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Personality has a variety of clinical and adaptive implica-
tions across the lifespan (Hopwood et  al., 2009; Kotov 
et  al., 2017; Ozer and Benet-Martínez, 2006; Roberts 
et al., 2007; Steel et al., 2008). Studying personality in the 
context of disorders can help enhance our understanding of 
“risk factors, etiology, pathophysiology, phenomenology, 
illness course, and treatment response” (Kotov et al., 2017: 
21). Personality also has potential as an intervention target 
(see Roberts et al., 2017). The present review summarizes 
the general effects of research on personality in autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), where heterogeneity exists in 
the literature, future directions suggested by the present 
findings, and gaps in the existing scholarship.

Big Five personality traits are the most commonly 
accepted and well-studied taxonomy for measuring per-
sonality. The five traits included in the Big Five are 
Openness to experience, “the breadth, depth, originality, 
and complexity of an individual’s mental and experiential 
life”; Conscientiousness, “socially prescribed impulse 
control that facilitates task- and goal-directed behavior 
such as thinking before acting, delaying gratification, 

following norms and rules, and planning, organizing, and 
prioritizing tasks”; Extraversion, “implies an energetic 
approach toward the social and material world and includes 
traits such as sociability, activity, assertiveness, and posi-
tive emotionality”; Agreeableness, “contrasts a prosocial 
and communal orientation toward others with antagonism 
and includes traits such as altruism, tender-mindedness, 
trust, and modesty”; and Emotional stability/Neuroticism, 
“contrasts emotional stability and even-temperedness with 
negative emotionality, such as feeling anxious, nervous, 
sad, and tense” (John et al., 2008: 120). It is important to 
note that emotional stability and neuroticism are not syn-
onymous terms but, rather, antonyms. In the present 
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meta-analysis, we refer to emotional stability rather than 
neuroticism as this allows direction of effects to be con-
sistent across Big Five traits.

Two general classes of studies examine personality 
traits and their relation to ASD. Some studies have exam-
ined the correlations between Big Five personality traits 
and continuous measures of ASD symptoms either within 
diagnosed individuals or in the general population (Austin, 
2005; Gallitto and Leth-Steensen, 2015; Kanai et al., 2011; 
Ratner and Burrow, 2017; Rodgers et al., 2018; Schriber 
et al., 2014; Wainer et al., 2011; Wakabayashi et al., 2006). 
Other studies have documented mean-level differences in 
personality traits by comparing individuals clinically diag-
nosed with ASD to “typically developing” or “neurotypi-
cal” individuals without the disorder (De Pauw et al., 2011; 
Fortenberry et al., 2011; Hesselmark et al., 2015; Schriber 
et al., 2014; Strunz et al., 2015; Suh et al., 2016). We con-
sider each type of study in separate analyses. When refer-
ring to points that apply across analyses, we use the term 
ASD. When making study-specific points, we adhere to the 
language used by the study authors.

Overall, there is similarity in the direction of findings 
but variability in the strength of the relationship between 
ASD and specific personality traits. For example, all past 
studies report a significant association between extraver-
sion and ASD and all but one study (Fortenberry et  al., 
2011) reports a significant association between emotional 
stability and ASD. Findings across the other Big Five traits 
are more variable. Thus, the first aim of the present study 
is to summarize and quantify the magnitude of these rela-
tionships. We anticipate that these relationships will be 
consistently negative and small-to-moderate in size with 
the effects being particularly robust for extraversion and 
emotional stability.

