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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: Autism is one of the common neurological disorders especially in childhood. Early detection of Autism can improve the 

quality of life of the child; however, early diagnosis depends mainly on the level of knowledge of healthcare professionals of the 

disease symptoms and its diagnosis. Objective: The goal of this study is to evaluate the level of knowledge of family physicians in 

Saudi Arabia towards autism diagnosis in children. Methods: The study included a self-administered questionnaire for family 

physicians in Saudi Arabia. The survey explored demographic data, as well as autism onset and symptoms. A total of 106 participants 

took part in the study. Results: Mean score for the whole survey was (15.12±2.2). Minimum score was 8 and maximum score was 

19.Family physicians had low to moderate level of knowledge about diagnosis of autism; but, they have good level of knowledge 

about the definition and characters of autism. Physicians with longer years of experience showed significantly higher lower level of 

knowledge (P-value= 0.006) compared to younger physicians. Conclusion: National training programs for family physicians should 
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be performed to improve the level of knowledge of family physicians. Further studies are needed in other areas in Saudi Arabia to 

figure out the real estimates for the level of knowledge of family physicians about autism all over the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 

 

Keywords: Autism, Family physicians, symptoms, Saudi Arabia 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Autism is considered a life-time neurological disorder that is identified by decreased socialization, reduced verbal and nonverbal 

communication, in addition to decreased interests and repetitive behavioral patterns (Staniland & Byrne, 2013). Autism is reported 

to be one of the leading causes of disabilities in childhood (Igwe et al., 2010). In spite of the growing research and knowledge on 

Autism globally (Meyer et al., 2011) most of the investigations revealed a huge difference and variability in the knowledge of 

healthcare professionals concerning Autism diagnosis, prognosis and management (Abubakar et al., 2016).   

Some previous reports demonstrated that some healthcare professionals from different specialties do not have appropriate level 

of knowledge towards Autism and its features in either childhood or in adolescence (Bernier et al., 2010). This could be because of 

their mistaken belief that Autism is a temporary disorder that is mainly due to psychological factors (Hus et al., 2013). Additionally, in 

the United States, a study found that the level of knowledge about Autism can vary in different specialties, including pediatricians, 

family physicians and psychiatrists (Mulle et al., 2013). Another investigation from Africa showed that healthcare professionals have a 

wide range of misconceptions related to autism etiology, management and prognosis (Coury et al., 2012).  

The African Network for the Prevention and Protection against Child Abuse and Neglect (ANPPCAN) had a survey in 2007 on 

different healthcare professionals and found that most of healthcare professionals had intermediate level of knowledge towards 

autism (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2015), where only healthcare professionals working in psychiatric units have the highest level of 

knowledge about this disorder (White et al., 2019). In Asia, Surveys on Indian doctors showed that Indian psychologists, psychiatrists, 

and pediatricians have good level of knowledge about diagnosis and manifestations of autism (Someki et al., 2018). However, other 

studies showed that healthcare professionals from other different specialties showed poor level of knowledge of the disease (Imran 

et al., 2011). 

Therefore, this study aims at investigating the level of knowledge of family physicians towards autism in Saudi Arabia in order to 

guide in the early detection and screening for autism in childhood. 

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Study design 

This is a qualitative, observational, cross sectional study that was carried outduring the period from August to November 2019. The 

study included family physicians. All physicians who completed the survey (106 physicians) were included in this study. Incomplete 

surveys were excluded. 

 

Data collection 

An approved questionnaire called "Knowledge about Childhood Autism among Health Workers (KCAHW)" questionnaire was 

distributed online through a self-administered questionnaire to family physicians in Saudi Arabia. Survey’s questions included socio-

demographic data of the responders, as well as questions on symptoms and diagnosis of Autism. 

 

Statistical analysis 

All data were recorded in a pre-designed and validated excel sheet. Data were represented in terms of frequencies and valid 

percentages for categorical variables. Correlations were done using chi square test for categorical variables at a level of significance 

p value < 0.05, while comparisons of continuous data were done using one-way ANOVA. Data was further analyzed using IBM SPSS 

(Statistical Package for the Social Science; IBM Corp, Armonk, NY, USA) to perform all statistical calculations, version 21 for Microsoft 

Windows. 

 

Ethical considerations 

The approval of the regional research ethics committee of Al-Qassem region, registered at National Committee of Bio & Med. Ethics 

(NCBE) was acquired (approval number: 1441-97993, date: 11-Sep-2019) prior to conducting any study procedure. During the 
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research activities, each participant was informed about the study objectives and verbal consent of the subjects was also obtained. 

