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Abstract

Background: Fairness has received much attention in our society. At present, the findings regarding fair decision-
making in high-functioning autism spectrum disorder (HF-ASD) are inconsistent. Previous studies have shown that
the fair decision-making of typically developing children is influenced by theory of mind (ToM) and executive
functioning (EF). As those with HF-ASD have defects in both domains, this study aims to explore the differences in
fair decision-making between children and adolescents with HF-ASD and those with typical development (TD).

Methods: We used a simple ultimatum game (UG) to explore 31 children and adolescents with HF-ASD and 38
children and adolescents with TD. T tests and chi-square tests were used to compare group differences, and
Pearson correlation analysis and stepwise regression analysis were used to analyse the mechanisms influencing the
two groups’ unfair acceptance rates.

Results: The results show that children with HF-ASD are more likely to accept unfair offers, but for adolescents, the
difference is not significant. Regression analysis showed that the interaction between the behavior regulation index
(BRI) and age could negatively predict the unfair acceptance rate of children and adolescents with HF-ASD. Working
memory and ToM can negatively predict the unfair acceptance rate of those with TD.

Conclusion: This study concluded that the development of fair decision-making by children and adolescents with
HF-ASD falls far behind that of those with TD. Intuition processes play a dominant role in the fair decision-making
processes of children and adolescents with HF-ASD, and we believe that comorbidity, age, experience and
emotional management are important factors influencing the fair decision-making of individuals with HF-ASD.

Keywords: High-functioning autism spectrum disorder, Fair decision-making, Theory of mind, Executive functioning,
Dual-process theories

Background
Fairness is the quality of treating people equally or in a
way that is reasonable. A good society should enable
people to experience stable and lasting cooperation, and
only fairness can realize this. In our daily lives, we often

pay attention to fairness and are willing to punish unfair
behaviour. Therefore, fairness, as a core component of
moral society, has received much attention from psy-
chologists and economists [1, 2]. Autism spectrum dis-
order (ASD) is a severe neurodevelopmental disorder
that begins in early childhood and is characterized by
impairment in social communication and interaction
and repetitive behaviours or interests [3]. ASD

© The Author(s). 2020 Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License,
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if
changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article's Creative Commons
licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article's Creative Commons
licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the
data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

* Correspondence: kexiaoyan@njmu.edu.cn
Nanjing Brain Hospital Affiliated to Nanjing Medical University, 264
Guangzhou Road, Gulou District,Nanjing, Jiangsu Province 210009, China

Jin et al. BMC Psychiatry          (2020) 20:152 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-020-02562-8

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12888-020-02562-8&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
mailto:kexiaoyan@njmu.edu.cn


comprises heterogeneous neurodevelopmental disorders
with mild to severe clinical symptoms, and many ASDs
are accompanied by intellectual diseases [3]. In the
clinic, individuals with ASD whose IQs are equivalent to
or higher than those of normally developing individuals
are classified as having high-functioning autism
spectrum disorder (HF-ASD). In society, compared with
individuals with other ASDs, individuals with HF-ASD
may be more likely to acquire the ability to study and
live independently [4]. However, it is difficult for those
with HF-ASD to establish friendships with others and
cooperate with each other because of their deficits in
social communication and interaction [5]. Those with
HF-ASD are at great risk of being bullied by typically de-
veloping peers in school or other places due to a lack of
social skills, gradually leading to subsequent emotional
and psychological problems and violent behaviours [6,
7]. Some researchers have claimed that this risk may re-
sult from their misunderstanding of other people’s inten-
tions and their perception of unfair treatment, which
results in HF-ASD children being less tolerant of unfair
treatment [7–9]. Kate Anne Woodcock et al. used an ul-
timatum game (UG) to study the fair decision-making of
HF-ASD children between 11 and 17 years old [10]. In
UG experiments, participants are given a fixed amount
of funds and are assigned to a proposer or responder
role. The proposer offers an allocation of funds, and if
the responder accepts, the funds are dispersed according
to the proposer’s allocation. If not, both parties receive
an amount of 0. The results showed that there was no
significant difference between those with HF-ASD and
those with typical development (TD) when in the role of
responder [10]. Other researchers indicated that children
with HF-ASD between 6~16 years old were more likely
to accept unfair distribution, and they claimed that this
higher acceptance rate might be related to defects in
theory of mind (ToM), which is the ability to understand
and predict others’ feelings and behaviours [11, 12]. At
present, research on fair decision-making in individuals
with HF-ASD is primarily focused on ToM, but there
are also studies showing that individuals with HF-ASD
have difficulty changing strategies in gambling games,
possibly due to defects in executive functioning (EF),
which is a set of cognitive processes that include inhib-
ition, shifting, monitoring, planning/organizing, and
working memory that could be measured by the Behav-
ior Rating Inventory of Executive Function (BRIEF) [11,
13–15]. However, Susan Faja et al. found that individuals
with HF-ASD did not significantly differ from those with
TD in social decision-making and flexibility of goal
orientation [16]. Some researchers have claimed that fair
decision-making not only involves ToM but also is influ-
enced by outcomes of decision-making, that is, the ra-
tional cognitive part of fair decision-making [17].