The second aim of the meta-analysis is to test the 
hypothesis that the relationship between personality traits 
and ASD characteristics increases with age. Both ASD 
symptoms (American Psychiatric Association (APA), 
2013; Fein et al., 2013; Helt et al., 2008; Kelley et al., 2010; 
Robinson et al., 2011) and personality traits (Roberts et al., 
2006a) change as people age. It is possible that the relation-
ship between personality traits and ASD can also change. 
This review includes studies with samples from early child-
hood (Fortenberry et al., 2011) to midlife (Austin, 2005). 
One study reviewed suggests that for individuals with ASD, 
“personality differences persist in adulthood and even 
increase” (Schriber et al., 2014: 122). We, therefore, con-
sider the extent to which age impacts meta-analytic results 
with the specific hypothesis that the relationship between 
personality traits and ASD will be larger with greater mean 
age of the sample. Because personality traits and ASD 
(APA, 2013; Schmitt et al., 2008) vary with gender, we also 
consider the potential for gender to moderate study effects. 
We also tested how the following study characteristics 
moderated meta-analytic results: the percentage of the sam-
ple with an ASD diagnosis, whether personality traits were 
measured by self-report or observer ratings, how well ASD 
was characterized, and risk of bias.

Method

The present meta-analysis adhered to standards set out in 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2009) 
and the American Psychological Association (APA) 
Reporting Standards for Meta-Analyses (Appelbaum 
et al., 2018). The PRISMA checklist for this meta-analysis 
is available as a supplementary file and at https://osf.
io/5pfdj/.

Search parameters and inclusion criteria

PsychINFO, Academic Search Premier, MEDLINE, and 
PsycARTICLES served as the primary method of locating 
studies for the present meta-analysis in January 2017. 
Search terms were combinations of ASD or autism or 
Asperger and personality or NEO-PI or NEO Personality 
Inventory or NEO Five Factor or Big Five or Five Factor 
Model or conscientiousness. Conscientiousness was 
selected as the target trait-level keyword as it is a termex-
clusive to the Big Five. As shown in the PRISMA flow dia-
gram (Moher et al., 2009) in Figure 1, this search yielded 
3801 potential abstracts. A review of these abstracts yielded 
132 manuscripts that were further screened for inclusion. 
Preprints of two manuscripts (Ratner and Burrow, 2017; 
Rodgers et al., 2018) were acquired after the search from 
the authors of those manuscripts. The literature reviews and 
reference sections of selected papers were also examined 
for additional potential studies. Electronic alerts were set 

Figure 1.  PRISMA flow diagram.
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for these searches after the initial search in 2017. These 
alerts did not generate any additional studies that warranted 
further screening for inclusion.

Studies were included if they (1) either (a) studied 
individuals with an ASD diagnosis compared to indi-
viduals without an ASD diagnosis and/or (b) measured 
ASD characteristics using a metric that yielded a single 
score quantification of the magnitude of ASD charac-
teristics and (2) concurrently measured Big Five traits 
in the same sample or samples. There were no restric-
tions set for the time period, geographical region, cul-
ture, or language of the study. Studies published in 
languages other than English were considered for 
inclusion but none met inclusion criteria. Finally, a 
study with incomplete data would not have been 
excluded; however, all studies that met inclusion crite-
ria provided complete data.

Excluded studies

One study (Ingersoll et al., 2011) that met both criteria was 
excluded from the meta-analysis because the sample studied 
and measures included were identical to another study 
(Wainer et  al., 2011). Wainer et  al. (2011) was chosen for 
inclusion because the measures of ASD characteristics were 
combined to form a single composite. Two studies examining 
personality traits in children diagnosed with ASD were also 
excluded (Barger et  al., 2014, 2016) because effects were 
reported only at the facet level rather than at the broader Big 
Five trait level.

Study effects

Data from 18 samples across the 14 studies listed in Tables 
1 and 2 were included in the current meta-analysis with a 
total of 3938 participants and 18 coded effects for each Big 
Five trait (for a total of 90 coded effects). Where studies 
reported positive associations between neuroticism and 
ASD, these effects were reversed to indicate negative 
associations between emotional stability and ASD. 
Rescoring neuroticism as emotional stability facilitates 
consistency in direction of effects across Big Five traits 
allowing for more streamlined tabular presentation of 
results, visualization of study effects, and written descrip-
tion of study findings. A standardized coding sheet was 
developed for each trait. All effects were coded by both the 
first and second authors. There were no discrepancies in 
the authors’ codings and decisions about inclusion and 
exclusion were made through consensus discussion.

