and Warwickshire Partnership Trust, we will
be training 5 autism peer support workers and launching a pilot peer support service for
Coventry and Warwickshire. Watch this space for further developments.

Our volunteers

To date, over 200 people have completed the volunteer registration form on our website
and in 2024 we commit to giving you all more to do! Being a tiny charity means capacity and
funding to organise volunteers has been very lacking, but we want to solve this issue in
2024!
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Qur resources

We launch a brand new website in 2023 but it was always going to be a work in progress
because there’s so much we want to put on there! In 2024 we will be asking some of our
content writer volunteers to help us create more resources which will be free for everyone
to use.

Our Webinars

It’s only January and we already have 3 new webinars booked in, so we are committed to
providing new useful and neurodiversity-affirming webinars which will be freely available on
our YouTube channel.



