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Abstract Previous work on story-telling ability in autism

spectrum conditions (ASC) has found a pattern of relatively

intact use of story grammar in ASC narratives; however, prior

analysis has concentrated primarily on whether specific story

components are included, rather than how they are included.

The present study analyzes an existing narrative dataset, con-

centrating on the kind of information that individuals with and

without high functioning autism or Asperger syndrome include

about story elements such as setting, character, conflict, and

resolution. This analysis showed that individuals with ASC are

biased toward providing local over global details about each

element, regardless of whether the element involved mental

content. These results are discussed in terms of the Weak

Central Coherence and Hyper-Systemizing theories.

Keywords Autism � Story-telling � Narrative �
Verbal ability � Central coherence � Film

Introduction

Books, films, and television are pervasive in many cul-

tures, and storytelling—as an oral tradition—is found

cross-culturally as a human universal (Sugiyama 1996).

The ability to understand stories has been related to the

ability to understand the social world (Mar 2004; Oatley

1999), and the ability to tell stories to pragmatic commu-

nication (Colle et al. 2008). For this reason, research has

focused on storytelling ability in people with communica-

tion difficulties, such as individuals with autism spectrum

conditions (ASC), characterized by narrow interests,

repetitive behavior, and difficulties with social interaction

and communication (DSM-IV 1994).

Because telling a story requires taking into account the

informational needs of the audience, it has been suggested

that individuals with ASC, who have difficulties appreci-

ating other’s thoughts (Baron-Cohen et al. 1985), may also

have difficulties grounding their stories in an understanding

of what their audience needs to know. Simultaneously,

there are cognitive components of storytelling that may be

affected by the cognitive style of individuals with ASC,

such as a tendency towards being biased away from global

processing (Happé and Frith 2006) or a bias toward

understanding systems (Baron-Cohen 2006).

Previous research on the social aspects of storytelling has

shown that adults with Asperger syndrome are less likely

than typical controls to use temporal adverbs in their retel-

lings of a simple picture book story (Colle et al. 2008), whilst

controls recognized more often that their audience needs to

know when time is passing in the story. Similarly, children

with ASC use a smaller range of evaluative techniques to

draw the audience into their story retellings, such as char-

acter voices, sound effects, and intensifiers, than do typical

controls (Losh and Capps 2003); and within ASC groups,

performance on tasks such as these is correlated with per-

formance on theory of mind measures (Capps et al. 2000).

Other research into storytelling in ASC has concentrated on

the attention paid to mental states in ASC narratives (Barnes
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et al. 2009; Capps et al. 2000), the degree to which mental

states are situated within a causal framework in story retellings

(Capps et al. 2000), and the degree to which narratives by

people with ASC are organized coherently around significant

story events (Diehl et al. 2006). However, a story, and par-

ticularly a fictional story, is not simply a chain of causal

events, elaborated with descriptions and exclamations, but

rather a cohesive narrative structured around standard ele-

ments. When people discuss stories, books, or films, they do

not center the discussion on causal frameworks, or use of

mental state terms, or temporal adverbs; rather, they discuss

elements such as characterization or plot.

For this reason, a growing body of research has focused

on story grammar in narratives by people with ASC. The

term story grammar refers to the use of certain standard-

ized elements in the telling of a given story and may

include the actors and setting, the central problem or

conflict, a character’s attempts to solve that problem, the

consequences of these attempts, the characters’ reactions,

and ultimately a resolution (Strong 1998). In studies of

narrative development in childhood, these elements are

often reduced to three key components: the inclusion of an

initiating goal or problem, attempts to achieve the goal, and

the ultimate story outcome (e.g. Berman and Slobin 1994;

Norbury and Bishop 2003). In this way, studies of story

grammar directly address the storyteller’s ability to relay a

given plot. This ability shows a distinct developmental

progression, with three-year-old children typically includ-

ing none of the aforementioned components, five-year-olds

reliably including the initiating events, and nine-year-olds

showing mastery of initiating events and attempts, but

lagging behind adults in their portrayal of a story’s out-

come (Berman and Slobin 1994).

