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Autism and Asperger Syndrome are autism spectrum conditions (ASC) characterized by deficits in
understanding others’ minds, an aspect of which involves recognizing emotional expressions. This is
thought to be related to atypical function and structure of the amygdala, and performance by people with
ASC on emotion recognition tasks resembles that seen in people with acquired amygdala damage. In
general, emotion recognition findings in ASC have been inconsistent, which may reflect low numbers of
participants, low numbers of stimuli and trials, heterogeneity of symptom severity within ASC groups,
and ceiling effects on some tasks. The present study tested 39 male adults with ASC and 39 typical male
controls on a task of basic emotion recognition from photographs, in two separate experiments. On a
control face discrimination task the group with ASC were not impaired. People with ASC were less
accurate on the emotion recognition task compared to controls, but only for the negative basic emotions.
This is discussed in the light of similar findings from people with damage to the amygdala.

Facial expressions convey important information
about the emotional state of others (Darwin,

1872/1965). The ability to decode facial informa-

tion quickly and successfully would have been

highly adaptive in the social world. Indeed,

nonverbal information from the face is so im-

portant that humans may have developed specia-

lized perceptual mechanisms for processing

emotional expressions (Ekman, 2003; Young,

1998). There is evidence that sensitivity to facial

expressions of emotion is present very early in

life, since even young infants are able to discri-

minate different basic emotional expressions in

the face (Field, Woodson, Greenberg, & Cohen,

1982; Haan & Nelson, 1998; Walker, 1982;

Walker-Andrews, 1997). Recognizing the emo-

tions of others is a key component in the

development of a theory of mind (ToM), although

ToM is often narrowly considered in terms

of understanding volitional (e.g., wanting) and
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epistemic (e.g., believing) states, rather than
broadly covering all mental states (including the
affective). Recent models have viewed ToM as
just one component of empathizing, which in-
volves understanding the emotional and mental
states of others and responding to these with an
appropriate emotion (Baron-Cohen, 1995, 2003;
Blair, 2005).

High-functioning autism (HFA) and Asperger
syndrome (AS) are neurodevelopmental condi-
tions characterized by deficits in social and com-
municative functioning and restrictive and
repetitive behavior (APA, 1994; ICD-10, 1994).
Both of these are autism spectrum conditions
(ASC), with common features including difficul-
ties in social reciprocity, relationships, and im-
paired social-emotional functioning (Baron-
Cohen, Tager-Flusberg, & Cohen, 2000b; Volkmar,
Lord, Bailey, Schultz, & Klin, 2004; Volkmar, Paul,
Klin, & Cohen, 2005). Reduced attention to faces
and decreased eye contact with others are early
signs of ASC (APA, 1994; Hobson, 1993; Osterling
& Dawson, 1994; Osterling, Dawson, & Munson,
2002; Phillips, Baron-Cohen, & Rutter, 1992).
People with ASC have difficulties understanding
others’ minds, with deficits in recognizing facial
expressions of emotion thought to be a key aspect
of these conditions (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Golan,
Baron-Cohen, & Hill, 2006; Grelotti, Gauthier, &
Schultz, 2002; Hobson, 1993; Klin, Jones, Schultz,
Volkmar, & Cohen, 2002a).

Even though social and emotional difficulties
in ASC have been emphasized from the earliest
descriptions (Asperger, 1944; Kanner, 1943), the
exact nature of the emotional deficits remains
unclear. There have been many studies looking
at the perception of emotional expressions in
ASC, however no consensus has emerged. While
some studies have found differences in the
perception of basic emotional expressions in
people with ASC (Celani, Battacchi, & Arcidia-
cono, 1999; Davies, Bishop, Manstead, & Tantam,
1994; Hobson, 1986; Hobson, Ouston, & Lee,
1988; Njiokiktjien, Verschoor, de Sonneville,
Huyser, Op het Veld, & Toorenaar, 2001), others
have reported no differences (Adolphs, Sears, &
Piven, 2001; Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, & Jol-
liffe, 1997; Castelli, 2005; Grossman, Klin, Carter,
& Volkmar, 2000; Ogai et al., 2003; Ozonoff,
Pennington, & Rogers, 1990; Prior, Dahlstrom, &
Squires, 1990; Teunisse & de Gelder, 1994). Some
studies have found deficits in ASC for processing
surprise and more complex social and emotional
information from the face, with intact perfor-

mance when tested on other basic emotions
(Adolphs et al., 2001; Baron-Cohen, Spitz, &
Cross, 1993a; Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Hill,
Raste, & Plumb, 2001; Baron-Cohen et al., 1997;
Bormann-Kischkel, Vilsmeier, & Baude, 1995;
Capps, Yirmiya, & Sigman, 1992). Surprise is
considered a more cognitive emotion than other
basic emotions, as it involves inferring that the
other person’s mental state involved expecting or
believing something different (Baron-Cohen
et al., 1993a). These findings have led to an idea
that emotion deficits in ASC may involve diffi-
culties with more complex emotions, rather than
basic emotions (Adolphs et al., 2001; Baron-
Cohen et al., 1993a; Golan et al., 2006).