Confidentiality was kept for all of the collected data. 

 

3. RESULTS 

Responders’ characters 

Of the 106 responders, 62 (58.5%) male and 44 (41.5%) female participated in this analysis. Age was categorized into 4 age groups. 

Patients aging 30s years old represented 37.7% of the participants. On the other hand, only 8 participants responded from the age 

group 20s years old. 

Regarding nationality, more than three quarters of the responders (82.1%) were Saudi, while 17.9% were non Saudi. Additionally, 

87.7% of the participants were married. Finally, almost half (57.5%) of the physicians were general physicians, and 39.6% had a 

duration of experience between 10 to 20 years. All socio-demographic data are shown in detail in table 1. 

 

Table 1 Socio-demographic characters of responders 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Age 

20 to 29 years 8 7.5 

30 to 39 years 40 37.7 

40 to 49 years 31 29.2 

50 to 59 years 27 25.5 

Gender 

Female 44 41.5 

Male 62 58.5 

Nationality 

Non Saudi 87 82.1 

Saudi 19 17.9 

Marital status 

Divorced 1 .9 

Married 93 87.7 

Single 11 10.4 

Widowed 1 .9 

Medical Degree 

Board certified 13 12.3 

Diploma 19 17.9 

General 

physician 
61 57.5 

Master 13 12.3 

Duration of experience 

<10 years 37 34.9 

> 40 years 2 1.9 

10 - 20 years 42 39.6 

20 - 30 years 25 23.6 

 

Questions on Knowledge about Autism definition and characters 

Participants were asked about a set of questions on the definition of autism. Family physicians showed a good level of knowledge 

about autism which is identified by high frequency of correct answers as shown in details in table 2. It is worth to mention that the 

highest question that showed lack of knowledge of physicians was on whether patients can appear as deaf or dumb, with 11.3% 

mentioning that they do not know the answer. 
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Table 2 Responses on Autism definition and characters 

 I don’t Know No Yes 

Marked impairment in use of multiple non-verbal 

behaviors such as eye to eye contact, facial expression, 

body postures and gestures during social interaction? 

2.8 2.8 94.3 

Failure to develop peer relationship appropriate for 

developmental age? 
5.7 1.9 92.5 

Lack of spontaneous will to share enjoyment, interest 

or activities with other people? 
0 0.9 99.1 

Lack of social or emotional reciprocity? 4.7 0.9 94.3 

Staring into open space and not focusing on anything 

specific? 
7.5 11.3 81.1 

The child can appear as if deaf or dumb? 11.3 8.5 80.2 

Loss of interest in the environment and surroundings? 0.9 5.7 93.4 

Social smile is usually absent in a child with Autism? 9.4 9.4 81.1 

 

Question on Symptoms and diagnosis of Autism 

Physicians were also asked about clinical manifestations and diagnosis of autism. Response of family physician varied between 

correct and wrong answers which showed low to moderate level of knowledge about diagnosis and symptoms of autism. Compared 

to general definition and characters of autism, there was lower level of knowledge towards autism regarding its diagnosis and 

symptoms as shown in table 3. 

 

Table 3 Responses on Autism symptoms and diagnosis 

 I don’t Know No Yes 

Delay or total lack of development of spoken language? 3.8 5.7 90.6 

Stereotyped and repetitive movement (e.g. Hand or finger 

flapping or twisting)? 
10.4 7.5 82.1 

May be associated with abnormal eating habit? 23.6 14.2 62.3 

Persistent preoccupation with parts of objects? 12.3 2.8 84.9 

Love for regimented routine activities? 15.1 8.5 76.4 

Autism is Childhood Schizophrenia? 12.3 84 3.8 

Autism is an auto-immune condition? 16 78.3 5.7 

Autism is a neuro-developmental disorder caused by MMR 

vaccine? 
12.3 81.1 6.6 

Autism could be associated with Mental Retardation? 14.2 40.6 45.3 

Autism could be associated with Epilepsy? 16 52.8 31.1 

 

 

Figure 1 Responses to onset of Autism in Percentage 

63.2

29.2

7.5

Onset of Autism

Childhood

Infancy

Neonatal age
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Onset of Autism 

Also, family physicians were asked about the onset of autism. More than half (63.2%) of participants responded that it occurs in 

childhood, while only 7.5% of physicians mentioned that it can start at neonatal age as shown in figure 1. 