Across studies, effects were either (1) correlations of a 
metric of ASD characteristics with a Big Five trait or (2) 
group contrasts of individuals with an ASD diagnosis rela-
tive to a control sample or a normative sample. Pearson’s r 
correlations took precedence in the cases where both were 
available. In four instances, further judgment about the 
effects to include was needed. In one study, the researchers 
divided the ASD group by low and high symptom levels 
(De Pauw et al., 2011). In order to avoid using the same 
comparison group to calculate two effects for meta-analy-
sis, we pooled these subgroups using a weighted average 
for each trait. Another study (Schriber et al., 2014, Study 1) 

Table 1.  Study characteristics of included effects using correlations between Big Five traits ASD characteristics.

Study ASD metric Trait measure Trait rater n Mean age % Female

Austin (2005)
  Sample 1 AQ Mini-markers Self 201 20.9 60.7
  Sample 2 ASP Mini-markers Self 133 53.9 75.7
Gallitto and Leth-Steensen (2015) AQ Mini-markers Self 326 20.8 74.5
Kanai et al. (2011)
  ASD sample AQ NEO-FFI Self 64 32.0 20.0
  Control sample AQ NEO-FFI Self 65 32.0 20.0
Ratner and Burrow (2017) AQ Mini-IPIP Self 252 38.6 57.4
Rodgers et al. (2018) AQ TIPI Self 253 25.2 76.7
Schriber et al. (2014)
  Study 2 ASD sample SCQ BFI Parent 50 12.1 60.0
  Study 2 TD sample SCQ BFI Parent 50 12.0 58.0
Schwartzman et al. (2016) RAADS-R IPIP-NEO-120 Self 828 36.0 73.0
Wainer et al. (2011) BAP BFI Self 341 19.7 76.0
Wakabayashi et al. (2006) AQ NEO-PI-R-J Self 320 20.5 50.6

ASD: autism spectrum disorder; AQ: Autism Spectrum Quotient (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001); ASP: Short Asperger’s syndrome screening measure 
(Else and Baron-Cohen, 2001); SCQ: Social Communication Questionnaire (Rutter et al., 2003); RAADS-R: Ritvo Autism Asperger’s Diagnostic 
Scale Revised (Ritvo et al., 2011); BAP: Composite of the AQ, Social Responsiveness Scale-A (Constantino and Todd, 2005), and Broad Autism 
Phenotype Questionnaire (Hurley et al., 2007); Mini-Markers: Personality Mini-Markers (Saucier, 1994); NEO-FFI: NEO Five-Factor Inventory 
(Costa and McCrae, 1992); Mini-IPIP: Mini-International Item Personality Item Pool (Donnellan et al., 2006); TIPI: Ten Item Personality Inventory 
(Gosling et al., 2003); BFI: Big Five Inventory (John et al., 2008); IPIP-NEO-120: International Personality Items Pool Representation of the NEO-PI-R 
(International Personality Item Pool, 2017); NEO-PI-R-J: NEO-PI-R Japanese version (Shimonaka et al., 1999).
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reported both group contrasts and correlations within 
groups. However, the authors reported substantial bias due 
to outliers in the within-group correlations. Therefore, this 
sample was only included in the group contrast effects. In 
the second study from this same paper, both parent and 
child ratings of personality were available (Schriber et al., 
2014, Study 2). For this study, the parent ratings of person-
ality traits were used because the measure of ASD charac-
teristics was based on parent report. Another study (Suh 
et  al., 2016) compared an ASD sample and a typically 
developing sample with a third “optimal outcome” group 
(individuals with ASD diagnoses in childhood who subse-
quently did not meet diagnostic criteria for ASD). The opti-
mal outcome sample was excluded from the meta-analysis 
as that group did not clearly meet inclusion criteria 1a.

