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Keynote lecture

Autism and Minds ‘Wired for Science’

Prof. Simon Baron-Cohen, Autism Research Centre, Cambridge University

Is there any truth to the idea that autism and scientific/mathematical talent are linked? That is, that
scientists/mathematicians as a group have higher rates of autism than one would expect from
chance, or that people with autism have a facility for thinking scientifically? In this talk, | consider
evidence from several sources: (1) Experiments with scientists/mathematicians showing they have
higher levels of autistic traits (including excellent attention to detail, and more difficulties with
empathy), compared to non-scientists/non-mathematicians; and showing that they also have
higher rates of autism. (2) Experiments with people with autism who despite their difficulties on
tests of empathy, score higher on measures of ‘systemizing’. Systemizing is the drive to analyse or
build a system. A system is anything that takes input and transforms it into output, via a lawful
operation. When you systemize, you try to identify the laws (or patterns) that govern the system.
(3) Studies of first-degree relatives of people with autism showing they too have talents in
systemizing, suggesting the link between autism and scientific/mathematical talent is genetic.
Autism is more common in males, and so is a strong interest in systemizing, implicating a male-
linked biological mechanism. Strong systemizing may underlie not just examples of remarkable
talent in autism, but also the profile of ‘obsessional, narrow interests’ and ‘resistance to change’
that characterizes the autistic spectrum. Studies of autism are teaching us about the scientific

mind, and studies of scientists are making us re-think the nature of autism.

Key references:

Baron-Cohen, S, (2012) Autism and the Technical Mind. Scientific American, 307(5): 72-75
Baron-Cohen, S (2003) The essential difference. Penguin/Basic Books

Baron-Cohen, S, (2009) Autism and Asperger Syndrome: The Facts. OUP.

Baron-Cohen, S (2011) Zero Degrees of Empathy. Penguin/Basic Books
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