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Key terms:

Repetitive behaviors. Along with social and
communication deficits, repetitive behaviors
are one of the core clinical symptoms that
characterize autism spectrum disorder
(ASD). Behaviors may range from lower order
(self-injury, stereotypic behaviors) to higher
order (compulsions, rituals, restricted inter-
ests).

Sensory features. Unlike repetitive behav-
iors, sensory features are considered sec-
ondary symptoms of ASD. These features
may present behaviorally through
hyporesponsiveness (under-reactivity to envi-
ronmental stimuli), hyperresponsiveness (over
-reactivity), or sensory seeking (craving or
fascination with stimuli).

Executive function: An umbrella term for
neurological functions that are used to carry
out high order cognitive tasks. The abilities

to plan, organize, and self-monitor are exam-
ples of executive functions.

The presence of repetitive behaviors in au-
tism has been linked with deficits in execu-
tive functioning; however, it is unlikely that
executive dysfunction is the primary explana-
tion for these symptoms. Additionally, very
little research has been done to determine if
a shared mechanism, such as executive func-
tioning, underlies both repetitive behaviors
and sensory behaviors.

The purpose of this study was to examine (1)
the relationship between sensory features
and repetitive behaviors in children with high
functioning autism (HFA), (2) whether defi-
cits in executive function are correlated with
both repetitive behaviors and sensory fea-
tures, and (3) the variables that predict the
presence of repetitive behaviors in HFA.
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Study participants included 61 children diag-
nosed with ASD and 64 children who were typi-
cally developing. The ASD group included individ-
uals diagnosed with autistic disorder, Asperger's
syndrome, pervasive developmental disorder- not
otherwise specified, and ASD. To measure re-
petitive behaviors, the primary caregiver of each
participant completed the Repetitive Behavior
Scale- Revised (RBS-R), which assesses the
presence and frequency of 43 types of repeti-
tive behaviors. Sensory features were assessed
using the Sensory Questionnaire (SQ), which
measures whether a child presently or ever dis-
played sensory processing issues. Lastly, the ex-
ecutive functioning of participants was assessed
using the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive
Function (BRIEF), a rating scale that evaluates
executive functioning deficits in children and
young adults. All measures are informant-based
and were administered with the primary caregiv-
er acting as informant.

Analysis of the data from the aforementioned
measures confirmed the expectation that school
-aged children with HFA were reported as having
more restricted repetitive behaviors, sensory
processing issues, and executive functioning im-
pairments. The researchers found a correlation
between sensory processing issues and the pres-
ence of repetitive behaviors such as stereo-
typies and compulsions. Additionally, a correla-
tion was found between sensory processing is-
sues and the total score on the RBS-R. A rela-
tionship between executive dysfunction and the
sensory features of ASD was not found. Regard-
ing a possible relationship between executive

dysfunction and repetitive behaviors, only one
index of the BRIEF was correlated with repeti-
tive behaviors. This suggests that executive
dysfunction is not the shared mechanism under-
lying the relationship between sensory pro-
cessing issues and repetitive behaviors in high
functioning autism.

A few limitations to the study design exist.
First, only caregiver report measures were used
to assess behaviors. Observational measures
would be needed to validate these caregiver re-
ports. Second, this study focused only on high
functioning autism. Further studies including the
range of functioning levels in autism would need
to be done to determine correlations in children
with more significant cognitive impairments.
Third, the relationship between sensory fea-
tures and repeftitive behaviors was not explored
for the typical group, who displayed low fre-
quencies of both behaviors. It may be important
to determine whether this relationship exists in
other clinical groups who display these types of
behaviors (e.g., Fragile-X syndrome).
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