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Abstract

This mixed-methods cross-cultural study compares the life narratives of personal identity in
people with high functioning Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Canada and Pakistan using a
multifaceted model of personality. Forty-six male participants (half diagnosed with ASD) were
recruited from Karachi, Pakistan, and the Greater Toronto Area, Canada. People with Autism
Spectrum Disorder were matched with non-ASD according to age and academic education. They
were interviewed and given self-report questionnaires about different aspects of identity. The
Canadian ASD group was significantly higher in social identity, as compared to the Pakistani
ASD group; the Pakistani ASD group placed greater emphasis on communion in their narratives
than did the Canadian ASD group. Both ASD groups placed greater emphasis on personal
agency, and valued conservation significantly more highly, than did non-ASD participants.
These results support the McAdams and Pals model, showing how biology and culture mutually
inform personal identity narratives.
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Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Cross-cultural Variability in Personal Identity

Personality psychologists have long sought to construct a comprehensive framework for
understanding the whole person (e.g., Allport, 1937; McCrae & Costa, 1999; Kluckhohn, &
Murray, 1953; Murray, 1938; Pratt & Matsuba, 2018; Stern, 1938). Drawing from McCrae &
Costa’s (1999) five-factor theory and the scholarly writings of Sheldon (2004), McAdams and
Pals (2006) propose five guiding principles for understanding the whole person (also see
McAdams & Zapata-Gietl, 2014).

This study adapts McAdams and Pals (2006) and Stern’s (1938) conception of the experiencing

person as integrating all these aspects in an individual’s effort to live a good life to explore the
unique identity of people with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), as distinct from the general
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population. More specifically, because the effects of biology (e.g., Ashton, 2013: Canli, 2006)
and culture (e.g., McLean et al., 2018) are invariably confounded within any given personal
development, we compare two expressions of human nature (typically developed and autism
spectrum disorder) in two different cultures (Pakistan and Canada).

The New Big Five of Personality

Stern (1938) advocated the need for psychologists to study individual personal experience in
ways that integrate biological and psychological attributes. Developing this perspective,
McAdams and Pals (2006) propose five guiding principles for understanding the whole person:
(1) evolution and biological human nature (i.e., individual biological variations and
developmental patterns), (2) self-reported dispositional traits (i.e., personal identity
characteristics such as friendliness or loneliness) (3) characteristic adaptations (i.e., the personal
goals and values required for social roles), (4) life narratives (i.e., individuals’ personal life
stories that help to interpret their behaviour and establish their identity), and (5) cultural context,
which influences the expression of personal traits, characteristic adaptations and life narratives.
However, we agree with Renner (2010) that we need to complement and enrich this *“New Big
Five’” with the three primary characteristics of persons proposed by Stern (1938; also see
Shipley, 1961): multiplicity in unity (unitas multiplex), purposefulness, and individuality.

Evolution and Biological Human Nature

McAdams & Pals’ (2006) first principle for understanding the whole person is the need to
consider variations in human biology, since some characteristics of human behaviours—such as
those typical of people with autism spectrum disorder (e.g., Cohen, et al., 2005; Freitag, 2007)—
have biological underpinnings including imbalance neurochemicals (Guo & Commons, 2017).
For example, studies have found atypical growth in the amygdala (a brain region responsible for
emotional reaction) for individuals with ASD (e.g., Carper et al., 2006; Herrington et al., 2017).
Studies have also found genetic (biological) markers for autism spectrum disorder that impact
brain areas associated with social interaction and communication skills (e.g., Edmonds, 2008),
helping to explain why people with ASD have difficulties around facial perception (e.g., Klin, et
al., 2002). Many children with ASD have delayed language development, but they start talking
fluently after the age of five (Powell, 2017).

Classical autism is known for impairments that include difficulties in social-communicative and
behavioral domains, associated with learning difficulties, below average 1Q, and language delays
(APA, 2013). High functioning autism spectrum disorder shares the features of classical autism
but without the associated learning difficulties or language delays, showing normal, or even
above average, 1Q (e.g., Asperger, 1944; Powell, 2017; Wing, 1981). Studies have also found
that people with high functioning autism show an inclination to maintain norms and routines.

Dispositional Traits

Personality traits commonly identified through self-report questionnaires are understood in this
model to be dispositions to act in particular contexts, McAdams & Pals’ (2006) second principle
for understanding the whole person. More specifically, one of the three characteristics of persons
by Stern (1938), traits characterizing identity can be examined through people’s self-
understanding of (1) personal identity, (2) social identity (i.e., self in social context), (3)
collective identity (i.e., self in relation to community, country and religion), or (4) relational
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identity (i.e., self within intimate relationships with friends or romantic partners). According to
Cheek and Briggs (1982) these four categories of identity constitute principle aspects of peoples’
understanding of themselves. Recently, Cheek and Cheek (2018) explored how these four
identity orientations distinctively effect on individuals’ cognition, emotion, and behavior.