Publication bias

The current review included only published studies. 
Therefore, publication bias was assessed by examining 

asymmetry of effects. This is reported in Table 3. 
Significant asymmetry was noted for only one effect, the 
correlation of extraversion and ASD characteristics. This 
suggests that the correlation effect for extraversion may be 
an overestimate; however, as significant asymmetry was 
not present for the four other personality traits, this may be 
due to the strength of the extraversion effect across studies. 
A trim-and-fill analysis was conducted to further assess for 
publication bias in this effect. This analysis did not iden-
tify a concern with missing studies from either the right 
(SEright = 2.143) or the left (SEleft = 2.276) side of the 
distribution.

Moderator coding

In addition to coding for the effect sizes, each study was 
coded for six moderators: (1) the average age of the par-
ticipants in the sample, (2) the percentage of the sample 
who were female, (3) the percentage of the sample with an 
ASD diagnosis, (4) whether personality traits were 

Table 2.  Study characteristics of included studies reporting group effects.

Study Trait measure Trait rater n (ASD/control) Mean age 
(ASD/control)

% Female 
(ASD/control)

De Pauw et al. (2011) HiPIC Parent 175/500 10.3/10.5 14.9/15.0
Fortenberry et al. (2011) M5-PS-45 Parent 8/7 3.9/4.0 0/42.9
Hesselmark et al. (2015) NEO-PI-R Self 48/53 29.8/30.4 46.0/47.0
Schriber et al. (2014), 
Study 1

BFI Self 37/42 22.2/23.2 22.0/20.0

Strunz et al. (2015) NEO-PI-R Self 59/106 32.7/30.8 54.2/47.2
Suh et al. (2016) BFI Student rater 27/23 13.1/13.6 7.4/8.7

ASD: autism spectrum disorder; HiPIC: Hierarchical Personality Inventory for Children (Mervielde and De Fruyt, 2002); M5-PS-45: M5-PS-45 
Questionnaire (Grist et al., 2012); NEO-PI-R: Revised NEO Personality Inventory (Costa and McCrae, 1992); BFI: Big Five Inventory (John et al., 
2008).

Table 3.  Publication bias and effect size estimates.

Personality trait Publication bias Effect size estimate (95% CI) Heterogeneity

t p τ2 (95% CI) Q p

Correlation effects
  Openness .326 .751 −.223 (–.265, –.181) .001 (.000, .018) 13.76 .247
  Conscientiousness 1.292 .225 −.212 (–.299, –.124) .017 (.005, .054) 47.43 <.001
  Extraversion 2.579 .028 −.500 (–.596, –.404) .022 (.008, .092) 50.40 <.001
  Agreeableness 1.225 .249 −.391 (–.499, –.284) .028 (.011, .111) 66.89 <.001
  Emotional stability 2.173 .055 −.359 (–.466, –.252) .028 (.011, .091) 109.68 <.001
Group effects
  Openness 1.241 .282 −1.03 (–1.441, –.620) .200 (.045, 1.822) 30.74 <.001
  Conscientiousness .583 .591 −.881 (–1.405, –.358) .345 (.098, 4.700) 35.90 <.001
  Extraversion .428 .691 −1.423 (–2.233, –.613) .938 (.318, 5.834) 78.46 <.001
  Agreeableness .990 .378 −.906 (–1.225, –.587) .101 (.014, .685) 20.80 .001
  Emotional stability .097 .927 −1.341 (–1.664, –1.018) .101 (.006, 1.378) 14.31 .014