In studies that have reported performance
across individual basic emotions, there is some
evidence showing that people with ASC may have
particular deficits involving negative basic emo-
tions. For example, studies have shown less
accurate recognition of fear (Howard et al.,
2000; Pelphrey, Sasson, Reznick, Paul, Goldman,
& Piven, 2002), anger (Giola & Brosgole, 1988),
disgust (Golan & Baron-Cohen, submitted), an-
ger and disgust (Ellis & Leafhead, 1996), and in
continua of emotions involving sadness, fear and
anger (Teunisse & de Gelder, 2001). These
difficulties suggest the emotion-recognition defi-
cits in ASC may reflect focal brain abnormalities.
In particular, deficits in the recognition of fear
and anger expressions in ASC have led to
comparisons with people having damage to the
amygdala, who show similar emotion recognition
deficits (Baron-Cohen, Ring, Bullmore, Wheel-
wright, Ashwin, & Williams, 2000a; Boucher,
Mayes, Cowell, Broks, Farrant, & Roberts, 2005;
Howard et al., 2000; Pelphrey et al., 2002).
Although the evidence is still limited for specific
deficits of fear in ASC, the emotion recognition
findings fit in well with other lines of evidence
linking ASC to dysfunction of the amygdala.

For example, people with ASC show abnorm-
alities in the perception of direct eye gaze (Grice,
Halit, Farroni, Baron-Cohen, Bolton, & Johnson,
2005; Howard et al., 2000; Senju, Tojo, Yaguchi, &
Hasegawa, 2005; Senju, Yaguchi, Tojo, & Hase-
gawa, 2003) and in rating the trustworthiness of
faces of others (Adolphs et al., 2001). Both of
these abilities involve the amygdala (Kawashima
et al., 1999; Winston, Strange, O’Doherty, &
Dolan, 2002) and people with amygdala damage
are impaired on tasks measuring them (Adolphs,
Tranel, & Damasio, 1998; Young, Aggleton,
Hellawell, Johnson, Broks, & Hanley, 1995). In
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addition, functional neuroimaging studies have
shown decreased activation of the amygdala in
people with ASC during the processing of nega-
tive emotional expressions (Ashwin, Baron-
Cohen, Wheelwright, O’Riordan, & Bullmore,
in press; Baron-Cohen et al., 1999b; Critchley
et al., 2000), including a lack of amygdala mod-
ulation across differing task demands (Ashwin
et al., in press; Wang, Dapretto, Hariri, Sig-
man, & Bookheimer, 2004). There are also
findings from structural neuroimaging studies of
differences in the size of the amygdala in autism
(Abell et al., 1999; Aylward et al., 1999; Pierce,
Muller, Ambrose, Allen, & Courchesne, 2001;
Schumann et al., 2004; Sparks et al., 2002), and
differences in neural communication between the
amygdala and the rest of the brain (Welchew
et al., 2005). Neuropathological studies of the
brain at autopsy have shown cell abnormalities in
the amygdala in ASC (Bauman & Kemper, 1985,
1988, 1994), and monkeys who receive lesions of
the amygdala early in life show behaviors similar
to autism (Bachevalier, 1994, 2000). These con-
verging lines of evidence have led to the theory
that a key dysfunction in ASC involves the
amygdala (Adolphs et al., 2001; Bachevalier &
Loveland, 2006; Baron-Cohen et al., 2000a;
Boucher et al., 2005; Howard et al., 2000; Schultz,
Romanski, & Tsatsanis, 2000; Schultz, 2005).

Early studies of emotion recognition by amyg-
dala patients reported rather specific deficits for
fear expressions and, to a lesser extent, anger
(Adolphs, Tranel, Damasio, & Damasio, 1994;
Broks et al., 1998; Calder, Young, Rowland,
Perrett, Hodges, & Etcoff, 1996). However, re-
cent findings have shown evidence that damage

to the amygdala may actually cause more
profound impairments affecting the recognition
of multiple negative basic emotions, including
fear, anger, sadness, and disgust (Adolphs, 1999,
2002; Adolphs & Tranel, 2004; Adolphs et al.,
1999; Anderson, Spencer, Fulbright, & Phelps,
2000; Buchanan, Tranel, & Adolphs, 2004;
Schmolck & Squire, 2001). One reason earlier
investigations may have failed to find more
extensive deficits for negative basic emotions
beyond fear could be due to the low numbers
of participants in those studies (Adolphs, 2002,
2003). In a more comprehensive study involving
nine patients with bilateral amygdala damage,
most of the amygdala patients showed evidence
for broader impairments in the recognition of
multiple negative basic emotional expressions
(Adolphs et al., 1999). Therefore evidence is

accruing that bilateral damage to the amygdala
may affect recognition across the negative basic
emotions including fear, anger, disgust, and sad-
ness (Adolphs, 2002, 2003; Adolphs & Tranel,
2004). The emotion recognition impairments
appear to be worse with more extensive damage
of the amygdala (e.g., bilateral amygdala damage
compared to unilateral damage), and with earlier
onset of amygdala dysfunction (Adolphs, 2002;
Adolphs et al., 1999; Benuzzi et al., 2004; Brierley,
Medford, Shaw, & David, 2004; Meletti, Benuzzi,
Nichelli, & Tassinaria, 2003; Meletti et al., 2003;
Schmolck & Squire, 2001). Since the defining
behavioral characteristics of ASC emerge early in
life, if early and extensive dysfunction of the
amygdala is a key factor in the development of
these conditions, then we might expect to see
evidence for deficits in recognizing multiple basic
negative emotional expressions from the face.

