
Theory of Mind (ToM) hypothesis
In the 1985, Simon Baron-Cohen et al. at Cambridge University tested
children with Down’s Syndrome, autistic children, and controls with the
“Sally-Anne test.”  If Sally puts a marble in her basket, and Anne moves it to
her box when Sally is not looking, “Where will Sally look for her marble?”
86% of the Down’s group and 85% of controls answered, “The basket.”
Only 20% of the autistic group answered the same.  Baron-Cohen called this
ability, “theory of mind.”  He concluded that autistic children lack empathy
or the ability to see things from another person’s perspective.  He described
autism as “mindblindness,” a deficit in natural “mindreading” that everyone
else does effortlessly.

THE 
HISTORY 

OF EMPATHY
DOUBLE

Autistics demonstrating Theory of Mind
Gernsbacher and Yergeau (2019) published a comprehensive literature review on research flaws of ToM.  They argued that
ToM failures were predicted by language development, not by autism, and listed 19 studies in the last 25 years demonstrating
that autistic people have “theory of mind.” 
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The double empathy problem

The Crompton studies on cross-neurotype communication

The cross-neurotype mind-reading problem

Crompton et al (2020b) studied accuracy of person-to-person information transfer similar to
that in the game of “telephone.”  They found more details were shared in allistic-to-allistic
groups and Autistic-to-Autistic groups, but fewer details were shared in cross-neurotype
groups.  Using videos from this study, Rifai et al (2022) found higher frequency of eye contact
and short verbal acknowledgements (called backchanneling) in the allistic group, and
corresponding high rapport ratings.  They found lower eye contact and short
acknowledgements in the autistic groups, but with equally high rapport ratings, indicating that
autistics did not need those indicators for rapport.  

In a different study, Crompton et al (2020c) also found high self and observer ratings of
rapport in same-neurotype groups, but much lower ratings in cross-neurotype groups.  Finally,
Crompton et al (2020a) interviewed Autistic subjects and identified that they felt interacting
with other Autistics was easier and more comfortable, they felt the need to mask when
interacting with allistics, and they felt a sense of belonging and could be themselves with other
Autistics.

Zephyr James, an Autistic philosopher, summarized the double empathy
problem elegantly (2024):  “Because no one has direct access to other
people’s brains, everyone has to guess.  It is easier to guess when you
have similar backgrounds, cognitive styles, and communication styles.”
Cross-neurotype guessing is hard and often results in incorrect guesses--
both directions.  It turns out allistics often guess wrong when
“mindreading” Autistics.

In 2012, an Autistic British sociologist, Damian Milton, hypothesized that the lack of understanding
between autistics and allistics was mutual. He proposed that if Autistics had trouble empathizing with
allistics, allistics also had trouble empathizing back, and it was really a “double empathy problem” for
both sides. He noticed that whenever allistics made assumptions about Autistics, they were usually
“wildly inaccurate.” Because allistics are used to doing things their way, they assume the “other”
people must be doing it wrong.  Milton argued that autism was not pathological. Rather, the problem
lies in a mismatched social interaction between two groups that have different dispositions, i.e. it was
a matter of cross-cultural miscommunication.

Edey et al (2016) found “typical adults exhibit mind-blindness” towards Autistics, but not towards
other “typical” persons in predicting mental states.  Sheppard et al (2016) found allistics had a
hard time interpreting facial expressions of Autistics correctly, but not of other allistics, even
though they rated the faces equally expressive for both groups.  Cheang (2024) found participants
had difficulty tracking happiness and sadness in Autistic narrators, but felt anger and fear more
intensely in their bodies from Autistic narrators.

Studies demonstrating allistic “mind-blindness” toward Autistics
?
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