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Background:
Genetic and family studies have revealed that autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are highly heritable.  The genetic risk to family members extends to milder expressions of the disorder that are below threshold for a diagnosis.  For example, later-born siblings of children with autism spectrum disorder (Sibs-ASD) have been shown to be at an elevated risk for social impairments.  Previous studies have shown that Sibs-ASD demonstrate different patterns of social and communicative functioning than younger siblings of children who are typically developing, such as lower levels of smiling, less eye to eye gaze, and more limited triadic communication skills - such as responding to joint attention, initiating joint attention, initiating requests, and using gesturing. The purpose of this study was to understand the variability in the degree of later social impairments, as well as the presence of ASD, in later-born siblings of children with ASD by identifying early skills that predict individual differences in social impairment.
Method:
Participants included 43 Sibs-ASD (56% male) and 24 Sibs- TD (71% male) who were recruited between 2003 and 2006 for participation in a longitudinal study of the development of social orienting. This study employed a longitudinal correlational design using two putative predictors of later social impairment—measures of responding to joint attention and weighted triadic communication—were measured at 4 time points, each separated by approximately 4 months. ‘‘Triadic communication’’ was defined as the use of gestural, vocal, gaze, and/or symbolic communication that shows attention to the recipient of the message. The ‘weighted’ frequency of unprompted triadic communication, obtained by multiplying each unprompted triadic communication act by the weight assigned to the behavior used to communicate (nonverbal = 1, single word = 2, multiword= 3) was obtained. This study makes a unique contribution as it measured social outcomes as a continuous variables (i.e., scores of social ability that are referenced to the mean and SD of an age matched typically developing group) rather than as a dichotomy (i.e., ASD diagnosis vs. other).
Results:
The results showed that initial level of responding to joint attention and the growth rate (i.e., the extent to which children grew in the frequency and conventionality of their triadic communication between time 1 and time 4) of triadic communication predicted the degree of social impairment at the final measurement period. Additionally, both predictors were associated with later ASD diagnosis. In contrast, un-weighted triadic communication, age of entry into the study, and initial language level did not predict later social impairment.
Conclusions:
The findings demonstrate that communication deficits (e.g., lack of response to joint attention) are early skills that may predict individual differences in later social impairment and diagnosis of ASD.
