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Abstract 

We examined whether perspective taking (or Theory of Mind) deficits that characterize 

autistic individuals predict whether they have trouble extricating themselves from situations in 

which police officers erroneously suspect them of a crime.  Autistic and typically developing adults 

listened to scenarios in which they were placed in situations where the police erroneously believe 

they had been involved in crime.  Each scenario contained critical information that, if recognized 

and provided to the police, would confirm non-involvement in the crime.  Autistic adults performed 

markedly worse than controls on perspective taking measures and the extrication task.  Verbal IQ 

and memory performance accounted for significant variance in extrication performance, and 

perspective taking explained an additional and significant 15% of variance in extrication 

performance. 
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Perspective Taking Deficits, Autism Spectrum Disorder, and Allaying Police Officers’ Suspicions 

About Criminal Involvement  

On Sep 19, 2017, the New York Times described an interaction between Connor Leibel, an 

autistic youth, and an Arizona police officer in a park.  In July, 2017, Connor was self-stimulating, 

repetitively flicking a piece of string in front of his face—the officer erroneously thought the youth 

was affected by drugs.  When asked what he was doing Connor said, “stimming,” and showed the 

officer the string; he was then asked why he was bouncing around.  Apparently unable to appreciate 

the officer’s perspective and the importance of explaining his behavior, Connor said he was OK and 

walked away.  The officer, misinterpreting the youth’s behavior, forcibly restrained and arrested him 

in a violent altercation.  Such anecdotal reports involving autistic adults are not uncommon (cf. 

Brewer & Young, 2015).  We investigated whether deficits in perspective taking, or Theory of Mind 

(ToM), that are commonly acknowledged in individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

might lead to problems when interacting with police or other justice system personnel.  Specifically, 

we examined whether such deficits may compromise the ability of ASD adults to extricate 

themselves from a situation in which a police officer erroneously suspects them of being involved in 

a crime—before they become entrenched as a suspect. 

If a police officer confronts an individual whom (s)he erroneously believes has committed a 

crime, a mismatch exists between what the officer believes about the crime and what the individual 

under suspicion believes.  To allay the officer’s suspicions and extricate themselves from a 

problematic situation, the suspect must recognize the mismatch in beliefs, appreciate the officer’s 

perspective about what might have occurred, and then provide information that will convince the 

officer of their innocence.  Various factors may shape whether the suspect is successful: 

intelligence, deductive reasoning ability, sociability, experientially acquired domain-relevant 

knowledge about how criminal activity may unfold, and the ability to recall personally experienced 

episodes in a way that integrates the different elements experienced (i.e., effective relational 

processing and episodic memory; cf. Maras & Bowler, 2014).  Another potentially crucial factor is 

the ability to take the perspective of the police officer.  We acknowledge that police-citizen 

interactions are reciprocal in nature; indeed, appropriate acknowledgments of suspects’ perspectives 
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by police officers has been shown to be critical if conflict escalation is to be prevented (Braithwaite, 

Brewer, & Strelan, 1998).  However, the focus here is on the ability of ASD individuals to de-

escalate situations, independent of the actions of police officers. 

Deficits in perspective taking or ToM are commonly attributed to ASD individuals.  These 

deficits are considered to be independent of intellectual ability (Happé, 1994) and likely to be more 

conspicuous in unstructured or naturalistic contexts, such as unexpected interactions with law 

enforcement officers (e.g., Brewer, Young, & Barnett, 2017; Ponnet, Buysse, Roeyers, & De Clercq, 

2008).  Indeed, it has been argued that perspective taking deficits could contribute to ASD 

individuals becoming involved in problematic interactions with police and the courts (Brewer, Bay 

Wei Ying, Young, & Nah, 2018).  And there exists some evidence, at least in studies with children, 

that ToM is associated with the degree of cooperation and strategic behavior shown by participants 

when they are immersed (rather than merely being an observer) in mixed-motive bargaining 

contexts (Sally & Hill, 2006). 

We tested two hypotheses: (1) ASD adults would be less effective than IQ-matched control 

participants at extricating themselves from situations in which a police officer erroneously suspects 

them of crime commission.  (2) Perspective taking deficits would undermine individuals’ capacities 

to provide police with information that would allay suspicion about their criminal involvement.  

ASD and typically developing adults completed a battery of tests including IQ, memory, perspective 

taking and ability to extricate oneself from suspicion of criminal involvement.  

