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Clinical research: Autism traits inherited in
families
BY JESSICA WRIGHT
16 JANUARY 2013

Related traits: Siblings, but not parents, of children with autism tend to have repetitive behaviors
and restricted interests.

Members of families that have multiple children with autism have more features of the disorder than
do those from simplex families, those that have only one child with autism, according to a study
published 2 November in the Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders1.
Parents and siblings of children with autism often show some features of the disorder, dubbed the
broad autism phenotype, or BAP.
A 2011 study bolstered the idea that autism exists on a genetic continuum by showing that parents
from multiplex families — those that have more than one child with autism — have more features
of BAP than do those from simplex families.
In the new study, the same team looked at unaffected siblings of children with autism and
separately at mothers and fathers. The 87 multiplex families are from the Family Study of Autism
at the University of Washington and include 184 unaffected siblings.
The researchers also looked at 41 simplex families from the Simons Simplex Collection, funded
by the Simons Foundation, SFARI.org’s parent organization. Each of these families has multiple
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unaffected siblings, totaling 117 in the study.
The researchers assessed family members using the Broader Phenotype Autism Symptom Scale,
which includes a clinical examination and interview.
Overall, parents and siblings from multiplex families are less social and less likely to make
appropriate eye contact and smile when conversing than those from simplex families. Fathers and
siblings from multiplex families are also more likely than those from simplex families to use too
much detail and not give appropriate context when having a conversation.
About 21 percent of siblings from multiplex families and 5 percent of those from simplex families
have severe repetitive behaviors and restricted interests.
Siblings, who are more genetically similar than a parent and a child are, have more severe BAP,
supporting its genetic origin.
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