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Raising Awareness about Adult Autism Spectrum
Disorder

Sensibilizando para a Perturbagao do Espetro do
Autismo no Adulto
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Dear Editor,

Martins Halpern et al' presented the experience of their
specialized center while highlighting the challenges of di-
agnosing and treating autism spectrum disorders in early
infancy. However, problems in the approach of these and
other neurodevelopmental disorders are not limited to the
early stages of life. Their work prompted us to briefly high-
light challenges arising in other phases of the life cycle and
raise awareness of this condition.

Patients with neurodevelopmental disorders, including
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and attention deficit and
hyperactivity disorder, are often lost in the transition from
children and young people’s healthcare services to adult
services.?? Patients who are not lost in this transition may
prove even more challenging, since most have no previ-
ously known psychiatric history or a previously established
diagnosis.® Some individuals who suffer from these dis-
orders present milder symptoms and often remain undi-
agnosed until adulthood. When eventually presenting to
adult psychiatry services, these diagnoses are often also
overlooked, with patients frequently diagnosed with differ-
ent personality disorders (including schizoid and borderline
personality disorder) or with other psychiatric comorbidi-
ties (depression, stress-related and anxiety disorders), and
therefore deprived of specific psychosocial interventions or
evidence-based treatments directed at the particular needs
of patients with autism related disorders.?* Interestingly, in-
dividuals with high functioning ASD present more often to
psychiatric services and yet they remain without a proper
diagnosis until later stages in life.?

Overall, available national clinical recommendations
provide general advice suggesting the assessment of adults
presenting with inadequate social interaction, cognitive and
behavioural rigidity, restricted interests and previous medi-
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cal history of neurodevelopmental disorders." Although it is
useful, the translation of these general principles in every-
day clinical practice is not as straightforward as it may seem.
Challenges include the clinical heterogeneity of ASD, rang-
ing from complex genetic conditions with learning disability
to high functioning individuals who adapted and developed
strategies to overcome autistic deficits.** Conceptualization
of neurodevelopmental disorders, their neurobiology and
different ways in which they affect functioning, quality of life
and overall medical care, need to be considered and prop-
erly studied in order to ensure that minimal standards in the
provision of care to individuals are met, including a smooth-
er and well planned transition from child to adult healthcare
services. Specific issues to be considered include the di-
agnostic challenges, psychiatric comorbidities, and lack of
social support (reduced number of institutions, aging family
caregivers, etc.).

The authors work in an institution with services provid-
ing care to adolescents and young adults in transition to
adult psychiatric care (both in inpatient units and outpatient
clinics), as well as a specialized outpatient clinic for patients
with adult attention deficit disorder and neurodevelopmen-
tal disorders. This experience highlights the shortcomings
felt in the care previously provided to these patients. The
important message is that, although much has advanced
since the initial descriptions of these disorders, there is still
much to be done. It is essential to raise awareness and ad-
vocate for the specific medical and societal needs of adult
individuals who suffer from the effect of these symptoms in
their daily life, with profound impact in their general health
and overall well-being.
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