Research on the neural mechanism of TD also shows
that fairness-related decisions are regulated not only by
ToM but also by a series of cognitive processes [18].
Some researchers use dual-process theories, which sep-
arate Type 1 intuitive processes from Type 2 reasoning
processes, to explain the fair decision-making of those
with TD [19–21]. The intuitive process is independent
and does not require working memory. It is a fast, auto-
matic process that enables the processing of large
amounts of information simultaneously [19]. Some stud-
ies classify emotions as intuitive processes, while reason-
ing processes depend on working memory and are
capable of representing reality [18]. Self-regulation,
which is the ability to overcome impulses and control
behaviour, can temporarily prevent the results of intui-
tive processing from being directly output and then rea-
soning processes will work, and dual-process theories
hold that the interaction of cognition and intuitive re-
sponse can alter the fair decision-making of those with
TD [18, 22]. In addition, some researchers have used
cognitive tasks (such as syllogistic reasoning or cognitive
reflection tasks, CRT) to study the theory of dual pro-
cessing in ASD populations and concluded that ASD
populations rely more heavily on inference processing
than on intuitive processing [23–25].
Compared with TD, HF-ASD leads to defects in the

ability to infer others’ minds [26], which prevents in-
dividuals with HF-ASD from making appropriate so-
cial decisions that require measuring the interests of
themselves and others [17]. Researchers have also
found that HF-ASD impairs EF [27]. Some studies
have found that EF is related to ToM in HF-ASD
populations, and some researchers have claimed that
EF is a prerequisite of ToM [28–31]. Therefore, we
assume that EF and ToM may simultaneously affect
the fair decision-making of those with HF-ASD and
that the dual processing mechanism of fair decision-
making in HF-ASD populations is different from that
in TD populations. To our knowledge, there are only
two studies on these two aspects of fair decision-
making in individuals with HF-ASD. One is Wang
yao et al., who discuss the influence mechanism of
fair decision-making in individuals with HF-ASD from
the perspective of ‘brain types’ [12]. The study found
that the unbalanced development of HF-ASD ‘brain
types’, that is, the imbalance between systemizing and
empathy, causes individuals with HF-ASD to have
greater tolerance for unfair distribution [12]. The
other is Kate Anne Woodcock et al., who used the
UG and found that individuals with HF-ASD are
more influenced by ToM when acting as the proposer
in fair decision-making games but are more influ-
enced by EF when acting as the responder [10]. Ul-
timately, there are different conclusions regarding the
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fair decision-making of individuals with HF-ASD, and
the roles of ToM and EF in the fair decision-making
of individuals with HF-ASD have not been adequately
taken into consideration. In contrast to the study by
Kate Anne Woodcock, we recruited children and ado-
lescents ranging from 6~16 years of age. In addition,
our study aims not only to explore the differences in
fair decision-making between children and adolescents
with HF-ASD and those with TD but also to focus
on the association between two aspects of cognition
(ToM and EF) and the behaviour of two participant
groups in a UG. Finally, we discuss the possible psy-
chological mechanism behind these differences from
the perspective of dual-process theories.

Methods
Participants
We recruited thirty-one HF-ASD participants (4 fe-
males) from outpatient clinics at the Children’s Mental
Health Research Center of Nanjing Medical University
Affiliated Brain Hospital and 38 TD participants (5 fe-
males) from the community.
The inclusion criteria for the HF-ASD group were

as follows: [1] met the diagnostic criteria for ASD
according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders-fifth edition (DSM-5) [2]; met the
autism scoring standards of the Autism Diagnostic
Interview-Revised (ADI-R) and Autism Diagnostic
Observation Schedule (ADOS) (with cut-off) [3]; was
6–16 years old, with a Wechsler Intelligence Scale
for Children—third edition (WISC-III) full-scale
intelligence quotient (FIQ) greater than 80 [4]; re-
ceived parental permission to participate in the
study; and [5] was right handed.
The exclusion criteria for the HF-ASD group were as

follows: [1] having a history of head trauma [2]; having a
neurological or mental disorder; and [3] using neuro-
logical or psychiatric drugs.
The TD group was recruited from the general popula-

tion, including community and school. The inclusion
criteria for the TD group were as follows: [1] having TD
(including physical, cognitive, social and sensory skill ac-
cording to the parent report), with an age, sex and IQ
that matched those of the HF-ASD group [2]; receiving
parental permission to participate in the study; and [3]
being right handed.
The exclusion criteria for the TD group were as fol-

lows: [1] having a history of head trauma [2]; having a
neurological or mental disorder; and [3] using neuro-
logical or psychiatric drugs.
The study was approved by the Medical Ethics Com-

mittee of the Nanjing Medical University Affiliated Brain
Hospital (KY043), and all participants signed informed
consent forms.

Materials and analysis
Assessment

Behavior rating inventory of executive function
(BRIEF) [32] Some researchers hold the opinion that
the EF tests have lower ecological validity than EF rat-
ings and may be unrelated to daily EF [33]. The BRIEF is
a widely used behavioural questionnaire for parents of
school-age children to assess everyday EF. It is designed
for a broad range of children between 5 and 18 years of
age. This scale contains 86 items, all of which are three-
level scoring items. It is divided into two subindexes: the
behavior regulation index (BRI) and the metacognition
index (MI). The BRI includes inhibition, shift and emo-
tional control, which is related to self-regulation. The
MI includes five factors: initiative, working memory,
plan/organization, organization of materials and moni-
toring. BRI and MI scores form the global executive
composite (GEC), which represents the overall level of
EF deficit. The higher the score is, the more serious the
deficit.

Griffith empathy measure—parent report (GEM-PR)
[34] The GEM-PR is a scale of empathy for children and
adolescents that is completed by parents according to
the actual situation of their children. There are 23 items,
all of which are scored on a 9-point scale. The higher
the total score is, the greater the empathy. The total
table is divided into two dimensions: cognitive empathy
(GEM-C), similar to ToM, is the ability to understand
emotions from the perspective of others, and affective
empathy (GEM-A) involves experiences observing the
emotional states of others.

