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ABSTRACT

Autism is a known developmental disorder that is prevalent across the world. Saudi Arabia has largely been
disadvantaged with respect to evidence-based research on autism. The presence of limited research and studies
on autism in Saudi Arabia has an impact on how pediatricians undertake their treatment interventions on children
with autism. This study assesses the awareness levels of Saudi pediatricians with regards to knowledge and
attitudes towards autism among children. The degree of knowledge and attitudes displayed by the respondents
have a direct correlation with the level of care and treatment for autism. This study is thus a baseline case which
can be used to inform future treatment interventions for autism. The study showed that male children were more
likely to be in the risk of being affected by autism which according to the analysis obtained from the chi square
gender was not a significance of likeliness of a child being affected by autism. Correlation was used to determine
the strength of the relationship between lack of eye contact as a result of autism causing communication disorder,
a correlation of -0.132 which implied a weak negative relationship between the two variables. From the chi-
square, a p value of 0.808 was obtained which indicated that there was insufficient statistical significance to the
claim that there was a difference between gender and long-life condition of autism.
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INTRODUCTION

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a long-term disorder in brain development that is characterized by behavioral
and social communication challenges [1]. Some of the specific challenges include a breakdown in social skills,
both verbal and nonverbal communication and repeated behaviors [1-3]. Autism does not refer to a single disorder
but a combination of many disorders that differ in both severity and symptoms. In fact, the term autism is used to
encompass other medical conditions that were initially treated as separate conditions. The Asperger's syndrome,
for instance, has been characterized as a mild form of autism in many medical research journals [4]. The
developmental phase of the ASD is initiated at early childhood after which the condition progresses to cause
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functional problems in the life of a child [4]. A large population of children with autism are able to manifest their
symptoms within the first year after birth [4]. In few instances, children with autism are able to undergo a normal
phase of development within the first year. Afterwards, a regression period is observed between 18 and 24 months
when the victims fully begin to develop symptoms of autism [5].

According to recent statistics, the prevalence in cases of autism is on the rise. A 2018, CDC report for Autism and
Developmental Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) mentioned that nearly 1 in every 59 children in the United States
was diagnosed with autism [3]. This prevalence rate indicated a 14% increase in ASD prevalence rates in 2016
which averaged 1 case of autism in every 68 children [3, 5]. Discussions on autism prevalence can only be based
on the most recent statistics. This is due to the fact that knowledge in this area of medical research has been
dynamic [6]. The techniques for diagnosis and choice for inclusion of certain conditions such as the Asperger's
syndrome as ASD have not been consistent over the last three decades.

The diagnosis and prevalence analysis of autism is also subject to knowledge distribution in the same field. In
developed countries such as the United States, a lot of scientific research have been conducted to establish
practical knowledge on ASD. On the contrary, little scientific studies exist on ASD in the Middle East region [7].
In Saudi Arabia, the prevalence of ASD has been estimated at 18/10000. Alharbi suggests that despite the absence
of specific figures for prevalence rates of ASD in Saudi Arabia, there is a general belief that the condition is
generally increasing at a higher rate when compared to other childhood conditions [7]. The treatment and
management of autism have been associated with the creation of awareness on the condition and implementation
of screening interventions. Despite the presence of limited research studies on autism in the Middle East countries,
an epidemiological study conducted by Helmy in 2014 observed a poor case of knowledge and attitudes
concerning autism among medical students from Taif College [8]. Given the fact that Taif College is a leading
medical research institution that churns out a large number of medical practitioners throughout Saudi Arabia, there
was a need for a survey of autism and knowledge attitudes among pediatricians in Saudi Arabia.

The objective of this study is to assess the current levels of knowledge and attitude of Saudi pediatricians regarding
autism. Knowledge levels and attitudes of pediatricians are important in fully diagnosing and recommending the
best form of treatment for children with autism [5]. Knowledge describes the wealth of information that
pediatricians in Saudi Arabia have acquired on autism. Attitudes describe the general behavior and feelings that
pediatricians have towards children with autism. A combination of adequate knowledge and positive attitudes
towards children with autism are essential ingredients for accurate diagnosis and effective treatment of diagnosed
cases [9]. While autism cannot be cured, the administration of treatment therapies at early stages of ASD can
effectively limit the behavioral and communication challenges that are often observed among children with the
condition [10].

