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LETTERS

Autism and Deficits
in Attachment Behavior

A.MOLES ETAL. REPORTED A "DEFICIT IN
attachment behavior in mice lacking the p-
opioid receptor gene” (Reports, 25 June
2004, p. 1983). They stated that their results
“may indicate a molecular mechanism for
discases characterized by deficits in attach-
ment behavior, such as autism,” an assump-
tion recapitulated in Mary Beckman’s news
story “The mice that don’t miss mom: love
and the w-opioid receptor™ (News of the
Week, 25 June 2004, p. 1888) and other
NEWs coverage.

However, the basis for D'Amato et al.’s
speculation that autism is “characterized by
deficits in attachment behavior”™ was a 25-
vear-old theoretical treatise (7), which sub-
sequently failed to be supported by numer-
ous empirical investigations. In 1984,
Sigman and colleagues first demonstrated
that young children with autism behaved no
differently in their response after separation
from and reunion with their primary care-
giver than did children with other develop-
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mental disabilities (2). Following Sigman’s
seminal study, every laboratory experiment
investigating attachment behavior with
young children with autism has replicated
the initial finding, demonstrating unam-
biguously that cluldren with autism are as
securely attached to their mothers as are
their peers (3-8).

Given the striking lack of empirical evi-
dence to support D’ Amato and colleagues’
speculation that their results are relevant to
autism, we urge considerably greater caution,
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