Individuals with ASD have a distinct pattern of self-understanding in this broad sense; they
socialize and communicate with their friends and partners in ways different from the general
population (e.g., Edmonds, 2008; Gutstein & Whitney, 2002): A deficit in social-cognitive
development is also evident in those diagnosed with ASD (Burnside el al., 2017) Many prefer to
live alone rather than intermingling with others (e.g., Tantam, 2012), and commonly display
personality attributes such as honesty, perseverance, and a strong sense of justice (McMullen,
2000).

Characteristic Adaptations

McAdams and Pals (2006) argued that beyond differences in personal traits, individuals’ lives
vary due to motivational and developmental adaptations and diverse goals and values required
for social roles. This also aligns with Stern’s (1938) purposefulness (one of the three
characteristics of persons). Schwartz (1992) developed a comprehensive model of basic human
values that was used in a cross-cultural comparison of over 60 different nations. The ten values
contained in Schwartz’ Basic Human Values Scale—(1) self-direction (2) stimulation (3)
hedonism (4) achievement (5) power (6) security and safety (7) conformity (8) tradition (9)
benevolence, and, (10) universalism—are thought to reflect 4 basic value-orientations: (1)
openness to change, (2) conservation, (3), self-transcendence, and (4) self-enhancement (also see
Schwartz, 2015).

Individuals with ASD have different value orientations and motivations than do typically
developed people in the general population. For example, using Schwartz’ value scale (1992),
Hirvela and Helkama (2011) found that people with ASD value tradition and security, and have a
greater tendency to conform, as compared to non-autistics of similar ages and with equivalent
levels of education. People with ASD also scored lower in the values of stimulation and
benevolence compared to non-autistics. Some characteristic dispositional traits of people with
ASD (e.g., honesty and truthfulness) may be due to a high valuing of conformity.

Life Narratives

Life narratives are another important dimension to the understanding personal identity. Many
studies have shown that people understand themselves through their own life stories (e.g., Fivush
etal., 2011; Kogler, 2012; Pasupathi & Hoyt, 2009; Pratt & Matsuba, 2018; Singer, 2004).
During late adolescence and emerging adulthood, in particular, people strive to be understood
through their life stories (McAdams, 2011). Themes of personal agency and communion are
particularly important to people’s life stories (e.g., Bakan, 1966; Chen et al., 2018; McAdams,
1980; Mansfield & McAdams, 1996): personal agency is associated with independent life
accomplishments, whereas communion includes others in one’s life accomplishments and
involves a sense of belongingness (McAdams, 1993). Ideally, people live with the balanced
integration of agency and communion (Bakan, 1966). Studying a large sample of adults and
college students in a community, McAdams and his colleagues (1996) coded the theme of
agency as: (1) self-mastery, (2) status/victory, (3) achievement/ responsibility, and (4)
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empowerment; they coded the theme of communion as: (1) love/friendship, (2) dialogue, (3)
caring/help, and (4) unity/togetherness.

The life stories of people with high functioning ASD have helped researchers understand their
lives (e.g., Smith 2018) and recognize their extraordinary abilities in mathematics (e.g., Newport,
2001; Smith, 2018; Tammet, 2006) and creative writing (e.g., Lawson, 2006; William, 1992,
1994). Temple Grandin (1995a, 1995b), for example, emphasizes her strength in visual learning
and her enjoyment of visually stimulating objects. Honesty and straightforwardness are
prominent features in narratives of most people with ASD (McMullen, 2000). Some
autobiographies also suggest that people with high functioning ASD reject the idea that they
need to be “cured” (e.g., Sinclair, 1992). They consider autism a distinct way of being, not to be
a disease or disability.

A few studies (e.g., Bruck et al., 2007; Vuletic, 2010; Vincent et al., 2017) have explored the
autobiographical memories of people with ASD through structured questionnaires. Bruck and
colleagues (2007) asked children with ASD to provide them with narratives of their life events.
Their results showed that children with ASD recalled fewer life events, that their memories
lacked detail, and that the participants had difficulty recalling personal factual knowledge.
Vuletic (2010) conducted detailed life histories of 6 adults diagnosed with high functioning ASD
that included their childhood memories and future aspirations. Vincent and colleagues (2017)
explored the challenges and successes of seven university students on the spectrum through their
autobiography.

