
National Autism Research Meeting November 13, 2013 
Aarhus University, Studenterhuset, Nordre Ringgade 3, 8000 Aarhus C 

 
Program: 
 
10:00 - 10:30 Welcome and short presentation of participants 

 
10:30 - 12:00 Liz Pellicano, CRAE, University of London: “New directions in the ethics of autism 

research” 

 
12:00 - 13:00 Lunch 

 
13:00 - 14:00 Project presentations: 

Cathriona Cantio, B&U psyk, SDU: “Cognitive Alterations in Autism Spectrum Disorders” 

Elisa La Cour, KU: “Validating the Autism Spectrum Questionnaire (AQ) in Denmark. Research 

notes and preliminary results.” 

Hanna Thaler, IMC, AU: “Pain evaluation in self and others in autism spectrum disorder” 

 
14:00-14.20 Break 

 

14:20 – 15:20 Project presentations: 

Niels Bilenberg, B&U psyk, SDU: “Robot assisted training of children with Autism spectrum 

Disorders” 

Josh Skewes, IMC, AU “Perceptual inference in autism” 

Line Gebauer, IMC, AU: “Studying learning phenomena in adolescents with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder” 

 
15:20-16:00 Break – coffee and refreshments 

 

16:00 – 16:40 Project presentations: 

Mette Elmose, Psychology, SDU: “Loneliness in adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD)” 

Raffaele Rodogno, IMC, AU: “Well-being in Autism” 

 
16:40-17:00 Wrap up and planning of future meetings 

 
 
  



Liz Pellicano, Director of Centre for Research in Autism and Education (CRAE) 
Institute of Education, University of London 
 
New directions in the ethics of autism research 
 
There has been a substantial increase in research activity on autism during the past decade. But 
despite some significant advances, we still have not come close to a full understanding of autism. 
Research into effective ways of responding to the needs of autistic people and their families is less 
advanced still, which means that the promise of research is far from being fulfilled. In this talk, I 
report on a mixed-methods study that sought (1) to establish whether the pattern of current UK 
autism research maps on to the priorities of the broader autism community and (2) to determine the 
nature and degree of involvement of community members in the research process. The findings 
should take us in radical new directions for autism research. 
 
 
Cathriona Cantio, Department of Child and Youth psychiatry, University of Southern Denmark 
 
Cognitive Alterations in Autism Spectrum Disorders 
C. Cantio, S. White, J.R.M. Jepsen & N. Bilenberg 
 
Introduction: Cognitive deficits in children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are well 
known. The aim of this study was to look at cognitive subgroups and examine how cognition may 
be associated with core autistic behaviours. 
Material and methods:Thirty-one children diagnosed with an ASD together with 39 neurotypically 
developed (NTD) children were all tested with a comprehensive 4-hour neuropsychological battery 
covering the cognitive domains: Theory of Mind (ToM), Executive Functions (EF) and Central 
Coherence (CC). All children were aged between 8 and 12 years and had IQs between 75 and 145. 
Core ASD symptoms were assessed with ADOS and ADI-R, and comorbid symptoms were rated 
by parents (CBCL) and teachers (TRF). 
Results: We found that the ASD and NTD groups differed significantly on the ToM-composite and 
EF-composite but not on the CC-composite. No correlations between these three composites were 
found. The ASD cases were divided into (relatively) good and poor performers on each of the 3 
cognitive composites and these groups were compared.  The poor ToM-group showed greater 
parent-reported anxiety and internalizing behaviour but did not differ from the good ToM-group in 
terms of their ASD symptoms. The poor EF-group displayed more severe verbal and non-verbal 
communication symptoms on the ADI-R, as well as greater difficulties using non-verbal means to 
regulate social interactions and more severe stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms. 
Surprisingly, this group was also presented with fewer conduct problems according to both teacher 
and parent ratings. 
Conclusion: ToM and EF alterations are characteristic of individuals with ASD and differentiate 
this population from NTD individuals. However, there also appears to be cognitive heterogeneity 
within the autism spectrum, with only a proportion of individuals displaying each cognitive 
abnormality.  EF difficulties appear to predict ASD symptoms whilst ToM difficulties predict 
comorbid symptoms. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Elisa la Cour, Psykologisk Ressource Center 
 
Validating the Autism Spectrum Questionnaire (AQ) in Denmark. Research notes and 
preliminary results. 
 
As a part of attempting to validate the AQ in Denmark, we investigated the psychometric properties 
of the Danish version of the Autism Spectrum Quotient (AQ). A community sample of 966 people 
and an Aspergers syndrome/high functioning autism sample comprising 243 people completed the 
AQ. Confirmatory factor analyses were conducted on three different models, separately for both 
samples and for two different scoring systems. The best model fits were found for the 35 item, 5 
first order factor AQ Chinese model, when using the original, dichotomized, scoring system. This 
version of the AQ showed good test-retest reliability and good internal consistency in both samples. 
In conclusion, the 35 item dichotomized scored Danish AQ was found psychometrically coherent. 
An estimation of screening cut-off was made for this model and version, revealing some 
problematic features of the proposed model and limitations of the research study. Method and 
limitations are discussed as well as the need for future research and suggestions for this. 
 
