Page 7

AUTISM RESEARCH REVIEW INTERNATIONAL

Vol. 18, No. 3, 2004

Face recognition deficits: surprising new findings

Autistic individuals often have difficulty
recognizing faces, and several reports have
implicated deficits of a brain area known as
the fusiform gyrus, which is associated with
face processing. However, two new reports
suggest that this explanation is inadequate.

Nouchine Hadjikhani and colleagues used
functional magnetic resonance imaging to
study facial perception in adults with autism
spectrum disorders and nondisabled control
subjects, showing the subjects pictures of
faces, objects, and scrambled images. The re-
searchers report, “Individuals with autism
spectrum disorders activated the fusiform face
area and other brain areas normally involved
in face processing when they viewed faces as
compared to non-face stimuli,” indicating that
the face-recognition deficits of autistic indi-
viduals do not stem simply from abnormali-
ties of the fusiform gyrus.

This is consistent, Hadjikhani and col-
leagues say, with the fact that autistic indi-
viduals have milder face-processing deficits
than those with prosopagnosia—face blind-
ness” known to be caused by defects of the
fusiform gyrus—and with the fact that autis-
tic individuals’ deficits “appear to extend
well beyond face identification to include a
wide range of impairments in social percep-
tual processing.”

In related research, Karen Pierce et al. re-
port that functional MRI scans reveal “sig-
nificant fusiform face area [FFA] activity in
response to familiar and stranger faces in both
autism and normal control groups.” They also
found that autistic individuals, like controls,
show greater fusiform activity in response to
pictures of familiar faces than in response to
pictures of strangers, and exhibit normal right-
hemisphere dominance during face process-
ing. In addition, both groups exhibited a re-
sponse to faces involving the posterior cin-
gulate, amygdala and medial frontal lobes, al-
though this response was more limited in
autistic participants than in controls.

The researchers say their findings indi-
cate that “dysfunction in the fusiform face
area found in other studies of autism may
reflect defects in systems that modulate the
FFA, rather than the FFA itself.”

Another research group, headed by James
McPartland and Geraldine Dawson, recently
analyzed event related potentials (voltage
fluctuations associated with brain process-
ing) in response to face processing in autistic
and nondisabled individuals. They report that
autistic individuals took longer to process
faces, but not objects, than nondisabled sub-
jects. In addition, while nondisabled subjects
recognized right-side-up faces more quickly
than upside-down faces, autistic individuals
did not. Differences were also seen in brain
lateralization, which the researchers say is
“suggestive evidence of atypical cortical spe-
cialization for face processing.”
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Study detects high levels of anti-brain antibodies

Portuguese researchers studying 171 au-
tistic individuals and their parents report that
the autistic subjects exhibited high levels of
antibodies against brain tissue—a finding that
supports a growing body of evidence that
autism involves an immune system attack on
the brain. Susana Silva and colleagues say their
analysis “did not provide any evidence that
this reactivity was genetically determined.”

One particular protein appeared to be in-
volved in the autoimmune response, but the
researchers were unable to identify it. The re-
searchers suggest that the antibodies they de-
tected “may represent the immune system’s
neuroprotective response to a previous brain
injury occurring during neurodevelopment.”

Editor’s note: A more plausible expla-
nation—and one that is consistent with the
current autism epidemic that the researchers
acknowledge in their paper—is that autism
involves an autoimmune disruption stem-
ming from environmental effects such as
vaccination.
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Autism and MMR vaccine
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in or after 1973 and diagnosed with perva-
sive developmental disorder between 1987
and 2001, as well as 4469 controls. The full
medical records of a subset consisting of
300 of the individuals with PDD were
checked to ensure a correct diagnosis, and
they were matched to controls who did
not develop PDD. The researchers report
that among the entire group, the odds ra-
tio for the association between having the
MMR vaccine and having a pervasive devel-
opmental disorder was 0.86, suggesting that
“MMR vaccination is not associated with
an increased risk of pervasive developmen-
tal disorders.” The findings were similar
when the researchers studied only children
with classic autism, restricted their data
to children vaccinated before their third
birthday, or used data only on children born
before intensive media coverage regarding the
MMR controversy began.

However, researcher Andrew Wakefield,
who originally identified a link between
MMR vaccination and a syndrome involving
regressive autism and ileal-lymphoid-nodu-
lar hyperplasia, says the Smeeth study “has
many failings” which invalidate its findings.

For example, Wakefield says, the research-
ers failed to identify children with regressive
symptoms, and thus could not detect the sub-
set of children who appear to develop nor-
mally before developing autism after MMR
vaccination. Second, he says, the study
numbers were far too small to be meaning-
ful. Moreover, he says, only 25% of cases in
this study were subjected to a review of case
records to confirm a valid diagnosis. All of these
problems, Wakefield says, “are of such signifi-
cance as to invalidate the conclusion that MMR
vaccine is not associated with onset of autism
in children.”
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