Method 

Participants 

The ASD sample comprised 32 individuals (12 female) with a diagnosis of ASD or Asperger 

syndrome (AS).  Their ages ranged from 20 to 64 years (M = 33.3 years, SD = 13.8 years).  

Perceptual Reasoning Index (PRI), Verbal Comprehension Index (VCI) and Full Scale (FSIQ) 

scores for the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence-Second Edition (WASI-II; Wechsler, 

2011) are shown in Table 2.  All ASD participants were registered on a university database for 

research study participation.  They had been diagnosed by two diagnosticians accredited with the 

local autism association and met DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000) or DSM-5 (APA, 2013) criteria.  They 
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also met clinical cut-off scores for AS using either the Autism Diagnostic Interview-Revised (Lord, 

Rutter, & Le Couteur, 1994), Gillberg and Gillberg’s criteria (Gillberg & Gillberg, 1989) or the 

Childhood Asperger Syndrome Test (Scott, Baron-Cohen, Bolton, & Brayne, 2002).  Participants 

received a small cash honorarium for their participation and travel time and were tested on-campus 

or in their own home.  The typically developing control group comprised 41 English-speaking 

individuals enrolled in undergraduate or tertiary transition programs (26 female, aged from 17 to 49 

years (M = 21.7 years, SD = 5.9 years).  WASI-II IQ scores are shown in Table 2.  The ASD and 

control groups were closely matched on the PRI, t (71) = 0.29, p = .77, VCI, t (71) = 0.26, p = .79, 

and FSIQ, t (53.7) = 0.00, p = 0.99.  Nevertheless, given the verbal content of the extrication 

measure, we used the VCI as a covariate in analyses. 

Materials 

All participants completed the four sub-tests of the WASI-II (Wechsler, 2011) and the Verbal 

Paired Associates 15 (VPA15; Uttl, Graf, & Richter, 2002).  The VPA15 is a 15-item measure of 

episodic memory based on, and developed to overcome ceiling effects with, the Verbal Paired 

Associates test from the Wechsler Memory Scale (WMS: Wechsler, 1997).  Scores range from 0-15.  

Performance on the VPA15 was used as a covariate in analyses because the extrication task required 

participants to recall audio scenarios ranging in length from 174 to 235 words. 

Perspective taking measures.  Two tests of perspective taking were used: The Adult-Theory 

of Mind (A-ToM; Brewer et al., 2017) and the Frith-Happé animations (White et al., 2011).  The 

former was shown to be more discriminating of ASD-typically developing differences in the only 

large-sample study conducted to date with ASD adults (Brewer et al., 2017) and was expected to 

provide a more sensitive indication of perspective taking deficits. 

The A-ToM comprises 12 short videos in which actors engage in interpersonal interactions 

and then participants are asked to provide their interpretation of the interactions.  Six items (the 

social or perspective taking items) require participants to interpret the actors’ mental or social 

inferences (e.g., sarcasm, faux pas, sarcasm, misunderstanding, white lie, bluff or persuasion), with 

another six physical items used as a control measure.  A detailed psychometric evaluation of the 

instrument revealed acceptable inter-rater and test-retest reliability and appropriate item-total 
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correlations, together with construct, concurrent and discriminant validity (Brewer et al., 2017; 

Brewer, Zoanetti, & Young, 2018).  In the present study the social items provided the perspective 

taking measure; the physical items do not reflect perspective taking and descriptive statistics appear 

in Supplemental Materials Table S1.  The video scenarios were presented on a computer and played 

in one of four random orders.  The questions for each scenario appeared on the screen after the 

video, and participants wrote down their answers within a 60 s interval.  Participants’ answers were 

scored as 2 (correct), 1 (partially correct) or 0 (incorrect) (see Brewer et al., 2017).  Participants’ 

scores could range from 0 to 12 on the social scale, with a high score indicating superior 

performance.   