Cultural Context

McAdams & Pals’ (2006) final principle for understanding the whole person is that people’s life
stories reflect prevailing cultural norms in play when developing narrative identity (e.g., Flum, &
Buzukashvili, 2018). Building on Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development (Erikson &
Erikson, 1997), Hammack (2011) argued that the self is highly connected to society and that
narrative identity can be better understood by keeping culture and the social environment in
mind. In fact, cultural differences surface in the traits people associate with their identity and the
purposes they strive to accomplish as individuals (Renner, 2010; Stern, 1938). For example,
people in collectivist societies share common goals of group harmony (e.g., Hammack, 2011;
Markus & Kitayama, 1991), while people in individualistic societies emphasize personal
uniqueness (Fiske et al., 1998). Thus, narratives identity of a person—including one’s
understanding of personal agency and communion—is influenced by the culture of the narrator.
However, there has been relatively little cross-cultural exploration of agency and communion to
conceptions of narrative identity.

There is also little research examining autism spectrum disorder cross-culturally. Freeth and
colleagues (2013) found cultural variability in autistic traits between individuals with autism
from Western culture (UK) and two Eastern cultures (India and Malaysia). Wakabayashi and
colleagues (2007) found cross-cultural stability in the empathy and systemizing theory of sex
differences, and extreme male brain theory of autism between participants diagnosed with high
functioning ASD from the UK and Japan. They found that individuals with high functioning
ASD had significantly higher scores on the Systemizing Quotient (SQ) than non-autistics. Their
results also revealed that the non-ASD group had significantly higher scores on the Empathizing
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Quotient (EQ) than the high functioning ASD group. Chung and colleagues (2012) investigated
challenging behaviors including aggression, self-injurious behavior, and stereotypical behavior
in children with ASD cross-culturally. The study found relatively few differences in the presence
and severity of challenging behaviors between the participants from the four countries (the USA,
South Korea, Israel, and the UK). This consistent pattern shows that challenging behaviors
exhibited by individuals with ASD have a high degree of universality, even when diverse
cultural contexts are taken into account.

The Present Study

This cross-cultural mixed-method study investigates the whole personal identity of people with
high functioning ASD in Canada and Pakistan by exploring their self-reported identity traits,
values, and life narratives. Traits are measured through standardized questionnaires. The life
story interview questions were adapted from Ferrari, et al., 2011 (also see Khan and Ferrari,
2018). We frame our analysis in light of McAdams & Pals’ (2006) ‘new big five’ and Stern’s
(1938) perspective of multiplicity in unity (unitas multiplex), purposefulness and individuality.

Methods

Participants

Forty-six male participants took part in this study: 24 were recruited from Karachi, Pakistan, and
22 were recruited from the Greater Toronto Area (GTA), Canada. Of these 46 participants, half
had been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder by qualified professionals; the other halves
were typically developed people from the general population (non-ASD). All 22 Canadian
participants in this study were born or raised in Canada. All 24 Pakistani participants in this
study were also born or raised in Pakistan. Participants were matched for age, education, and
marital status.

Recruitment. To recruit people with high functioning ASD various organizations serving people
with ASD were contacted both in Karachi, Pakistan and in the GTA, Canada, serving those who
receive a diagnosis of ASD from qualified professionals. The organizations where samples were
recruited in the GTA, Canada, included Kerry’s Place Autism Services, Geneva Centre for Autism,
The Redpath Centre for Social and Emotional Development, and Autism Ontario.

The organizations that were contacted for participants recruited in Karachi, Pakistan included:
MaAyesha Memorial Centre; The Education Foundation; Institute of Behavioural Psychology;
Department of Professional Psychology, Baheria University; Department of Special Education,
University of Karachi; and Department of Psychiatry, The Aga Khan University Hospital. Ethical
approval was received from all these organizations.

In Pakistan, most interviews were conducted in the office of the Education Foundation, located at
Mehmoodabad, Karachi; some were also conducted at the MaAyesha Memorial Centre, located at
Shahrah-e-Faisal, Karachi. In Canada, interviews were conducted in the office of Kerry’s Place
Autism Services located at Brampton, and at the University of Toronto, Toronto.
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Non-ASD participants from the general population were recruited randomly from the public and
university libraries in Canada and Pakistan. In Pakistan, non-ASD participants were mostly
interviewed in the office of The Education Foundation. In Canada, non-ASD participants were
interviewed mostly at the University of Toronto and in a small reading room at the Mississauga
Central Public Library.

Age. The 23 participants with ASD (M = 24. 39, SD = 5.00) were age matched with typically
developed peers (M = 22. 95, SD = 4.26) 1. An independent-sample t test indicated that the mean
age of people with ASD (M = 24.39, SD = 5.00) did not differ from the mean age of those non-
ASD (M = 22.95, SD = 4.26), t(42.92) = 1.046, p = .30, two-tailed.

