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The Relationship between Theory of  Mind and Weak 
Central Coherence 
•  Since Weak Central Coherence theory was suggested, there has been a search 

for a mechanism that could unite Weak Central Coherence with the “theory of  
mind” deficits 
•  In Frith’s original conception, Weak Central Coherence was the cognitive 

dysfunction at the root of  all the features of  autism 
•  Since then, Frith and others have abandoned the notion that the theory of  

mind problems and the features associated with Weak Central Coherence are 
outcomes of  dysfunction in a single mechanism 
•  Brunsdon & Happe (2014) write that “non-social cognitive accounts of  ASD 

provide a good explanation for the non-social aspects of  ASD” but are not 
able to “explain the specific pattern of  impaired social cognition” 
• Happe, Ronald and Plomin (2006) have a paper in Nature titled “Time to give 

up on a single explanation for autism” 



The Relationship between Theory of  Mind and Weak 
Central Coherence (Cont.) 
• What cognitive mechanisms are implicated in the “theory of  mind” 

system? 
• Ames (2004) shows that perceptions of  similarity and difference between 

self  and other explain patterns of  mental state inference 
•  Shteynberg (2010) shows that perceptions of  similarity and difference 

between self  and other explain patterns of  shared attention 
• Tarrant, Dazeley & Cottom (2009) show that empathy is the outcome of  

shared social self-categorization 
• The Shared Attention Mechanism in Baron-Cohen’s Empathizing System 

model is about self-other-object relations 
• A process of  social/self  categorization seems to be implicated in “theory 

of  mind” processes 



Categorization in Autism 

• Categorization is known to be affected in autism 
•  Individuals with autism use rule-based categories, rather than prototype-

based categories 
•  Individuals with autism find it more difficult to extract prototypes from 

stimulus arrays 
•  Individuals with autism struggle to make male/female decisions about 

faces when the face is non-stereotypical 
• These categorization differences have been argued to be further 

manifestations of  Weak Central Coherence (e.g., Klinger & Dawson, 
2001) 

• Could functional differences in the social categorization 
mechanism explain “theory of  mind” difficulties in autism?  
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General Method 

• Phase 1: Who-Said-What paradigm à local/
global categorization (Expt. 1) and degree of  
categorization (Expt. 2) 
• Phase 2: Theory of  Mind measure à mental 
state inference (Expt. 1) and shared attention 
(Expt. 2) 
• Phase 3: Autism-Spectrum Quotient à degree 
of  autistic-like traits measure 



Hypotheses 
• H1: Higher AQ will predict: (a) more local (vs. global) 

categorization in Expt. 1, and (b) less categorization in Expt. 2 
• H2: Higher AQ will predict: (a) more local (vs. global) mental 

state inferences in Expt. 1, and (b) less shared attention with 
ingroup members in Expt. 2 
• H3: (a) Level of  categorization will positively predict level of  

mental state inference in Expt. 1, and (b) degree of  categorization 
will positively predict degree of  shared attention with ingroup 
members in Expt. 2 
• H4: The relationship between AQ and: (a) mental state inference 

will be mediated by the level of  categorization in Expt. 1, and (b) 
shared attention with ingroup members will be mediated by the 
level of  categorization in Expt. 2 



Results (Expt. 1) 
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Results (Expt. 2) 
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Discussion 

• These results suggest that the Weak Central Coherence 
seen in ASD is a causal antecedent of  the decreased 
tendency to share attention with others and the 
decreased tendency to make mental state inferences 
• These results unify the different clusters of  features seen 

in ASD and suggest that the disorder may perhaps not 
be ‘fractionated’ à potential for a unified theory based 
around self-categorization dysfunction 



Discussion (cont.) 

• It follows from conceptualizing ASD as a disorder of  self-
categorization, that all that is known to result from disruption 
in self-categorization and/or social identification should be 
evident in ASD 
• Higher rates of  depression and anxiety seen in ASD could be 

the direct result of  decreased ability to self-categorize as 
members of, and identify with, multiple groups 
• Potential for developing a “Groups4Autism” intervention 

based around teaching self-categorization, facilitating 
psychological connection with others, and aiding people with 
ASD to join groups and maintain positive social identities 



Questions? 