Previous investigations of emotion recognition
in ASC are hard to interpret and compare
because many included small numbers of partici-
pants, they often involved few stimuli examples
and trials, used tasks with ceiling effects, involved
heterogeneity of symptom severity across ASC
groups, and generally failed to run replication
studies. These factors can reduce the power to
find any group differences and limit the validity
of findings. The present study attempts to over-
come some of the limitations in previous studies
by including a larger number of participants,
using more stimulus examples and a task not
affected by ceiling effects, including participants
with similar symptom severity, and replicating the
study across two separate experiments involving
different groups of participants.

The aims of the current research were to
compare the recognition of facial expressions of
basic emotions from photographs in groups of
males with ASC compared to matched groups
of typical male controls across two separate
experiments. In previous studies not finding
differences in people with ASC on emotion
recognition tasks, it has been suggested that
emotion deficits may not be evident in ASC
when participants have higher verbal ability, or
when they are older, perhaps due to compensa-
tory strategies (Grossman et al., 2000; Prior et al.,
1990). Therefore the present study included all
high-functioning adult participants and matched
the groups for verbal IQ, full-scale IQ, and age.

We expected the control group to perform very
well in labeling the facial pictures of basic
emotion expressions, but to show less accurate
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performance for negative emotions compared to
the non-negative emotions, consistent with pre-
vious emotion recognition research (Ekman,
1982; Gosselin, Kirouac, & Dore, 1995; Kirita &
Endo, 1995). Overall, we predicted the control
group would show a concordance rate of at least
80% or higher for recognition of each of the basic
emotional expression categories.

Our predictions for the ASC group were as
follows: If emotion recognition deficits in ASC
are limited to complex emotions and mental
states, then we should find no group differences
for any of the basic emotions, or deficits limited to
surprise. If ASC involves more profound emotion
recognition deficits, then we expect to see im-
paired recognition across multiple emotional
expressions. Furthermore, if emotion recognition
deficits in ASC are related to dysfunction of the
amygdala, then we expect less accurate recogni-
tion for all the negative basic emotions along with
intact performance for ‘‘non-negative’’ emotions,
based on previous studies of patients with bilat-
eral amygdala damage.

EXPERIMENT 1

The purpose of Experiment 1 was an initial
investigation of the ability of people with and
without ASC to label basic emotions from photo-
graphs of various basic emotion expressions of
the face. Based on previous research with similar
standardized photographs of emotional expres-
sions, we expected the control group to perform
well and show a concordance rate of 80% or
greater for each of the emotion categories
(Ekman & Friesen, 1976). If people with ASC
have deficits in emotion recognition that are
restricted to complex emotions and surprise,
with relatively intact recognition of other basic
emotions (Adolphs, Sears, & Piven, 2001; Baron-
Cohen, Wheelwright, & Jolliffe, 1997; Golan,
Baron-Cohen, & Hill, in press), then we expected
to see no differences between the groups for any
emotion, or deficits limited to surprise. If ASC
involves dysfunction of the amygdala (Baron-
Cohen et al., 2000; Boucher et al., 2005; Howard
et al., 2000; Pelphrey et al., 2002; Schultz, 2005),
then we expected to see reduced performance
limited to recognizing fear, and anger to a lesser
extent. Finally, if amygdala dysfunction in ASC is
extensive and occurs early in life, then we
expected to see broader deficits affecting multiple
negative basic emotions.

Methods

Participants. We recruited 13 adult male parti-
cipants with ASC (1HFA/12AS: mean age�/31.23
years, SD�/9/ 9.1; mean full-scale IQ�/108.6,
SD�/9/ 17.1). All participants with ASC were
diagnosed according to internationally accepted
criteria (APA, 1994; ICD-10, 1994), and com-
pleted the Autism Spectrum Quotient (AQ;
Baron-Cohen, Wheelwright, Skinner, Martin, &
Clubley, 2001). We also recruited 13 adult male
participants (mean age�/25.6 years, SD�/9/ 5.1;
mean full-scale IQ�/117.9, SD�/9/ 9.6) with no
history of any psychiatric condition from the
community as a control group. IQ was measured
for all participants (Wechsler, 1999), and both
groups were matched on handedness and sex.

Stimuli. Photographs used in the experiment
were taken from the Karolinska Directed Emo-
tion Facial picture set (see Figure 1), a standard
collection of emotional and neutral photogra-
phs for research purposes (Lundqvist, Flykt, &
Ohman, 1998). Twelve examples each of the
expressions fear, disgust, anger, surprise, and
sadness were chosen based on how closely they
matched the facial muscle pattern described by
Ekman and colleagues (Ekman, 1992; Ekman &
Friesen, 1975, 1976).

