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Polynomial regression plot predicting the probability of autism diagnosis. A plot
of the polynomial regression with response surface analysis of emotional and
cognitive empathy, predicting the probability of autism diagnosis. The black line
represents empathic disequilibrium, and the blue line represents total empathy.
(a) The response surface parameters for males (N = 1641), (b) for females
(N = 3273). Credit: Autism Research (2022). DOI: 10.1002/aur.2794

A research group led by Ben-Gurion University of the Negev has
proposed a new concept for predicting autism and autistic traits.
"Empathic disequilibrium" combines two types of empathy into a single
scale for the first time. 
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Their findings were published recently in Autism Research. 

Cognitive empathy means the ability to recognize other people's mental
states. Emotional empathy means responding to another's mental state
with an appropriate emotion. Previous research generally, but not
always, found deficits in cognitive empathy among those diagnosed with
autism. But this contradicted with some autistic people reporting having
too much empathy. 

Now, Dr. Florina Uzefovsky and Ido Shalev, from the Department of
Psychology and the Zlotowski Center for Neuroscience at Ben-Gurion
University, Dr. Alal Eran of the Department of Life Sciences and Boston
Children's Hospital, and their colleagues at the University of Cambridge,
and Bar-Ilan University propose looking at how cognitive and emotional
empathy interact through a new concept they have termed empathic
disequilibrium. 

"It is too simplistic to say those diagnosed with autism lack cognitive
empathy or they lack emotional empathy. We need a more nuanced
understanding of how the two empathies relate to each other, which we
believe can aid in diagnosis and in understanding some autistic traits,"
says Dr. Uzefovsky. 

Each type of empathy is "rooted in distinct yet interrelated
neurobiological evolved mechanisms," the researchers wrote. A balance
between these aspects is needed for social functioning. Those diagnosed
with autism may have levels of empathy that are comparable to that of
the general population, but a relative overabundance of emotional
empathy may hinder some social interactions. Hence, empathic
disequilibrium. 

The researchers conducted a study among 1905 individuals diagnosed
with autism (54% females, Mage = 36.81 ± 12.88, range 18–80 years) and
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3009 typical controls (75% females, Mage = 38.26 ± 12.31 range 18–92
years). Participants filled in online questionnaires designed to assess
their empathic disequilibrium. They found that those diagnosed with
autism exhibited higher rates of empathic disequilibrium. However, they
also found that empathic disequilibrium was useful for analyzing
empathy in the non-autistic population as well. 

"This concept opens up several interesting avenues of research into 
autism and into empathy," says Dr. Uzefovsky. 

  More information: Ido Shalev et al, Reexamining empathy in autism:
Empathic disequilibrium as a novel predictor of autism diagnosis and
autistic traits, Autism Research (2022). DOI: 10.1002/aur.2794

Provided by Ben-Gurion University of the Negev

Citation: Yes, people with autism have empathy (2022, October 26) retrieved 18 November 2023
from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2022-10-people-autism-empathy.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/autism/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/empathy/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1002/aur.2794
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2022-10-people-autism-empathy.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

