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Hebrew University research shows developmental problems for siblings of 
autistic children   

 
Jerusalem, 22nd April 2007 – Younger siblings of children with autism are at risk to suffer from delayed 
verbal, cognitive and motor development in their early childhood years. 
 
This finding is the result of a research project carried out by a staff headed by Prof. Nurit Yirmiya and 
doctoral candidate Yifat Gamliel of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and Dr. Marian Sigman of the 
University of California, Los Angeles.  
 
In their research, they found that some siblings of children with autism – ranging from fourteen months to 
four and half years – were diagnosed with delayed verbal, cognitive and motor development. After the 
age of four and a half, most of those children were able to close the gap between their development and 
that of other children of the same age who had siblings with normal development, except for some small 
delays in verbal abilities. 
 
The results of this research have been published in a special issue of the Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders that was devoted entirely to the subject of diagnosis of autism in very young 
children. The issue was edited by Prof. Nurit Yirmiya and by Prof. Sally Ozonoff of the M.I.N.D. Institute 
at the University of California, Davis. They reported finding that 30 percent of those children with older 
siblings with autism were found to have delayed development in the three areas studied, as opposed to 
only 5 percent in a comparison group (children whose siblings did not suffer from autism).  
 
The reasons for this phenomenon, says Prof. Yirmiya, can be traced to the genetic tendency of children 
in the former group to carry an endophenotype of autism (an hereditary characteristic that is normally 
associated with some condition but is not a direct symptom of that condition).  
 
“Siblings of children with autism are likely to inherit genes that will cause a weakened expression of 
autistic symptoms,” she explained. These can take the form of delayed linguistic abilities, difficulties in 
expressing feelings and in making eye contact, and in social interaction.  
 
Prof. Yirmiya said that such problems cannot be traced to an imitation of the behaviour of the older 
sibling with autism. “The children who were examined in the research had other models of behaviour 
which they could have imitated besides their siblings with autism, such as parents, friends or other 
(normal) siblings in the family with whom they had frequent contact,” she asserted. 
 
The research tested the behaviour of 39 children in Israel who had older siblings with autism. The 
research also involved a comparison group of children with older siblings of normal development. The 
children in both groups were examined at the ages of four months, 14 months, 24 months, 36 months 
and 54 months.  
 
The results of the research showed that there were no significant differences between the two groups at 
the age of four months. Most of the developmental delays were found to appear in the first group from 
the age of 14 months until the age of four and half. After that, most of those in the group of siblings with 
autism were able to close the gap between them and the children in the comparison group, with the 
exception of a few children who persisted with some difficulties in verbal expression.  
 
 



Prof. Yirmiya said that follow-up work should be undertaken into the elemental school years in order to 
determine whether there are any problematic symptoms, such as learning difficulties, since these 
sometimes come to the surface at a later age. 
 
Prof. Yirmiya said that while the research does illustrate some developmental problems with siblings of 
children with autism, the fact is that to a large extent these problems resolve themselves at a young age 
without any intervention. Therefore, it is not clear whether prevention programs should be recommended 
for such children. especially considering the burden that the families are already experiencing. 
 
 
 
 
For more information, or for press contact with students, faculty or spokespersons from HU, please speak in the first instance to Jason Caplin, 
Communications Manager, on +44 (0)20 7691 1471 or email jason.caplin@bfhu.org. 

  

About the Hebrew University 
With 24,000 full-time students, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem is Israel’s pre-eminent institute of higher education. Its faculty members 
pursue projects that are both essential to Israel’s future and the benefit of humanity. It is a centre of international repute, with formal and 
informal ties extending to and from the worldwide scientific and academic community. Students come from all over Israel and across the Middle 
East to study in an atmosphere of academic and research excellence.  
 
About the British Friends of the Hebrew University 
Established in 1926, The British Friends of the Hebrew University is the oldest established Jewish charity in support of higher education. The 
charity works to promote and enhance the reputation of the Hebrew University, ensure that underprivileged students are given the opportunity to 
complete their studies, and help HU to maintain its standard of excellence and worldwide reputation for research. 
 
BFHU acts as the UK’s gateway to Hebrew University research, expertise and faculty, and provides financial and pastoral support for 
prospective and current students at HU, as well as supporting visiting and sabbatical Hebrew University lecturers during their time in the UK.  