Ultimatum game In recent years, researchers have often
used games, including the ultimatum game (UG), dicta-
tor game (DG) and prisoner’s dilemma (PD), to study
fair decision-making. The UG designed by Güth
Schmittberger and Schwarze is one of the most com-
monly used of these games [35]. In UG experiments,
participants are given a fixed amount of funds and are
assigned to a proposer or responder role. The proposer
proposes an allocation of funds, and if the responder ac-
cepts, the funds will be dispersed according to the pro-
poser’s allocation. If not, both parties receive an amount
of 0. In our pre-experiment, it was difficult for most HF-
ASD participants to remain completely focused in the
paradigm. To ensure completion, a simple version of the
UG was used. In the test, the subjects were assigned to
only the responder role and provided with 9 different al-
locations. Computers presented ultra-fair (80%), fair
(50%) or unfair (20%) proposals about how to divide 10
yuan, 20 yuan and 30 yuan. Each allocation was
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presented twice for a total of 18 rounds. Presented by E-
prime 1.0, the test procedure is as follows.
Step 1: The participants entered the laboratory with

the experimenter for a while to familiarize with the ex-
perimental environment.
Step 2: The operation mode is explained to the par-

ticipants before the experiment, and they are then
shown the instructions on a computer screen. The
participants then completed a practice test. The prac-
tice allocation scheme differs from the actual alloca-
tion scheme.
Step 3: The participants’ familiarity with the task is

tested through questioning, and then the experiment be-
gins. The instructions are again displayed on the screen,
and the “space bar” is pressed to start the experiment.
The preparation time for each round was 2 s. For each
round, the computer screen displays the proposer’s allo-
cation for 6 s. Then, the participants are asked to re-
spond by pressing the “accept” or “reject” button. The
decision process does not exceed 6 s. Finally, the results
are displayed. For example, if the participant accepts, he
or she may receive 2 yuan while the proposer receives 8
yuan. If the participant rejects an offer, both the re-
sponder and proposer receive 0 yuan.
Step 4: After the game, the participant is rewarded

with candy or other gifts.

Statistical analysis
SPSS 23.0 software was used for statistical analysis.
First, independent sample T tests and chi-square tests
were used to compare the differences in sex, age and
IQ between the two groups. Then, chi-square tests
were used to compare the acceptance rates of three
different allocations between the two groups and the
unfair acceptance rates of the two groups by age.
Pearson correlation analysis was used to explore the
influencing factors of the two groups’ unfair accept-
ance rates, and then, stepwise regression analysis was
used to analyse the influencing mechanism of the two
groups’ unfair acceptance rates.

Results
The HF-ASD group included a total of 27 males and
4 females. The average age of this group was 9.07 ±
2.69 years, and the participants’ average IQ was
106.10 ± 17.76. The TD group included a total of 33
males and 5 females. The average age of this group
was 9.72 ± 2.76 years, and the participants’ average IQ
was 117.68 ± 11.32. There were no significant differ-
ences in sex, age, IQ, GEM-A or GEM between the
two groups, while there were significant differences in
BRIEF and GEM-C scores (P < 0.05) (see Table 1 for
results).

Acceptance rates of the two groups for different
allocations
The UG results show that there was no significant
difference between the two groups in the acceptance
rate of ultra-fair offers (χ2 = 3.48, P = 0.06) and fair of-
fers (χ2 = 0.02, P = 0.89). However, the acceptance rate
of unfair allocations (χ2 = 36.40, P = 0.00) was signifi-
cantly different, and the HF-ASD group accepted un-
fair allocations at a higher rate (see Table 2 for
results).
Subsequently, we explored the relationship be-

tween unfair acceptance and age in the HF-ASD
(r = − 0.31, P = 0.09) and TD (r = 0.23, P = 0.17)
groups, and the results showed no significant rela-
tionships. Then, we divided the HF-ASD group and
TD group into childhood (≤11 years old) and ado-
lescent (> 11 years old) groups to compare their un-
fair acceptance rates (Fig. 1). The unfair acceptance
rate of the childhood HF-ASD group (M = 52.67,
SD = 38.99) was higher than that of the adolescent
HF-ASD group (M = 22.22, SD = 20.18), but the dif-
ference was not significant. Comparing the unfair
acceptance rate of the HF-ASD group with that of
the TD group, it was found that the unfair accept-
ance rate of the childhood ASD group was signifi-
cantly higher than that of the childhood TD group
(χ2 = 19.30, P = 0.00), but the difference was not
significant for the adolescent groups (χ2 = 3.13, P =
0.97). The scattergram of age versus unfair accept-
ance rate of children under 12 can be seen in
Fig. 2.

Relationship between the unfair acceptance rates of the
two groups and related factors
Pearson correlations found that the unfair acceptance
rate of the HF-ASD group was significantly negatively
correlated with BRI score (r = − 0.36, P = 0.049), while
that of the TD group was significantly negatively corre-
lated with GEM-C score (r = − 0.36, P = 0.03) (see Table 3
for results).

