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INTRODUCTION 

Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are pervasive and 

lifelong neuro-developmental disorders characterized by 

impaired socialization, impaired verbal and nonverbal 

communication, and restricted interests and repetitive 

patterns of behavior.
1
 Childhood autism is a pervasive 

developmental disorder with negative impact on the 

development of child's social, behavioural and 

communication skills. Knowledge and awareness about 

this condition differ from country to country being of a 

better level in developed than in developing countries. 

Adequate knowledge and awareness about childhood 

autism allows early diagnosis and interventions and 

greatly improve care and therapeutic outcomes.
2,3

 The 

prevalence of the ASD has progressively increased from 

1 in 500 to 1 in 50.
4-6

 Awareness has been suggested to be 

a reason among others that contributed to the increased 

prevalence of ASD.
7
 Various studies reported different 

levels of awareness. General population surveys in 

Northern Ireland reported that 82% of the public have 

heard of autism while in UK a 92% of the public 

exhibited awareness of autism.
7,8

 The high level of 

awareness in the first study has been claimed to be a 

reflection of the fact that nearly two thirds of the sample 

had a family member with autism or knew someone with 
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autism in their wider social circle.
7
 The objective of this 

preliminary study was to assess the knowledge of 

childhood autism among university students in United 

Arab Emirates. 

METHODS 

The sample comprised 300 adults aged 18-28 years from 

various colleges in the University of Sharjah and other 

universities in UAE. The questionnaire was pre-piloted 

by distributing it to 10 students and their comments and 

recommendations were taken into consideration in the 

final version of the survey. The study was anonymous 

and identity of participants was disguised. Initially 

questionnaires were distributed to 400 students and 325 

filled in questionnaires were received back with 25 

surveys being incompletely filled and were thus rejected.  

The descriptive, cross-sectional survey consisted of 30 

closed-ended and multiple choice questions. The first part 

covered questions dealing with demographic 

characteristics of the participants including age, gender, 

having a family child or a relative with autism. Other 

questions dealt with views of participants on whether 

autism has strong genetic basis, autistic children are 

intellectually disabled, display poor eye contact. Also 

views on various assumed causes of autism such as 

vaccination, poor parenting, environmental factors and 

family history. Other questions covered hall marks of 

autism such as whether the disorder is lifelong one, 

autistics can live independently, autistics have mental 

disabilities and delay in early communication as an early 

symptom. In addition participants were asked whether 

autistics can overgrow the syndrome with proper 

treatment, whether they know of the availability of a 

medical diagnosing test for the disorder, is it more 

common in males than females and whether early 

detection can improve therapeutic outcomes. The data is 

presented as %. 

RESULTS 

As we received back 325 filled in questionnaires of which 

25 were incomplete and were rejected, the response rate 

was 75%. Participants were all students from various 

colleges of various universities in United Arab Emirates 

(UAE) with age ranging from 18-28 years. The ratio of 

female to male participants was 3:1. Only 15 (5%) of the 

respondents have autistic relative. About two thirds (195, 

65%) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that autism 

is a neuro-developmental disorder with strong genetic 

basis (Figure 1). The majority (64.6% and 42.2%) of 

participants were not sure if autism is more common in 

males than females and that there is no medical diagnostic 

test respectively. On the other hand, about 228 (76%) 

students agreed that early identification improves the 

therapeutic outcomes while 132 (44%) believed that 

children can outgrow autism with proper treatment 

(Figure 2). More than 50% of respondents disagreed or 

strongly disagreed to the statement that autistic children 

are intellectually disabled (Figure 3). Again the majority 

of respondents disagreed and strongly disagreed that all 

autistic children display poor eye contact (Figure 4). Only 

a few participants (60, 20%) agreed that autistics children 

have mental disabilities, while about 50% believed that 

they can live independently while 60% agreed that delay 

in early communication is an early sign of the disorder 

and about 52% believed that the disorder is a lifelong one 

(Figure 5.). The majority of participants (207, 69%) 

agreed that family history increases chances of developing 

autism while believing that vaccination, poor parenting 

and environmental factors are not causes of autism 

(Figure 6). 