Education. The results of an independent-sample t test indicated that years of academic education
did not differ between participants, t(38.08) = 1.609, p = .11, two-tailed; thus, the mean years of
education for people was similar for participants with ASD (M = 13.69, SD = 2.70) and the non-
ASD groups (M = 14.78, SD = 1.78).

Marital status. Marital status did not differ between participants, t(36.22) = 1.036, p = .30, two-
tailed; most participants were never married.

Procedure

To promote familiarity and comfort, interviews were conducted face-to face in the participants’
native language (Urdu in Pakistan, and English in Canada). Participants met with the interviewer
for one session lasting from about 45 to 90 minutes and included both open-ended interviews and
self-report questionnaires?. In terms of interview questions, participants were asked a set of
broad questions about their major goals of life, some of the most memorable events of life,
difficult situations they have encountered in their life, and their concepts of their own personal
identity. Verbal assent was given before beginning the interviews, which were audiotaped and
transcribed verbatim. (Interviews of Pakistani participants were first transcribed verbatim in
Urdu, and then translated into English.)

Measures

Disposition. Participants completed the Aspects of Identity Questionnaire (AlIQ-1V), (Cheek, et
al., 2002; also see Cheek and Cheek, 2018) to identify people’s identity orientations in 4

IMost participants were between 18-30 years old. However, 1 participant from the Canadian non-ASD
group was 31 years old, 1 participant from the Pakistani ASD group was 32 years old, and 2 participants from the
Canadian ASD group were 31 and 33 years old.

2All interview questions were translated into Urdu and translated back into English. However, because
English is the second official language in Pakistan and most schools, colleges, and universities have adopted English
as their language of instruction, Pakistani participants had no difficulty reading and understanding English

questionnaires.

JAASEP - FALL 2020 Page 108 of 178



categories: personal (10 items), social (7 items), collective (8 items), and relational (10 items).
Participants’ responses were noted on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Not important
to my sense of who | am) to 5 (Extremely important to my sense of who | am).

Characteristic adaptations. Participants were also given the Human Values Scale — PVQ-ESS
(Schwartz, 1992). This scale included 23 items divided into 10 basic values: (1) self-direction,
(2) stimulation, (3) hedonism, (4) achievement, (5), power, (6) security, (7) conformity, (8)
tradition, (9) benevolence, and (10) universalism. Participants’ responses were recorded on a 6-
point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Very much like me) to 6 (Not like me at all). Schwartz
has grouped these 10 values into 4 broad dimensions: openness to change (values 1, 2, and 3),
self-enhancement (values 4 and 5), conservation (values 6, 7, and 8), and self-transcendence
(values 9 and 10).

Life narratives. Participants were also asked a few questions about their identity through their life
narratives. These questions were adapted from a study by Ferrari et al., 2011 (also see Khan and
Ferrari, 2018).

Life narrative interview coding scheme. Drawing from Bakan (1966), McAdams (2001, 2011)
and Stern (1938) a coding scheme was developed to identify two major themes in people’s life
stories: (1) communion (help and care, social being, meaningful relationships, collective being,
and contribution to society), and (2) agency (achievement/accomplishment, personal growth, and
individuality). Two coders identified these themes in people’s life stories as they relate to
participants’ self-understandings of their personal unity, individuality and purpose.

All transcripts were coded by the first author; a second coder scored 20% of the transcripts
selected at random. Interrater reliabilities for themes of communion were: help and care (85%),
meaningful relationships (82%), social being (87%), collective being (93%), and contribution to
society (89%). Interrater reliabilities for the themes of agency were: achievement (89%),
personal development (87%) and individuality (93%).

Results
Reliability of Measures

Internal reliability of the scales. The internal reliability alpha of the various aspects of identity
scale for the ASD group were: personal (a =.81), social (.88), collective (.85), relational (.91)
identities, and personal integrity (.72); and for the non-ASD group, personal (a =.81), social
(.82), collective (.86), relational, and (.86) identities. The reliability for the 10 factors of the
Schwartz Values Scale was quite low for some factors, so only the 4 broad values orientations
were considered in this study. The internal alpha reliability of the ASD group was openness to
change (a =.69), conservation (.72), self-transcendence (.75) and achievement (.83); and for the
non-ASD group, openness to change (a =.66), conservation (.67), self-transcendence (.63), and
achievement (.67).