Since the valence of surprise is more ambig-
uous than other basic emotions, we had ten
people rate the surprise photographs using a scale
from �/3 (most negative) to �/3 (most positive),
with 0 representing a neutral valence. None of the
surprise pictures received a mean rating by the
ten judges that was significantly different from 0,
indicating that the surprise photographs used in
the study were not seen as negative. The photo-
graphs were converted from color to grayscale
and printed onto high-quality photographic A4-
sized paper to display to the participants. Each
picture was approximately 20�/28 cm in size. The
order of the expression pictures was randomized
and they were put into a booklet for viewing.

Procedure. Participants were seated at a desk
in a quiet room and shown pictures from the
emotion booklet one at a time. A list of the
possible emotion choices was in front of them
during the task and included fear, disgust,
anger, sadness, and surprise. They were first
read the list of emotions and asked if they knew
what each one meant. None of the participants in
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either group had difficulty understanding any of
the basic emotions. For the task, participants
viewed the pictures one at a time and were asked
to choose which one of the choices in front of
them best described the person in the photo-
graph. They were not given a time limit for a
response.

Statistical analysis. The measure of interest was
the percentage of correct responses out of 12.
A general linear model (GLM) ANOVA with
repeated measures was performed on the accu-
racy data with Emotion (Fearful vs. Angry vs.
Sadness vs. Disgust vs. Surprise) as the within-
subject factor and Group (Controls vs. ASC) as
the between-subject factor. Post hoc t-tests were
done where appropriate.

Results

There were no significant differences between
groups for age t(24)�/1.93, ns, or IQ t(24)�/1.71,
ns. AQ scores for the sample with AS (N�/13,
mean AQ score�/35.6, SD�/6.3, 76.9% scoring
32�/) were very similar to the findings from
previously published studies (N�/58, mean AQ
score�/35.8, SD�/6.5, 80% scoring 32�/; Baron-
Cohen et al., 2001).

The ANOVA looking at accuracy revealed a
main effect of Group F(1, 34)�/57.0, pB/.001,
with the control group performing better than the
ASC group on the emotion labeling task (see
Figure 2). There was also a main effect of
Emotion F(3, 32)�/14.48. pB/.001, with the re-
cognition of fear being worse than all other
emotions apart from disgust. Disgust was recog-

nized worse than anger and sadness, which were
the best recognized emotions. There were no
other significant differences for the emotions.

Importantly, there was an interaction between
Group and Emotion, F(1, 34)�/4.25, pB/.05.
Planned comparison t-tests showed that the
ASC group performed worse at labeling fear,
t(24)�/3.89, pB/.01, disgust, t(24)�/2.30, pB/.05,
and anger, t(24)�/2.95, pB/.01. There were no
group differences for surprise, t(24)�/0.23, p�/

.823, ns, while the difference for sad approached
significance, t(24)�/3.89, p�/.078.

Discussion

The results of Experiment 1 showed that people
with ASC were less accurate at recognizing basic

Figure 2. Mean scores and standard errors from the facial

expression emotion labeling task in Experiment 1 including

five basic emotions and 13 participants in each group. The

ASC group was significantly worse than the controls in

recognizing fear, disgust, and anger, while sadness showed a

trend towards significance. Chance performance is shown with

a red line.

Figure 1. Examples of (a) angry, (b) happy, and (c) neutral stimuli used for the emotion labeling experiments.
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emotions from facial expressions in photographs
compared to the control group. However, this
group difference emerged mainly from the three
basic negative emotions of fear, anger, and
disgust. There were no group differences for
surprise and sadness, although sadness ap-
proached significance (p�/.078). This suggests
that ASC may involve more general difficulties
in basic emotion recognition than previously
suggested, and shows that deficits are more
apparent for basic emotions with negative va-
lence. The participants in the ASC group were
all high-functioning, their performance on the
task was above chance, and they showed normal
recognition for some of the emotions. This
suggests the findings did not emerge from general
impairments in face or object processing, or from
an inability to recognize emotional expressions
from the face, but rather from specific deficits
in recognizing basic emotional expressions with
negative valence. The groups were matched
for both IQ and age, so these factors cannot
explain the results. The control group showed
a concordance rate of at least 80% for each of
the basic emotions, showing that the expressions
displayed in the stimuli were recognized as
the appropriate emotion by the control group.

However, Experiment 1 did not include neu-
tral expressions and other basic emotions defined
by cross-cultural work (Ekman, 2003; Ekman &
Friesen, 1971, 1975). In addition, Experiment 1
involved only 13 participants in each of the
groups, perhaps limiting the power to see some
group differences and raising the possibility
of false positives. Therefore in Experiment 2
we replicated the study with larger groups of
participants, and included neutral expressions and
all the basic emotional expressions defined
by Ekman and colleagues (Ekman & Friesen,
1975, 1976). Finally, in order to more directly
test if emotion recognition deficits might be
due to more general impairments in face proces-
sing, and not specific emotional expressions,
we also included the Benton face recogni-
tion task (Benton, Hamsher, Varney, & Spreen,
1983).