 

Figure 1: Responses of University students to the 

statement that autism is a neuro-developmental 

disorder with a strong genetic basis. 

 

Figure 2: Responses of students to some aspects of 

autism. 

 

     Figure 3: Responses of students to the statement 

that autistic children are intellectually disabled. 
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Figure 4: Responses of students to the statements that 

all autistic children have poor direct eye contact. 

 

Figure 5: Responses of university students to 

suggested hallmarks of autism. 

 

Figure 6: Responses of university students to 

suggested causes of autism. 

DISCUSSION 

Recent years have witnessed a progressive rise in ASD 

diagnosis that is most probably attributed to the increased 

case reporting as a result of increased awareness of both 

heath care professionals and the public. Also the 

availability of accurate diagnostic criteria greatly 

impacted the diagnosis of more cases. Such an increased 

prevalence is clearly shown in the rise shown between the 

years 1997 and 2013 from 1:500 to 1:50.
4-6

 Diagnosis of 

ASD is based on behavioural observations and reports 

from parents, caregivers, and professionals. Currently 

there are no reliable biological or neurological indicators.
9
 

This indicates that parents , relatives and the public in 

general must have a reasonable level of awareness to 

report cases that may undergo undiagnosed and also to 

know how to deal responsibly with identified cases of 

autistic children.  

In the present study the majority (65%) of participants 

agreed that autism is a neuro-developmental disorder with 

strong genetic basis while slightly higher (69%) number 

of respondents believed that family history and 

environmental factors increase chances of developing 

autism but disagreed to the statements that vaccination 

and poor parenting are causes of autism. This result is 

probably due to the efforts made by the health authorities 

in UAE to increase public awareness of concepts of 

autism and the impact of mass media in this respect. 

However, as such our results which may be considered 

reasonable are less than the 80% and 100% reported for 

Northern Ireland, and France respectively.
7,10

 The 

majority of respondents believed that family history 

increases the risk of developing child autism. However, 

similarly high percentage of participants disagreed with 

the statements that poor parenting, vaccination and 

environmental factors are causes of autism. Also more 

than 50% of the respondent students perceived that 

autistic children are not necessarily intellectually 

disabled. Increased awareness and understanding of 

childhood autism would certainly improve the views of 

the public towards the sufferers of this disorder and their 

abilities. It has been reported that autistic individuals can 

develop distinctive skills in specific areas.
11

 Furthermore, 

a large number of students agreed. That early 

identification improves outcomes for autistic children. In 

addition, more than half the participants agreed that 

autism is a lifelong disorder with the delay in early 

communication being an early sign and children can 

outgrow the disorder. A study that approached parents of 

autistic children reported that parents believe that autism 

was a temporary condition and that with time the children 

will overgrow it. Also the parents overestimated the 

cognitive abilities of children with autism.
12 

 

In general results of this preliminary study indicate that 

university student’s knowledge and perception of autism 

is good. This is most likely due to the efforts of health 

authorities as well as mass media to enhance public 

awareness of the disorder and also because of ease in 

gaining knowledge through the internet. Another reason 

may be the increased reporting of cases which led to 

updated high levels of prevalence of the disorder among 

residents of the country.
13

 

The limitations of this study were the inclusion of only 

small number of participants having a relative child with 

autism. No attempts were made to study the influence of 

gender, study program or level of study on responses of 

students. Also the study did not assess the knowledge of 
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and attitude towards autism in medical and pharmacy 

students in UAE as work on this is in progress. 

CONCLUSION 

This novel preliminary study demonstrated a good 

knowledge and perception of university students in the 

United Arab Emirates on childhood autism. The 

government's efforts in fostering autistic children, taking 

care of their health and education and supporting parents 

are enormous. More efforts to further enhance the 

understanding of autism among all members of the 

community are needed.  
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