CI: confidence interval.
The t-test for publication bias for the correlation effects had 10 degrees of freedom. The t-test for publication bias for the group comparison effects 
had 4 degrees of freedom. Degrees of freedom for tests of heterogeneity (Q) were 11 for correlation effects and 5 for group effects.
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measured by self-report or observer ratings, (5) how well 
ASD was characterized as the reported alpha reliability of 
the scale or a score of 1 for confirmed diagnostic groups, 
and (6) risk of bias. We used the APA Reporting Standards 
(Appelbaum et al., 2018) to quantify risk of bias. The first 
and third author independently coded each study for the 
inclusion of 32 relevant points from the APA standards. 
Each standard was coded as being met (0), partially met 
(.5), or missing (1). Initial coding agreement based on 
what points were not met was 90.63%. Discrepancies in 
coding were checked by the first author to create a final, 
single code for each of the 32 points. These codes were 
summed across the 32 points to quantify risk of bias for 
each study. Risk of bias from these studies ranged from 2 
to 9 with an average of 5.72 (SD = 2.00).

Because of the relatively small number of studies avail-
able for the present meta-analysis, moderation analyses 
were conducted collapsed across the correlation and group 
effects as the number of studies in the group effects in par-
ticular would be underpowered to accurately detect mod-
erator effects. For the group effects, the Cohen’s d effect 
size was computed from reported means and recalculated 
to r using the following equation (Borenstein et al., 2009)

r
d

d
n n

n n

=

+
+( )2 1 2

2

1 2

Analyses

All analyses were conducted using random effects models 
in the metaphor package in R (Viechtbauer, 2010). The 
metaphor package uses Fisher’s z as the summary measure 
for correlation effects and Hedges’ g as the summary 
measure for group effects. The R script and data files used 
in the meta-analysis are available at https://osf.io/5pfdj/.

Results

Overall, the effects reported in Table 3 demonstrate that per-
sonality traits and ASD characteristics were negatively asso-
ciated with all Big Five personality traits (Fisher’s z ranged 
from –.21 (conscientiousness) to –.50 (extraversion)). Mean 

differences comparing individuals diagnosed with ASD to 
neurotypical individuals were also substantial (Hedges’ g 
ranged from –.88 (conscientiousness) to −1.42 (extraver-
sion)). All effect size estimates were significant at p ⩽ .001. 
Forest plots of each effect are available in Supplementary 
Figures 1 to 10 and at https://osf.io/5pfdj/

There was significant variability in the effects across 
studies for all of the trait-ASD relationships, as illustrated 
in the tests for heterogeneity of effects in Table 3. Mixed 
effects models controlling for age, gender, percent of the 
sample with ASD, whether personality traits were meas-
ured by self-report or observer ratings, how well ASD was 
characterized, and risk of bias detected two significant 
moderation effects. Mean age (β = –.012 (95% CI: –.020, 
–.003), p = .009) and how well ASD was characterized 
(β = –1.290 (95% CI: –2.209, –.371), p = .006) moderated 
the effect for emotional stability with the effect being more 
robust with age and studies that tested confirmed diagnos-
tic groups. There were no other significant moderation 
effects. As shown in Table 4, significant heterogeneity 
remained after controlling for these study-level metrics 
suggesting that other factors are likely driving variability 
in the relationship of personality traits and ASD.

Discussion

The present meta-analysis indicates that ASD is associated 
with lower openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, 
agreeableness, and emotional stability. This descriptive 
relationship of personality and ASD underscores the pri-
mary purpose of many studies examining the relationship 
of personality traits to ASD—the facilitation of diagnosis 
and identification of individuals with ASD (Fortenberry 
et  al., 2011; Kanai et  al., 2011; Schriber et  al., 2014; 
Schwartzman et al., 2016; Strunz et al., 2015). Such stud-
ies are consistent with modern dimensional conceptions of 
the role of personality in clinical psychology (APA, 2013; 
Kotov et al., 2017; Lengel et al., 2016; Tackett, 2006; Trull 
and Widiger, 2015; Widiger and Presnall, 2013). 
Personality approaches to ASD may be particularly useful 
as ASD has components that cut across the spectra of mod-
ern classification systems but the “neurocognitive and 
neurodevelopmental clusters” in which such systems place 
ASD “have not been examined in structural studies” 
(Kotov et al., 2017: 14).

