
www.gnc.gu.se

Sebastian Lundström 

Autism: symptoms versus prevalence



www.gnc.gu.se



www.gnc.gu.se

Results: no increase in autism symptomatology but a 
monotonic increase in registered autism diagnoses
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Background

- 20 fold increase (1966-2011)

Lotter 1966; Fombonne 2009; Gillberg 1993; Baird 2006; 
Brugha 2011; King & Bearman 2011



www.gnc.gu.se

Background

- 20 fold increase (1966-2011)
- Recent studies report even higher estimates

- South Korea 2.6%
- United States 2.0% 
- Stockholm 2.5% 

Kim 2011; Blumberg 2013; Idring 2015. 
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Background

Explanation 1: Environmental
- Premature births
- Environmental toxins
- Valproate use during pregnancy
- Vitamin D defiency

Kočovská 2012, D’Onofrio 2013, Christensen 2013, 
McCanlies 2012; Volk 2013; Jung, Lin & Hwang 2013; Deth
2008
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Background

Explanation 1: Environmental
Explanation 2: Genetic / biological

- Increasing paternal and maternal age
- IVF 
- Genetics

Reichenberg 2006; Lundström 2010; Sandin 2012 & 2013; 
Idring 2014. 
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Background

Explanation 1: Environmental
Explanation 2: Genetic / biological
Explanation 3:  It is not real 
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Background

- Broadening of the diagnostic criteria

. Wing 2002 ;Wasana 2007; Hansen 2014. 
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- Broadening of the diagnostic criteria
- Increasing awareness diagnostic substitution

. Coo 2008; King 2009; Shattuck 2006; Bishop 2008 
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Background

- Broadening of the diagnostic criteria
- Increasing awareness diagnostic substitution
- Referral patterns and availability of services

. Shattuck 2009; Blenner 2014; Lavelle 2014 
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Child and Adolescent Twin Study in 
Sweden (CATSS)

Data from > 27 000 twins
75% answering frequency
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Autism-Tics, AD/HD and other
Comorbidities inventory (A-TAC)

- Parental telephone interview

www.childnps.se
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• Well Validated

• Sensitivity:
- The tests ability to identify positive results

• Specificity:
- The tests ability to identify

negative results Sensitivity Specificity
ASD  Low (4.5) 0.96 0.88
ASD High (8.5) 0.71 0.95
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Autism-Tics, AD/HD and other
Comorbidities inventory (A-TAC)

- Construction of A-TAC remove biases
- Does not disclose which questions pertain to which disorder
- Administered by laymen over the phone
- Avoid adherence to mutually exclusive DSM  criteria 
- Evaluate life-time presence of symptoms and behaviors
- Same questions for 10 years
- Suitable for identification of real changes
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Methods

- CATSS >27,000 twins
- National Patient Register (n = 1,078,975)

- All ASD diagnoses according to ICD-9 and 10

Idring 2012



www.gnc.gu.se

Methods

- CATSS >27,000 twins
- National Patient Register (n = 1,078,975)

- All ASD diagnoses according to ICD-9 and 10
- Same ”exposure” time 
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Results

Lundström et al., 2015
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- Prevalence is probably increasing due to administrative 
and practical factors

- Historically underestimated?

Gillberg 1983; Gillberg 1991
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Conclusion

- Prevalence is probably increasing due to administrative 
and practical factors

- Historically underestimated?
- Incidence?

Chakrabati 2001; Chakrabati 2004; Sandin 2014
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Conclusion

- Prevalence is probably increasing due to administrative 
and practical factors

- Historically underestimated?
- Incidence?
- Too much focus on ASD? 
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Thank you for listening!

sebastian.lundstrom@gnc.gu.se