Disposition

Table 1 shows the means and standard deviations of the AIQ-IV scale for the samples of various
groups in this study.
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Table 1
Mean scores and standard deviations of the aspects of identity and the value scale

Scales ASD Non-ASD ASD Non-ASD ASD Non-ASD
Overall Overall Pakistan Pakistan Canada Canada
(n=23) (n=23) (n=12) (n=12) (n=11) (n=11)
Identity
Personal identity 3.98 4.02 4.20 3.75 3.75 4.31
(0.57) (0.64) (0.42) (0.70) (0.64) (0.43)
Social identity 241 3.19 1.98 3.29 2.88 3.09
(1.03) (0.97) (0.69) (1.03) (1.16) (0.93)
Collective identity 2.45 3.17 2.37 3.38 2.54 2.95
(0.90) (0.78) (0.92) (0.76) (0.92) (0.78)
Relational identity 2.94 3.99 2.26 3.71 3.68 4.29
(1.10) (0.68) (0.81) (0.74) (0.90) (0.49)
Social identity (overall) 2.60 3.45 2.20 3.46 3.03 3.44
(0.85) (0.59) (0.64) (0.77) (0.86) (0.32)
Values
Conservation 5.32 4.88 5.50 4.64 5.13 5.13
(0.68) (0.75) (0.67) (0.85) (0.67) (0.56)
Openness to Change 3.56 4.55 3.36 4.26 3.78 4.87
(0.54) (0.69) (0.54) (0.72) (0.47) (0.51)
Self-Transcendence 4.98 5.00 4.96 4.86 5.00 5.15
(0.55) (0.56) (0.52) (0.64) (0.60) (0.45)
Achievement 3.52 4.45 341 4,37 3.63 454

(0.91) (0.94) (1.12) (0.85) (0.63) (1.05)

A two-way ANOVA found a significant interaction, F(1, 42) = 2.063, p = .04,

between the two ASD groups on overall social identity: people with ASD living in Pakistan
scored significantly lower on overall social identity as compared to the non-ASD group in
Pakistan, F (1, 42) = 16.845, p = .001), whereas people with ASD living in Canada scored
similarly on overall social identity to the non-ASD group in Canada. More specifically, we
found no differences between the two non-ASD groups; however, a higher score for overall
social identity was found among the Canadian ASD group compared to those from the Pakistani
ASD group, F (1, 21) =6.801, p = .01.

We next consider various aspects of the AIQ-1V individually: Mean scores on relational identity
of the Pakistani ASD group (M = 2.26, SD = 0.81) were significantly lower than the Canadian
ASD group (M = 3.68, SD =0.90), F (1, 42) = 15.589, p = .001; furthermore, the mean scores of
both ASD groups were significantly lower than the mean scores of both non-ASD groups, F (1,
42) = 21.284, p = .001. Finally, the mean scores of the Pakistani non-ASD group were
significantly lower than those of the Canadian non-ASD group, F (1, 21) = 4.661, p = .04. No
significant differences found for any of the other dimensions of the AIQ-IV.

3 A measure we created that combines the social, collective, and relational identity items of the AIQ-IV,

in order to contrast all social aspects of identity with the personal aspect of identity.
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Characteristic Adaptations

Recall that Schwartz’s 10 values were grouped into 4 main dimensions (i.e., conservation,
openness to change, self-transcendence, and achievement). Table 1 shows the means and
standard deviations of these four values for the groups in this study.

A two-way ANOVA found a significant interaction on the value of conservation, F (1, 42) =
4.233, p = .04: the Pakistani ASD group valued conservation more highly than did the non-
ASD group from Pakistan, whereas the Canadian ASD group valued conservation no differently
than non-ASD Canadians. The two non-ASD groups did not differ on the value of conservation.
However, a one-way ANOVA found mean scores of both ASD groups were significantly higher
on the value of conservation than those of the non-ASD groups, F (1, 42) = 4.386, p = .04. The
value of openness to change did not differ significantly between the two ASD groups or between
the two non-ASD groups; however, the mean scores of both ASD groups were significantly
lower than those of the non-ASD groups, F (1, 42) = 34.703, p = .001. Likewise, mean scores
between the two ASD groups and the two non-ASD groups did not differ on the value of
achievement; however, the mean scores of the ASD groups were significantly lower compared to
the non-ASD groups on the value of achievement, F (1, 42) = 11.282, p = .002. No significant
differences between the ASD groups, the two non-ASD groups, or between both ASD and non-
ASD group considered together were found for the value of self-transcendence; however, in
depth analyses found differences in sub-categories of the Schwartz Value Scale®.

Qualitative Analysis of Life Narratives

Let us now consider how people with and without ASD from Pakistan and Canada understand
themselves through two major themes in their life narratives: (1) communion, and (2) personal
agency.

Communion. Table 2 shows mean scores and standard deviations for the theme of communion
and its components. An independent-samples t test found that the Pakistani ASD group referred
to communion more often than did the Canadian ASD group, t(19.41) = 1.91, p = .07, two-tailed,
d = 0.84. In fact, both ASD and non-ASD groups from Pakistan made greater reference to
communion than did either the ASD or non-ASD groups from Canada, t(43.02) = 2.10 p = .04,
two-tailed, d = 0.61.