Previous research has found that despite difficulties with

pragmatic communication, individuals with ASC often have

some success at structuring their narratives around many of

the key components of story grammar. Loveland (1989)

found that despite a tendency toward treating characters as

objects, children with autism often included basic plot ele-

ments in their retelling of a simple puppet show. Similarly,

Norbury and Bishop (2003) used a wordless picture book to

elicit storytelling in children with and without high func-

tioning autism (HFA) and examined whether or not they

integrated three major elements of story grammar in their

stories: an initiating goal or problem, attempts to achieve that

goal, and narrative outcome. They found no group differ-

ences. A similar pattern of intact performance was found by

Goldman (2008), who looked at the frequency with which

children with and without HFA made reference to various

components of story grammar in their personal narratives.

While children with HFA referenced people less often than

children with developmental language disorders, and were

less likely to provide a resolution to the central conflict in

their stories, they were equally likely to include information

about the place and time that the story took place, the actions

and obstacles, and the ending. This led the author to conclude

that children with HFA may have learned the mechanics of

storytelling, but seemed to lack awareness of the kind of

information that makes a story socially meaningful to the

audience.

A similar dissociation between structure and meaning was

found by Young et al. (2005): while adolescents with and

without ASC tended to structure their story retellings in the

same way, the two groups varied significantly in their com-

prehension of the source material. Specifically, adolescents

in the two groups did not differ in their inclusion of any of the

following story elements: the story’s setting, the initiating

event that propelled the conflict of the story, the character’s

internal responses and plans to overcome the conflict, the

character’s attempts to do so, the consequences of these

attempts, or the character’s reactions to the above. In con-

trast, however, participants with ASC were less likely than

matched controls to make correct inferences about the events

in the story they had just retold (Young et al. 2005).

In some ways, this pattern of results is puzzling: if

children and adolescents with ASC are able to tell stories

that contain the key elements of story grammar and outline

the basic plot of a story, why do they have such trouble

using that information to answer questions about the events

they have described? One possibility is that although ASC

narratives contain some information about elements like

setting or achieving goals, they do not contain the same

kind of information as stories told by their typically

developing peers. Because narrative data can be rich and

difficult to code, research into story grammar in narratives

by people with ASC tends to evaluate narrative perfor-

mance based on either frequency counts, looking at how

often a narrative references information about a certain

element (e.g. Goldman 2008; Young et al. 2005), or

dichotomous coding, simply looking at whether or not a

specific element is referenced at all (e.g. Loveland 1989;

Norbury and Bishop 2003).

While this type of analysis has provided valuable

information about the ways in which individuals with ASC

succeed at structuring their stories around key story ele-

ments, it may not capture the full picture, because it is

possible to include a great deal of information about a

given element without including significant information,

which captures the gist of the story more broadly. For

example, ‘‘once upon a time, in a kingdom far, far away’’

and ‘‘there was grass’’ both contain information about a

story’s setting, but only one provides a meaningful answer

to the question ‘‘where does this story take place?’’

Because individuals with ASC have a tendency to focus on

local, over global, detail (Frith 1989; Booth et al. 2003), we

hypothesized that to the extent that individuals with ASC
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succeed at structuring their stories around key components

of story grammar, they may do so by including details

about a given element, without capturing the big picture.

The present study expands on previous research on

storytelling ability in ASC in four ways. First, because the

ability to tell a well-structured story develops throughout

childhood, adolescence, and into adulthood (Berman and

Slobin 1994), our research focuses on storytelling ability in

adults with ASC, while an arguable majority of previous

research (and all of the story grammar studies outlined

above) examined narrative production in individuals whose

narrative abilities are still developing. Second, while tra-

ditional story grammar research tends to focus primarily on

a story’s plot, we also examine elements like character,

which play a key role in discussions of fiction across

mediums in our everyday lives. Third, rather than eliciting

verbal storytelling, this experiment examines written sto-

ries, decreasing the social demands of the task to focus on

story structure per se. Finally, we concentrate specifically

on the kind of information included about key story ele-

ments, testing the hypothesis that while individuals with

and without ASC may succeed equally at structuring their

stories around elements like setting and conflict, they may

do so in qualitatively different ways.

Specifically, in this experiment, we examined the degree

to which individuals with and without ASC grounded their

retellings of film clips using standard elements of story,

including setting, character, conflict, and resolution. We

hypothesized that while individuals in both groups would

include some information about these elements in their

narratives, individuals with ASC would be more likely to

concentrate on specific details, compared to typical con-

trols, who we predicted would focus more on elucidating

the big picture for each of these elements.