Stepwise regression analysis of two groups
Stepwise regression analysis of the ASD group
Pearson correlations found that the BRI of the ASD
group was moderately correlated with total EF (GEC)
(r = 0.69, P = 0.00) and age (r = 0.37, P = 0.02). There-
fore, BRI, BRI*GEC and BRI*age were all included in
the stepwise regression analysis. The results show that
the interaction between BRI score and age in the
ASD group is a negative predictor of unfair accept-
ance rate, with an explanation of 14.5% (see Table 4
for results).
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Stepwise regression analysis of the TD group
Pearson correlations revealed that the GEM-C score in
the TD group had a medium-low correlation with IQ
(r = 0.35, P = 0.03), working memory (r = − 0.40, P =
0.04), monitoring (r = − 0.39, P = 0.02), MI score (r = −
0.35, P = 0.03) and GEM score (r = 0.54, P = 0.00); thus,
GEM-C, GEM-C*IQ, GEM-C* working memory, GEM-
C*monitor, GEM-C*MI and GEM-C*GEM were in-
cluded in the stepwise regression model. The interaction
between GEM-C and working memory was found to be
a negative predictor of the unfair acceptance rates of the
TD group, with a total explanation of 15.8% (see Table 4
for results).

Table 1 Demographic and clinical characteristics of ASD and TD participants

HF-ASD (M± SD) TD (M± SD) t/χ2 SE

Sex 0.00

Male 27 33

Female 4 5

Age 9.07 ± 2.69
range 6–15

9.72 ± 2.76
range 6–16

− 0.99 0.66

IQ 106.10 ± 17.76
range 80–143

117.68 ± 11.32
range 92–140

49.06

BRIEF

Inhibit 60.16 ± 10.42
range 38–76

47.85 ± 9.96
range 36–78

5.03*** 2.45

Shift 58.87 ± 8.80
range 47–77

49.9 ± 8.58
range 36–76

4.27*** 2.09

Emotional control 56.42 ± 10.78
range 42–76

45.82 ± 9.10
range 35–80

4.46*** 2.38

BRI 59.65 ± 9.30
range 45–78

47.05 ± 9.88
range 36–80

5.44*** 2.31

Initiate 60.07 ± 8.79
range 38–77

48.13 ± 7.46
range 35–66

6.14*** 1.94

Working memory 62.97 ± 9.10
range 40–82

48.59 ± 7.34
range 38–66

7.32*** 1.96

Plan/Organize 64.42 ± 10.06
range 45–89

52.26 ± 7.52
range 37–67

5.79*** 2.10

Organization of materials 54.81 ± 8.28
range 39–72

49.00 ± 8.01
range 33–63

2.97** 1.96

Monitor 65.00 ± 9.01
range 50–82

52.26 ± 8.71
range 33–72

5.96*** 2.14

MI 63.29 ± 8.54
range 44–85

49.97 ± 7.31
range 37–66

7.02*** 1.90

GEC 63.00 ± 7.65
range 46–79

49.08 ± 7.91
range 36–69

7.43*** 1.88

GEM-PR

GEM-C −0.05 ± 0.89
range − 1.50-1.67

1.16 ± 1.30
range − 1.00-3.67

−4.42*** 0.27

GEM-A 1.16 ± 0.90
range − 1.67-3.22

0.91 ± 1.01
range − 1.44-3.33

1.07 0.23

GEM 0.69 ± 0.65
range − 0.83-2.13

0.99 ± 0.74
range − 0.74-2.96

−1.73 0.17

BRIEF Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function; BRI Behavioral Regulation Index; MI Metacognition Index; GEC Global Executive Composite; GEM-PR Griffith
Empathy Measure—Parent Report; GEM-C Cognitive Empathy; GEM-A Affective Empathy; **indicates p < 0.05, *** indicates p < 0.001

Table 2 Acceptance rates of the HF-ASD and TD groups for
different allocations

HF-ASD(M± SD) TD (M± SD) χ2

Ultra-fair 86.56 ± 23.34
range 0.00–100.00

83.76 ± 30.23
range 0.00–100.00

3.48

fair 85.48 ± 25.73
range 16.67–100.00

88.46 ± 26.26
range 0.00–100.00

0.02

unfair 46.77 ± 37.86
range 0.00–100.00

22.22 ± 31.14
range 0.00–100.00

36.40***

Ultra-fair represents 80% of the stake; fair represents 50% of the stake; unfair
represents 20% of the stake. **indicates p < 0.05, *** indicates p < 0.001
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Discussion
This study focuses on the fair decision-making of indi-
viduals with HF-ASD and IQ- and age-matched individ-
uals with TD in a UG. First, we explore the difference
between HF-ASD and TD in fair decision-making.
Second, we address the association of ToM and EF in
HF-ASD and TD. Finally, we discuss the possible psy-
chological mechanism of HF-ASD in fair decision-
making, which may be different from that in TD.

The fair decision-making difference between HF-ASD and
TD
The HF-ASD group accepted unfair offers at a higher
rate than the TD group, while there was no significant
difference between the acceptance rates for ultra-fair of-
fers and fair offers, which was consistent with previous
findings [11, 36]. Researchers have found that typically
developing children and adolescents usually reject unfair
offers and, as a third party, tend to punish unfair

Fig. 1 Unfair acceptance rates at different ages in both groups. ** P < 0.05

Fig. 2 Unfair acceptance rates under 12 years old in both group
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individuals [37, 38]. Moreover, some researchers believe
that human beings show a preference for fairness when
they are 12 months old and can already make decisions
according to each other’s distribution intentions and dis-
tribution results when they are 4 years old [39, 40].
Therefore, the results of this study suggest that the de-
velopment of a sense of fairness among individuals with

