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Adults with autism often experience difficulties in mentalizing (inferring thoughts and
emotions) and narrative coherence (structured storytelling). The cerebellum (“little brain”) is
a brain region involved in autism development with a key role in the detection, generation,
and prediction of motor and non-motor sequences (i.e., chronological order of behavior). The
goal of this doctoral research was to provide a coherent theoretical overview regarding the
role of the cerebellum in autism, mentalizing, and narrative coherence, and use these
insights to help clarify behavioral observations and develop a novel training program.

A first theoretical paper underscored that adults with autism experience difficulties during
non-figurative (e.g., sarcasm) and automatic mentalizing. Narrative coherence, in general,
was lower as well. In addition, these skills are related at a behavioral level and subserved by
sequences in the cerebellum. A second theoretical paper highlighted that autism is
characterized by various neural imbalances in which functional relations between widespread
brain areas/networks are important to keep in mind, with a key role for the cerebellum. Such
imbalances might lead to imbalanced attention and prediction processes. Uncovering specific
imbalance patterns might, in the future, lead to a better understanding of different
presentations of autism, more sensitive diagnosis, and tailored support.

A series of studies revealed that (1) adults with autism narrate less coherently about negative
life events and people tend to mentalize less when listening to such incoherent narratives, (2)
males with autism are faster and more accurate compared to females with autism on a
mentalizing task subserved by cerebellar functionality, and (3) a training program based on
cerebellar insights proved effective in improving mentalizing and narrative coherence skills.

Combined, these results highlight the importance of including cerebellar insights in
neurobiological autism theories and of future research on the interrelation between
mentalizing and narrative coherence.

CURRICULUM VITAE

Tom Bylemans received his master’s degree in clinical psychology in 2018 from KU Leuven.
Currently, he is finishing a postgraduate degree in autism coaching. During his Ph.D., he
published theoretical neuroscientific work on autism, as well as on sex differences and a
novel neuroscience-based training program. In addition, he has given several talks for
academic and non-academic audiences, taught courses on the neurobiology of autism and
behavioral statistics, and guided adults with autism as an experience expert.
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