Table 2
Mean and standard deviations for the themes of communion and agency.
Themes of narrative identity ASD Non-ASD ASD Non-ASD
Pakistan Pakistan Canada Canada
Communion overall 0.88 (0.58) 0.96 (0.38) 0.49 (0.39) 0.81 (0.30)
Help & care 2.41(2.42)  2.33(1.61) 0.72 (0.46)  1.00 (0.63)

4 An in-depth analysis of the sub-components of the PVQ showed that people with ASD gave greater
value to conformity than those in the non-ASD groups (t(44) = 2.251, p = .02) and less value to power (t(44) = 4.
092, p = .001), achievement (t(44) = 3.425, p = .001), hedonism (t(44) = 4. 208, p = .001), stimulation (t(44) =

6.951, p =.001)and tradition (t(44) = 1.983, p = .05).
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Relationship 0.83(0.71)  0.75(0.62) 0.72(1.00)  1.45(0.52)

Social being 0.25 (0.45) 0.41 (0.51) 0.18 (0.40)  0.45(0.52)
Collective being 0.33 (0.49) 0.25 (0.45) 0.09 (0.30)  0.27 (0.46)
Societal Contribution 0.58 (0.79) 1.08 (0.51) 0.72 (0.64)  0.90 (0.53)
Agency overall 1.50 (0.55) 1.27 (0.69) 1.36 (0.48) 1.03 (1.03)
Achievement/Accomplishment ~ 1.75 (1.05) 0.75 (0.75) 1.36 (1.20) 0.90 (0.70)
Personal development 2.08 (1.50) 2.25 (1.65) 1.81 (0.75) 1.45(0.93)
Individuality 0.66 (0.49) 0.83 (0.57) 0.90 (0.30)  0.72(0.46)

This overall difference reflects a difference in the subthemes associated with communion. For
example, the theme of help and care was significantly lower in the Canadian sample: The theme
of help and care is characterized by statements like the following: “I like to help people, | make
arts and crafts. | also make boxes, pifiatas, and designs.” (Interview 7, ASD Pakistan) or “I used
to help my mom out, when she needed it, after my dad died” (Interview 26, ASD Canada).
There were no differences between the ASD and non-ASD groups on the theme of help and care,
however, the Pakistani ASD group made significantly greater mention of the theme of help and
care than did the Canadian ASD group, t(11.88) = 2.362, p = .03, two-tailed; likewise, the
Pakistani non-ASD group made significantly greater mention of this theme than did the
Canadian non-ASD group, t(14.54) = 2.648, p = .01, two-tailed.

The theme of meaningful relationships was characterized by statement like the following: “The
goals for my friends and my family are to keep on interacting socially and professionally with
them and also to increase communication with them” (Interview 6, ASD Pakistan) or “I want to
settle down with someone and get married” (Interview 30, ASD Canada). None of the groups
(ASD or non-ASD) differed in mention of meaningful relationships, however, an independent
sample t test found that the Canadian non-ASD group mentioned meaningful relationships
significantly more often than did the Pakistani non-ASD groups, t(20.85) = 2.951, p = .008, two-
tailed. And there was one other striking difference between the ASD and non-ASD participants’
life narratives concerning the theme of communion: both ASD groups expressed their desire for
togetherness (communion) as a hope for the future, whereas both non-ASD groups spoke of their
experience of it in the past.

Personal agency. Table 2 also shows Mean scores and standard deviations for the theme of
personal agency and its components. Both ASD groups tended to place greater emphasis on the
theme of personal agency in their life narratives than did the non-ASD groups, t(43.18) = 1.678,
p = .10, two tailed, d = .49. More specifically, no differences were found in how all four groups
discussed personal achievement/accomplishment, characterized by statements like the following:
“I used to drive in places that were empty, with barely any traffic and no signals, [...] Then |
started driving on the highway [...]. After that | started driving in the city. After one year of
driving | was confident enough that | could drive anywhere at any time” (Interview 2, ASD
Pakistan); or “I have accomplished a lot in the last couple of years. The last few years that | have
been in college have been especially challenging” (Interview 32, ASD Canada).

An independent-samples t test found both ASD groups mentioned achievement/accomplishment
significantly more often than did the non-ASD groups, t(37.41) = 2.66, p = .01, two-tailed.
There we did find the mention of personal achievement/accomplishment was significantly higher
in the Pakistani ASD group compared to the Pakistani non-ASD group, t(19.90) = 2.671, p = .01,
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two-tailed, while there was no significant differences between the Canadian ASD and non-ASD
participants.