Methods

To test these hypotheses, we examined data previously

gathered to look at narrative comprehension (Barnes et al.

2009). In the original experiment, participants were asked

to watch four short film clips taken from the television

show House and then to write a story retelling what they

had seen in their own words. In our previous analysis, the

resulting narratives were then examined for the degree to

which participants viewed the clips in terms of the mental

states of characters and in terms of the physical objects

present. Here, we turn our attention away from the way that

participants viewed the stimuli (narrative comprehension)

and instead focus on narrative production, specifically the

way that participants structure their stories around the basic

elements of story, providing a full picture of who the story

is about, what happens, and where the action takes place.

Participants

Twenty-eight typical individuals and twenty-eight indi-

viduals with an ICD-10 (1994) clinical diagnosis of either

Asperger syndrome or high functioning autism participated

in this experiment. Participants in the two groups were

matched for age, sex (14 male and 14 female in each

group), verbal IQ, and writing ability, as indexed by a

measure of vocabulary and syntactic complexity, the

Flesch Kincaide Grade Level formula. Average scores on

these measures for each of the two groups are shown in

Table 1.

Participants in the control group were recruited via fliers

in the city of Cambridge. Individuals in the ASC group

were recruited via the Autism Research Centre volunteers

database at Cambridge University (www.autismresearch

centre.com). To register as part of the database, individuals

must have been previously diagnosed by a qualified pro-

fessional, such a psychiatrist or clinical psychologist, using

internationally accepted criteria (APA 1994; ICD-10).

Additionally, participants with ASC completed the Autism-

Spectrum Quotient (AQ), a self-report questionnaire that

measures the number of autistic traits an individual pos-

sesses (Baron-Cohen et al. 2001). This confirmed that the

scores for the ASC group (mean = 34.25; 71% scoring

32?) were similar to those obtained by Baron-Cohen et al.

(2001) (mean AQ = 35.8, 80% scoring 32?). All partici-

pants gave informed consent, and the protocol was

approved by the University of Cambridge Psychology

Research Ethics Committee.

Stimuli

The stimuli for this experiment were four self-contained

scenes, taken from the first two seasons of the American

Table 1 Participants in the control and ASC groups were matched

for age and verbal IQ, as well as verbal and writing ability (Barnes

et al. 2009)

ASC group Control

group

p

Age M = 30.29 M = 30.21 p = .97

SD = 7.78 SD = 8.79

Verbal IQ M = 116.29 M = 116.93 p = .81

SD = 10.75 SD = 10.75

Length of control narratives

(words)

M = 124.04 M = 126.04 p = .84

SD = 45.6 SD = 27.8

Flesch-Kincaide writing

level (interest narrative)

M = 9.26 M = 8.50 p = .19

SD = 2.19 SD = 2.13

Flesch-Kincaide writing

level (film narrative)

M = 6.70 M = 7.19 p = .30

SD = 2.32 SD = 1.95
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television show, House. Each scene featured two charac-

ters, one of who had a moral dilemma or conflict, and all

four scenes had a self-contained story arc with a beginning,

middle, and end. For example, in one clip, participants

watched as a homeless woman attempted to convince a

bouncer to let her into a house party she desperately needed

to attend, even though she could not afford the cover

charge. At the end of the clip, the bouncer takes pity on the

woman and decides to let her in, despite the obvious risk to

his job. Other clips included: two colleagues arguing over

previous romantic entanglements; a doctor telling a woman

that she cannot donate an organ to her sick husband unless

she terminates her pregnancy; and a young and seriously ill

cancer patient trying to talk her doctor into being her first

kiss. Each participant watched all four clips, and the order

in which they viewed the clips was counterbalanced across

participants.

Procedure

In the original experiment, participants were asked to

complete a variety of tasks to ensure that the two groups

were matched on verbal ability, including the verbal sub-

scales of the Wechsler Abbreviates Scale of Intelligence

(WASI) (Wechsler 1999) and writing a passage on their

interests, to ensure that all participants could produce

written content of the same relative length and syntactic

complexity. They then watched each of the four film clips

and were asked to write about what they had seen, retelling

the story in their own words. Participants were asked to

spend about 5 min writing about what they had seen, but

were allowed to continue writing until they had finished. In

order to minimize the social demands of the task, no

mention was made of the audience for participants’ story

retellings; they were simply asked to recount what they had

seen.

