Critically discussing the theory of mind and how it can inform our understanding of the development of autism spectrum disorder across the lifespan in comparison to typical development.






















Introduction:

Autism Spectrum disorder (ASD) is referred to as having deficits in things like social communication or even repetitive sensory-motor behaviours (Lord et al., 2018). The theory of mind (TOM) is a cognitive ability and is related to the ability to understand and acknowledge other people's mind and mental state in which those with autism spectrum disorder tend to find difficulties in (Senju, 2012). This theory has had a lot of supporting empirical research that highlights the social and communicative difficulties those with ASD have. There are many symptoms’ individuals with ASD may exhibit which are tested in the newer Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders–Fifth Edition (DSM-5), this diagnostic test examines key characteristics such as difficulties in social interactions and communication in those with autism (Joon et al., 2021). Which the TOM examines. This essay used the theory of mind to explain the social deficits individuals with autism experience. 

The theory of the mind looks at the cognitive function of being able to understand others mind which those with autism struggle to do; it was found that those with autism differ compared to “typical” children in the sense that they focus more on the physical aspects of the brain rather than mental functions like secrets which explains why they may struggle to acknowledge when someone is deceiving them (Baron-cohen, 2000). There are many studies such as the sally-anne test that have been and are being conducted to examine false belief/ implicit processing of the mental state of other individuals which is a major aspect of the theory of mind (Schneider et al., 2014). This suggest that individuals who have ASD cannot acknowledge what others are thinking or doing but rather focus on their own beliefs. This is further supported by a recent study by Deli et al. (2017) who found that there is this developmental difference between children with ASD and typical children, where there are more deficits in the theory of mind in those with ASD. Furthermore, there are findings that those with autism have a delay and deficit in the development of the TOM (Tager-Flusberg, 2007). Additionally, according to Jones at al. (2018) difficulty in social communication amongst those with autism is related to deficits in the TOM: so difficulty in understanding the mind of others. Therefore, this implies that there is clear deficit in social behaviour with individuals who have autism struggle to recognise others have their own mind, as a result, leading to difficulties in reading what others are thinking through emotions and actions. Furthermore, Shojaeian et al. (2022) found in a study looking at Swedish children, that there has been clear significant difference in scores between typical developing individuals, those with ASD and those with down syndrome where the typical developing individuals have scored better in all three TOM task presented including the sally-anne task. Therefore, this provides further support that those with autism have a deficit in the TOM and difficulty in understanding others mental states it also indicates how difficult it is for those with autism to recognise others may process and think in different ways to their own. Additionally, this study provides support that the deficits individuals with autism have in the TOM can be generalised to other cultures not just American which most psychological studies focus on. 

It has also been replicated in a study that children with autism struggle with aspects of the theory of mind such as understanding reasons behind others actions and what others are thinking however, with necessary interventions, overtime it can lead to changes in the cognitive and social skills amongst children with autism (Gupta, 2015). It has also been expressed that children with autism lack this theory of mind as they cannot impute their beliefs to others (Baron-Cohen et al., 1885). Therefore, this provides support that individuals with autism struggle to comprehend the mental state and thinking of others, hence why they struggle to explain their beliefs or inherit the beliefs of others as they do not acknowledge there is other ways on thinking leading to this deficit in the TOM. However, this highlights the importance of not only understanding the issues some may face but also how to help overcome these difficulties. Which is something the TOM does not consider. Additionally, despite this theory having a lot of support there is a clear issue with the methodology and samples in the studies as they mainly focus on children which has been reflected and discussed as an issue during a class debate surrounding this topic. Thus, there can be many questions as to whether findings from this theory and supporting studies can be generalised to adults who may experience different difficulties due to life experiences. 

