Social cognition in individuals with autism spectrum disorders

Hidetsugu Komeda

Kyoto University

Abstract

Individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are thought to lack
self-awareness and to experience difficulty empathising with others. Although these
characteristics have been demonstrated in previous studies, most target stimuli were
constructed for typically developing (TD) individuals. We created original story tasks
for individuals with ASD, including recognition and judgment tasks involving a
protagonist with autistic characteristics (Komeda et al., 2013a). Our paradigm revealed
self-relevant processing in individuals with autistic characteristics (Komeda et al.,
2015).

Our previous studies showed that extraverted readers understand stories with
extraverted characters more easily than they do stories involving introverted characters
(Komeda et al., 2009), and extraverted readers empathise more with extraverted
characters (Komeda et al., 2013b). Additionally, TD individuals retrieve stories
featuring TD characters more effectively than they do stories featuring ASD characters,
whereas individuals with ASD retrieve stories that consistently include ASD characters
more effectively than they do stories featuring ASD characters on an inconsistent basis
(Komeda et al., 2013a).

In this talk, I will describe our current studies on how individuals with ASD
regard other individuals with ASD, focusing especially on empathy based on
similarities between perceivers and targets (Komeda, 2015). Our findings show that the
ventromedial prefrontal cortex (self-processing brain area) was significantly activated in
individuals with ASD in response to characters with autism and in TD individuals in
response to characters without autism (Komeda et al., 2015). Thus, individuals with
ASD have specific cognitive and emotional responses towards similar others. In terms
of clinical and educational implications, these findings suggest that people with ASD
characteristics may be able to help those with ASD. (263 words)
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