Coding

To confirm that individuals with ASC could produce film-

based narratives, as well as interest-based narratives, with

the same syntactic complexity as the control group, we

examined each participant’s first film-based narrative and

found no differences in Flesch Kincaide Grade Level

scores between the ASC and control groups (see Table 1).

Subsequently, each participant’s four film-based narra-

tives were coded by a professional novelist (JB) on a scale

from 0 to 2 for each of four different story elements:

character (who the story is about), conflict (what the story

is about), setting (where the story takes place), and reso-

lution (how the story ends). A score of 0 indicated that no

information was provided about that element. A score of 1

indicated that the narrative provided one or more details

about the element, but did not examine the big picture; and

a score of 2 indicated that the narrative provided a well-

grounded and fully developed view of the element in

question. Under this schema, participants’ scores were not

indicative of frequency, but rather of the scope of infor-

mation provided by the narrative. For example, a partici-

pant could provide a dozen details about the setting (i.e.

‘‘the walls were white’’, ‘‘the floors were tile’’, ‘‘there was

a bed’’, etc.), but if they did not specifically say where the

scene took place (i.e. ‘‘a hospital room’’), they would

receive a score of 1. Conversely, a participant could pro-

vide a narrative laden with insignificant details about a

given element, but if they provided any global information,

they received a score of 2. In this way, the coding schema

was not designed to indicate how detailed a narrative was,

but rather, whether or not a given narrative captured the big

picture ‘‘gist’’ of each element, or simply described some

part (or parts) of that element.

Specific examples of the kind of information that was

considered ‘‘detail’’ versus ‘‘big picture’’ for each of the

four story elements is included in Table 2. It should be

noted that under the coding schemas used by most previous

story grammar research, a score of 0 (did not mention the

element at all) would still be a 0; however, the difference

between a 1 (provided local, but not global detail) and a 2

(provided the big picture) would not have been captured.

Scores were then summed across the four film-based

narratives to obtain a participant’s score, ranging between 0

and 8 for each of the four elements: setting, conflict,

character, and resolution. The element scores were then

summed to obtain an overall score (0–32) for each par-

ticipant. A second independent coder, also a professional

novelist, coded 25% of the narratives and inter-rater reli-

ability was assessed (r = .91). Both coders were naive to

group identity.

Results

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted

with group identity as the independent variable and overall

score (0–32) as the outcome measure. As predicted, indi-

viduals in the control group had higher overall scores

(M = 25.29, SD = 3.25) than individuals with ASC

(M = 20.82, SD = 3.85, F(1,54) = 22.0, p \ .001; Effect

size: d = 1.25). (Fig. 1).

We then examined whether this pattern of results held

up for each element individually by conducting four

additional ANOVAs, with group identity as the indepen-

dent variable, and summed scores for each of the four

elements (setting, conflict, character, and resolution) as the

outcome measures. As predicted, group differences were

significant for all four variables (p values ranging from
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p \ .05 to p \ .001, see Table 3), with the control group

receiving higher scores than the ASC group about setting,

conflict, character, and resolution. Significantly, one of the

strongest effects was found for setting, an element that is

unrelated to mental or social content in the scenes, sug-

gesting that the group differences found here go beyond

differential attention paid to the social elements of the

scenes.

To ensure that this result reflected a difference in the

inclusion of big picture information—and not just a gen-

eralized tendency in the ASC group to omit mention of key

elements for some clips (earning a score of 0 for those

clips) and provide big picture information on others

(earning a score of 2)—we ran a secondary analysis that

looked specifically at inclusion of big picture information.

For each of the four story elements, we examined how

often participants included global information on items for

which they included some information. The total narrative

score for each element (out of 8) was divided by the

number of clips on which the participants included that

element in any form (out of 4). A score between 1 and 2

was derived for each participant, with scores closer to 2

indicating a greater likelihood of including big picture

information. ANOVAs revealed that the control group was

significantly more likely to include global information for

three of the four elements: setting, character, and resolution

(see Table 4). For conflict, the results showed a trend

toward significance (F(1,54) = 3.085, p = .085).