However, despite this poor representation occurring across many studies about the theory of mind and autism there is supporting evidence from studies using adults which was also advised of during this in class debate on autism. For example, Schuwerk & Sodian (2023) found that adults with autism scored correct on 88% of tasks when needing to question their own perspective compared to non-autistic adults who scored 97%. Therefore, these findings show how those with autism struggle to question their own thinking as they struggle to understand the mind of others so there may not be such an easy Comparison of different types of perspectives compared to those with non-autism. Furthermore, it was found it takes longer to adopt another's perspective in a task where this is needed with individuals who possess high ASD characteristics compared to those who pose less ASD characteristics (Brunyé et al., 2012). As a result, this provides further support to the TOM that individuals with autism tend to have difficulty in social behaviour such as acknowledging and understanding there are different perspectives that may not necessarily be theirs. However, according to Schuwerk et al. (2015), there was no difference in individuals with ASD and typical individuals in the strange stories TOM tasks but those with ASD scored lower in the reading the mind in the eye test. Thus, this suggests that individuals with autism may have deficits in specific and different aspects of the theory of mind and not just the TOM in general. However, this is something that the theory of mind does not consider and should, to ensure that the development of those with autism is understood. On the contrary, it was found that those with ASD continuously showed significant differences in control and experimental tasks looking at TOM compared to non-autistic children and individuals with ASD scored less on the tasks that emphasise seeing leads to knowing (Lind & Bowler, 2010). Thus, this supports the main aspects of the theory of mind which is based on the theory that individuals with autism struggle to understand what they don't see as they do not acknowledge/ understand that others have their own minds that may not be the same as theirs.  

However, this theory does not consider that there are individual differences within autism and that individuals vary on difficulties along the autism spectrum. For example, it has been found that those with high functioning autism when conducting TOM tasks performed equally well on those tasks compared to “typical” children (Scheeren et al., 2013). Therefore, this implies that those with high-functioning autism may not have the same difficulties other individuals with autism have. Thus, despite the large support that those with autism struggle with TOM, to understand the developmental difference between those with autism and without we need to consider and acknowledge that autism is a spectrum disorder and not all will have the same developmental deficits. However, when the TOM was tested on adult with high-functioning autism it was found that they scored significantly lower in tasks that required them to predict someone's mental state from their eye (Baron-Cohen et al., 1997). This is also supported by Booules-Katri et al. (2019) who found high functioning-autistic individuals scores lower than control participants in strange stories and eye tests in theory of mind tasks. Furthermore, those with ASD struggled more than typical individuals on the TOM strange story tasks in both social and physical aspects of the tasks (Brewer et al., 2017). This is replicated by Pedreño et al. (2017), Who found that adults with high-functioning autism also performed worst on both tasks of the Theory of mind task: the social cognitive and social perceptual tasks compared to typical developing adults. Therefore, this provides even further support that individual with autism in general still struggle with the TOM thus, increases the reliability of the theory of mind. However, there is contradicting evidence by Loza et al. (2023) that found that on the contrary to most findings those with autism performed better compared to “typical” individuals in social framing tasks where they had to predict the behaviour of an agent. Therefore, despite the supporting evidence for the TOM there is still clear contradicting evidence which suggests that this topic should be further studied to explore and understand why some autistic individuals may perform better than others in the TOM task as it may be harmful to generalise findings to all autistic individuals without considering there are external influences. 

Additionally, this belief that those with autism have this difficulty in understanding and acknowledging other things that they may not necessarily know or understand is also supported not only through studies looking at the theory of mind but also those looking at the weak coherence theory like slightly mentioned in the debate. For example, according to Bojda et al. (2021) those with autism tend to struggle to look at things in a wider view but rather focus on local information in more detail so they focus on what they already know. This acknowledges difficulties those with autism face as they struggle to absorb information that they may not have knowledge or understanding on, which supports the discussion in the debate that individuals with autism may have this sort of tunnel vision where they focus on what they know. Therefore, not only does this support the weak coherence theory it also supports the theory of minds belief that individuals with autism struggle to understand wider information that may not be explicitly there but rather focus on the known. 

