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Matt Jarvis discusses psychological 
perspectives on the prevalence of autism-
like characteristics

I have taught a number of students over the years 
who have a diagnosis of autistic spectrum disorder 
(ASD). These young people varied hugely in their 

presentation. This should not be a surprise — not 
only is the autistic spectrum a broad one but people 
on the spectrum are not walking stereotypes wholly 
defined by autism but vary in personality and mood 

as much as anyone else. You can read about the general 
characteristics of ASD and some personal stories of 
autism if you visit the links below.

Some of my ASD students have been indistinguish-
able by means of observable characteristics from their 
neurotypical (the term some people on the spectrum 
use to describe the rest of the population) peers. Some 
of these very high-functioning individuals shared with 
me that, while they could act like any other college 
student, their personal day-to-day experiences were 
very different.
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Are we all ‘a little 
bit’ autistic?
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Activities
Read up on the existence of BAP. A Google Scholar 
search will be helpful. To what extent can this line of 
research be reconciled with the accounts of people 
with ASD, who see their experiences as qualitatively 
different to those of neurotypicals? This could be the 
basis of a class debate or poster project.

Weblinks

What does it mean to have ‘just a hint’ of autism? 
www.tinyurl.com/y6zpgbwl

Article defining the key features of BAP:  
www.tinyurl.com/uxse7v8

National Autistic Society definition of autism:  
www.tinyurl.com/y8f9vbyg

‘Stories from the spectrum’ — personal experiences 
of living with autism: www.tinyurl.com/ug4scry

Are most people ‘a little bit’ autistic?  
www.tinyurl.com/tb4hgjm
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Often, the cognitive effort involved in processing 
social information and academic information in a 
social context for a college day was such that they would 
be distressed and/or exhausted by late afternoon. Some 
needed to sleep or completely withdraw from others 
after college for a time before doing anything else.

What are the characteristics of 
ASD?
Diagnosis of childhood autism under the World 
Health Organization’s international classification 
of disease (ICD) requires significant impairment to 
social interaction, communication and a restricted 
range of repetitive behaviours. Although not required 
for diagnosis the ICD notes the common existence of 
phobias, tantrums, sleeping and eating disturbance 
and self-harm.

How do people on the spectrum feel about the idea 
of everyone being ‘a little bit’ autistic? In my experience 
people with a diagnosis of ASD tend to be very clear 
that, regardless of how counter to popular stereotypes 
their personality and/or behaviour, their experiences 
of the world are quite distinct. When comedian Jerry 
Seinfeld publicly described himself as autistic he faced 
a backlash (Sarris, 2014). You can read an account of 
one personal reaction to the growing trend to self-label 
as ‘a little bit autistic’ in the links below.

In the light of this I have been fascinated to witness 
the growth in popularity of phrases like ‘a little bit 
autistic’ in recent years. Clearly we can all have or 
feel like we have one or more of the characteristics 
commonly associated with ASD (we might for example 
be introvert and easily overwhelmed by loud and 
crowded environments), but is this a social impairment 
like people with ASD experience?

The broader autism phenotype
One way psychologists have approached the ‘little 
bit autistic’ phenomenon is using the concept of the 
broader autism phenotype or BAP. This can be assessed 
using a questionnaire called the ‘Autism Spectrum 
Quotient’. This is freely downloadable from the 
Cambridge University Autism Research Unit but please 

think very carefully about how you might feel about a 
high score before attempting it.

The idea behind BAP is that what we call autism 
is a set of characteristics that cluster in particular 
populations — like scientists. These characteristics, 
including high levels of concentration and logic but 
relatively poor social and communication skills, are 
seen as the result of particular genetic variations, 
meaning that two parents with mild BAP might 
combine their BAP genes to produce offspring with 
full-blown ASD. Bishop et al (2004) supported the 
theory of BAP by finding that the parents of children 
with a diagnosis of ASD scored lower than matched 
controls for social and communication skills. 

http://www.tinyurl.com/y6zpgbwl
http://www.tinyurl.com/uxse7v8
http://www.tinyurl.com/y8f9vbyg
http://www.tinyurl.com/ug4scry
http://www.tinyurl.com/tb4hgjm
http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/psychologyreview
http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines
mailto:magazines%40philipallan.co.uk?subject=Psychology%20e-review