 
Hanna Thaler, Interacting Minds Centre, Aarhus University 
 
Pain evaluation in self and others in autism spectrum disorder  
 
The picture of pain sensation in autism and its relationship with perception of pain in others is 
currently far from clear. A common observation in case studies is that autistic individuals are more 
pain insensitive. However, this hypothesis has recently been challenged by experimental evidence 
indicating that physiological sensitivity in autism may even be enhanced. Evaluation of own pain 
might also relate to one’s ability to evaluate pain in others. There is some experimental evidence 
indicating that people generally tend to underestimate how much pain another person feels. Our 
study investigated whether this underestimation bias is stronger in individuals with autism and how 
this evaluation may be associated with one’s individual pain sensitivity.  
Using electric pain stimulation, we tested whether autistic and non-autistic male adults (n = 16 in 
each group) rated the intensity and unpleasantness of their pain differently across various intensity 
levels. Subsequently, participants were shown videos depicting the facial expressions of patients 
who had been filmed during more or less painful physiotherapy exercise. We compared autistic and 
non-autistic individuals in their ability to evaluate levels of pain intensity in patients, and their own 
unpleasantness elicited by watching these videos.  
Comparing the two groups in their individual pain sensitivity and the evaluation of pain intensity in 
others, we observed an interesting interaction effect. We found evidence for comparable pain 
sensitivity in autism, but our results highlight differences in the evaluation of others’ pain and the 
relationship of pain evaluation in self and others. 
 
 
Niels Bilenberg, Research director at Child and Youth psychiatry, University of Southern Denmark 
 
Robot assisted training of children with Autism spectrum Disorders 
 
Research into applying robots as therapy tools in children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) 
has shown that robots seem to improve engagement and elicit novel social behaviours. Robots 
generate a high degree of motivation and engagement in ASD subjects, including those who are 
reluctant to interact with human therapists. It is known that children with ASD are attracted to 
mechanical objects such as toy cars, trains and computers, and that they incline towards 



predictability. This gives a natural attraction to robots, which in a uncomplicated setting allows 
ASD children to learn and explore social situations. 
Presentation of a planed study and the first experiences (video) 
 
 
Josh Skewes, Interacting Minds, Aarhus University 
 
Perceptual Inference in Autism 
 
People with autism are better at perceiving fine detail, but that they also have difficulties 
interpreting contextual meaning. For instance, people with autism are better at recognising pitch, 
but have trouble using it to interpret emotion in speech. Scientists have started thinking of these 
differences in terms of perceptual inference. I will present ongoing research testing a new theory 
(Pellicano & Burr, 2012) that in autism, prior expectations play a smaller role in perceptual 
inference, while sensory information plays a correspondingly larger role.   
 
 
Line Gebauer, MindLab and Interacting Minds, Aarhus University 
 
Studying learning phenomena in adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder: Blocking of 
social and non-social information 
 
Research has consistently demonstrated atypical perception in people with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD), such as increased attention to detail sometimes at the cost of more 
global/contextual processing. Such differences in perceptual style have recently been suggested to 
stem from an overreliance on sensory evidence and less guidance by previous experience during 
sensory processing (Pellicano & Burr, 2012). If this assumption is correct, it must also imply that 
the way people with ASD collect and store information from previous experience (i.e. basic 
learning processes) are different from neurotypicals. In this talk I will present a planned study 
investigating the basic associative learning phenomena ‘blocking’ in a non-social and a social 
learning context in adolescents with ASD. At present, major psychological/pedagogical 
interventions aimed at people with ASD rely on associative conditioning (i.e. Applied Behavior 
Analysis, EIBI), therefore, a better understanding of basic learning processes in ASD will have 
important implications for developing optimal learning environments (both in educational settings 
and at home) and intervention paradigms, which take into account the unique ways that people with 
ASD perceive and learn about the world.  
This project is done in collaboration with Josh Skewes, Cathriona Cantio, Gitte Madsen and Niels 
Bilenberg. 
 
 
Mette Elmose Andersen, Department of Psychology, University of Southern Denmark 
 
Loneliness in adults with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
 
While studies of loneliness in children and adolescents are increasing adding to an emerging 
understanding of the prevalence, understanding and consequences of loneliness in children and 
adolescents with ASD the studies of loneliness in adults is scarce. In this presentation I will talk 
about an explorative study of how and when loneliness is experienced by adults with ASD and how 
this influence their lives and self-understanding. The study builds on the format of focus-group 
interviews and tries to adapt the method to support participation of the adults with ASD. 
 



 
Raffaele Rodogno, Autism@Aarhus, Research Unit for Ethics, Legal and Political Philosophy 
Aarhus University 
 
Autism & Well-Being 
 
I present some of the themes that are beginning to emerge from the conjunction of philosophical 
and psychological research on autism and well-being. In particular, I shall (i) stress the importance 
of reconceptualizing 'well-being' in autism-sensitive directions; (ii) mention some of the direcetions 
in questions; and (iii) illustrate some of the tools available to get the right grip on the appropriate 
notion of autistic well-being. 
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