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INTRODUCTION: 
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is 
a neurodevelopmental disorder that emerges 
during early childhood and interferes with 
a person’s ability to socially relate to and 
interact with others. ASD is associated with 
morbid medical and neurological conditions 
and affects the quality of life of the affected 
individuals and their families. Its Prevalence 
rate is increasing worldwide. (1).
ASD are not clear-cut, but evidence suggests 
that a number of environmental and genetic 

ABSTRACT: 
BACKGROUND:  
Mental health special services for children and adolescents are inadequate in Iraq. Autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) is increasing in prevalence worldwide
the incidence and prevalence of ASD in Iraq. More information is needed regarding autism 
in Iraq, the most presenting symptoms which cause the referral and the way of referral to the child 
and adolescent mental health services to improve th
OBJECTIVE:  
To study different characteristics of children with autism spectrum disorder visiting the outpatient 
clinic at the children welfare hospital in Baghdad, their referral pathway and if there are any 
associations between different variables.
PATIENTS AND METHODS
By taking all the children with a diagnosis of 
mental health center at the children welfare hospital coming from different Iraqi areas during ten 
months period from January to October 2020. A total of 292 children, a full psychiatric history 
and examination were done, and the diagnosis was made using DSM5 criteria and the use of 
childhood autism rating scale CARS. Information including the source of referral to the child and 
adolescent mental health service and the most presenting symptoms were also obtained
RESULTS: 
Boys (77.4%) were more than girls (22.6%). regarding the severity, (56.8%) were of a mild type. 
Speech problems were the most presenting symptom in (43.5%) of them. Being a boy or girl was 
significantly associated with the most presenting symptom 
there was a significant association between age and the severity of the symptoms. Most of the 
referral was by the family member advice in (82.5%).
CONCLUSION: 
Families were the most referral source to the child and ad
problems were the most presenting symptoms which lead to referral. Psycho educational 
programs are needed for the health workers including the pediatricians and audiologists about the 
autism spectrum disorder for early
KEYWORDS: autism spectrum disorder (ASD); childhood autism rating scale (CARS); source 

of referral; the most presenting symptom; Baghdad; Iraq.

The Iraqi Postgraduate Medical Journal                                                                       

http://www.ipmj.org The Iraqi Postgraduate Medical Journal                                                                                              2024; Vol. 23(3)

BAGHDAD

                                                                                                                        Research Paper
 

Disorder in Baghdad: Preliminary 
 

Ali Hussein Ali1, Hussein Ali Meften2, Ziad Tark Abd Ali

Teaching Hospital, Baghdad, Iraq                     
Baghdad Teaching Hospital, Baghdad, Iraq   

ge of Environmental Engineering, University of Baghdad, Baghdad, Iraq               

Iraqi Postgraduate Medical Journal, 2024; Vol. 23(3): 326-330                                                                              
                 Received:  March 2, 2023,                 Accepted:  March 19, 2023  

utism spectrum disorder (ASD) is                                 
disorder that emerges 

during early childhood and interferes with                      
a person’s ability to socially relate to and 
interact with others. ASD is associated with co 

medical and neurological conditions 
and affects the quality of life of the affected 
individuals and their families. Its Prevalence 

. The causes of 
cut, but evidence suggests 

that a number of environmental and genetic 

factors are at play, and therefore the role of 
mutation has been speculated (2,3). 
 There are few types of research on ASD 
Middle East, a recent study in Qatar shows that 
the prevalence of ASD was 1.1% (4)

Iraqi population is more than 40 million, and 
nearly 40% are children and adolescents 
Studies showed that mental disorders in Iraq 
have increased over time (6). The development 
of specialist services concerning mental health 
is needed in Iraq (7).  
 
 

Mental health special services for children and adolescents are inadequate in Iraq. Autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD) is increasing in prevalence worldwide with no study illustrating 
the incidence and prevalence of ASD in Iraq. More information is needed regarding autism 
in Iraq, the most presenting symptoms which cause the referral and the way of referral to the child 
and adolescent mental health services to improve these services and for a better outcome

To study different characteristics of children with autism spectrum disorder visiting the outpatient 
clinic at the children welfare hospital in Baghdad, their referral pathway and if there are any 

ions between different variables. 
S: 

By taking all the children with a diagnosis of ASD who visited the child and adolescent outpatient 
mental health center at the children welfare hospital coming from different Iraqi areas during ten 
months period from January to October 2020. A total of 292 children, a full psychiatric history 

were done, and the diagnosis was made using DSM5 criteria and the use of 
childhood autism rating scale CARS. Information including the source of referral to the child and 
adolescent mental health service and the most presenting symptoms were also obtained. 