Finally, because previous research has revealed a dis-

association between narrative production ability and nar-

rative comprehension (Young et al. 2005), we examined

whether or not participants’ scores on this test correlated

with our previous analysis of narrative comprehension

Table 2 Examples of how the coding schema was applied to each of the four major elements of story

Score of 0: no

mention of element

Score of 1: mentions a detail about element Score of 2: provides big-picture

Setting No mention of where

the story takes place

Mentions some physical aspect of setting, such as the

presence of a bed or a chair

Narrative labels the setting with a broad term,

such as ‘‘hospital’’ or ‘‘office building’’

Character No mention of either

of the story’s

characters

Mentions the characters (i.e. ‘‘a man’’ or ‘‘a woman’’), but

does not define their relationship to each other or their

role in the scene

Defines the characters in relationship to each

other (i.e. ‘‘a woman and her doctor’’ or

‘‘two friends’’)

Conflict Does not identify the

character’s desires

or goals

Narrative defines a character as wanting something, but

does not pinpoint an obstacle to that goal

Narrative defines both a goal and an obstacle

standing in the way of the character

achieving that goal

Resolution Does not mention

what happens at end

of conflict

Narrative mentions an action that takes place at the end of

the scene

Narrative describes an ending action and ties

that action into the overall arc or theme of

the scene

Fig. 1 Mean (±SD) narrative scores (0–32) for the ASC and control

groups

Table 3 ANOVA results for each of the four elements of story

individually

Mean Standard

deviation

F(1,54) p Effect size

Setting

ASC 4.61 2.18 9.72 p \ .005 d = .83

Control 6.25 1.73

Character

ASC 6.43 1.03 7.67 p \ .01 d = .74

Control 7.14 .89

Conflict

ASC 6.64 1.68 4.35 p \ .05 d = .56

Control 7.43 1.07

Resolution

ASC 3.14 1.04 21.16 p \ .001 d = 1.23

Control 4.46 1.11
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(Barnes et al. 2009). Specifically, we looked at whether or

not participants’ scores on each of the four story elements

were related to the frequency with which they referenced

characters’ mental states in their narratives, viewing the

clips in terms of mental, rather than physical content.

While significant correlations were found within the con-

trol group for the elements of setting, conflict, and reso-

lution, a different pattern of results was seen for individuals

with ASC: the only element that correlated with mental

state attribution was conflict, which requires an explicit

description of characters’ goals (See Table 5).

Discussion

The present study tested if during a narrative task

describing film clips, participants with ASC would be less

likely than controls to situation information about the

characters, conflict, setting, and resolution within the scene

as a whole. This prediction was confirmed. For example,

while control participants were likely to describe stories as

taking place in a hospital or in an office building, partici-

pants with ASC were less likely to do so, with many of

them describing the setting by talking about a computer in

the background of the scene, or the chairs in which the

characters were sitting. These results cannot simply be

attributed to differences in the lengths of ASC and control

narratives: it takes fewer words to say that a scene takes place

‘‘in a waiting room’’ than to write that ‘‘the wallpaper was

orange and the chairs were grey with tubular steel frames’’

(excerpted from example control and ASC narratives

respectively, from Barnes et al. 2009), and an additional

analysis revealed that ASC narrative scores were not related

to narrative length. Rather, independent of the length of

narratives, ASC stories seemed to concentrate on specific

objects, actions, or dialogue, rather than more generalized

descriptions that communicated the gist of the story.

Significantly, the only element analyzed here for which

the ASC and control groups did not significantly differ on

their tendency toward incorporating global information was

conflict. In some ways, this is surprising, since conflict is the

only element of the four that requires attributing mental

states to the characters in a given scene, and yet, it is the

element on which individuals in the ASC group received the

highest scores, with nearly half of the participants providing

the big picture of both the goal and the obstacle standing in

the main character’s way of achieving it. One possible

explanation for this success is that the clips used in this

study, like many conventional narratives, are centered

around a conflict: while a viewer may have to actively

search for information about the characters’ relationships or

the setting in which a scene takes place, a great deal of

dialogue is devoted to elucidating the conflict, with char-

acters explicitly stating their desires and the clip ending

only once the conflict has been in some way resolved. Given

that previous research has focused strongly on elements

related to conflict (e.g. initiating event, plans to overcome

conflict, outcome of those plans, characters’ responses to

those outcomes), this pattern of results is consistent with the

relative successes seen in previous research (e.g. Young

et al. 2005; Norbury and Bishop 2003). However, it should

also be noted that the ASC and control groups did show a

trend toward performing differently on this element in terms

of including global information, and did vary significantly

when both local and global information (as well as omis-

sions) were taken into account.

