




societies [15]. They found that ‘male-on-male’
homicide was 30–40 times more frequent than
‘female-on-female’homicide.

(11) Establishing a ‘dominance hierarchy’. Males
are quicker to establish hierachies of dominance.
This partly reflects their lower empathising skills,
because often a hierarchy is established by one person
pushing others around, to become the leader [16].

(12) Language style. Girls’ speech is more
cooperative, reciprocal and collaborative. In concrete
terms, this is also reflected in girls being able to keep
a conversational exchange with a partner going for
longer. When girls disagree, they are more likely to
express their different opinion sensitively, in the
form of a question, rather than an assertion. Boys’
talk is more ‘single-voiced discourse’ (the speaker
presents their own perspective alone). The female
speech style is more ‘double voiced discourse’
(girls spend more time negotiating with the other
person, trying to take the other person’s wishes into
account) [17].

(13) Talk about emotions. Women’s conversation
involves much more talk about feelings, whereas
men’s conversation with each other tends to be more
object- or activity-focused [18].

(14) Parenting style. Fathers are less likely than
mothers to hold their infant in a face-to-face position.
Mothers are more likely to follow through the child’s
choice of topic in play, whereas fathers are more likely
to impose their own topic. And mothers fine-tune
their speech more often to match what the child can
understand [19].

(15) Face preference and eye contact. From birth,
females look longer at faces, and particularly at

people’s eyes, and males are more likely to look at
inanimate objects [20].

(16) Females have also been shown to have better
language ability in general than males. It seems
likely that good empathising would promote
language development [21] and vice versa, so these
might not be independent.

The male brain: systemising

The relevant domains in which to look for evidence
include any that are in principle rule-governed.
Thus, chess and football are good examples of
systems; faces and conversations are not.



the surrounding context. If they are not influenced
by the tilt of the frame, they are said to be ‘field
independent’. Most studies show that females are
more field dependent – that is, women are relatively
more distracted by contextual cues, rather than
considering each variable within the system
separately. They are more likely than men to say
(erroneously) that the rod is upright if it is aligned
with its frame [28].

(7) Good attention to relevant detail. This is a
general feature of systemizing. It is not the only
factor, but it is a necessary part of it. Attention to
relevant detail is superior in males. A measure of this
is the Embedded Figures Task: on average, males are
quicker and more accurate in locating the target
embedded within the larger, complex pattern [29].
Males, on average, are also better at detecting a
particular feature (static or moving) [30].

(8) The Mental Rotation test. Here again, males are
quicker and more accurate. This test involves
systemising because you have to treat each feature
in a display as a variable that can be transformed
(e.g. rotated) and predict how it will appear (the
‘output’) [31].

(9) Map reading. 



Impaired empathising
Mindreading. Girls are better than boys on standard
‘theory of mind’ tests, and children with autism or AS
are even worse than normal boys [7]. They have
specific delays and difficulties in the development of
‘mindreading’ (i.e. in making sense of and predicting
another’s feelings, thoughts and behaviour). 
Autism has been referred to as a condition of
‘mindblindness’ [3].
The Empathy Quotient (EQ). On this questionnaire,
females score higher than males, and people with AS
or high-functioning autism score even lower than
males (S. Baron-Cohen and S. Wheelwright,
unpublished data).
The ‘Reading the Mind in the Eyes’ test. In this test of
discriminating emotions from expressions in the eyes,
females score higher than males, but people with AS
score even lower than males [43].
The Complex Facial Expressions test. Females score
higher than males, but people with AS score even
lower than males [44].
Eye contact. Females make more eye contact than do
males, and people with autism or AS make less eye
contact than males [45,46].
Language development. Girls develop vocabulary
faster than boys, and children with autism are even
slower than males to develop vocabulary [47].
Pragmatics. Females tend to be superior to males in
terms of chatting and the pragmatics of conversation,
and it is precisely this aspect of language which
people with AS find most difficult [48].
The Faux Pas test. Females are better than males at
judging what would be socially insensitive or
potentially hurtful and offensive, and people with
autism or AS have even lower scores on tests of this
than males do [49].
The Friendship Questionnaire (FQ). This assesses
empathic styles of relationships. Women score higher
on the FQ than males, and adults with AS score even
lower than normal males (S. Baron-Cohen and
S. Wheelwright, unpublished data).

Superior systemising
Islets of ability. Some people with autism spectrum
disorders have ‘islets of ability’, or special abilities to a
high degree, in mathematical calculation, calendrical
calculation, syntax acquisition, music, or memory for
railway timetable information [50]. In the high-
functioning cases this can lead to considerable
achievement in mathematics, chess, mechanical
knowledge, and other factual, scientific, technical or
rule-based subjects. All of these are highly
systemisable domains. Most of them are also domains
where males in the general population have a greater
natural interest.
Attention to detail.Autism also leads to extra fine
attention to detail. For example, on the Embedded
Figures Task (EFT) males score higher than females,
and people with AS or high-functioning autism score
even higher than males. The EFT is not a systemising

test per se, but it is a measure of detailed local
perception, which is a prerequisite for systemising
[51]. On visual search tasks, males have better
attention to detail than do females, and people with
autism or AS have even faster, more accurate visual
search [52].
Preference for rule-based, structured, factual
information. People with autism are strongly drawn
to structured, factual and rule-based information.
A male bias for this kind of information is also found
in the general population.
Tests of intuitive physics. Males score higher than
females on such tests, and people with AS score
higher than males [53].
Toy preference. Boys like constructional and vehicle
toys more than girls do, and clinical reports 
suggest that children with autism or AS have this
as a very strong toy preference.
Collecting. Boys engage in more collecting or
organising of items than girls do, and the diagnosis of
autism identifies this to an even greater extent.
Obsessions with closed systems. Most individuals with
autism are naturally drawn to predictable things,
such as computers. Unlike people, computers follow
strict laws, and are closed systems – all the variables
are well-defined within the system, are knowable,
predictable and, in principle, controllable. Other
individuals with autism might not make computers
their target of understanding, but latch on to
different, equally closed, systems such as bird-
migration or train spotting [54].
The Systemising Quotient. Males score higher on this
questionnaire, and people with autism and AS score
even higher than normal males (S. Baron-Cohen and
J. Reichler, unpublished data).

Biological and familial evidence

The Autism Spectrum Quotient (AQ). Males in the
general population score higher on the AQ than do
females, and people with AS or high-functioning
autism score highest of all [55].
Sexually dimorphic somatic markers. On measures of
finger-length ratio, males tend to have a longer ring
finger than their second finger, and people with
autism or AS show this trait in a magnified form [56].
Early puberty. Males with autism have been reported
to show precocious puberty, correlating with
increased levels of testosterone [57].
Familiality of talent. Fathers and grandfathers (on both
sides of the family) of autistic individuals are over-
represented in occupations such as engineering,
which require good systemising but in which a mild
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