Discussion

This study integrates McAdams and Pals’ (2006) and Stern (1938)’s models of personal identity
to investigate aspects of personality of individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) as
compared to typically non-ASD individuals living in Canada and Pakistan. According to these
models, both biological human nature and culture are essential to the manifestation of
dispositional traits, characteristic adaptations (expressed through values), and personal narratives
that distinguish people and make their lives personally meaningful (McAdams & Pals, 2006).
Implied in these models is an understanding of persons as purposeful individuals, with a
multiplicity of aspects that are nevertheless united in their unique lived experience (Renner,
2010; Stern, 1938).

The following discussion grapples with these various aspects of personal identity.

Disposition

Since biological differences between ASD and Non-ASD participants are assumed in this study,
based on the evidence discussed earlier (e.g., Carper et al., 2006; Edmonds, 2008; Freitag, 2007;
Guo & Commons, 2017;; Herrington et al., 2017; Klin, et al., 2002; Powell, 2017), we begin our
discussion with observed differences in the dispositions of both groups.

People have various attributes that figure into how they construct their personal understanding of
self and identity. Cheek and colleagues (2002; also see Cheek and Cheek 2018), in their Aspect
of Identity Questionnaire (AlQ), include four elements of identity: (1) personal, (2) social, (3)
collective, and (4) relational. Our discussion of identity traits explored the four aspects of
identity constructed by Cheek & colleagues (2002) and found differences between Canadian and
Pakistani cultures that extended to both ASD and non-ASD members living in them.

Both Pakistani groups scored lower in relational identity compared to both the Canadian groups,
perhaps due to Pakistanis’ general reluctance to discuss intimate relations. Most participants had
never been married and, in the prevailing religious atmosphere in Pakistan, expressions of
intimacy are considered taboo and non-marital relationships very sinful (The Quran, 17-32; also
see Baldauf, 2004; Inhorn, 2018; Jafar, 2005), unlike the situation in Canada, where people are
more liberal and discussions about intimate relations are not considered taboo. Relational
identity is an aspect of overall social identity (e.g., Spear, 2011; Tajfel et al., 1971) and—similar
to relational identity—Canadians with ASD demonstrated more well-developed social identities
than Pakistanis with ASD, perhaps due to the Canadian ASD group’s intensive training in social
skills (e.g., Tse et al., 2007; Waugh & Peskin, 2015). Most Canadian participants in the ASD
group underwent social group therapy based on theory of mind (Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright,
2006) offered by organizations that support individuals diagnosed with ASD, such as Kerry’s
Place Autism Services and the Geneva Centre for Autism. Generally, in social group therapy, for
example, where people with ASD learn how to interact and socialize with others (Feng et al.,
2008), despite limitations in social skills, often by practicing taking the other’s perspective (e.g.,
DSM-V, 2013; Gillberg, 1998). This social training may explain why the Canadian ASD group
associated themselves with social identity traits while the Pakistani ASD group did not, since
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participants in the Pakistani ASD group have no access to this kind of therapy or social skills
training due to lack of funding and expertise. Even so, overall social identity was significantly
lower for both ASD groups as compared to the non-ASD groups, results consistent with their
clinical diagnosis of ASD (e.g., DSM-V, 2013, also see Goldstein & DeVries, 2017).

Characteristic Adaptations

Understanding people’s values is crucial to understanding their characteristic adaptations
because values guiding individual’s life in achieving desirable goals (e.g., Hitlin, 2011;
McAdams & Pals, 2006; Schwartz, 1992 & 2015).

The ASD groups from Canada and Pakistan had similar profiles for the values of conservation,
openness to change, self-transcendence, and achievement, suggesting that their basic values are
independent of culture and consistent with diagnostic characteristics for ASD. More specifically,
both groups with ASD placed a significantly higher emphasis on conservation compared to
typically developed people from Canada and Pakistan. Recall that conservation includes two
sub-categories, security and conformity: Security endorses societal stability and conformity
endorses respect for social norms (Schwartz, 1992 & 2015). Although studies investigating the
values of people with ASD are very recent, our results are consistent with those of others using
Schwartz’s (1992) value scale to study people diagnosed with ASD (e.g., Hirvela & Helkama,
2011; Myyry et al., 2010).

Our study also found that both Canadian groups more highly valued openness to change than did
the Pakistan groups. Recall that openness to change is understood by Schwartz (1992) in terms of
three sub-categories (self-direction, stimulation, and hedonism) that concern taking independent
action, excitement and challenges, and pleasure in life; all three fall under the broader category
of personal values (Schwartz, 1992 & 2015). Since, Pakistani culture values togetherness, this
might explain why Pakistanis (both ASD and non-ASD groups) scored lower on openness to
change compared to Canadians.