HF-ASD lags behind that of typically developing individ-
uals of the same age.
Previous studies have claimed that fair decision-

making in children varies with age [11, 41]. In this study,
we found no relationship between unfair decision-
making and age in either group. According to develop-
mental psychology, Jean Piaget suggests that the
concrete operational stage (7~12 years) is critical for so-
cial cognition development. In this study, most partici-
pants were in this age range, so it is difficult to account
for a tendency towards unfair acceptance. In addition, al-
though fairness can be well developed during childhood,
younger children (9 and 12 years) and older adolescents
(15 and 18 years) show differences in fair decision-
making [42]. Accordingly, the HF-ASD group and TD
group were stratified by age. The results show that indi-
viduals with HF-ASD are more inclined to accept unfair
distributions in childhood but not in adolescence, pos-
sibly due to the small sample size in this study. The un-
fair acceptance rates of the two HF-ASD age groups
were compared with those of the TD age groups. The
unfair acceptance rates of the childhood HF-ASD group
were significantly higher than those of the childhood TD
group, but no significant difference was found between
the two adolescent groups, possibly because children
showing TD through the age of 6 have developed a sense
of fairness, while children with ASD slowly develop a
sense of fairness when they are teenagers.

The association between unfair acceptance and ToM and
EF in the two groups
In the general population, ToM, as the basis for cooper-
ation, is often considered to participate in fairness-
related behaviours [43, 44]. Accordingly, we found that

Table 3 Relationship between the unfair acceptance rates of
the two groups and related factors

HF-ASD TD

r P r P

Age −0.31 0.09 0.23 0.17

IQ −0.28 0.13 0.22 0.19

Inhibit −0.22 0.23 0.10 0.54

Shift −0.34 0.06 −0.03 0.84

Emotional control −0.30 0.10 −0.08 0.64

BRI −0.36 0.049** 0.01 0.94

Initiate −0.15 0.42 −0.00 0.98

Working memory −0.07 0.72 −0.21 0.22

Plan/Organize 0.10 0.69 −0.12 0.49

Organization of materials −0.11 0.54 0.00 1.00

Monitor 0.02 0.92 0.12 0.467

MI −0.03 0.86 −0.05 0.77

GEC −0.19 0.30 0.01 0.97

GEM-C 0.05 0.80 −0.36 0.03**

GEM-A −0.07 0.70 0.02 0.90

GEM −0.02 0.92 −0.17 0.31

BRIEF Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function; BRI Behavioral
Regulation Index; MI Metacognition Index; GEC Global Executive Composite;
GEM-PR Griffith Empathy Measure—Parent Report; GEM-C Cognitive Empathy;
GEM-A Affective Empathy; **indicates p < 0.05, *** indicates p < 0.001

Table 4 Stepwise regression analysis of the ASD and TD groups

B SE β T

ASD

Included variable Constants 84.25 18.07 4.66***

BRI*age −0.68 0.03 −0.38 −2.22**

Excluded variable BRI −0.17 −0.70

BRI*GEC −0.13 −0.58

TD

Included variable Constants 33.94 6.38 5.32***

GEM-C*working memory −2.11 0.08 −0.40 −2.60**

Excluded variable GEM-C 0.72 0.95

GEM-C*monitor 1.33 1.65

GEM-C*MI 1.59 1.34

GEM-C*IQ 0.40 0.71

GEM-C*GEM 0.02 0.06

BRIEF Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function; BRI Behavioral Regulation Index; MI Metacognition Index; GEC Global Executive Composite; GEM-PR Griffith
Empathy Measure—Parent Report; GEM-C Cognitive Empathy; GEM-A Affective Empathy; **indicates p < 0.05, *** indicates p < 0.001
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the unfair acceptance rates of children and adolescents
with TD were related to GEM, that is, ToM. Individuals
with ASD are often considered to lack the ability to
understand the intentions of others. In previous studies,
fairness-related behaviours were shown to be related to
ToM development defects [45], but no consistent con-
clusion was found in our study. At the same time, we
found that the unfair acceptance rates of children and
adolescents with HF-ASD are related to BRIEF scores,
which is consistent with previous results [10, 11, 13, 14].
Further regression analysis shows that both GEM and
working memory have an impact on the unfair accept-
ance rate of individuals with TD, while the interaction
between the BRIEF scores of individuals with HF-ASD
and age can negatively predict unfair acceptance rates.

The possible psychological mechanism of HF-ASD in fair
decision-making
According to the dual-process theories of fair decision-
making, intuitive processes are fast, nonlogical processes
independent of working memory [46]. Other researchers
consider emotion-related factors, such as negative emo-
tions generated by unfair distributions, to be a result of
respondents’ intuitive processes [47]. Reasoning is a slow
process that depends on working memory and operates
on information from the specific situation. In line with
Pennycook et al. [21, 48], we believe that the fair
decision-making of individuals with TD is affected by
both intuitive processes and reasoning processes (see
Fig. 3). However, compared with individuals with TD,
those with HF-ASD have defects in ToM and EF. Some
researchers claim that individuals with HF-ASD may
avoid social stimulation due to these deficits, so they
cannot follow the daily norms of social cooperation and
cannot learn the concepts of fair and unfair from the
social environment [36]. Our study found that the inter-
action between the BRIEF scores of individuals with HF-
ASD and age can negatively predict unfair acceptance
rates. Therefore, we can conclude that the dual process-
ing of individuals with HF-ASD differs from that of indi-
viduals with TD (see Fig. 3). Self-regulation plays a role
in inhibiting intuitive processes and activating the rea-
soning process in dual processing. Eliran Halali et al.
have shown that self-regulatory depletion, which results
from inhibiting related tasks before UG experiments,
leads to an increase in the rejection rate of unfair distri-
bution [49]. BRIEF scores represent the degree of effect-
ive self-regulation through effective inhibition to change
cognition and then regulate emotion and behaviour. In
individuals with HF-ASD, the BRI reveals deficits.
Therefore, we believe that intuitive processing plays a
leading role in the fair decision-making of individuals
with HF-ASD. In addition, individuals with HF-ASD
may be more “selfish” due to defects in ToM, which