The Frith-Happé animations task (White et al., 2011) examines the ability to attribute mental 

states and feelings to a series of silent animated triangles, driven by the rationale that individuals 

with perspective taking or ToM deficits would display a diminished ability to recognize that one 

triangle was reacting to the mental state of another and to interpret the feelings displayed by each 

triangle.  The task presents a pair of animated geometric stimuli (triangles) via computer on each of 

12 trials (preceded by two practice trials; see Supplemental materials Table S2 for exact 

instructions). Participants decide whether each animation involves (a) no interaction (i.e., random), 

with both triangles moving aimlessly, (b) a physical (goal-directed) interaction in which one triangle 

reacts to the physical action of the other (e.g., when a big triangle collides with a small triangle, the 

small triangle moves in the direction of the force applied, or (c) a mental interaction, with one 

triangle reacting to the other triangle’s mental state (e.g., the big triangle shows happiness and 

invites the small triangle into its home when a small triangle unexpectedly visits the big triangle’s 

home).  There are four different trials for each of the three interaction types, with presentation order 

randomized.  When a mental state interaction was identified correctly, participants received two 

additional multiple-choice questions probing their interpretation of the feelings expressed by the 

stimuli in the animation.   

Participants received 1 point for each correct categorization, giving rise to (i) a no interaction 

score (0-4 points); (ii) a physical interaction score (0-4 points); (iii) a mental state score (0-4 points); 

and (iv) a feelings categorization score ranging (0-8).  Thus, poor perspective taking is indicated by 
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lower mental state and feelings categorization scores.  The Frith-Happé animations task includes 

items that provide sub-scale scores that are not measures of perspective taking.  Scores for the sub-

scales that do not reflect perspective taking (i.e., random and goal directed) appear in Supplemental 

Materials Table S1. 

Extrication task.  Participants listened to five different scenarios (order randomized) in which 

they assumed the role of a person under suspicion for committing a crime.  Scenario duration ranged 

from 65 s to 87 s.  After listening to each scenario, participants were asked to provide as much 

information as they could in order to convince police that were innocent of any crime commission.  

One scenario (transcribed) is shown in Table 1; all five scenarios (transcribed) are shown in 

Supplemental Materials Tables S3-S7. The scenarios were recorded and edited using Adobe 

Audition 3.0 for Windows 7.   

Each scenario contained four pieces of information that would allow the individual to 

extricate themselves from the situation by demonstrating to the police that they were innocent.  

Participants received the following instructions for the extrication task:  The following five 

scenarios involve situations where you are thought, albeit incorrectly, to have been involved in a 

crime.  At the completion of each scenario you will be asked to provide information that could 

assist you in proving your innocence. Please listen to each scenario closely and try to imagine the 

events happening in real life.  Following each scenario, participants were given the following 

instruction: provide as much information or evidence that you can that will help the police 

understand you were not involved maliciously, and which might help prove your innocence.  

Participants received points for their responses depending on how many pieces of extrication 

information they provided: 4, 3, 2, 1, 0 points for four, three, two, one, zero pieces of extrication 

information, respectively.  Participants who responded by just recounting the story received a score 

of 1.  Thus, participants’ scores could range from 0-20.  

Procedure  

Typically developing participants completed measures in the following order: A-ToM, Frith-

Happé animations, WASI-II, VPA and extrication task.  ASD participants completed the VPA 

followed by the extrication task; the IQ and perspective taking measures for the ASD participants 
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were obtained when they registered on the database.  Item presentation and response recording for 

the A-ToM, Frith-Happé animations and the extrication task occurred on a computer; A-ToM 

stimuli were computer presented with a pencil-and-paper response sheet. 

Results 

Extrication task:  Inter-rater reliability and item-total correlations 

Two raters scored 20% of all participants’ responses, checked agreement, and resolved 

disagreements.  One rater then scored all remaining participants’ responses while the second rater 

scored 20% of these; Cohen’s kappa values for the five scenarios were .79, .94, 1.0, .87, .86 and .91.  

Item-total coefficients for the five scenarios were .82, .70, .70, .69 and .58; consequently, a total 

extrication test score was created by summing the five scenario scores. 

Descriptive statistics for the ASD and non-ASD control samples 

Table 2 shows the means, 95% CIs, effect sizes and 95% CIs around those effect sizes for the 

VPA15, the perspective taking measures (A-ToM Social; Frith-Happé mental and feelings 

categorization) and the total extrication task scores for the ASD and non-ASD controls.   

The CI and effect size statistics shown in Table 2 clearly indicate that the ASD sample 

performed worse than the controls on the VPA15, t (71) = 3.13, p = .003, the A-ToM social test of 

perspective taking, t (50.55) = 2.50, p = .016, the Frith-Happé feelings categorization, t (71) = 2.05, 

p =.04, and the extrication task,. t (71) = 3.96, p < .001, with effect sizes indicative of medium to 

large effects.  There was no significant group difference for the Frith-Happé mental (ToM) 

categorization score, t (71) = 1.34, p < .18. 