However, despite all these studies providing support for the theory of mind, none of them consider individual differences such as gender differences which has been acknowledged in the debate for this essay. For example, it has been found that women and girls tend to experience more difficulties in social functioning and lower quality of life compared to men when it comes to things such as stress and sleep disturbance due to autism (Graham et al., 2020). These are clear differences amongst men and women that none of these supporting studies have acknowledged thus, suggesting that difficulties people with autism face may be different amongst sexes. Furthermore, this implies that studies comparing the different difficulties autistic men and women face should be done to better understand autism as a whole and its impact on an individual's life. 

This issue has been further raised in the debate using the Empathizing–Systemizing and male brain theory were evidence found that women tended score more on empathising and men were more system orientated which explains why autistic attributes despite gender tended to be seen as more masculine (Greenberg et al., 2018). Therefore, this signifies great gender differences in behaviour amongst autistic people. It can also explain why it tends to be easier to diagnose men than women as especially high functioning women tend to be able to camouflage their autism, and findings show that women tend to be diagnosed later in life or even go undiagnosed or misdiagnosed (Rynkiewicz et al., 2019). This could be due to many issues that have been raised in the debate such as the idea that girls may emphasis on certain aspects that would just be seen as being girly rather than an autistic trait. These are all issues that the theory of mind and many others that look at autism fail to acknowledge, and it is equally as important to not only understand difficulties such as the theory of mind that those with autism may struggle with, but also understand the diagnosis process and the gender differences. As, this will give a better understanding into the development of autism across the lifespan. 

Additionally, despite continuous evidence that those with autism have difficulties in social functioning such as set shifting and false-belief attribution, these issues in a longitudinal study over 3 years have seen improvements to all children in TOM tasks (Pellicano, 2010). Therefore, this does continue to provide support that those with autism find more difficulty with the TOM as they continuously struggle to acknowledge that others can have beliefs that are not the same as theirs. However, this evidence also implies that this can change overtime as improvements have been made in many individuals. Thus, to understand the difficulties those with autism have when it comes to the TOM there needs to be more research into these possible changes that can occur across their lifetime, and it may be beneficial to express that these deficits may not necessarily be permanent.  Furthermore, this theory does not look at the importance of being diagnosed and does not explain the differences and difficulties those with autism have that those without don't. For example, many individuals with autism have argued that being diagnosed allowed them to accept themselves and gave them answers to their behaviours reducing this same and guilt they carried (Hickey et al., 2018). This suggests that to fully acknowledge and understand the difference in development between non-autistic and autistic individuals, there is a need to understand the importance of the diagnostic process and how this can benefit an individual as this is something that a non-autistic person does not need to go through in their lifetime but is a major life aspect of someone with autism . 

Conclusion:

Overall, there is clear support that those with autism have more difficulty in the theory of mind compared to typical children. This has been supported through the constant findings that individuals with autism struggle to understand other perspectives and understand what's not visible to them compared to typical individual. However, there is a clear issue with the samples used in these studies as majority of studies use children/ adolescents which may not represent the difficulties adults would go through, thus, it could be argued that majority of studies only show the differences in the development between typical and autistic individual in their early developmental stages rather than adulthood. As a result, more research should be conducted to understand the true differences between these individuals across their lifetime rather than just focuses on one aspect. Furthermore, despite some evidence arguing those with high-functioning autism have less difficulty in the theory of mind there is still immense support that they do but the fact there is contradicting evidence suggest that different levels of autism should be studied. It is important to acknowledge that the theory of the mind is one of the theory's that can help explain difficulties such as social functioning those with autism may have however, it is not the only one and other theory's such as the weak coherence theory should be considered when assessing the difficulties those with autism may have that non-autistic individuals do not have. Also, despite there being immense amount of support that those with autism do struggle with the theory of the mind. So social functioning such as, understand other perspectives and what others are thinking, there are clear gender differences in difficulties those with autism may struggle with including the diagnostic process. This is something that the theory of the mind does not consider thus, more research and studies should be conducted to establish these gender differences so we can understand the full extent of the differences between the development of those with autism and “typical” individuals. 
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