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INTRODUCTION

Autism spectrum disorders and other developmental disorders 

Epidemiological data estimate the global prevalence 
of ASDs to be one person in 160, accounting for 
more than 7.6 million disability-adjusted life years and 
0.3% of the global burden of disease. This prevalence 
estimate represents an average figure, and reported 
prevalence varies substantially across studies. Some 
well-controlled studies have, however, reported rates 
that are substantially higher. The prevalence of ASDs 
in many low- and middle-income countries is as yet 
unknown.

Worldwide, people with ASDs and other developmental 
disorders represent a vulnerable group. They are 
often subject to stigma and discrimination, including 
unjust deprivation of health and education services, 
and opportunities to engage and participate in their 
communities. Globally, access to services and support 
for people with developmental disorders is inadequate, 
and families of those affected often carry substantial 
emotional, economic and care burdens.

Autism was brought to the attention of Member States 
and the United Nations General Assembly in January 
2008, when the General Assembly adopted resolution 
A/RES/62/139 designating 2 April each year as World 
Autism Awareness Day. The subsequent observation 
of that day has substantially increased international 
awareness about ASDs. 

In December 2012, the General Assembly unanimously 
adopted a resolution entitled Addressing the 
socioeconomic needs of individuals, families and 
societies affected by autism spectrum disorders 
(ASD) developmental disorders (DD) and associated 
disabilities (A/RES/67/82), which calls for greater 
attention to the problem by Member States and UN 
Agencies and recognizes the need for innovative, 
integrated approaches for implementation of feasible, 
effective and sustainable intervention programmes.

In May 2013, the 133rd WHO Executive Board adopted a 
resolution entitled Comprehensive and coordinated efforts 
for the management of autism spectrum disorders (ASDs), 
which was supported by more than 60 countries. The 
resolution (EB133/4; Annex 3) urges the WHO Secretariat 
to collaborate with Member States and partner agencies 
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1.	 Introduction

Developmental disorders

	Developmental disorders are a group 
of conditions with onset in infancy 
or childhood and characterized by 
impairment or delay in functions 
related to the central nervous system 
maturation. 

	They may affect a single area 
of development (e.g. specific 
developmental disorders of speech 
and language, of scholastic skills, 
and/or motor function) or several (e.g. 
pervasive developmental disorders 
and intellectual disability).

	The umbrella term ‘autism spectrum 
disorders’ (ASDs) covers conditions 
such as autism, childhood 
disintegrative disorder and Asperger 
syndrome. 

	Core symptoms include a variable 
mixture of impaired capacity for 
reciprocal socio-communicative 
interaction and a restricted, 
stereotyped repetitive repertoire of 
interests and activities. Individuals with 
autism spectrum disorders may have 
decreased general intellectual ability. 

	These conditions currently belong 
to the category in the International 
Classification of Diseases and Related 

Autism spectrum disorders
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