Perspective Taking and Extrication Performance Relationships 

Extrication performance correlated significantly with A-ToM social, r (69) = .46, p < .001, 

and Frith-Happé feelings categorization, r (69) = .28, p = .016 (Table S7, upper panel).  However, 

after controlling for verbal ability and memory performance (VCI and VPA15), only A-ToM social 

remained significantly related to extrication performance, r (69) = .42, p < .001 (Table S7, lower 

panel).  Supplemental Materials Table S7 shows the complete inter-correlation matrix for the 

perspective taking measures, VCI and VPA15, and extrication performance for the combined 

sample. 
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VCI and VPA15 entered at step 1 of a hierarchical regression accounted for 12.9% of the 

variance in extrication performance, F (2, 70) = 5.16, p = .008.  A-ToM social performance 

explained a significant additional 15.1% of the variance, FChange (1, 69) = 14.43, p < .001.  An 

identical regression, but with Frith-Happé feelings categorization performance substituted for A-

ToM social at step 2, indicated no significant prediction of extrication performance by that measure, 

FChange (1, 69) = 3.17, p = .08. 

Discussion 

Compared to controls, ASD participants performed poorly on the perspective taking and 

extrication tasks.  After controlling for VCI and memory performance, the A-ToM social measure 

contributed substantially to prediction of extrication performance.  These results parallel case 

studies suggesting that ASD adults who are erroneously suspected by police of criminal 

involvement may sometimes have trouble allaying police suspicions and extricating themselves 

from the focus of investigations. 

Research on perspective taking deficits and their consequences in ASD adults is limited.  Our 

findings reinforce the importance of understanding how such deficits contribute to the way in which 

ASD adults adapt to complex social environments.  From an applied perspective, the findings 

highlight how problematic interactions with the criminal justice system may arise for ASD 

individuals.  The deficiencies highlighted on the extrication task are not only likely to lead to 

innocent suspects being unable to persuade police of their innocence but also to impede their 

attempts to persuade judges and jurors of their innocence should the investigation produce charges 

against them.  Developing an awareness of how ASD characteristics may contribute to biases in the 

justice system is critical from the perspective of training police and the judiciary and educating 

jurors in trials.  We have focused here on characteristics associated with ASD.  But obviously, as 

has often been noted (e.g., Brewer & Young, 2015; Maras & Bowler, 2014), it is vital that police, 

judges lawyers and jurors understand and acknowledge the implications that characteristics often 

associated with ASD may have for the nature of testimony provided and behaviors observed in 

interview and courtroom settings.   
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Finally, numerous future research opportunities stand out.  Exploring the generalizability of 

our findings in paradigms more closely approximating a real-life context, and examining how 

deficits in relational processing and the recall of personally experienced events (not tapped by the 

VPA and) known to present problems for some ASD individuals (cf. Maras & Bowler, 2014) may 

interact with perspective taking deficits to affect extrication performance, are just two obvious 

examples. 
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Table 1 

Extrication scenario 2 and the corresponding scoring criteria 

Child Pornography 

Script Scoring Criteria 

 

You typically share a home with your brother and one of 

his mates. When you first moved in two years ago, your 

parents bought you and your brother a computer to use 

because you were attending university. You no longer 

use the computer and have lent it to your brother’s mate 

who lives with you. You haven’t used it in over a year 

and your brother’s mate has changed the passwords. 

Over the past month, you have been staying at your 

sister’s house as her husband is away and she doesn’t like 

to be home alone. While at your sister’s house you 

celebrate your niece’s 3rd birthday party. You have a 

new smartphone with a high megapixel camera and so 

your sister asks if she could use it to capture photos of 

the girls playing games and splashing around in the 

paddling pool. It was a lovely day. 

While heading out to get milk that evening, you leave 

your phone in the supermarket. Someone finds the phone 

and when they open it to try and find out your identity, 

they see images of young children in bathers. The police 

attend your flat where you typically reside with your 

brother and his mate and seize your computer. They find 

images of child pornography on the computer – these 

images had been downloaded in the past few weeks. 

 
All of the following:  4 points 

3 of the following:  3 points 

2 of the following:  2 points 

1 of the following:  1 point 

Story recounted:  1 point 

 

Mentions that the images were 

taken by their sister at her 

daughter’s pool party. 