makes them seem as if they are living in their own
world. They consider only their own interests and losses
and will not experience negative emotions in response to
receiving unfair offers. Acceptance may be intuitive to
these individuals, hence their higher rates of accepting
unfair offers. In this research, we did not exclude HF-
ASD patients who also suffered from attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). In our opinion, individ-
uals with ASD comorbid with ADHD are more likely
forced to undergo a series of negative social experiences
regarding unfairness in social activities. In later life,
negative emotions accompany similar situations. Mean-
while, behaviour management weakens with age, which
leads to a failure of emotional control. In addition, the
intuitive process occupies the dominant position in indi-
viduals with HF-ASD + ADHD, and experience is just a
part of the intuitive process. Therefore, a selfish nature
conflicts with experience, and individuals with HF-
ASD + ADHD are unable to adjust and adapt, thus lead-
ing to negative emotions. Finally, individuals with HF-
ASD + ADHD are unable to adjust negative emotions
caused by experiences and conflicts due to poor behav-
iour management skills, so they are immersed in their
own emotional world and experience a stronger emo-
tional response to unfairness. Therefore, with age, their
reactions to unfair events strengthen. In our sample, the
dual processing mode of the HF-ASD population was
dominated by intuitive processing, and this finding con-
flicts with previous research results on the dual process-
ing mode of HF-ASD populations. First, the task of our
study differs from those of previous studies. We use a
simple gambling game that focuses on gain and loss,
while previous studies have used more complex reason-
ing tasks (for example, if five machines need 5 min to
make five widgets, how long will it take 100 machines to
make 100 widgets?). Second, previous studies have fo-
cused on teens and adults over the age of 16, not chil-
dren and adolescents under 16. Finally, individuals with
ADHD were not strictly excluded from the HF-ASD
group, so further studies are needed.

Limitations and future direction
Our study found no significant relationship between fair
decision-making and age, but a difference between HF-
ASD and TD in childhood was found, possibly due to
the limited age range and sample size in this study. Stud-
ies with larger age ranges and larger samples may be
more promising. Fair decision-making is a complicated
social behaviour. Similarly, the results of this study show
that EF and ToM cannot fully predict fair decision-
making in children and adolescents with TD or HF-
ASD. In addition to the factors involved in the two
processes studied here, reality representation capabilities
may impact the rates of accepting unfair distributions.
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Therefore, future research may need to analyse these
factors.

Conclusion
This paper finds that the development of fair decision-
making in individuals with HF-ASD lags behind that of
individuals with TD, and individuals with HF-ASD are
more likely to accept unfair offers. The study also finds
that the interaction between BRI score and age affected
the fair decision-making of children and adolescents in
the HF-ASD group, which is negatively correlated with
unfair acceptance. Therefore, this paper proposes that
the influencing mechanisms behind the fair decision-
making of individuals with HF-ASD and TD may differ.
The fair decision-making of individuals with HF-ASD

may be dominated by intuitive processing, and we be-
lieve that comorbidity, age, experience and emotional
management are important factors influencing the fair
decision-making of individuals with HF-ASD. Variations
in stimulation or the environment can affect the social
cognition of individuals with HF-ASD.

Abbreviations
HF-ASD: High-functioning autism spectrum disorder:; ToM: Theory of mind;
EF: Executive functioning; TD: Typical development; mini-UG: Mini ultimatum
game; BRI: Behavior regulation index; CRT: Cognitive reflection tasks; DSM-
5: Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders-fifth edition; ADI-
R: Autism diagnostic interview-revised; ADOS: Autism diagnostic observation
schedule; WISC-III: Wechsler intelligence scale for children—third edition;
FIQ: Full-scale intelligence quotient; BRIEF: Behavior rating inventory of
executive function; MI: Metacognition index; GEC: Global executive
composite; GEM-PR: Griffith empathy measure—parent report; GEM-

Fig. 3 Dual-process theories of individuals with TD and individuals withHF-ASD. 1R1 is the most salient and fluent possible response, 1Rn is
the other.possible intuitive reaction, and AR refers to an alternative reaction. The.dashed line represents weakened processes in individuals
with ASD.

Jin et al. BMC Psychiatry          (2020) 20:152 Page 9 of 11



C: Cognitive empathy; GEM-A: Affective empathy; DG: Dictator game;
PD: Prisoner’s dilemma; ADHD: Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder

Acknowledgements
The authors are grateful to all the participants for their cooperation in our
study. We also sincerely thank The Affiliated Brain Hospital with Nanjing
Medical University for assistance with location and equipment. We thank
American Journal Expert (https://secure.aje.com/) for editing this manuscript.

Authors’ contributions
Xy K designed the study; Py J, Y W, Y L, Yh X, Cy L, Nn Q, J W, H F collected
and assessed participants; and H F and Xy K performed the diagnostics. Py J
wrote the first draft of manuscript, and Xy K revised the draft. All authors
contributed to and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Key Research and Development
Program of China (No. 2016YFC1306105) and The Project of State Key
Laboratory of Reproductive Medicine of Nanjing Medical University (SKLRM-
K201901). The funder of the study had no role in the study design, data
analysis, data interpretation, or writing of the report.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are available
from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Our study involved human participants and was approved by the Medical
Ethics Committee of the Nanjing Medical University Affiliated Brain Hospital
(KY043). The parents or legal guardians of subjects were informed of the
purposes and detailed procedures of the investigation and signed informed
consent forms. Details that might disclose the identity of the subjects under
study have been omitted.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 18 October 2019 Accepted: 23 March 2020

References
1. Rochat P, Dias MDG, Guo L, Broesch T, Passos-Ferreira C, Winning A, et al.

