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When a child health team assess a child to answer the question of whether the child may have autism, they use a set of criteria from a diagnostic manual to guide their conclusions.  The two diagnostic manuals that are used internationally by professionals are the ICD (International Classification of Diseases) and the DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders).





The ICD is developed through the World Health Organisation and is used by many professionals in the UK.  The DSM is developed through the American Psychiatric Association and is used by professionals in the USA.
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Both manuals contain diagnostic criteria  for a variety of different conditions, such as ADHD, autism and depression.  The criteria for each diagnosis represent the developmental and behavioural patterns that are expected to be observed in each condition. The diagnoses outlined in these manuals are based on research evidence and are agreed upon by a panel of experts; therefore as our knowledge of conditions increase and further research is published, these diagnostic manuals are updated.





In May 2013, the DSM published its fifth revision, DSM-5:-  �HYPERLINK "http://www.dsm5.org/Pages/Default.aspx"�http://www.dsm5.org/Pages/Default.aspx�    


Although most professionals in the UK use ICD, the DSM-5 will also be influential in the UK because it is increasingly used for international research studies and is referred to by many professionals in clinical practice.  





There have been some controversial changes made to the DSM-5, including some changes to the autism spectrum diagnoses, which we will discuss in this article.





What changes have been made to the autism spectrum diagnoses in the DSM5?





The most important change is the introduction of the overall category ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder’.  Although this is a term that we may all be familiar with, this is the first time that it has been officially recognised in a diagnostic manual.  This will replace the current separate diagnoses that are used, such as autism and Asperger’s syndrome.  





There will also be some changes to the Autism Spectrum Disorder criteria.  The most significant is the addition of a sensory criterion, recognising that many children with autism have particular reactions to sensory experiences, such as an unusual interest in a sensory aspect of the environment.  Professionals will also be encouraged to give more detail about a child’s specific difficulties, including severity and presence of other conditions.  Finally, the criteria  acknowledge that certain symptoms may not be evident until the demands of the social environment (such as starting, changing or leaving school or employment) placed on the individual may exceed their capacity to manage.  The new criteria allow for diagnosis later in childhood or early adulthood, where previously it was expected that autism characteristics would be clearly evident by the age of three years.