 

Hasn’t used the computer for over 

a year as lent it to brother’s friend. 

 

Doesn’t know the passwords 

anymore. 

 

Have not lived at that address for a 

month. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive statistics for the VPA15, perspective taking scales, and extrication task performance for 

the ASD and non-ASD control sample. 

 Group 

Scale ASD 

(N = 32) 

Non-ASD 

(N = 41) 

WASI-II: PRI   

Range 76 – 139 77 – 160 

Mean 105.3 106.4 

Standard deviation 15.9 14.5 

95% CIs [99.6, 111.1] [101.8, 111.0] 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.07 [-0.39, 0.53] 

WASI-II: VCI   

Range 81 – 149 72 – 129 

Mean 103.6 102.9 

Standard deviation 14.1 9.7 

95% CIs [98.5, 108.7] [99.8. 105.9] 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.06 [-0.53, 0.40] 

WASI-II: FSIQ   

Range 85 – 146 72 – 132 

Mean 104.9 104.9 

Standard deviation 14.3 10.1 

95% CIs [99.8, 110.1] [101.7, 108.1] 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.00 [-0.46, 0.46] 

VPA15 (Average)   

Mean 6.7 8.8 

Standard deviation 2.5 3.1 

95% CIs 5.8 – 7.5 7.8 – 9.8 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.75 [0.26, 1.21] 

A-ToM Social   

Mean 8.6 9.7 

Standard deviation 2.2 1.4 

95% CIs 7.8 – 9.4 9.3 – 10.2 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.60 [0.15, 1.09] 

Frith-Happé animations   
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Mental   

Mean 2.7 3.1 

Standard deviation 1.2 1.1 

95% CIs 2.3 – 3.2 2.7 – 3.4 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.31 [-0.15, 0.78] 

Feelings Categorization   

Mean 2.1 4.3 

Standard deviation 2.2 1.9 

95% Cis 2.6 – 4.2 3.8 – 4.9 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 1.12 [0.62, 1.62] 

Extrication   

Mean 8.4 11.5 

Standard deviation 3.3 3.6 

95% Cis 7.1 – 9.4 10.4 – 12.7 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs) 0.94 [0.42, 1.39] 
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS 

 

Table S1 

Descriptive statistics for the VPA15, perspective taking scales, and extrication task performance for 

the ASD and non-ASD control sample. 

 Group 

Scale ASD 

(N = 32) 

Non-ASD 

(N = 41) 

A-ToM Physical   

Mean 6.8 8.1 

Standard deviation 2.6 1.9 

95% CIs [5.9, 7.8] [7.5, 8.7] 

Cohen’s d (&95% CIs around d) 0.54 [0.08, 1.02] 

Frith-Happé animations   

Random   

Mean 3.4 3.6 

Standard deviation 0.9 0.6 

95% CIs [3.0, 3.7] [3.4, 3.8] 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs around d) 0.26 [-0.21, 0.72] 

Physical   

Mean 2.4 2.6 

Standard deviation 1.1 0.8 

95% CIs [2.0, 2.8] [2.3, 2.8] 

Cohen’s d (& 95% CIs around d) 0.18 [-0.28, 0.64] 
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Table S2 

Frith-Happé animations task practice trial instructions 

“Please select the type of interaction which best reflects the animation you just viewed: 1). No 

interaction: There is no obvious interaction between the triangles and movement appears random 2). 

Physical interaction: An interaction between the triangles in which actions are directed toward each 

other in order to achieve specific goals 3). Mental state interaction: An interaction between the 

triangles involving the manipulation of the emotions and thoughts of one triangle by the other.”  

Participants answered on the keyboard, and received feedback on their answer (e.g., ‘Your answer 

was incorrect. The animation type was 3. Mental state interaction: An interaction between the 

triangles involving the manipulation of the emotions and thoughts of one triangle by the other). 
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Extrication Task Scripts and Scoring Criteria 

Table S3 

Extrication Scenario 1 and the Corresponding Scoring Criteria 

The Tyre Lever 

Script Scoring Criteria 

You have a good friend Billy who lives next door to the 

mechanical workshop where you are employed. 