Similarly, our analyses revealed significant group dif-

ferences in the way that adults with ASC and typical

controls describe a story’s setting, its characters and their

relationships to each other, and the way a story ends. These

results may explain the disassociation seen by Young et al.

(2005) and others, where there seems to be a disconnect

between an individual’s understanding of a narrative and

Table 4 Global bias ANOVA results for each of the four elements

Mean Standard

deviation

F(1,54) p Effect size

Setting

ASC 1.74 .43 5.98 p = .018 d = .66

Control 1.95 .13

Character

ASC 1.61 .25 7.67 p = .008 d = .76

Control 1.79 .22

Conflict

ASC 1.79 .28 3.09 p = .085 d = .48

Control 1.90 .16

Resolution

ASC 1.11 .18 13.477 p = .001 d = .95

Control 1.34 .29

Table 5 Pearson correlation between story element scores and the use of mental state language in film retellings

Character Setting Conflict Resolution

r p r p r p r p

ASC group .054 .80 .14 .48 .405 .033* .171 .38

Control group .024 .92 .374 .04* .503 .006** .474 .01**
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their ability to retell that narrative in a way that appears to

contain the structural elements thought to underlie mean-

ing. It could be the case that individuals with ASC have

indeed ‘‘learned the mechanics of story-telling’’ (Goldman

2008, p. 1986), but that they go about fulfilling these

structural requirements in a different way, plugging in bits

and pieces of information, rather than concentrating on the

meaning of the whole.

These results can be interpreted in several ways. First, it

is possible that the differences found on the current task

arise from differences in participants’ abilities to place

themselves in the mind of a naı̈ve audience: if a story

revolves around a man and a woman, knowing that the man

is a doctor and the woman his patient is more helpful in

parsing the meaning of the scene than being told that the

man is wearing a lab coat. This aspect of story-telling—

mind-reading the audience—relies on the ability to empa-

thize, or imagine and react to the mental states of others

(Baron-Cohen et al. 2003), and many theorists have sug-

gested that the function of story-telling (and fiction more

broadly) is the fact that it taps into social cognitive abilities

also key for functioning in the everyday world (e.g., Mar

and Oatley 2008).

However, this explanation seems insufficient for the

current pattern of results for several reasons. First, a com-

parison of participants’ story element scores with an index of

mentalizing on the same task revealed no relationship for

ASC group between the quality of information they pro-

vided about the setting, characters, and resolution, and the

number of mental states they attributed to characters in the

films, suggesting that their performance on our storytelling

measures may be distinct from abilities relating to thinking

about and reading the minds of others. Equally significant is

the fact that in this task, there was no explicit audience to be

mind-read: participants were simply asked to write about

what they had seen. While it is possible that participants in

the control group nonetheless wrote for an imagined audi-

ence as some kind of default and were better at imagining

this audience’s needs, it seems odd to attribute a social cause

to a task in which there was no actual social interaction.

If anything, the written task employed in the current

experiment may more closely mirror the demands of

retelling a story to yourself, a skill that may play a key

role in everyday life as we reflect on and recall event that

we have witness or those in which we were involved

(Goldman 2008). From this perspective, it is possible that

the differences seen between ASC and control narratives

are due to executive deficits in the ASC group, rather than

deficits in theory of mind. Under this view, individuals

with ASC may have been less successful at capturing the

gist of the stories they had viewed due to difficulties stra-

tegically planning and organizing their narratives (e.g.

Bennetto and Pennington 2003).

An alternative explanation focuses not on the ability to

strategically structure a narrative per se, but on the ability

to identify and attribute significance to the big picture of a

given story more broadly. The weak central coherence

theory posits that individuals with ASC have a superior

ability to process featural or local information, and have a

cognitive style that is biased away from global processing

(Happé and Frith 2006). Just as individuals with ASC

produce more detail-focused drawings (Booth et al. 2003),

participants in this experiment may fixate on details about

the setting, characters, and plot of a story, rather than the

larger structure of the scene.

