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Cumulative prevalence, 1998-2018

 This graph shows 
percentage increase 
in incidence of 
autism diagnosis 
from 1998 to 2018. 

Russell et al, 2021



Cumulative prevalence by gender

 This graph shows 
cumulative 
prevalence, 1998 – 
2018, by male-
female gender

Russell et al, 2021



 Higher prevalence rates likely represent better identification and 
better recognition of more subtle presentations, particularly in 
females…

…and in any case autism remains substantially underdiagnosed 
and under-recognised in certain groups:

 Psychiatric patients (see, for example, Brugha et al 2020)

 Older people (O’Nions et al, 2023)

So is autism being overdiagnosed? 



The changing face of autism

Very common in children & young adults

Male: female ratio narrowing

Less Intellectual Disability

High mental health comorbidity



Why should psychiatrists care about 
autism?

Common
• 1 in 20 CMHT patients

• 1 in 10 inpatients

High MH needs
30-50% have mental 

health disorder; multiple 
MH problems common

Under-recognised
Around half of autistic 
adults in MH system 

undiagnosed or 
misdiagnosed

Risk
High rates of self harm, 
suicide, bullying, abuse, 

exploitation  ?



 Life expectancy in autism 
12 years lower

 Suicide rate in autism:
 7 – 9 times higher

Suicide in autism

Hirvikoski, T., Mittendorfer-Rutz, E., Boman, 
M., Larsson, H., Lichtenstein, P., & Bölte, S. 
(2016). Premature mortality in autism 
spectrum disorder. The British Journal of 
Psychiatry, 208(3), 232-238. 
doi:10.1192/bjp.bp.114.160192



Oliver McGowan



Autism in older age



Kanner’s case 1: Donald Grey Triplett
B. 1933, D. 2023



Percentage of UK population diagnosed with autism, as of 2018
(Taken from Nions et al, 2023)

Only 0.02% of age 70+ 
have an autism 

diagnosis (vs 
expected prevalence 

of at least 1%)



Autism in older age – published papers





Effect of autism on aging

• Similar pattern of age-related decline to 
neurotypical population (Bathelt et al, 
2020)Parallel

• Autism increases rate of age-related 
cognitive, mental and physical 
decline (Geurts & Vissers, 2012)

Accelerated

• Autism is protective against some 
aspects of age-related decline 
(Oberman & Pascual-Leone, 2014)

Safeguarded



 Very difficult to draw firm conclusions, due to:
 Limited evidence base
 Small, heterogenous samples
 Variation in measures used
 Lack of NT controls
 Confounding effect of intellectual disability
 ‘Healthy Survivor’ bias

 Overall, seems that social interaction difficulties and poor 
physical/mental health outcomes persist into old age

Characteristics of Older Autistic Adults: a 
Systematic Review of Literature (Lei et al, 2021)



 Rhodus et al, 2020:
 142 older persons with mild cognitive impairment
 Caregivers surveyed using Gilliam autism rating scale
 Those with likely autism (n=23) had younger age of onset and more 

advanced cognitive impairment.

 Vivanti et al, 2021:
 Case control study using Medicaid registers
 Autistic adults were about 2.6 times more likely to be diagnosed with 

early-onset dementia than adults in the general population.
 Association remained even after controlling for presence of ID and other 

risk factors

Does autism predispose to dementia?



 Child or grandchild diagnosed with autism 
 Death or infirmity of spouse/other carer
 Worsening physical health which impacts on daily routines
 Major change of environment (eg move to a care home)
 ?early cognitive impairment ‘unmasks’ autism features

 Note – can present dramatically, eg with agitation, new onset 
self-harm/suicidality, or acute & transient psychosis (likely 
underlying driver is extreme anxiety state) 

How does autism present in older age?



Assessing autism in older adults

 Autism diagnosis can be very important for care and treatment 
planning – important not to miss!

 Consider if there is lifelong social/communication difficulties and 
cognitive/behavioural rigidity

 Often lack of good developmental history – passage of time, 
death of parents, destruction of records

 Assessment tools (eg ADOS) not well validated in older people
 Autism is more stigmatised in older age groups



What is the message to psychiatrists?
All psychiatrists should be able to:
• recognise the possibility of autism when 

assessing patients

• effectively diagnose and treat co-occurring 
mental health disorders in autistic patients, 
including in emergency settings

• communicate effectively with autistic 
patients and make reasonable adjustments 
where appropriate.

Presence of autism should not bar access to 
mental health services when there is 
legitimate MH need.



Get some training

What can I do?



Join the College 
Neurodevelopmental 
Special Interest Group

What can I do?



Get in touch

Conor.davidson@nhs.net

@conor_davidson

mailto:Conor.davidson@nhs.net
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