Editorial

Autism Spectrum Disorder: A Global Public Health

Challenge

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has emerged as a
significant public health issue, with its prevalence
steadily increasing over the past two decades. In the
United States, recent estimates suggest that 1 in 36
children is diagnosed with ASD, this represents a
significant increase from earlier years, where the rate
was 1in 44 in 2018 and 1 in 54 in 2016 a notable rise
from 1 in 150 in 2000%2. This dramatic increase is
likely due to improved diagnostic tools and greater
awareness, though environmental and genetic
factors are also considered contributors®. ASD
presents challenges for individuals and families,
with many affected children requiring lifelong
support in education, healthcare, and social

integration®.

ASD is an umbrella term that covers a range of
symptoms and characteristics. Autistic individuals
often face challenges in social interaction,
communication, and repetitive behaviours®. Their
behaviours may seem unusual, but they are simply
ways of navigating the world. These individuals
might not make eye contact, and they might not
follow typical social cues, but this does not mean
they do not want to engage with others. The core
characteristics of ASD include*®:

1. Impairment in social interaction

2. Impairment in verbal or non-verbal

communication

3. Repetitive or stereotypical behaviour patterns

The term “Autism Spectrum” refers to a range of
neurodevelopmental disorders that vary in severity
and characteristics. Within this spectrum, different
conditions exhibit various impairments or
developmental delays. The disorders classified
within the autism spectrum include*>:

1. Autism
2. Asperger’s Syndrome

3. Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not
Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS)

Autism is a complex neurodevelopmental condition
that primarily affects the way individuals perceive the
world and interact with others. It is characterized by
challenges in communication, social interaction, and
repetitive behaviours. These challenges can manifest
in various forms, including intellectual disabilities,
difficulties in motor coordination, sensory sensitivities,
and attention deficits. It is important to note that
autism presents itself within a spectrum, meaning that
each individual is affected differently, but typically falls
within three core areas of difficulty: social interaction,

communication, and repetitive behaviors*>.

In many cases, individuals with autism are diagnosed
within the first three years of life, and early intervention
with therapy and support is crucial in helping them
develop their full potential. The increasing
understanding of autism in society has helped create
amore inclusive environment where individuals with
autism are better recognized and supported®.

Despite this progress, there is no specific treatment or
cure for autism. Instead, various interventions focus
on improving the individual’s ability to function, cope
with daily life, and foster independence®. These
interventions might include behavioural therapies,
speech and language therapy, or occupational therapy,
all aimed at enhancing communication and social
skills. In certain cases, individuals with autism are
supported through tailored educational programs,
where specialized teaching methods help them thrive.
However, for some, the challenges of daily life may
still require lifelong care or support®S.

The growing awareness of ASD has spurred
advancements in early diagnosis and intervention, but
gaps remain in providing equitable access to care. This
is particularly evident in underserved communities,
where cultural and socioeconomic barriers delay
detection and treatment®. Furthermore, the complex
nature of ASD, often accompanied by comorbid
conditions like ADHD, anxiety, and epilepsy,
complicates its management>.



MuMC Journal

Addressing ASD requires coordinated efforts from
public health systems, educators, and policymakers.
With early intervention shown to improve outcomes,
timely and accessible resources must be prioritized
globally. The rise in ASD cases demands that we not
only focus on medical advancements but also invest
insupport structures for affected individuals and their
families’”. As we continue to grapple with the
complexities of autism, a collective approach toward
awareness, inclusion, and research is critical to
mitigating the profound impact of this disorder®.
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