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Introduction: Respiratory Sinus Arrythmia (RSA) serves as a biological indicator of adaptive autonomic nervous system
(ANS) functioning and response. It is a measure of variability between heartbeats that is due to breathing via
parasympathetic output to the heart. It has been found to differ in children with ASD, and to be associated with an
increase in ASD-like symptoms, social adaptiveness and expressive and receptive language ability.1–8 However, the
relationship between RSA and social-behavioral functioning is still not well understood, and is confounded by variables
related to the environment and individual characteristics. This study examines RSA in children with ASD across contexts in
an attempt to disentangle targeted measures of parasympathetic activity related to cognitive or linguistic demand in a
social environment. We further looked at relationships between RSA across contexts and developmental characteristics.
Method: Participants included 12 children with ASD and 8 children with typical development (TD) between the ages of 5-8.
All children completed the Clinical Evaluation of Language Fundamentals-4 (CELF-4), the Matrices subtest of the Kaufman
Brief Intelligence Test-2 (KBIT-2), and Pragmatic Language subtest of the Comprehensive Assessment of Spoken Language2 (CASL-2: PL). All children in the ASD group were also administered the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule-2 (ADOS2). Parents completed the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Functioning (BRIEF). While connected to ECG equipment,
children completed a baseline task, two language tasks, and executive functioning (EF) tasks. For the baseline activity, the
children sat quietly and watched a 5-minute video clip. For the language tasks, they completed a narrative language
(described a wordless picture book), and a conversational language sample (conversed with an examiner for approximately
10 minutes). For the EF tasks, the children completed the Card Sort and Flanker Inhibition tests from the NIH Toolbox on an
iPad. Nonparametric Wilcoxon signed rank tests were used to analyze differences across groups and contexts, and
Kendall’s rank coefficients were used to investigate relationships between RSA and developmental characteristics.
Results: Between group differences: there were not significant differences between baseline and RSA during conversation
(p = .169, 𝛿𝛿 = .42). The TD group had significantly higher RSA during the narrative task (p = .005, 𝛿𝛿 = .81), and EF task (p =
.005, 𝛿𝛿 = .78) than the ASD group. Within group differences: For the TD group, baseline RSA was significantly higher than
RSA during conversation (p = .016, 𝛿𝛿 = .35), but was not significantly different from RSA during narrative (p = .688 , 𝛿𝛿 = .15)
or EF tasks (p = .375 , 𝛿𝛿 <.001). For the ASD group baseline was significantly higher for all three conditions (conversation: p
= .016, 𝛿𝛿 = .64; narrative: p = .005 .012 , 𝛿𝛿 = .55; EF: p = .006, 𝛿𝛿 = .47). Associations: There were no significant associations
between any RSA measures and measures of language, cognitive, or behavior in the group of children with TD. In the ASD
group, RSA during the narrative task was positively associated with autism symptom severity (τb = .61, p =.033). RSA change
from baseline to the narrative context and baseline to EF context were both significantly correlated with EF ability on the
BRIEF Global Executive Composite and Metacognition Index, with greater change to each context associated with poorer
EF ability (Narrative: GEC τb = .93, p < .001; MI τb =.86, p = .004 | EF: GEC τb = .76, p = .002; MI τb = .75, p = .004).
Discussion: In our sample, children with ASD showed a different pattern of response to executive functioning and narrative
language activities compared to baseline and conversational activities than children with typical development. RSA was
higher during the narrative language and executive functioning task in children with TD. Further, within children with ASD,
RSA level during the narrative task was associated with autism symptom severity, and changes from baseline to narrative
and EF contexts were associated with global measures of executive functioning. Narrative language, in contrast to
conversational language was more closely related to executive functioning ability which likely required a different
response. These findings warrant the need to further investigate RSA across contexts in this population.
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