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Impairments in cognitive empathy and 

alexithymia occur independently of executive 

functioning in college students with autism 

Tim Ziermans, Ymke de Bruijn, Renee Dijkhuis, Wouter Staal and Hanna 

Swaab 

People with autism often find it difficult to understand and properly respond to emotions 

from other people (empathy) as well as their own emotions (alexithymia). In this study the 

goal was to investigate whether college students with autism experience similar difficulties 

and, if true, what brain functions may help explain these difficulties. We recruited 53 college 

students with autism and compared them to a group of 29 students without autism on 

questionnaires that measure empathy and alexithymia. All individuals also completed 

multiple psychological tasks that measure ‘executive’ brain functions, which are important 

for managing our thoughts, behaviors and emotions. The results confirmed that students 

with autism have more difficulty with empathy and alexithymia than students without 

autism, in particular for understanding emotions but not in how they respond to emotions. 

This shows that, even for individuals in higher education, a diagnosis of autism is 

characterized by serious problems in understanding emotions in the self and in others. Such 

problems may contribute to experiencing difficulties with everyday student activities such as 

socializing with peers, working in groups and communicating with teachers. However, 

problems with understanding emotions were not related to the individuals’ executive brain 

functions in this study and therefore other explanations will have to be investigated to 

address these issues in clinical practice.  

 