This study contributes to the wealth of knowledge on autism within Saudi Arabia. Generally, the case for autism
research in Saudi Arabia has been poor owing to the presence of limited studies in this field [11]. There is a good
chance that the limited studies on autism within Saudi Arabia may impact the medical practice of pediatricians
with regards to the ASD [12, 13]. Already, some of the limited existing research have highlighted valid arguments
in line with the proposition [14, 15]. Two independent studies that have been carried out on knowledge and attitude
levels on childhood autism among medical students have stressed the need for integration of more information on
ASD in the medical school curriculum [5, 8]. In both studies, the medical students demonstrated average
knowledge and attitudes on childhood ASD. An investigation of a similar case on pediatricians provides a platform
for exploring knowledge and attitudes from a practical-based approach.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

The participants in the study were drawn from 4 regions and 12 cities and 27 hospitals of Saudi Arabia. In total,
105 pediatricians from across the 27 hospitals in Saudi Arabia were drawn into the study. The participants were
Saudi pediatricians working in hospitals that offer residency training program. The participants were randomly
recruited for the research survey from across the 27 hospitals that were marked for the survey. The study was
purely limited to collecting data on pediatricians given the fact that they are the specialists who are directly
concerned with handling cases of autism among children. The pediatricians who were involved in the study were
generally considered to have had at least six months clinical experience, giving them the opportunity to respond
to the survey questions from a practical point of view as opposed to the theoretical perceptions. The participants
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were generally asked to their honest responses with respect to exploring the subject of the research. In the end,
the recruitment and selection of study participants was regarded to be relevant with the purpose of the study.

Study Design

A cross-sectional design was adopted for the study. The collection of study samples was undertaken by means of
convenience sampling method. The study relied on questionnaires as a form of data collection from the study
participants. The pediatricians were issued with the study questionnaires that were printed in hard copy form. The
participants were asked to respond to the questions in the questionnaires after the daily morning meetings. The
choice of time for response to the study questions was informed by two main issues. During morning periods
when the pediatricians are just from meetings, they usually spend some time in preparation for the work schedules
ahead. This period could be convenient for them to respond to questions, given their tight daily schedules. In
addition, during morning hours, pediatricians are still fresh in preparation of the work that lies ahead. The agility
of the mind provided a convenient time to respond to questions before the doctors were consumed with other
activities.

Materials

The questionnaires were used as the primary tools in this research. The design of the questionnaire was informed
by one that had been used in a previous study [14]. The choice to adopt a questionnaire that had been used in a
previous study was justified by the fact that the previous study had focused on the same research question but for
different geographical location. Further, the questionnaire had provided valuable results in that previous study.
Slight modifications were undertaken to suit the process of data collection within the context of Saudi hospitals.
The questionnaire was designed such that it acted as a consent agreement from the participants at the same time.
By agreeing to respond to the questions in the questionnaires, participants would demonstrate authority and
consent of participation in the research. Given the fact that the survey was concerned with a collection of personal
views from participants, anonymity was adopted when answering the questions. The details of the questionnaires
required the respondents to indicate their level of education, area of specialty and duration of experience. The
participants were then asked tick the appropriate interventions and views that deemed to be relevant in the
treatment of autism.

RESULTS

This section involved the use of statistical analysis to make inference about the population of interest. SPSS
software was used in the data analysis where a sample of 105 respondents was used. To make inference about the
study, statistical tests such as descriptive statistics which indicated the summary of the data sets, correlation
(between lack of eye contact and autism causing communication disorder) was used to determine the degree of
relationship between the two variables and chi-square test was used to test the relationship between gender and
autism being a long-life condition.

Descriptive statistics

According to [16], descriptive statistics is a measure that determines the summary of a dataset into measures of
center and central tendency. In this study, the best measures of center that were applied were the mean and median;
while, the measure of variation included the standard deviation.

Table 1: A summary of the results for demographic information of the respondents

N Mean | Median Std. Deviation
Gender 105 14 1 0.492
Profession 105 1.98 2 0.92
Duration of Clinical Experience 105 1.9 2 0.759

Table 2: A summary of the behavior or characteristics of the autism diagnosis
N Mean | Median | Standard Deviation

Language Delays 105 1.96 2 0.876
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Need for sameness, resistance to change in routine 105 1.86 2 0.882
Lack of eye contact 105 2.05 2 0.892

Peculiar speech characteristics 105 2.02 2 0.866

Lack of social responsiveness 105 2.04 2 0.876

Rigid or stereotyped play activities 105 2.13 2 0.809

Onset of symptoms before 36 months 105 1.87 2 0.889
Unusual mannerisms such as finger flicking 105 2.1 2 0.861
Preoccupation with objects 105 2.25 2 0.718

