


developing individuals have related differences
between AV congruent and incongruent speech to
higher-order integration of phonological information
in bilateral brain regions (Klucharev et al., 2003).
Note that in this study and in the present one no
hemispherical differences were found, suggesting
that AV speech integration depends on the func-
tioning of both hemispheres. The finding of a lack of
this congruency effect in individuals with PDD is
consistent with a view of PDD as a disorder of com-
plex information processing (Williams et al., 2006).
According to this view, the most affected domains of
processing are those that place the highest demands
on information-processing capacity, while low-level
abilities may be intact. In this sense, atypicalities in
processing have more to do with the mere complexity
of the process rather than the type of processing that
is being done. For instance, besides impairments in
AV speech interactions, anomalous integrated
processing of AV emotional information has also
been found (Hall et al., 2003). This argues for a
pattern of impairments on tasks that put high
demands on integration of information and relative
sparing on more low-level tasks.

An important question is how this AV congruency
effect relates to cognitive functioning. The observed
effect shares temporal characteristics with processes
that are specifically related to processing of linguistic
information. The most prominent ERP peak in this
respect described in the literature in the latency
window of 500 to 800 ms is the P600, which has
traditionally been associated with several kinds of
syntactic violations (Osterhout, Holcomb, & Swin-
ney, 1994). Recent studies related P600 effects to the
integration of semantic, syntactic and pragmatic
information (Eckstein & Friederici, 2005), and to a
process that monitors the correctness of the percept
(van Herten, Kolk, & Chwilla, 2005). This interpre-
tation suggests that in individuals with PDD this
monitoring of ambiguous percepts may not be
functioning correctly.

Our study contributes to a better understanding
of the problems in communication found in PDD, yet
it also has some limitations. Firstly, we did not
include individuals with related disorders like ADHD
or schizophrenia, who may seemingly also have
problems on perceptual processing but with a very
different origin including pharmacological treat-
ment. Secondly, we took great effort including a
homogeneous group of adult individuals without
intellectual disabilities as patients, which resulted
in relatively small sample sizes, thereby reducing
the statistical power of our effects. As high-func-
tioning individuals with PDD tend to acquire com-
pensational skills, they wusually score low on
diagnostic interviews such as the ADOS. Although
these individuals scored well above ADOS cut-off
values on group level and study results were based
on group averages, the present results cannot be
generalized to a younger population or to a group of
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lower-functioning individuals with PDD. Further-
more, one should not overlook the effect of atten-
tional capacity, which can already modulate AV
integration at the earliest stages of the process
(Talsma, Doty, & Woldorff, 2007). In the present
study attention was assured through the use of a
concurrent speech recognition task, although slight
differences between the two groups may still have
confounded the results. The question whether
atypicalities in AV integration in PDD arise solely
from deficits in processes related to integrational
abilities, or also from impairments in attentional
capacity, therefore, remains to be answered.

Conclusion

In sum, we suggest that in PDD patients early non-
linguistic AV interactions are intact, while AV inter-
actions corresponding to more complex phonological
processes are impaired. Given the importance of
rapid multisensory integration for successful social
behavior, deficits in the integration of phonological
information may very well contribute to the com-
municative disabilities which are typical for the
disorder.
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