This result is consistent with previous research looking

at the way that ASC narratives incorporate the gist, or

essential events, of a story into their narratives. Children

with ASC often have difficulty stringing together the

events of a story in a meaningful way (Losh and Capps

2003), and fail to weight significant story events appro-

priately (Bruner and Feldman 1993). While they show a

bias for remembering causally important story events, they

have difficulty using this gist to create causally coherent

narratives themselves (Diehl et al. 2006). This pattern of

results has been interpreted as reflecting a difficulty

viewing stories in global terms, and the results presented

here support the idea that individuals with ASC may have

difficulty incorporating the ‘‘big picture’’ into their story

retellings. However, unlike previous studies looking at gist,

which focus on story events, the current results showed this

pattern across a variety of story elements, including two—

setting and character—which are not encompassed by the

plot or action of the story per se. This suggests that indi-

viduals with ASC may differ from controls not only in their

tendency to prioritize certain story elements (such as plot-

related action) over others (such as setting), but also in

their tendency to communicate the big picture gist of those

elements individually.

While previous research has investigated the claim that

engaging in fiction might facilitate social cognition (Mar

et al. 2006), it is equally plausible that engaging in fiction

and telling stories are exercises in relevance (Sperber and

Wilson 1986). A given book or movie throws a great deal

of information at its audience; in order to make sense of

any of it, one must distinguish those elements which are

relevant to the big picture from those that are not, and this

extends beyond the realm of mental states or social cog-

nition. A gun that shows up in the first act could go off in

the third; the same cannot be said for a sofa or a chair or a

doctor’s lab coat. While this experiment did not focus on

relevance per se (a person who mentioned the color of the

wallpaper and one who commented on a patient’s IV would

have received the same score for setting if neither one

indicated that the scene took place in a hospital), it seems

likely that, to the extent that we see differences in the
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inclusion of the big picture in ASC and control narratives,

we might see similar differences in the big picture rele-

vance of the local details a given individual chooses to

include. Despite the extensive body of previous research on

storytelling in autism spectrum conditions, this is an area

ripe for future research.

It should also be noted that the Weak Central Coher-

ence theory is not the only cognitive account of autism

that predicts a bias towards local over global processing.

A second account is the Hyper-Systemizing theory

(Baron-Cohen 2006) that argues that in autism the bias

towards local detail is in the service of understanding a

system. This theory overlaps with the Weak Central

Coherence theory in predicting excellent attention to detail

in autism (Shah and Frith 1983, 1993; O’Riordan et al.

2001; Jolliffe and Baron-Cohen 1997) but differs in pre-

dicting that whilst people with autism may have difficulty

in getting the gist in fictional material, they may never-

theless be able to master the understanding of information

that can be ‘systemized’. That is, they can achieve

understanding of how a system works. Weak Central

Coherence predicts difficulties in integration, which

should apply to understanding systems just as much as

fictional text. The present results are at least consistent

with both of these two theories but further experiments are

needed that pit one against the other.

Finally, it should be noted that this task examined the

spontaneous inclusion of various story elements in film-

based narratives. It is an open question as to whether or not

ASC performance could be facilitated if participants were

instructed to pay attention specifically to setting, conflict,

character, and resolution, with an eye to the big picture.

Because previous research has found that spontaneous

and forced-choice measures can produce different results

in individuals with ASC (Klin 2000; Beaumont and

Newcombe 2006), future research is needed to address this

issue.

In summary, the present experiment provides new evi-

dence that while individuals with ASC may be proficient at

structuring their narratives around certain standardized

story elements, they appear to do so by concentrating on

specific details, rather than capturing the big picture of a

story’s setting, characters, or resolution. Further, for indi-

viduals with ASC, performance on this task was not related

to an index of theory of mind, but may instead depend on a

cognitive predisposition to view scenes in terms of parts,

rather than whole. While the practice of storytelling is

rooted in social communication, many of the skills neces-

sary to tell a good story—or understand fiction as it is

presented to you—may themselves not be intrinsically

social but may instead relate to domain-general aspects of

cognition.
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