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Two experiments were performed on the cortical processing of empathy-evoking
stimuli in the brains of typically-developing (TD) preschool children (3- to 7-years old)
and children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) of the same age. By using
magneto-encephalography, we found that TD preschoolers showed more enhanced
neural responses to stimulation to their own finger, while they watched stimulation to
someone else’s finger as compared someone else’s toe. Visual information regarding
others thus modulated the children’s own neural responses to tactile stimulation. In a
second experiment, we showed that both TD and ASD children displayed an increased
hemodynamic response to whispered speech as compared to normal speech. The
increase in the cortical hemodynamic response could reflect the children’s processing of
speaker intent (e.g., confidentiality) in highly-personalized communication. Together,
both experiments show that both TD and ASD children are responsive to
empathy-related stimuli which require understanding of the feelings of others.
Although further study is needed, the cortical responsiveness of ASD children to
whisper might be utilized in clinical settings.
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