At the same time, multiple studies reviewed in the pre-
sent meta-analysis indicate that ASD characteristics are sta-
tistically independent from Big Five personality traits in 
both non-clinical (Austin, 2005; Wakabayashi et al., 2006) 
and clinical samples (Schriber et al., 2014). Similarly, clus-
ter analyses suggest that not all individuals with ASD 
exhibit a low Big Five trait profile (Schwartzman et  al., 
2016). These studies indicate that low Big Five traits and 
ASD are not equivalent. This is in contrast to the current 
dimensional conceptions of the role of personality in 

Table 4.  Heterogeneity effects with moderators.

Personality trait τ2 QM p QE p

Openness .009 16.26 .012 27.17 .004
Conscientiousness .032 6.09 .413 57.57 <.001
Extraversion .046 8.93 .178 80.93 <.001
Agreeableness .029 3.47 .748 59.29 <.001
Emotional stability .013 24.24 .001 35.84 <.001

Degrees of freedom for tests of heterogeneity with moderators 
(QM) = 6. Degrees of freedom for tests of residual heterogeneity after 
the inclusion of moderators (QE) = 11.

https://osf.io/5pfdj/
https://osf.io/5pfdj/
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clinical psychology referenced in the previous paragraph 
and scholars studying Big Five personality in clinical sam-
ples urge “caution in treating ASD” (Schriber et al., 2014: 
123) under this framework. Thus, at this point, personality 
trait measurement should be viewed as a potential resource 
to enhance rather than replace traditional diagnostic tools 
and future research should continue to evaluate personality 
and ASD in the context of dimensional models.

The inclusion of personality trait assessments as part of 
a portfolio of clinical assessment tools has particular poten-
tial in helping to understand the life outcomes of individu-
als with ASD. Where comparisons of sample variance were 
presented, traits were as variable or even more variable in 
individuals with ASD or high ASD characteristics when 
compared to variance in control samples (De Pauw et al., 
2011; Hesselmark et  al., 2015; Rodgers et  al., 2018; 
Schriber et al., 2014). Variability in personality traits can 
help understand and, to some degree, account for the chal-
lenges and successes in individuals with ASD just as they 
do in individuals without clinical diagnoses and individuals 
with other disorders (Curtis et al., 2015; Hopwood et al., 
2009; Kern and Friedman, 2008; Luchetti et  al., 2016; 
Mroczek and Spiro, 2007; Ozer and Benet-Martínez, 2006; 
Roberts et al., 2007; Soubelet and Salthouse, 2011; Steel 
et al., 2008; Tackett, 2006; Ziegler et al., 2015). For exam-
ple, in children with ASD, emotional stability, extraversion, 
and agreeableness are associated with internalizing and 
externalizing problems (De Pauw et  al., 2011; Schriber 
et al., 2014). In adults with ASD or high ASD characteris-
tics, disruptions in personality traits also appear to be influ-
encing deficits in quality of life (Ratner and Burrow, 2017; 
Rodgers et al., 2018; Schwartzman et al., 2016).

The evidence emerging from the literature reviewed for 
this meta-analysis suggests that the overall profile of traits 
in ASD puts individuals at risk for challenges across the 
lifespan. Variability in personality within individuals with 
ASD can support the possibility of more optimistic trajec-
tories. Children with higher levels of all Big Five traits 
were less likely to meet diagnostic criteria for ASD after 
having earlier received an ASD diagnosis (Suh et  al., 
2016). Adults with this profile reported higher education, 
greater satisfaction with their jobs, and greater overall sat-
isfaction with life (Schwartzman et al., 2016). It may be 
that individuals with ASD with more typical personality 
traits are better able to accommodate the demands of soci-
ety and thus are more likely to lead relatively mainstream 
lives. Furthermore, certain aspects of the personality pro-
file of individuals with ASD can be strengths in some con-
texts, particularly academia and other specialized 
workplace settings (APA, 2013; Austin, 2005; Baron-
Cohen et al., 2001; Strunz et al., 2015).

