
Affective Landscapes of Decision-Making in Autism: A Mixed Methods Investigation of 
Constraint and Absorption 

 
Author: Bora Gazidede, University of Vienna 

 
Supervisor: Giorgia Silani, University of Vienna (giorgia.silani@univie.ac.at) 

 
 
 Research on decision-making in autism has produced strikingly contradictory findings. While some 
studies suggest enhanced rationality or reduced susceptibility to cognitive bias, others interpret autistic 
decision-making through deficit-oriented frameworks emphasizing impaired social cognition, reduced 
emotional integration, diminished theory of mind, or alexithymia (van der Plas, Mason, & Happé, 2023). 
Such inconsistencies may reflect a deeper issue within the literature itself: decision-making in autism has 
largely been studied through abstract, decontextualized paradigms that fail to account for the affective 
structure of autistic experience. The present project argues that autistic decision-making is neither 
uniformly impaired nor enhanced, but fundamentally shaped by affective context. 
 One of the most replicated findings within autism and judgment research concerns reduced 
susceptibility to the framing effect, wherein decisions are less influenced by whether outcomes are 
presented positively or negatively (Shah, Catmur, & Bird, 2016). Traditionally, this has been interpreted as 
evidence of atypical emotional processing or reduced sensitivity to social cues. However, in light of the 
Double Empathy Problem (Milton, 2012), such effects may instead reflect a mismatch between 
neurotypical affective assumptions embedded within experimental paradigms and the salience structures 
through which autistic individuals organize meaning.  
 This project therefore proposes an alternative framework distinguishing between two affectively 
structured modes of experience, namely constraint and absorption, and investigates how these states shape 
decision-making behavior and lived experience. Constraint refers to contexts characterized by social 
evaluation, self-monitoring, masking, or externally imposed normative pressure. Absorption refers to 
engagement with special interests, often described as deeply rewarding, regulating, and cognitively 
organizing. While both are reflected within diagnostic discourse, constraint indirectly through the criteria 
on social-communicative difficulty, and absorption more directly through the criteria of restricted and 
repetitive behaviours and interests, they are rarely examined as emotionally meaningful experiential states 
capable of fundamentally shaping cognition and decision-making. 
 Using a mixed-methods design, the study combines behavioral experimentation with Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Autistic and neurotypical participants will complete a personalized 
decision-making task across three conditions: neurtral, constraint, absorption-based. Prior to each 
condition, affect will be induced via guided autobiographical recall, in which participants are prompted to 
vividly re-experience personally relevant episodes corresponding to each state. The absorption condition 
will involve recall of special-interest-related experiences, while the constraint condition will involve recall 
of socially performative associated with masking or pressure. Behavioral measures will include reaction 
time, decision confidence, perceived uncertainty, and affective valence and arousal, alongside 
phenomenological accounts captured through IPA. Importantly, the study explicitly treats null findings as 
theoretically meaningful rather than as methodological failure. If task manipulations fail to produce 
expected behavioral divergence, IPA will be used to examine how participants experienced the 
experimental context itself, including its components. In this way, absence of expected effects becomes a 
source of insight into the structure of meaning-making rather than an endpoint. 
 Expected findings suggest that autistic participants will exhibit substantially different decision-
making profiles depending on affective context. Decision-making under constraint is expected to involve 
slower response times, increased uncertainty, reduced confidence, and heightened cognitive effort, whereas 
decision-making in contexts of absorption may become faster, more intuitive, and experienced as 
cognitively aligned or self-evident. Importantly, autistic participants are expected to show a stronger 
divergence between these conditions than neurotypical controls, indicating heightened context sensitivity 
rather than generalized impairment. By integrating behavioral and phenomenological approaches, this 
project aims to move beyond deficit-based accounts of autism and reconceptualize decision-making as 
affectively structured, relational, and context-dependent. In doing so, it positions special interests not as 
pathological fixations, but as domains of cognitive-affective alignment that may illuminate alternative 
forms of attention, valuation, and meaning-making within autistic experience. 
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