Table 3: A summary of the interventions for those who were diagnosed with autism

N Mean | Median Std. Deviation
antipsychotics 105 1.46 1 0.501
antidepressant 105 1.28 1 0.449
Mood stabilizers 105 1.45 1 0.5
psychostimulants 105 1.44 1 0.499
hypnotic 105 1.43 1 0.497
Speech Therapy 105 1.42 1 0.496
Special Education 105 1.44 1 0.499
Referral to Psychiatrist 105 1.39 1 0.49
Referral to Psychologist 105 14 1 0.492

Table 4: The correlation between the lack of eye contact and autism causing communication disorder

Lack of eye Autism is a
contact communication disorder

Pearson Correlation 1 -.132
Lack of eye contact Sig. (2-tailed) 179
N 105 105

Pearson Correlation -132 1

Autism is a communication disorder Sig. (2-tailed) 179

N 105 105

Table 5: Chi-square test result to determine the relationship between gender and autism being a long-life

condition
Chi-Square Tests
Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 427 2 .808
Likelihood Ratio 426 2 .808
Linear-by-Linear Association 321 1 571
N of Valid Cases 105
a. 0 cells (0.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 9.60.

DISCUSSION

Since the variables are qualitative in nature, median is the best measure of center to be used in this case. According
to Table 1, it was observed that males [1] were the majority, the analysis also shows that majority of the

171



Ahmed Almutairi et al. Int.J. Pharm. Res. Allied Sci., 2019, 8(4):168-173

respondents indicated that they were residents [2]; while, the study showed that many of the respondents implied
that their duration of clinical experience was between 1-5 years [2].

The results of Table 2 were used to indicate the behavior of the autism diagnosis. Language disorders, the need
for sameness and resistance to change, as well as lack of eye contact are among the factors helpful for diagnosing
that a person is affected by autism; but, are not enough. According to the results, a majority of the respondents
indicated that when a person is diagnosed by autism, a peculiar speech characteristics, lack of social
responsiveness, rigid or stereotyped play activities, and unusual mannerisms such as finger flicking are observed.
Table 3 showed that for those who were diagnosed with autism, majority of the respondents implied that
antipsychotics were the best medication to be used, it was also observed that antidepressants were very helpful. It
was also advised that mood stabilization was so helpful in this regard. Referral to education, psychiatrist and
psychologist were termed to be more helpful in case a person was diagnosed with autism since it would prolong
the duration in which one would live. The results showed that majority of the respondents indicated that hypnotic
was a key medication that was helpful to a person who was diagnosed with autism. It was also advisable that
speech therapy was important to a person diagnosed since from the previous findings, it was observed that autism
caused communication disorder.

According to [17], correlation is a statistical measure that determines the strength of relationship. From the results
obtained in this study, the correlation between the lack of eye contact and autism as a communication disorder
was -0.132, which was a weak negative correlation between the two variables. This implied that an increase in
one variable will lead to a decrease in the other variable.

Chi-square is a statistical test that is used to test hypothesis and is used to determine whether there exists any
significance difference between the expected variables and the observed variables [18].

Using a significance level of 0.05, the obtained results from the analysis showed that the p-value obtained from
the chi-square was 0.808>0.05, this showed that there was not an evidence to claim that there was a significance
difference between gender and autism.

P-value can be described as the probability that indicates the likeliness of obtaining a required result from a test
hypothesis which determines whether to reject a null hypothesis or fail to reject the null hypothesis [19]. Thus,
from the obtained results the p value indicated that we failed to reject the null hypothesis which was an implication
of insufficient evidence from the chi square test.

From the previous findings researchers, it was observed that autism was more common among children leading
to communication and mental disorder. It was advisable to visit psychologists and have a speech therapy which
would prevent from such risk.

CONCLUSION

From the results, it was observed that the best way to prevent a person from getting into a risk of autism was to
visit a doctor at an early stage. This was observed from the responses obtained from the research where majority
of the respondents implied that visiting a psychologist and psychiatrist would prevent it at an early stage. The
results showed that for a person diagnosed with autism, medications such as antipsychotics and antidepressant
reduced the various effects caused by autism such as speech and communication disorder

The main aim of the study was to assess the awareness levels of Saudi pediatricians with regards to knowledge
and attitudes towards autism among children. It can therefore be concluded that the best way to curb autism in
Saudi is to frequently visit a doctor to have a medical checkup especially at early ages. And if happens, it is
advisable to have the prescribed medication that would cause health effects.
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