EXPERIMENT 2

The purpose of Experiment 2 was to investigate
basic emotion recognition ability in ASC with
larger numbers of participants and a wider range
of emotions, including happy and neutral expres-

sions, which were not included in Experiment 1.
We were interested in testing if the findings from
Experiment 1 would replicate in different groups
of participants with and without ASC, which
would provide greater validity to the results. In
particular, we wanted to test if people with ASC
in Experiment 2 would show reduced perfor-
mance in recognizing the negative emotions of
fear, disgust, anger, and sadness, with no group
differences for the non-negative expressions of
happiness, surprise, and neutral. Given the nature
of the deficits found in Experiment 1 for the ASC
group, we also wanted to look at the types of
errors for the negative emotions to compare them
with those made by amygdala-damaged patients.
Once again, we expected the typical control
group to show an 80% concordance rate for
recognizing all of the basic emotions.

Methods

Participants. We recruited 26 adult male parti-
cipants with ASC (2HFA/24AS: mean age�/31.6
years, SD�/9/10.6; mean verbal IQ�/118.2, SD�/

9/14.4; mean full-scale IQ�/121.2, SD�/9/13.5)
from people who had previously participated in
research for our lab. As in Experiment 1, all
participants with ASC were diagnosed according
to internationally accepted criteria (APA, 1994;
ICD-10, 1994), and completed the Autism Spec-
trum Quotient (AQ; Baron-Cohen et al., 2001).
None of these 26 individuals with ASC had taken
part in Experiment 1. We also recruited 26 adult
male participants (mean age�/30.7 years, SD�/

9/11.1; mean verbal IQ�/119.3, SD�/9/12.2;
mean full-scale IQ�/121.3, SD�/9/13.7) with no
history of any psychiatric condition from the
community to serve as a control group. All
participants completed a measure of intelligence
(Wechsler, 1999), and both groups were matched
on handedness (22:4, right to left, for both
groups).

Stimuli. The same photographs used in Experi-
ment 1 were included in Experiment 2, with the
addition of 12 examples each of happy and
neutral expressions taken from the Karolinska
Directed Emotion Facial set of emotional expres-
sions (Lundqvist et al., 1998). Since the valence of
neutral pictures can be ambiguous, ten judges
rated the neutral photographs using a scale from
�/3 (most negative) to �/3 (most positive), with 0
representing a neutral valence. Each of the
pictures received a mean rating by the ten judges
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that did not significantly differ from 0, indicating
that the neutral photographs were not seen as
negative.

We also included the Benton Face Recognition
Test (Benton et al., 1983) as a measure of face
discrimination ability. This task involved a target
face at the top of a page, with six novel faces
below. Participants chose which of the six faces
matched the identity of the target face. We used
the short form involving thirteen different trials.

Procedure. The procedure for Experiment 2
was identical to Experiment 1, with the addition
of the 12 neutral and 12 happy expression
photographs, which were randomly interspersed
into the booklet. A list of the seven expression
options was placed in front of every participant
during the experiment.

Statistical analysis. The measure of interest was
the percentage of correct responses out of 12.
A GLM ANOVA with repeated measures was
performed on the accuracy data with Emotion
(Fearful vs. Angry vs. Sadness vs. Disgust vs.
Happy vs. Surprise vs. Neutral) as the within-
subject factor and Group (Controls vs. ASC) as
the between-subject factor. Post hoc t-tests were
carried out where appropriate.

Planned post hoc comparisons were performed
with the combined data for the negative emotions
(fear, anger, disgust, and sadness), and the
combined data for the non-negative emotions
(happy, surprised, and neutral) to directly test
the recognition of negative and non-negative
emotions both within and between the two
groups. First we compared the negative versus
non-negative emotions for each group separately
with paired samples t-tests, to see if each group
was processing negative versus non-negative
emotions differently. Then we carried out com-
parisons between the two groups for both the
negative and non-negative emotions with inde-
pendent samples t-tests, to see if there were group
differences in how they processed negative or
non-negative emotions.

Results

There were no significant differences between
groups for age, t(50)�/0.31, ns, verbal IQ, t(50)�/

0.29, ns, or full scale IQ, t(50)�/0.02, ns. The
results for the AQ scores for the sample with AS
(N�/26, mean AQ score�/38.3, SD�/6.0, 88.5%

scoring 32�/) were very similar to the findings
from previously published studies (N�/58, mean
AQ score�/35.8, SD�/6.5, 80% scoring 32�/;
Baron-Cohen et al., 2001). On the Benton Face
Recognition Task, the ASC group (mean score�/

39.6, SD�/9/6.1) and control group (mean
score�/41.0, SD�/9/5.5) did not differ, t(50)�/

0.86, ns.
The statistics on the emotion recognition

accuracy data revealed a main effect of Group,
F(1, 50)�/13.9, pB/.001, with the control group
performing better than the ASC group (see
Figure 3). There was also a main effect of
Emotion, F(6, 45)�/26.1. pB/.001, with recogni-
tion of fear once again worse than all other
emotions apart from disgust. Happy was bet-
ter recognized than all other emotions, while
there were no other significant differences (see
Figure 3).

