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W H A T  I S  A U T I S M ?  
A U T I S M  I N  A D U L T S  



• Autism is a neuro-developmental disorder 

• Defined by behaviour 

• Social interaction is difficult 

• Atypical social use of language  

• Restricted, repetitive, and stereotyped behaviours 



A U T I S M  I S  A  L I F E L O N G  

C O N D I T I O N  

A U T I S M  I N  A D U L T S  



A U T I S M  I S  A  L I F E L O N G  

C O N D I T I O N  

• Originally described as a childhood disorder 

• Recent studies have confirmed autism is a lifelong 

condition 

• However, does the condition differ across the lifespan? 



• Brugha et al., 2011. 

• First study to compare ASD prevalence across age 

groups in a community sample 

 

 

• Comparable rates to children  

Brugha TS, McManus S, Bankart J, Scott F, Purdon S, Smith J, et al. Epidemiology of Autism Spectrum Disorders in Adults in the 

Community in EnglandEpidemiology of Autism Spectrum Disorders. Archives of general psychiatry. 2011;68(5):459-465. 

A G E  W I T H  A S D  

1 6 - 4 4  1 . 1 %  

4 5 - 7 4  0 . 9 %  

7 5 +  0 . 8 %  

P R E V A L E N C E  O F  A S D  I N  

A D U L T S  



E S T I M A T I N G  P R E V A L E N C E  

• ABS 

• Estimates unreliable for adults 30+ 

• Too few were identified 

• WA Health Department Data Linkage 

• Small numbers identified. 

• Issue of known prevalence vs true prevalence 



• L E S S  T H A N  5 %  O F  

A D U L T S  W I T H  A S D  I N  

T H E  U K  H A V E  A  

D I A G N O S I S  

N O  F I G U R E S  F O R  

A U S T R A L I A  

A U T I S M  I N  A D U L T S  



H O W  I S  A U T I S M  D I F F E R E N T  I N  

A D U L T S  

• Little is known about adults with ASD 

• Few studies have focused on older adults 

• Trajectory of ASD is unknown beyond early adulthood 

• 50-75% of people with AD have intellectual disability * 

• Symptomatology based on childhood  

* Stuart-Hamilton, I., Griffith, G., Totsika, V. et al. (2010). The circumstances and support needs of older people with autism. 

Report for the Welsh Assembly Government, Cardiff: Welsh Assembly. 



A U T I S M  I N  A D U L T S : I S S U E S  

• Diagnostic issues 

• Lack of appropriate instruments 

• Influence of ageing: coping and learning 

• No adult specific interventions 

• Are these factors biasing our samples? 



W H Y  I S  I T  D I F F I C U L T  T O  S T U D Y  

O L D E R  A D U L T S  W I T H  A S D ?  

• Lack of a suitable informant 

• No living parent 

• Getting parents to contribute to improving a system 

that has let them down 

• Reliability of memories sometimes 50+ years old 

• Confirming a diagnosis without childhood information 



C U R R E N T  R E S E A R C H  
A U T I S M  I N  A D U L T S  



A U T I S M  I N  M I D D L E  T O  L A T E  

A D U L T H O O D  

• Multi-centre study 

• University of North Carolina 

• University of Wisconsin 

• University of Miami 

• University of Western Australia 

• 20+ participants per site 

• Battery of assessments 



W E S T E R N  A U S T R A L I A N  

P E R S P E C T I V E   

• 40 participants over 40 years of age recruited 

• Assistance from Disability Services Commission, 

Autism Clinic at Fremantle Hospital, Autism 

Association of Western Australia 

• Majority of sample have some degree of intellectual 

disability 

• Many had no formal diagnosis of ASD 



E A R L Y  F I N D I N G S  

• Some social skills appear to improve in a subset of 

individuals 

• The core autistic symptoms remain largely consistent 

with age, but improve in some 

• Rate of behavioural problems is high 

• Links with other health issues, epilepsy and 

Parkinsonism  



C O S T  O F  A U T I S M  

• Australian Data1 

– Total annual cost ~ $5.8 billion 

– Average incremental cost ~ $56,000 

• Medical expenditure 2 

– 6x greater for children with ASD than non-ASD controls 

– 2.7x greater than ASD alone when comorbidity (ID, ADHD, Epilepsy) present  

• Cost of adult care is the greatest lifetime expenditure 3 

• Investing in AS will outweigh public expenditure4 

 
1 Synergies Economic Consulting commissioned by the Autism Early Intervention Outcomes Unit. (2007). Economic Costs of Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (pp. 1-141). Australia, 2007: Synergies Economic Consulting. 

2 Peacock G, Amendah D, Ouyang L, Grosse SD. Autism Spectrum Disorders and Health Care Expenditures: The Effects of Co-Occurring 

Conditions. Journal of Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics. 2012;33(1):2.  

3 Ganz ML. The Lifetime Distribution of the Incremental Societal Costs of Autism. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med. 2007;161(4):343-349. 

4 Burr T. Supporting people with autism through adulthood. Report by the Comptroller and Auditor General: National Audit Office [Report]. 

2009:1-59. Available from: http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/0809/autism.aspx 
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