He called you last Tuesday to ask if he could borrow your 

tyre-lever to fix the flat tyre on his car. A few days later 

you drop the lever off at his place after work. He greets 

you at the front door and invites you in for a beer. You 

pass him the tyre-lever and decline his invitation for a 

beer – you have to catch the 5:30 train to meet your 

mother for dinner. Anyway, your shoes are dirty and you 

don’t want to mess up his nice white carpet. Everyone 

makes fun of the dirty old shoes that you have been 

wearing since your first day at the workshop 5 years ago. 

The next morning at work you are arrested. Apparently 

Billy was murdered on Tuesday night at around 7 pm and 

you were the last person to be seen visiting his house. 

Your fingerprints have  been found on the 

murder weapon - the tyre-lever. 

All of the following:  4 points 

3 of the following:  3 points 

2 of the following:  2 points 

1 of the following:  1 point 

Story recounted:  1 point 

Didn’t go in the house as I had on 

dirty/soiled work boots that I wear every 

day. 

 
States the tyre lever was theirs OR that 

they were lending Billy the lever OR that 

it came from the workshop. 

 
Mentions they Caught a train after seeing 

Billy AND either the time of the train or 

that there would be CCTV footage of them 

on the train or they have a train ticket or 

there may have been witnesses on the 

train. 

 
Mentions dinner with mother that night. 
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Table S4 

Extrication scenario 2 and the corresponding scoring criteria 

Child Pornography 

Script Scoring Criteria 

 

You typically share a home with your brother and one 

of his mates. When you first moved in two years ago, 

your parents bought you and your brother a computer 

to use because you were attending university. You no 

longer use the computer and have lent it to your 

brother’s mate who lives with you. You haven’t used 

it in over a year and your brother’s mate has changed 

the passwords. 

Over the past month, you have been staying at your 

sister’s house as her husband is away and she doesn’t 

like to be home alone. While at your sister’s house 

you celebrate your niece’s 3rd birthday party. You 

have a new smartphone with a high megapixel camera 

and so your sister asks if she could use it to capture 

photos of the girls playing games and splashing 

around in the paddling pool. It was a lovely day. 

While heading out to get milk that evening, you leave 

your phone in the supermarket. Someone finds the 

phone and when they open it to try and find out your 

identity, they see images of young children in bathers. 

The police attend your flat where you typically reside 

with your brother and his mate and seize your 

computer. They find images of child pornography on 

the computer – these images had been downloaded 

in the past few weeks. 

 
All of the following:  4 points 

3 of the following:  3 points 

2 of the following:  2 points 

1 of the following:  1 point 

Story recounted:  1 point 

 

Mentions that the images were taken 

by their sister at her daughter’s pool 

party. 

 

Hasn’t used the computer for over a 

year as lent it to brother’s friend. 

 

Doesn’t know the passwords anymore. 

 

Have not lived at that address for a 

month. 
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Table S5 

Scenario 3 and the Corresponding Scoring Criteria 

The Train 

Script Scoring Criteria 

 
You are sitting on a train with three of your mates. 

You’re chatting and laughing when two teenage boys 

walk down the aisle. One of them accidently trips over 

one of your mate’s feet. Your mate apologizes, but the 

boy is not happy. The boys sit down a few rows behind 

you and you can hear them muttering insults at your 

group. Feeling the tension rise, you convince your mates 

to move carriages. 

Ten minutes later you all get off the train. You’re 

walking along the platform when you see your Mum’s 

good friend on the opposite side of the platform. You 

are waving at each other when you hear a fight break 

out behind you. It is between your friends and the two 

boys from the train. The two boys start running and 

your mates chase after them. Unsure what to do you run 

after everyone yelling “STOP” in an attempt to stop 

your friends from chasing and possibly even fighting 

with the boys. You are too late, and one of your mates 

has hit one of the boys. You pull out your phone to call 

for help, but your call fails – you must be out of credit. 

You were later identified on CCTV chasing the two boys 

along with your mates and are charged with aggravated 

assault. 

 
All of the following:  4 points 

3 of the following:  3 points 

2 of the following:  2 points 

1 of the following:  1 point 

Story recounted:  1 point 

 
Indicates they were chasing the boys to try 

and stop friends OR yelled stop to stop the 

boys and witnesses may have heard. 

 
Mum’s friend may have witnessed what 

happened OR was waving to Mum’s 

friend when the fight broke out. 

 
Indicates attempt to diffuse tension on the 

train OR mentions CCTV footage of group 

changing carriages OR mentions there may 

have been witnesses of the events on the train. 

