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                An update of a previous review of 23 surveys of autism and PDDs1 has identified 32 studies published in English language journals from 1966 to 2001. Most studies followed a two-phase design for case identification. First, in the screening stage, potential cases were identified through letters, brief scales or checklists sent to a range of informants. Some investigations relied only on screening records known to educational or medical services, with no attempt to actively ascertain additional cases from other community sources. In the second stage, children identified as potential cases underwent more complete assessments designed to confirm caseness. Over time, cases were defined using various criteria (ie Kanner's criteria in the 1960s, Rutter's criteria and ICD-9 in the 1970s, DSM-III and DSM-III-R in the 1980s, and DSM-IV and ICD-10 since 1990). The assessment procedures themselves also varied ranging from a simple review of available data included in medical or educational records, to more direct assessment of the child using standardised instruments. Final caseness determination was usually attained with the judgement of clinical experts reviewing all the available evidence.
The median rate in these 32 surveys was 8.7/10â€‰000 (range: 0.7â€“72.6/10â€‰000) and associated 95% confidence intervals were usually very wide. Prevalence estimates correlated negatively with sample size (râ€‰=â€‰âˆ’0.77; Pâ€‰<â€‰0.01) and with publication year (râ€‰=â€‰0.70; Pâ€‰<â€‰0.01), suggesting that rates were higher in smaller and more recent studies. Excluding studies with very low precision (population sizeâ€‰<â€‰10â€‰000) and concentrating on 19 surveys published since 1987, the mean rate of autism was 11.1/10â€‰000 and the median rate was 9.5/10â€‰000, yielding a best conservative estimate of autistic disorder of 10/10â€‰000. In 12 surveys, authors reported that large numbers of children just failed to meet criteria for autistic disorder. Described in various ways (triad of impairments, autistic-like disorders, borderline childrenâ€‰â€¦), these children would more or less meet current criteria for pervasive developmental disorder, not otherwise specified (PDD NOS). On average, this group of children appeared to have a prevalence about 1.5 times that for autistic disorder (15/10â€‰000). The prevalence of Asperger syndrome (AS) was also estimated in six autism surveys and, compared to autism, the rates of AS were consistently lower by a factor of about 4.2 Therefore, the prevalence of all PDDs can therefore be conservatively estimated at 27.5/10â€‰000 combining the estimates for autistic disorder, AS and PDD-NOS.
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