Fairness in distributive justice by 3- and 5-year-olds across seven cultures. J
Cross-Cult Psychol. 2009;40(3):416–42.

2. Camerer CF, Fehr E. When does "economic man" dominate social behavior?
Science. 2006;311(5757):47–52.

3. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.fifth edition Arlington,
VA: American Psychiatric Association; 2013.

4. Schmidt L, Kirchner J, Strunz S, Brozus J, Ritter K, Roepke S, et al.
Psychosocial functioning and life satisfaction in adults with autism
Spectrum disorder without intellectual impairment. J Clin Psychol. 2015;
71(12):1259–68.

5. Baker BL, Blacher J. Brief report: behavior disorders and social skills in adolescents
with autism Spectrum disorder: does IQ matter? J Autism Dev Disord. 2019.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03954-w. [Epub ahead of print].

6. Carter S. Bullying of students with Asperger syndrome. Issues Compr Pediatr
Nurs. 2009;32(3):145–54.

7. Cappadocia MC, Weiss JA, Pepler D. Bullying experiences among children
and youth with autism spectrum disorders. J Autism Dev Disord. 2012;42(2):
266–77.

8. Bjørkly S. Risk and dynamics of violence in Asperger's syndrome: a
systematic review of the literature. Aggress Violent Behav. 2009;14(5):
306–12.

9. Kawakami C, Ohnishi M, Sugiyama T, Someki F, Nakamura K, Tsujii M. The
risk factors for criminal behaviour in high-functioning autism spectrum
disorders (HFASDs): a comparison of childhood adversities between
individuals with HFASDs who exhibit criminal behaviour and those with

HFASD and no criminal histories. Res Autism Spectr Disord. 2012;6(2):949–
57.

10. Woodcock KA, Cheung C, Gonzalez Marx D, Mandy W. Social decision
making in autistic adolescents: the role of theory of mind, executive
functioning and emotion regulation. J Autism Dev Disord. 2019:1–12.

11. Sally D, Hill E. The development of interpersonal strategy: autism, theory-of-
mind, cooperation and fairness. J Econ Psychol. 2006;27(1):73–97.

12. Wang Y, Xiao Y, Li Y, Chu K, Feng M, Li C, et al. Exploring the relationship
between fairness and 'brain types' in children with high-functioning autism
spectrum disorder. Prog Neuro-Psychopharmacol Biol Psychiatry 2019;88(0):
151–158.

13. Zheng H, Zhu L. Neural mechanism of proposer's decision-making in the
ultimatum and dictator games. Neural Regen Res. 2013;8(4):357–62.

14. Shochet IM, Saggers BR, Carrington SB, Orr JA, Wurfl AM, Duncan BM, et al.
The cooperative research Centre for Living with autism (autism CRC)
conceptual model to promote mental health for adolescents with ASD. Clin
Child Fam Psychol Rev. 2016;19(2):94–116.

15. Hsuan-Chen Wu SW, Rees G, Paul W. Burgess Executive function in high-
functioning autism_ Decision-making consistency as a characteristic
gambling behaviour. Cortex; J Devoted Study Nerv Syst Behav. 2018;107(1):
21–36.

16. Faja S, Murias M, Beauchaine TP, Dawson G. Reward-based decision making
and electrodermal responding by young children with autism spectrum
disorders during a gambling task. Autism Res : Official J Int Soc Autism Res.
2013;6(6):494–505.

17. Marchetti A, Baglio F, Castelli I, Griffanti L, Nemni R, Rossetto F, et al. Social
decision making in adolescents and Young adults: evidence from the
ultimatum game and cognitive biases. Psychol Rep. 2018;122(1):135–54.

18. Zheng Y, Yang Z, Jin C, Qi Y, Liu X. The influence of emotion on fairness-
related decision making: a critical review of theories and evidence. Front
Psychol 2017;8(0):1–10.

19. Hallsson BG, Siebner HR, Hulme OJ. Fairness, fast and slow: a review of dual
process models of fairness. Neurosci Biobehav Rev 2018;89(0):49–60.

20. Evans JS, Stanovich KE. Dual-process theories of higher cognition:
advancing the debate. Perspect Psychol Sci : J Assoc Psychol Sci. 2013;8(3):
223–41.

21. Ai Y, Hu Z. The cooperation and transformation mechanism of dual
processing in reasoning and judgment. Adv Psychol Sci. 2018;26(10):1794.

22. Achtziger A, Alós-Ferrer C, Wagner AK. The impact of self-control depletion
on social preferences in the ultimatum game. J Econ Psychol 2016;53(0):1–
16.

23. Brosnan M, Ashwin C, Lewton M. Brief report: intuitive and reflective
reasoning in autism Spectrum disorder. J Autism Dev Disord. 2017;47(8):
2595–601.

24. Brosnan M, Lewton M, Ashwin C. Reasoning on the autism Spectrum: a dual
process theory account. J Autism Dev Disord. 2016;46(6):2115–25.

25. Lewton M, Ashwin C, Brosnan M. Syllogistic reasoning reveals reduced bias
in people with higher autistic-like traits from the general population. Autism
: Int J Res Pract. 2019;23(5):1311–21.