 
Mentions attempt to phone for help. 
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Table S6 

Scenario 4 and the Corresponding Scoring Criteria 

The Movies 

Script Scoring Criteria 

 
You’re meeting your friend at the cinema for a 6pm 

movie. You’re on the bus, but you don’t think you will 

make it on time as the bus is running late. By the time 

you get off, you only have five minutes to get to the 

cinema before the movie starts. Your friend can’t go 

into the movie without you because you pre-bought the 

tickets online, which are in your pocket. 

It is raining heavily and you wished you had an 

umbrella but you place your jacket-hood over your 

head. Whilst running you pass a friend from work. You 

tell her that you’re late for a movie and that you’re 

sorry you can’t stop and chat. You carry on running 

but decide to take a shortcut. Instead of taking the main 

route down the shopping strip, you head down a side 

street, around a bend and through the car park behind 

the cinema. You make it to the cinema with one minute 

to spare. 

The next day you find out a person was reported 

dealing drugs to youths in the car park behind the 

cinema. You have been identified by CCTV footage 

running through the car park and are now under 

suspicion of being the dealer. The reason for the link 

is that an eye-witness has described the drug-dealer 

with a physique similar to yours and a hood over their 

head, so their face was unidentifiable 

 
All of the following:  4 points 

3 of the following:  3 points 

2 of the following:  2 points 

1 of the following:  1 point 

Story recounted:  1 point 

 

 
Mentions they were on a bus just moments 

before OR they have a bus ticket from just 

before OR CCTV footage from the bus OR 

bus driver witnesses/ patron witnesses on 

bus. 

 

Mentions they were running because they 

were late for the movie OR they were running 

with hood over head because it was raining. 

 

Pre-purchased online movie tickets AND 

may still have them, or an online receipt. 

 

Saw a friend from work on the way. 
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Table S7 

Scenario 5 and the Corresponding Scoring Criteria 

Laboratory Equipment 

Script Scoring Criteria 

 
You are a science student at university. You volunteer 

in the laboratories for course credit, which requires you 

to spend two hours a week working in the labs. You’ve 

recently sprained your ankle and are on crutches, so 

you’ve mainly been doing computer related work. 

It is approaching the end of the semester and your 

exams are in a week. You decide to do some of your 

volunteering early on Tuesday morning to free up your 

day for exam revision. It is 8am when you arrive at the 

labs and they are not yet open. You haven’t got your 

own key for out-of-hours access, but luckily someone is 

already there and lets you in. Once you’ve finished you 

head to the library. At 4pm you get a lift home with a 

friend – you cannot drive at the moment because of your 

ankle. You spend the rest of the night at home studying 

with your flat mates. 

On Wednesday morning you arrive at university early to 

finish your volunteering hours. When you get to the 

labs, the doors are already open and you see security 

and staff members inside. You soon find out that over 

$1000 worth of lab equipment was stolen last night. The 

thieves were seen running away with the equipment. All 

staff and volunteers are under suspicion as there were no 

signs of forced entry, so the thieves must have had a 

key. 

 
All of the following:  4 points 

3 of the following:  3 points 

2 of the following:  2 points 

1 of the following:  1 point 

Story recounted:  1 point 

 
Indicates they were on crutches and 

therefore could not run with lab equipment. 

 

Doesn’t have a key for out of hours’ access. 
 

Left uni at 4pm with a friend. 

 

Studied that night with flat mates. 
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Table S8 

Inter-correlations of perspective taking, VCI, memory and extrication measures for ASD and 

non-ASD samples combined 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. A-ToM social - .10 .31* .33** .19 .46** 

2. Frith-Happé mental  - .70** .09 .18 .01 

3. Frith-Happé feelings   - .29* .21 .28* 

4. WASI-II VCI    - .32** .21 

5. VPA15     - .34** 

6. Extrication      - 

 
*p < .05,  **  p < .01 (2-tailed) 
 
 
Partial inter-correlations of perspective taking and extrication measures for ASD and non-

ASD samples combined with VCI and VPA15 controlled 

Measure 1. 2. 3. 4. 

1. A-ToM social - .06 .23 .42** 

2. Frith-Happé mental  - .70** -.07 

3. Frith-Happé feelings   - .21 

4. Extrication    - 

 
*p < .05,  **  p < .01 (2-tailed) 
 
 

 
 




