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ROUTE PLAN 

• What is anthropomorphism? 

• What’s it got to do with autism? 

• Could anthropomorphism be an autistic ToM strength?

• Our research (6 studies) 

• Big picture, Future work and Applications 

• Questions



ANTHROPOMORPHISM: 
anthropos - human being 

morphe - shape or form 

process of attributing human characteristics, behaviour, or mental states to non human agents, 
often termed as seeing the human in the non human. 





AUTISM AND ANTHROPOMORPHISM

Social Motivation theory of autism (Chavellier, 2007)

Anthropomorphism is a desire for social contact (Epley et al., 2007)

Autistic people thought to ‘lack’ ToM
(Baron-Cohen et al.,1985)  

Anthro as an extension ToM (Epley et al., 2007)

So we should expect to see less anthropomorphizing in autistic individuals 

(Heider & Simmel, 1944)

(Klin, 2000)



• Qualitative inquiry into theory of mind (ToM) in 
adolescents with autism

• Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis revealed 
4 overarching themes concerned with how autistic 
people engage with ToM processes 
• Honesty

• Humor

• Visualization

• Anthropomorphism





Preference

Silva et al., 2016

Interest / Processing

Grelotti et al., 2005Brosnan et al., 2015

Advantage 



Panicked  Jealous  Arrogant Hateful  

Reading the mind in the eyes test 



Piloted online in the UK, in line with Baron-Cohen 2001 procedure 

Fantasizing Despondent Distrustful 



396 new students, RME & AQ 

High and low AQ groups (cutoff of 26)

388 American UGs,  given CRME &  AQ 

STUDY 1 (RME STUDY 2 (CARTOON RME) 
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Presentation Format

ASC NT

Significant interaction between diagnosis and presentation type 

196 participants worldwide,  1/2 ASC,  1/2 NT



KDEF 

Happy
Sad

Afraid
Anger 

Surprised





The Faux Pas Test

Did someone say something awkward?



330 people FPT, AQ 

High and low AQ groups 

345 people FPTA,  AQ 

STUDY 1 (FPT) STUDY 2 (FPT-ANIMAL) 



• Study 1 

• A total of 326 individuals diagnosed with autism (ASC group) and 409 individuals who reported as 
neurotypical (NT group) completed the online survey. 

• ASC equally attached to their pets &anthropomorphised their pets to the same degree as NTs

• AQ correlates with anthropomorphism  

• People with ASD more likely to substitute pets for people, which was mediated by social avoidance. 



Pets with 
Benefits

Social 
Alternative

Social 
Lubricant

Barriers and 
Breakthroughs

• I help with cat behaviour and psychology, I help people with some cat issues … Because obviously it’s never the cat, 
the cat’s just trying to tell them something and they don’t speak cat. So, I just try to find out what the cat’s trying to 

say and explain how  to fix it.

• With an animal, you don’t need to wear a mask, they don’t know the social rules you’re breaking. There’s something 
about the fact that they are not the same species which is helpful. An animal is not going ‘doesn’t she know that you 

have to hold eye contact?’ A cat doesn’t like eye contact. So, they’re not watching you trip over the social rules. 

Study 2

Interviewed 
16 autistic pet owners                      

Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analysis



• I basically realised that all cats are autistic, and I can’t describe how much I relate to them. 
They’re very hypersensitive to certain senses and hyposensitive to others. They’re happy 
to be completely solitary animals but can get very close to specific people that they trust 
and are very, very loyal to them. They absolutely thrive off routine and don’t like their 
environment changing. They’re very quiet generally. And also I think most people 
misunderstand them and don’t communicate well with them because they communicate 
and show love in a very different way.



RECAP 

• Some evidence that autistic people do anthropomorphize at least to the same degree as NTs
(perhaps even more so) 

• Some evidence that anthropomorphism may play a role in the way autistic people conceptualize or engage in  ToM
and perspective taking. 

• What happens when autistic people take the perspective of non human agents?
(A task in which autistic people usually don’t do as well as NTs when the agent of evaluation is human) 



BIG PICTURE



Dawson, Webb & McPartland, 2005



AGE RELATED EFFECTS OF ANTHRO
110 children, Years 1 (aged 5-6), 3 (aged 7-8) & 5 (aged  9-10)

Did child version of FPT /(a), two weeks apart (order counterbalanced) 

Human

Animal



HOLOLENS APPLICATION



PARTICIPANTS 
NEEDED

• Real life experiences with anthropomorphism in 
autistic people

• Fandom (Comics, Videogame/Media Characters)

• Cartoons/Animation

• Animals

• Stuffed animals/toys

• Furries

• Dungeons and Dragons

• RPG

• Wide range!

Gray.s.Atherton@vanderbilt.edu
IF INTERESTED PLEASE EMAIL:



THE END 

QUESTIONS? 