Importantly, there was an interaction between
Group and Emotion, F(6, 45)�/5.9, pB/.001.
Planned comparison t-tests showed that the con-
trol group performed better than the ASC group
on fear t(50)�/4.16, pB/.001, disgust, t(50)�/4.56,
pB/.001, anger, t(50)�/2.49, pB/.02, and sadness,
t(50)�/2.40, pB/.05. There was no difference
between the groups for happiness, t(50)�/0.26,
p�/.80, surprise, t(50)�/0.15, p�/.88, or neutral
t(50)�/0.79, p�/.92 (see Figure 3).

The within-group comparison of the accuracy
data for the negative and non-negative emotions
showed a significant difference for the ASC
group, t(77)�/9.24, pB/.001, with the accuracy
for negative emotions lower than the non-nega-
tive emotions. The male control group did not

Figure 3. Mean scores and standard errors from the facial

expression emotion labeling task in Experiment 2 including

seven basic emotions and neutral and 26 participants in each

group. The ASC group performed significantly worse than the

controls in recognizing fear, disgust, anger, and sadness, with

no group differences for the other expressions and neutral.

Chance performance is shown with a red line.
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show a difference between the negative and non-
negative emotions, t(77)�/1.93, p�/.057, ns, how-
ever this value was approaching significance (see
Figure 4).

The comparison between groups for the nega-
tive and non-negative accuracy data revealed that
there was no difference in accuracy for the non-
negative emotions, t(154)�/0.21, p�/.84, ns. How-
ever, the groups were significantly different on
the negative emotions, t(206)�/6.27, pB/.001, with
the ASC group less accurate than the control
group (see Figure 4).

The main errors made by the control group for
fear pictures included surprise (62.5%), disgust
(17.9%), sadness (10.7%), and anger (8.9%).
They confused disgust pictures mainly for anger
(50%) and sadness (46.2%), while the errors for
anger pictures included disgust (60.5%) and
sadness (31.6%). The main errors by the ASC
group for fear pictures were surprise (36.8%),
disgust (33.6%), anger (18.4%) and sadness
(8%). The errors for disgust pictures were anger
(63%), sadness (18.5%), and fear (14.1%), while
the errors for anger included disgust (62.5%),
sadness (20.3%), and fear (9.4%).

Discussion

The results from Experiment 2 broadly replicated
the results from Experiment 1, revealing impaired
performance by people with ASC for the negative

emotions of fear, disgust, anger and sadness, and
no group differences for any of the non-negative
expressions of happy, surprise, and neutral. The
findings in the experiment are robust as they were
replicated with larger numbers of participants
who were not involved in Experiment 1. The
results show that difficulties in labeling basic
emotions in people with ASC involve deficits in
recognizing negative emotions, which is consis-
tent with early extensive amygdala dysfunction.
The most notable findings in the errors were
found for fear expressions. The controls mainly
confused fear for surprise, while the ASC group
confused fear for surprise much less often, and
almost as often as they confused fear for disgust.
This is consistent with findings from bilateral
amygdala patients, namely that while controls
confuse fear for surprise much of the time, people
with bilateral amygdala damage confuse fear less
often with surprise, and find disgust to be more
similar to fear than controls (Adolphs, 2002;
Adolphs, Tranel, & Damasio, 2003; Adolphs
et al., 1999).

The deficits found in this study for the ASC
group cannot be attributable to differences in
verbal or full scale IQ, or age. The controls had a
concordance rate greater than 80% for each of
the basic emotions, showing that the emotional
expressions were recognized accurately by the
control group. However, some of the emotions
may have been close to showing ceiling effects,
which may have contributed to some of the
results. The control males did not show reduced
performance for negative emotional expressions
compared to the non-negative emotions, although
it approached significance, suggesting that typical
performance is equal across emotional valence
for basic emotions.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The results of the present investigation demon-
strate deficits in recognizing basic emotional
expressions from photographs in high-functioning
adults with ASC compared to typical adult
control males. The emotion recognition deficits
were seen across all the negative basic emotional
expressions, with no differences between groups
for the non-negative emotion expressions. The
control group did not show a difference in
accuracy for the negative compared to the non-
negative expressions. The findings are robust as
they were found in two separate experiments

Figure 4. Mean scores and standard errors from the facial

expression emotion labeling task in Experiment 2 for the

negative and non-negative valence expressions for each group.

The ASC group performed significantly worse than the

controls in recognizing the negative basic emotions, with no

group difference for the non-negative emotions. Chance

performance is shown with a red line.
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involving different participants, and controlled for
factors that may have contributed to reduced
power in previous experiments. The finding of
broad impairments for recognizing all the nega-
tive basic emotions by people with ASC is
consistent with deficits seen in people with early
and extensive damage to the amygdala, as was the
pattern of errors seen for fear expressions. The
results of the present study lend further support
to the amygdala theory of autism (Baron-Cohen
et al., 2000a) and related models that hypothesize
a key involvement of the amygdala in ASC
(Bachevalier, 2000; Bachevalier & Loveland,
2006; Boucher et al., 2005; Howard et al., 2000;
Schultz et al., 2000; Schultz, 2005).

