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                                    More U.S. Kids Being Diagnosed With Autism, ADHD

                                    
More U.S. children today have developmental disabilities like autism and ADHD than a decade ago, though  improved recognition may be a major reason, according to a government study.


Researchers found that between 2009 and 2017, the percentage of U.S. children and teens with a developmental disability rose from just over 16% to nearly 18%. Increases in ADHD (attention deficit hyperactivity disorder) and autism spectrum disorders accounted for most of the change.


But experts said it's unclear whether the shift is due to actual increases in the incidence of those disorders.


In fact, positive trends may be largely responsible, said Maureen Durkin, a professor at the University of Wisconsin-Madison School of Medicine and Public Health.


Greater awareness of the disorders and better diagnosis are likely contributors, according to Durkin, who wrote an editorial published with the study Sept. 26 in Pediatrics. She pointed to autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) as a prime example.


"Over time, the concept of what autism is has changed," Durkin said.


It now includes a broader range of subtler impairments in social interaction, communication and behavior -- not only the more profound difficulties that once defined autism.


Lead researcher Benjamin Zablotsky, from the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, agreed that changes in awareness and diagnostic criteria are likely contributors.


Plus, he said, wording of the survey questions changed over time, which probably prompted more parents to report that their child had been diagnosed with certain conditions.


For instance, in 2014 there was a roughly 80% increase in the prevalence of ASDs, following a change to that question.


For the study, Zablotsky and colleagues examined data from a periodic survey his agency conducts to track health trends in the United States. They focused on the prevalence of 10 developmental disabilities among 3- to 17-year-olds, as reported by their parents.


Between 2009 and 2017, the prevalence of ADHD rose from about 8.5% to 9.5%, while the prevalence of autism spectrum disorders more than doubled, from 1.1% to 2.5%. The percentage of kids with intellectual disability rose from 0.9% to 1.2%.


Researchers said the rise in intellectual disability coincided with a revamp of the survey question, which once described such impairments as "mental retardation."


What the study cannot definitively answer is "why," Zablotsky said. Durkin agreed and noted that even with shifts in awareness and diagnosis, there could still have been a change in the actual incidence of some disorders.


Whatever the reasons for the trends, it's vital to keep track of how many U.S. children have developmental disabilities, Durkin said. 

"It can help us plan for services," she explained. "We have effective early interventions that improve outcomes, but they need to be accessible."


As it stands, Durkin noted, some children can wait as long as a year just to get an evaluation for a possible developmental disorder.


The study found that some areas of the country may have a particularly acute need for services. Over the years, the prevalence of developmental disorders increased in urban areas, but remained lower than in rural America -- at a little over 17% by 2017, versus 19.5%.


It's already known, Zablotsky said, that families in rural areas often face obstacles, including a lack of providers who treat developmental disorders, and difficulty traveling to get those services.


"We publish the data on prevalence," he said, "and then hope that policymakers can use it."


More information


The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has more on developmental disabilities.

                                    SOURCES: Benjamin Zablotsky, Ph.D., National Center for Health Statistics, U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Hyattsville, Md.; Maureen Durkin, Ph.D., Dr.P.H., professor, population health sciences and pediatrics, School of Medicine and Public Health, University of Wisconsin-Madison; Pediatrics, Sept. 26, 2019, online
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                                                        Our commitment to patient care and health is priority one here at The Medicine Shoppe.

We believe in the value of providing personalized service and quality products.
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