SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Social communicative problems/autism spectrum disorders across mental disorder categories
AN is a severe eating disorder characterized by rigorous regimes or food refusal and distorted ideas about weight and body. Onset is generally during the teenage period, and the disorder is much more common in women, affecting about 1% of girls before their 18th birthday (Råstam, 1992), with a lifetime prevalence over 2% (Keski-Rahkonen et al. 2007), and a tenth of that proportion among men. ASDs are defined as restrictions in the capacities for 1. social interaction, notably the expression, interpretation, and understanding of emotions; 2. communication, with language that is often peculiar, non-abstract, and formalistic, and 3. flexibility as regards habits, interests, and behaviors, severe enough to impact negatively on social relatedness. Recent epidemiological studies suggest a prevalence for ASD (defined as “classic” autism, Asperger’s disorder and atypical autism/pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD NOS)) of about 1% in all children (Kadesjö et al. 1999; Baird et al. 2006). Almost all of the more severe forms of ASD are still disabling in adulthood (Billstedt et al. 2005), while the outcome in more high-functioning or atypical cases is known to include some individuals who no longer meet ASD diagnostic criteria at follow-up (Cederlund et al. 2008).

Social interaction problems have come to be defined with increasing precision as, for example, restricted social cognition (i.e. “mentalizing” or theory of mind (ToM) (Baron-Cohen et al. 1985; Frith, 2004), deficient decoding of other persons’ emotional communication (resembling the “empathy” term) (Blair et al. 2004), restrictions in expressive non-verbal communication, deviant semantic and/or non-shared pragmatic use of language in social exchange (Landa et al. 1992), or a decreased need for social reinforcement (Cloninger, 1987). Most diagnostic concepts used in psychiatry and psychology include heterogeneous aspects of some or all of these types of social interaction problems. However, the development of tests of social abilities is less advanced than tests of, for instance, executive functions, and those presented so far, such as the “Reading the mind in the eyes” test (Baron-Cohen et al. 2001a), “Reading the mind in the voice” test (Rutherford et al. 2002), gaze-tracking methods (Klin et al. 2002), or social stories or cartoons (Frith & Happé, 1994), provide poor specificity in relation to clinical diagnoses (Kiehl et al. 2000). Restrictions in social reinforcement in subgroups of patients have been proposed to influence treatment results in e.g. substance abuse (Gerstley et al. 1990) and depression (Mulder, 2002).  

Observations of sub-threshold problems and autistic traits in “unaffected” siblings have distinguished a “broader phenotype” associated with ASD (Folstein & Rutter, 1977), which has also been studied as a continuous, autistic-like trait in the population (Constantino & Todd, 2003, Lundström et al. 2011). Such traits are over-represented among relatives of children with autism, scientists, music students with absolute pitch, and, in the broadest sense, among men as compared to women (Baron-Cohen et al. 2001b; Wheelwright & Baron-Cohen, 2001; Brown et al. 2003). They are also important in personality development and may contribute to a “schizoid temperament” with a deficient character development or personality disorders (Söderström et al. 2002; Anckarsäter et al. 2006). 
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