Such profound deficits in basic emotion pro-
cessing could have significant effects on social-
emotional development and functioning in ASC,
especially for understanding others’ minds
(Baron-Cohen, Tager-Flusberg, & Cohen, 1993b;
Baron-Cohen et al., 2000b), and call for a
reassessment of the role of even basic emotion
recognition in the development of ToM and
empathy (Baron-Cohen, 2005). Some researchers
separate ToM/empathy into cognitive and affec-
tive components (Baron-Cohen, 2003; Blair, 2005;
Brothers & Ring, 1992), with the cognitive
component involving beliefs about beliefs (the
traditional view of ToM), and the affective
component involving the recognition and re-
sponse to the emotional expressions of others.
These are not necessarily completely separate
processes, as the neural circuits for ToM and
emotion recognition overlap to some degree
(Frith & Frith, 1999; Saxe, 2006). While deficits
in cognitive empathy/ToM have been more con-
sistently reported in ASC (Baron-Cohen, Leslie,
& Frith, 1985; Baron-Cohen et al., 1993b; Baron-
Cohen et al., 2000b), evidence is less clear about
the affective component and have led some to
propose that this area may be intact in autism
(Blair, 2005). The findings from this study appear
to provide clear evidence for deficits in the
affective component of ToM/empathizing in
ASC too, at least in the recognition of emotional
expressions from the face. Therefore deficits in
reading non-verbal communicative signals from
others may be more extensive in ASC than
previously thought, and impact both cognitive
and affective areas of ToM/empathizing.

Information from lower-level and domain-
specific abilities such as the perception of gaze
direction and emotional expressions may provide
the scaffolding for normal development and

functioning of ToM (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Stone,
2005; Stone & Gerrans, 2005). Without important
information about the affective states of others,
early social-emotional development in ASC
would be curtailed, leading to delayed or defi-
cient functioning in higher-level abilities such as
ToM/empathizing that utilize this information.
Basic emotion recognition deficits would also
interfere with everyday interaction, leading a
person with ASC to either ignore or be unaware
of how another person may be feeling.

This raises the interesting question of whether
the empathy deficits in ASC are primarily per-
ceptual in nature*a difficulty reading the ex-
pressions on the face*or are more central,
related to comprehension, or both. At the very
least, the current study allows us to conclude that
there are difficulties in social perception in people
with ASC. As regards comprehension, there are
clinical anecdotal accounts of people with ASC
feeling guilt or remorse when it has been pointed
out to them that they acted inappropriately given
the other person’s mental state. This suggests that
they may understand that the other person is
capable of feeling sad or hurt or angry, etc., but
just may not infer the other person’s emotional
state from perceptual information at the right
time. We do not suppose these perceptual diffi-
culties are limited to the visual modality, as they
have also been reported in relation to auditory
emotion recognition tasks (Golan & Baron-
Cohen, submitted; Rutherford, Baron-Cohen, &
Wheelwright, 2002). Other studies, however, im-
plicate difficulties in comprehension itself, as
revealed in the Faux Pas test (Baron-Cohen,
O’Riordan, Stone, Jones, & Plaisted, 1999a),
where there is no perceptual element. This raises
the possibility that deficits are present in both
social perception and social comprehension.

Some studies have found few or no deficits in
people with ASC on tasks of basic emotion
recognition from the face. This has led to ideas
that social-emotion difficulties in ASC may be
more evident for complex emotional expressions
and mental states (Adolphs et al., 2001; Baron-
Cohen et al., 1993a; Baron-Cohen et al., 1997;
Golan et al., 2006). The failure of other studies
to find deficits in specific basic emotions as
profound as were seen in the present study may
be attributable to a number of factors. These
include low numbers of participants, few stimulus
examples and trials, heterogeneity of symptom
severity in ASC groups, tasks that involved ceiling
effects, and a general lack of replication studies.
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All of these can reduce the power to find group
differences, and limit the validity of any results
that are found. Deficits in basic emotion recogni-
tion do become evident in ASC when these
factors are controlled for. Previous findings
from various independent studies have shown
deficits in ASC affecting all the negative basic
emotions (Ellis & Leafhead, 1996; Giola &
Brosgole, 1988; Howard et al., 2000; Pelphrey
et al., 2002; Teunisse & de Gelder, 2001), but this
is the first study as far as we are aware reporting
deficits across all the basic negative emotions in
ASC within the same participant groups.

A lack of difference in basic emotion recogni-
tion in ASC has also been attributed to the effects
of age and ability of participants, as older and
high-functioning people are thought to develop
compensatory strategies for processing basic
emotions (Adolphs et al., 2001; Baron-Cohen
et al., 1997; Grossman et al., 2000; Klin, Jones,
Schultz, & Volkmar, 2003). However, the partici-
pants in the present study were all high-function-
ing adults and the groups were matched for age
and both verbal and full-scale IQ. Therefore the
present results cannot be attributable to differ-
ences in verbal ability, general intelligence, or
age. The ASC group also performed normally on
a task of face discrimination, as well as recogni-
tion of non-negative basic expressions, showing
that the deficits in ASC in recognizing negative
basic emotional expressions did not emerge from
more general deficits in face-processing. The
results of the study are also not simply due to
task difficulty, since the control group recognized
sadness better than surprise, while the ASC group
showed impairments for sadness alongside intact
recognition for surprise. If task difficulty was
producing the results we would have expected
the opposite pattern of results by the ASC group
for sadness and surprise. Although we controlled
for many limitations, performance for some of the
emotions may have been close to producing
ceiling effects. Future studies should involve tasks
with graded or subtle basic emotional expressions,
so that recognition ability across all the emotions
is above chance level but not close to ceiling
performance.

