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Varieties of repetitive behavior in autism: Comparisons to mental retardation
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Background: There are a number of abnormal repetitive behaviors that have been associated with autism. These behaviors can include stereotypy, rituals, compulsions, and self-injurious behaviors. Repetitive behaviors are not just characteristic of autism, but occur in a wide variety of developmental disabilities, psychiatric disorders, and neurological conditions. The current study assesses repetitive behaviors and their severity in individuals with mental retardation who have or do not have autism.  
Methods: Participants included 32 adults who have been diagnosed with autism. Control subjects were 34 adults who had mental retardation but not autism. Participants were matched on age, IQ, and gender. The Repetitive Behavior Scale (RBS) was used to measure repetitive behaviors. Severity of each form of repetitive behavior was also measured using the Behavior Problems Inventory (BPI). Severity of compulsions was measured using the MR-OCD scale. Teachers who were familiar with each participant were interviewed. 
Results: Results indicate that individuals with autism showed a consistently higher percentage of cases with abnormal repetitive behaviors. In addition, there are a variety of repetitive behaviors that occur in autism. Participants with autism showed a higher level of occurrence of these repetitive behaviors than participants without autism. Also, participants with autism exhibited increased severity of compulsions, self-injury, and stereotypy when compared with the control participants. Finally, the severity of repetitive behaviors significantly predicted overall severity of autism.  