The existence of individuals with a more adaptive trait 
profile in the presence of ASD is particularly optimistic 
when paired with a recent meta-analysis of the impact 
intervention can have on personality traits in adulthood 

(Roberts et al., 2017). It may be that existing interventions 
that target social skill development in children with ASD 
(e.g. Gates et al., 2017; Lopata et al., 2013; Reichow et al., 
2012) are facilitating adaptive trait development with 
long-term consequences. Future programs of intervention 
chould target the development of adaptive personality 
traits in order to potentially impact a broad range of life 
outcomes.

Limitations, future directions, and conclusion

Research on Big Five personality traits in ASD is still an 
emerging field. This is most notable in the moderator anal-
yses. The moderator effects reported in the present meta-
analysis should be treated with caution given the limited 
number of studies available and the number of moderators 
tested. Consideration of these moderators should be the 
focus of future work. For example, future research should 
continue to investigate the role of age on the relationship of 
personality and ASD. Both personality traits (Roberts et al., 
2006a) and ASD characteristics (APA, 2013; Robinson 
et al., 2011) are present from early in life and can and do 
change across the lifespan. Thus, development is an excel-
lent area to look for sources of covariation in these phe-
nomena. Evidence suggests that the relationship between 
personality and ASD increases in adulthood (Schriber 
et al., 2014). However, lifespan data to evaluate this hypoth-
esis is lacking. The oldest mean age for any of the studies in 
the present review was 53.9 years, reflecting the dearth of 
research on ASD in late life. Furthermore, to date, no pub-
lished studies have examined the relationship of personal-
ity and ASD longitudinally. Longitudinal research on 
personality and ASD throughout the lifespan will be an 
essential future direction for research on this topic.

In conducting developmental and longitudinal work on 
personality and ASD, it is important to recognize that age 
effects may be confounded by whether personality was 
measured by self-report or other-report. Future research 
should consider the extent to which the respondent influ-
ences the relationship between personality traits and ASD 
as the personality literature clearly indicates variability 
can exist between self-report and informant reports 
(Vazire, 2006; Vazire and Solomon, 2015). However, this 
did not moderate any results in the present meta-analysis 
and the one sample that collected both self- and parent 
reports of personality traits did not find consistent differ-
ences between the ratings (Schriber et al., 2014).

Overall, residual heterogeneity in the moderation anal-
yses suggests additional moderators are at play in the rela-
tionship of personality and ASD. Future work should seek 
to identify and study these potential mechanisms. In par-
ticular, cognitive function may be an important factor. 
Only four studies provided a general characterization of 
their samples on IQ (De Pauw et al., 2011; Kanai et al., 
2011; Schriber et al., 2014; Suh et al., 2016) and only one 



562	 Autism 23(3)

indicated that IQ was considered as a potential control in 
the analyses (Schriber et al., 2014).

The particular assessment tools used may also have an 
important influence on study results. Study effects varied 
when personality traits were measured at a lower-order 
facet level, although this could not be included in the meta-
analytic effects due to the limited number of studies that 
assessed facets (Hesselmark et  al., 2015; Schwartzman 
et al., 2016; Strunz et al., 2015; Wakabayashi et al., 2006). 
Facet-level variability was particularly notable for the 
traits of openness and conscientiousness and may explain 
the lower effect sizes seen for these traits.