While the present results support the idea of
amygdala dysfunction in ASC, some other recent
research has shown evidence for intact function-
ing, size, or neural activation of the amygdala in
people with ASC (Bernier, Dawson, Panagio-
tides, & Webb, 2005; Dziobek, Fleck, Rogers,
Wolf, & Convit, 2006; Grelotti et al., 2005; Pierce,

Haist, Sedaghat, & Courchesne, 2004; Salmond,
de Haan, Friston, Gadian, & Vargha-Khadem,
2003). While these results seem contradictory to
those reported here, it is important to note that
the amygdala is involved in many functions and
contains many distinct nuclei, only some of which
may be impaired in ASC (Pierce et al., 2004).
Even when intact amygdala function is found it
may still be abnormal in context, such as being
activated for cartoon characters but not for faces
(Grelotti et al., 2005). Models of amygdala
dysfunction in ASC do not propose a complete
lack of amygdala function, but suggest atypical
functioning, particularly during critical early de-
velopmental periods (Baron-Cohen et al., 2000a;
Boucher et al., 2005; Frith, 2001; Schultz et al.,
2000; Schultz, 2005). Task characteristics and
stimuli type, as well as ecological validity, are
also likely play a role in the findings (Ashwin,
Wheelwright, & Baron-Cohen, 2006). In sum,
although some evidence has questioned the
involvement of the amygdala as key in ASC, the
evidence showing atypical amygdala function still
outweighs evidence against it. Clearly more work
is needed to determine the nature of this amyg-
dala dysfunction, when it emerges, and how it is
involved in the behaviors seen in ASC.

It is interesting that people with ASC in the
present study were impaired in judgments for
emotions that involve mainly perception of the
eyes and regions around the eyes during recogni-
tion, while recognition was normal for emotional
expressions that generally involve perception
centering more around the mouth region (Schyns,
Bonnar, & Gosselin, 2002). This is consistent with
previous face-processing research showing that
people with ASC use the eyes less than controls
when making judgments of the face, and rely
more on the mouth region (Baron-Cohen et al.,
1997; Klin, Jones, Schultz, Volkmar, & Cohen,
2002b; Pelphrey et al., 2002). This suggests that
differences in viewing patterns of the face may
underlie the deficits in emotion recognition,
which may differentially affect negative emo-
tional expressions more than non-negative ex-
pressions. Adolphs, Gosselin, Buchanan, Tranel,
Schyns, and Damasio (2005) recently showed that
deficits for fear expressions in an amygdala
patient involved abnormal viewing patterns of
the face involving decreased time looking at the
eyes and increased time looking at the mouth.
The study involved the recognition of fear and
happy expression photos in a person with bilat-
eral amygdala damage. They found that the
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amygdala patient had difficulty recognizing fear
expressions, and that this was related to her
looking more at the mouth than the eyes during
the processing of fear. The same differences were
not found for recognizing happy expressions,
which relies more on the perception on the mouth
region (Adolphs et al., 2005; Schyns et al., 2002).

A similar mechanism involving the amygdala
and decreased looking time towards the eyes may
be involved in ASC. Recent neuroimaging evi-
dence shows this may indeed be true, as the
magnitude of amygdala activation in people with
ASC was found to be positively correlated with
time spent looking at the eye region of the face
(Dalton et al., 2005). This corroborates studies
showing people with ASC look less at eyes and
more at mouths during emotional expression
processing (Klin et al., 2002a, 2002b; Pelphrey et
al., 2002). Interestingly, the performance in label-
ing fear by the amygdala patient was improved by
simply telling her to look at the eyes, which offers
possibilities for potential treatment methods to
focus on in people with ASC. Training in emotion
recognition using whole face and voice stimuli has
already demonstrated that improvement is possi-
ble, even over as short a period as 10 weeks of 2
hours per week, using computer-presented video
or audio files of actors expressing emotions
(Golan & Baron-Cohen, submitted).

CONCLUSION

Previous studies of emotional expression recogni-
tion have failed to provide a clear picture of
whether emotion perception impairments exist in
people with ASC and, if so, what they may be.
The present study controlled for factors that may
have confounded previous research and found
that high-functioning adults with ASC showed
broad deficits in recognizing negative basic emo-
tional expressions from the face, with intact
recognition of non-negative emotions, compared
to controls. These findings are similar to patients
with early and extensive damage of the amygdala,
thus providing further support to models of ASC
that propose key involvement of the amygdala,
early in development (Baron-Cohen et al.,
2000a). Since sensitivity to emotional expressions
emerges very early in development (Field et al.,
1982; Haan & Nelson, 1998; Walker, 1982;
Walker-Andrews, 1997), is thought to be a build-
ing block for further empathy/ToM development
(Harris, 1989), and is a key component of normal

empathy/ToM, deficits in basic emotional expres-
sion recognition in ASC may have profound
effects for developing an understanding of the
emotional and mental states of others, and for
utilizing this ability in daily life.
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