26. Happé FGE. The role of age and verbal ability in the theory of mind task
performance of subjects with autism. Child Dev. 1995;66(3):843–55.

27. Kouklari EC, Tsermentseli S, Monks CP. Hot and cool executive function in
children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorder: cross-sectional
developmental trajectories. Child Neuropsychol : J Normal Abnorm Dev
Child Adolesc. 2018;24(8):1088–114.

28. Jones CRG, Simonoff E, Baird G, Pickles A, Marsden AJS, Tregay J, et al. The
association between theory of mind, executive function, and the symptoms of
autism spectrum disorder. Autism Res : Official J Int Soc Autism Res. 2018;11:95–109.

29. Kimhi Y, Shoam-Kugelmas D, Agam Ben-Artzi G, Ben-Moshe I, Bauminger-
Zviely N. Theory of mind and executive function in preschoolers with
typical development versus intellectually able preschoolers with autism
spectrum disorder. J Autism Dev Disord. 2014;44(9):2341–54.

30. Kouklari EC, Tsermentseli S, Auyeung B. Executive function predicts theory
of mind but not social verbal communication in school-aged children with
autism spectrum disorder. Res Dev Disabil 2018;76(0):12–24.

31. Kouklari EC, Tsermentseli S, Monks CP. Developmental trends of hot and
cool executive function in school-aged children with and without autism
spectrum disorder: links with theory of mind. Dev Psychopathol. 2018:1–16.

32. Gerard A, Gioia PKI, Guy SC, Kenworthy L. Behavior rating inventory of
executive function. Child Neuropsychol : J normal Abnorm Dev Child
Adolesc. 2000;6(3):235–8.

Jin et al. BMC Psychiatry          (2020) 20:152 Page 10 of 11

https://secure.aje.com/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-019-03954-w


33. Barkley RA, Fischer M. Predicting impairment in major life activities and
occupational functioning in hyperactive children as adults: self-reported
executive function (EF) deficits versus EF tests. Dev Neuropsychol. 2011;
36(2):137–61.

34. Xiaoyan XYCYZDLYQLQTDCCKK. Reliability and validity of the Chinese
version of the Griffith empathy measure parent ratings. Chin J Behav
Med!&Brain Sci. 2016;25(6):561–4.

35. Güth WSR, Schwarze B. An experimental analysis of ultimatum bargaining. J
Econ Behav Organ. 1982;3(4):367–88.

36. Hartley C, Fisher S. Do children with autism Spectrum disorder share fairly
and reciprocally? J Autism Dev Disord. 2018;48(8):2714–26.

37. Blount S. When social outcomes Aren′t Fair_ the effect of causal attributions
on preferences. Organ Behav Hum Decis Processes. 1995;63(2):131–44.

38. McAuliffe K, Jordan JJ, Warneken F. Costly third-party punishment in young
children. Cognition 2015;134(0):1–10.

39. Geraci A, Surian L. The developmental roots of fairness: infants' reactions to
equal and unequal distributions of resources. Dev Sci. 2011;14(5):1012–20.

40. Dong Shenghong ZH, Wang Yan,Yu Qiaoling. 4 to 6 Years Old Children's
Fair Intention Development Research. Stud Psychol Behav 2016;14(3):325–
330.

41. NY-b LI Z-x, Xian-cai CAO. Relationships among Children's theory of mind,
moral emotion and fair behavior. Chin J Clin Psychol. 2014;22(2):324–33.

42. Kilford EJ, Garrett E, Blakemore SJ. The development of social cognition in
adolescence: an integrated perspective. Neurosci Biobehav Rev. 2016;70:
106–20.

43. Girardi A, Sala SD, MacPherson SE. Theory of mind and the ultimatum game
in healthy adult aging. Exp Aging Res. 2018;44(3):246–57.

44. Niemi L, Wasserman E, Young L. The behavioral and neural signatures of
distinct conceptions of fairness. Soc Neurosci. 2018;13(4):399–415.

45. Lee D. Game theory and neural basis of social decision making. Nat
Neurosci. 2008;11(4):404–9.

46. Sutter M, Kocher M, Strauß S. Bargaining under time pressure in an
experimental ultimatum game. Econ Lett. 2003;81(3):341–7.

47. Ma N, Li N, He XS, Sun DL, Zhang X, Zhang DR. Rejection of unfair offers
can be driven by negative emotions, evidence from modified ultimatum
games with anonymity. PLoS One. 2012;7(6):e39619.

48. Pennycook G, Fugelsang JA, Koehler DJ. What makes us think? A three-
stage dual-process model of analytic engagement. Cogn Psychol 2015;80(0):
34–72.

49. Halali E, Bereby-Meyer Y, Meiran N. Between self-interest and reciprocity: the
social bright side of self-control failure. J Exp Psychol Gen. 2014;143(2):745–
54.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Jin et al. BMC Psychiatry          (2020) 20:152 Page 11 of 11


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Methods
	Participants
	Materials and analysis
	Assessment
	Statistical analysis


	Results
	Acceptance rates of the two groups for different allocations
	Relationship between the unfair acceptance rates of the two groups and related factors
	Stepwise regression analysis of two groups
	Stepwise regression analysis of the ASD group
	Stepwise regression analysis of the TD group


	Discussion
	The fair decision-making difference between HF-ASD and TD
	The association between unfair acceptance and ToM and EF in the two groups
	The possible psychological mechanism of HF-ASD in fair decision-making

	Limitations and future direction
	Conclusion
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	References
	Publisher’s Note