Similarly, the current moderation analyses indicate emo-
tional stability effects were moderated by ASD characteri-
zation with effects most robust for those studies using 
diagnostically confirmed ASD groups compared to control 
samples. Within correlational studies, the ASD scale used 
is itself an important consideration in future research on the 
relationship of personality and ASD. Strength and, at times, 
even direction of effects also varied based on the ASD scale 
used (see Austin, 2005; Ingersoll et al., 2011; Wakabayashi 
et al., 2006). Much of the research included in the present 
review relied on the AQ. However, there was insufficient 
variability across studies to test whether using the AQ com-
pared to a different metric of ASD characteristics moder-
ated correlation effects. Despite its ubiquitous use, the AQ 
is not without flaw. Research on samples included in the 
present meta-analysis indicates that “the AQ provided less 
incremental validity” (Ingersoll et  al., 2011: 1654) and 
demonstrated less “replicability of its theoretical factor 
structure” (Ingersoll et  al., 2011: 1653) relative to other 
measures of ASD characteristics.

The field must also consider the issue of measurement 
invariance in conducting future research into the elabora-
tion and precision of measurement models for both traits 
and ASD. Evidence in articles included in the present 
meta-analysis suggests that traits are not homogenous 
within ASD participants (De Pauw et al., 2011; Hesselmark 
et al., 2015; Rodgers et al., 2018; Schriber et al., 2014). 
Research has initially investigated the psychometric prop-
erties of personality trait assessment in ASD samples 
(Hesselmark et  al., 2015) and the ability of individuals 
with ASD to self-report their personality (Hesselmark 
et al., 2015; Schriber et al., 2014). However, it is possible 
that group differences are not evidence of mean-level dif-
ferences but evidence for differential scale functioning. 
Firm evidence of group differences in personality traits 
cannot be established without assessing measurement 
invariance and future work must address this issue.

Future work must also incorporate a broader conception 
of personality that extends beyond a Big Five trait 
approach. Modern research in personality psychology 
clearly indicates Big Five traits are only a component of 
the broader picture of personality (McAdams and Pals, 
2006; Roberts et  al., 2006b). While Big Five traits are 

dominant, not all individual differences can be wholly 
reduced to the Big Five. Importantly, personality beyond 
the Big Five demonstrates incremental validity to Big Five 
traits, predicting important variance above and beyond Big 
Five traits (i.e. Adler et al., 2016). Future work should con-
tinue to extend the relationship of ASD with personality 
beyond Big Five traits. For example, there is existing lit-
erature mapping childhood temperament to ASD (Barger 
et  al., 2014, 2016; De Pauw et  al., 2011) and ASD has 
recently been associated with attachment styles (Gallitto 
and Leth-Steensen, 2015), emotion regulation (Mazefsky 
et al., 2013; Weiss et al., 2014), alexithymia (Liss et al., 
2008), identity status (Ratner and Berman, 2015), self-
concept clarity (Berna et al., 2016; Rodgers et al., 2018), 
self-esteem (Cooper et  al., 2017; Rodgers et  al., 2018), 
values (Kirchner et al., 2016), and autobiographical mem-
ory (Crane and Goddard, 2007; Millward et  al., 2000). 
Continued research on personality and ASD can elucidate 
the extent to which these constructs overlap with and/or 
are incremental to Big Five traits in ASD samples.

In sum, ASD is associated with lower levels of the Big 
Five personality traits of openness, conscientiousness, 
extraversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability. This 
general profile may have a useful role in facilitating dif-
ferential diagnosis of individuals with ASD and may 
inform future intervention possibilities. The studies 
included in this meta-analysis also suggest notable varia-
bility in personality traits within individuals with ASD. 
This variability is likely associated with important out-
comes across the lifespan. The literature on personality 
and ASD is, however, still emerging with relatively few 
studies and those studies that do exist are cross-sectional 
and largely on children and young adult samples. It is our 
hope that this review will catalyze future work in this area 
in an effort to develop a better understanding of the role of 
personality in the lives of individuals with ASD.
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