 

Comparison of survey scores over different demographic variables 

Finally, total score for the questionnaire was calculated and compared over different demographic groups using one way ANOVA at 

level of significance P-value <0.05. Mean score for the whole cohort was (15.12±2.2). Minimum score was 8 and maximum score was 

19. A significant difference was observed in scores based on years of experience of responders. Responders with longer years of 

experience (>40 years) showed significantly (P-value = 0.006) scores compared to other groups of shorter years of experience, with a 

mean score (15.88±1.8). There was no statistically significant difference in scores of any other demographic variables as shown in 

table 4. 

 

Table 4 Comparison of total score over different demographic groups using One-way ANOVA 

  
Total Knowledge score 

(Mean) 

Total Knowledge score 

(Standard deviation) 
P value 

Gender Male 14.85 2.435 
0.138 

 Female 15.50 1.785 

Marital status 

Divorced 15.00 0 

0.666 
Married 15.20 2.219 

Single 14.36 2.203 

Widowed 16.00 0 

Medical Degree 

Board certified 15.54 2.145 

0.089 
Diploma 16.11 1.997 

General physician 14.70 2.224 

Master 15.23 2.127 

Nationality 
Saudi 15.53 2.435 

0.380 
Non Saudi 15.03 2.154 

Duration of 

experience 

<10 years 15.03 2.128 

0.006* 
10 - 20 years 13.96 2.508 

20 - 30 years 15.50 .707 

> 40 years 15.88 1.824 

*P value at level of significance <0.05. 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

Autism usually starts very early in life during childhood (Hus et al., 2013). Early detection of autism is crucial to decreases disability 

due to the disease and improves social interaction and intellectual skills of the children (Coury et al., 2012). However, early detection 

of autism is highly dependent on the awareness of family doctors and other healthcare professionals of the diagnostic criteria of 

autism (White et al., 2019).    

The present work aimed at exploring the level of knowledge and awareness of family physicians about autism diagnosis, 

symptoms and clinical manifestations in childhood in Saudi Arabia. In this study, it is revealed that family physicians had low to 

moderate level of knowledge about diagnosis of autism; however, they have good level of knowledge about the definition and 

characters of autism. Additionally, Physicians with longer years of experience showed significantly higher lower level of knowledge 

(P-value= 0.006) compared to younger physicians. 

Previous studies in the medical literature have evaluated the level of knowledge of healthcare professionals about autism in 

different setting. Imran et al. examined the level of knowledge of health care professionals in Pakistan towards autism. The study 

team recruited 247 participants to respond to a survey with questions about diagnosis and management of Autism (Imran et al., 

2011). Imran et al. revealed that health care professionals do not have appropriate level of knowledge about autism and that they 

have some misconceptions about the disease. Imran et al also recommended giving more attention to training programs for 

healthcare professionals about the disease (Imran et al., 2011). These findings are compliant to the results from the present work 
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which showed a low to intermediate level of knowledge about autism diagnosis and management with an average score (15.12±2.2) 

out of 19. It is important to note that recruited healthcare professionals from different specialties, however, the present study 

focused only on family physicians who are commonly the first to see children with autism. 

Another study carried out by Igwe et al. examined the level of knowledge of pediatric and psychiatric nurses about autism using 

the same score that was used in the present study, which is KCAHW score. Compared to the present work, Nigerian healthcare 

professional got an average score (12.56±3.23) lower than that of Saudi healthcare professionals in the present work (15.12±2.2). 

Igwe et al. interpreted the total score as deficient knowledge about autism, though the recruited professionals were specialized in 

the disease and are involved in its diagnostic and management plan (Igwe et al., 2011). Similarly, the present study recommends 

more training programs and workshops for family physicians about the diagnosis and management of autism. Similar 

recommendations were also proposed by Obeid et al. who investigated level of knowledge about autism among medical students in 

two different countries; the first was a developing country with low resources and the second was a developed country with 

abundant resources (Obeid et al., 2015). Similarly, the present investigation reached the same findings, which was performed in a 

Saudi Arabia, with a wide range of resource for the healthcare systems.  

 Additionally, the present study has some limitations. Small sample size could affect the validity of the outcomes of the present 

study. Also, limiting the investigation to one area in Saudi Arabia could affect the reliability of the results. Finally, to our knowledge, 

this is the first study to evaluate the level of knowledge about autism among family physicians in Saudi Arabia. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

Early diagnosis of Autism can make a drastic improvement in the prognosis of the disease. Therefore, decision-makers in healthcare 

institute should focus on national training programs for family physicians to improve the chances of early detection of the disease. 

Additionally, further studies should be carried out in other areas in Saudi Arabia to figure out the real estimates for the level of 

knowledge of family physicians about autism all over the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. 
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