Life Narratives

Several studies have underlined the centrality of communion (or togetherness) and agency (or
autonomy) in the life stories of non-ASD participants (e.g., Abele & Wojciszke, 2019; Bakan,
1966; Kogler, 2012; Mansfield & McAdams, 1996; McAdams, 1980; McAdams & Pals, 2006).
Narrative analysis in this study confirmed the importance of communion and agency in typically
developed (non-ASD) people, and found they also characterize the life-narratives of people with
ASD. However, we found a higher tendency towards endorsing the theme of communion in
Pakistanis with ASD compared to Canadians with ASD, suggesting a cultural influence, even for
those with a social disability. More specifically, of the five subthemes that make up the broad
theme of communion (help and care, relationship, social being, collective being, and
contribution to society) only help and care was significantly higher among Pakistanis with ASD,
replicating the results of a previous study on the non-ASD Pakistani population (Khan, 2008).

Because Islam is integral to the national identity of Pakistan (Jafar, 2005; also see the
constitutional laws of Pakistan, 1973), and because Zakat® is one of the five pillars of Islam

5Zakat requires Muslims to help needy people with money, or in physical and emotional ways.
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(Kashif et al., 2018; Schumm & Kohler, 2006), people with ASD might have adopted the
characteristic from the broader Pakistani culture; constantly seeing people helping others might
incline the Pakistani ASD group to also help others as a matter of custom, not out of any deep
empathy or understanding of their immediate experience. Kashif and colleagues (2018) found
people in Pakistan experienced a higher level of happiness and self-protection against the realm
of evil spirits after giving Zakat (i.e., giving money to needy people). In addition, most people in
Pakistan live with their extended family (Avan & Akhund, 2006), a situation often requires
helping others; Canadian ASD participants most often live independently, which may promote
individuality and autonomy.

Furthermore, we found that while Pakistani participants more fully endorsed the theme of
togetherness in their life stories than did Canadians overall, a closer look found that the non-ASD
groups from both countries did not differ significantly; it was the Canadian ASD group who
expressed fewer communion expressions in their life stories compared to the Pakistani ASD

group.

Cultural Context

We have been highlighting cultural differences between Canada and Pakistan throughout our
discussion. To review, non-ASD participants from both countries shared the same level of
expressions of communion and personal agency in their life stories and valued both equally—a
balance considered part of an ideal life (Bakan, 1966). However, we found two major cultural
differences in the specific expression of communion. Both Pakistani groups expressed the theme
of help and care more than the Canadian groups; counter-intuitively, the Canadian non-ASD
groups placed greater emphasis on relational identity than did the Pakistani non-ASD, but this
simply reflects kinds of questions used in this subscale that relate to intimate personal
relationships.

Limitations

Due to time and funding constraints, our study was limited to investigating men with high
functioning ASD and those without ASD in Canada and Pakistan, living in urban cosmopolitan
cities: the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) in Canada and Karachi in Pakistan. We excluded female
participants for several reasons: first, ASD is four times more prevalent in males than in female
within populations, perhaps because girls are less likely to be diagnosed unless they exhibit
major cognitive or behavioral difficulties. This is especially true of women with high functioning
ASD in Pakistan. Due to social stigma, women are less likely to be diagnosed with any clinical
diagnosis because most marriages are arranged in Pakistan, and it is difficult for parents to find a
groom for their daughter if she has a clinical diagnosis. Indeed, given broader cultural
expectations in Pakistan, social withdrawal in women with high functioning autism spectrum
disorder would often be ignored in Pakistan: people simply considering them innocent or shy.

This point suggests a larger issue: While diagnosis of ASD in Pakistan and Canada for our study
both relied on the American Psychiatric Association criteria, delivered by clinicians specializing
in ASD, and in that sense may be considered universal, the possibility remains that the practice
of diagnosis may differ in Pakistan and Canada; ideally. We would need a third country
participating to assure that characteristics of participants with ASD, considered here to be an
expression of basic biological differences, really are universal. Finally, the ASD group was
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matched with the typically developed populations only by age, education and marital status, but
they may differ on other parameters such as adaptive behavior skills, mental health, emotional
intelligence, and family circumstances.

Conclusion

Although we found similarities between people with ASD living in two different countries,
cultural upbringing clearly matters to the lived personal identity of people diagnosed with ASD.
For instance, Pakistanis with ASD had the advantage of living in extended families, which might
promote a feeling of togetherness; the Canadian ASD group benefited from the availability of
social skills training (for example, social group therapy) that might enhance their ability to
socialize, as compared to the Pakistani ASD group. Still, we find the results of our study support
the model of identity proposed by McAdams and Pals (2006), as augmented by Stern (1938) in
which biology and culture jointly contribute to dispositions, characteristic adaptations and life
stories that give people a sense of purpose and personal identity. We hope that our study will
encourage future research investigating individual differences in personal identity attuned to the
joint influences of biology and culture.
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