Boys (77.4%) were more than girls (22.6%). regarding the severity, (56.8%) were of a mild type. 
Speech problems were the most presenting symptom in (43.5%) of them. Being a boy or girl was 
significantly associated with the most presenting symptom and with the source of referral. Also, 
there was a significant association between age and the severity of the symptoms. Most of the 
referral was by the family member advice in (82.5%). 

Families were the most referral source to the child and adolescent mental health center. Speech 
problems were the most presenting symptoms which lead to referral. Psycho educational 
programs are needed for the health workers including the pediatricians and audiologists about the 
autism spectrum disorder for early detection and better outcome. 
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The development 
of specialist services concerning mental health 
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in Iraq, the most presenting symptoms which cause the referral and the way of referral to the child 
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Childhood mental illness predicts adulthood 
mental disorders (8). ASD can contribute to poor 
educational attainment and difficulty with 
employment, leading to negative economic 
implications (9).  
In Iraq, there are no inpatient mental health 
services for children and adolescents (10). there 
are only 4 outpatient CAMH clinics attached to 
general hospitals in Baghdad, Three are run by 
general psychiatrists (Al Kadhimiya hospital, 
Ibn Rushd hospital, Central Child Hospital), 
and the new outpatient unit at the Children 
welfare hospital (related to Baghdad teaching 
hospital) where a new branch of training of 
child and adolescent psychiatry fellowship was 
conducted in Iraq in partnership with Australian 
Child and Adolescent psychiatrists to give 
mental health services to children and 
adolescents from different Iraqi regions. Over 
150 to 200 children and adolescents with 
families visit this center monthly. Baghdad 
underwent several conflicts from 2003 till 
recently. Studies were done in conflict settings, 
where living under stress is a major risk factor 
for children and adolescents' mental health (11). 
Mental disorders influence children and their 
families through issues such as unemployment, 
poverty, and homelessness. Early intervention 
to maltreated children or children exposed to 
violence can reduce the later disadvantages 
(12). It's essential to studya sample of children 
with a diagnosis of ASD, the most presenting 
symptoms reported by the families, and                     
the ways of referral to specialist psychiatric 
services to strengthen the role of mental               
health services. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS: 
The study was carried out at the child and 
adolescent psychiatric outpatient department,              
at the children welfare hospital (a governmental 
hospital) which is related to Baghdad Teaching 
Hospital, Baghdad, Iraq. It accepts referrals from 
all Iraqi regions. It was a non randomly selected, 
purposive sample, Single-group design.  
Participants 
All new pediatric patients presented to the child 
and adolescent psychiatric outpatient clinic 
during ten months period (between January and 
October 2020) who were diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorder, were included in this study. 
They were 292 children. Parents were 
interviewed, and the purpose of this study was  

 

explained to them and they were asked if               
they wanted to be included in the study, then oral 
and written informed consent to participate in  
the study were taken from the families. Children 
with diagnoses other than ASD were excluded 
from this study. A full psychiatric history and 
examination were conducted for each child and 
the diagnosis was made by three child and 
adolescent psychiatrists, depending on clinical 
observation and using  the DSM5 criteria (13). 
The severity of ASD was assessed using                  
the Arabic version of  the Childhood Autism 
Rating Scale (CARS) questionnaire, by two well-
trained psychologists who attended many 
workshops outside the country. It has been used 
and validated by many Arabic countries (14).               
The Arabic version of the questionnaire was 
modified by the research team to fit the Iraqi 
culture and improved upon review by a bilingual 
physician. The survey instruments were tested  
on 30 randomly-selected children and validated 
internally. For each child in this study six 
different variables were taken (sex, age, source 
of referral, residence, the severity of the autism 
spectrum disorder, and the chief complaint or  
the most presenting symptom). 
Statistical analysis 
Data were analyzed with SPSS, version 20 
RESULTS: 
The final sample consisted of 292 children, 226 
males (77.4%) and 66 females (22.6%) with              
the age ranging between 2-16 years, and                                   
the majority were between 3 and 6 years of age 
as shown in the table below. All children came 
from urban Iraqi areas except three who came 
from rural areas. Most of the referral was by 
advice from a family member in 241 (82.5%), 
then by a pediatrician in 29 (9.9%) of the referral 
sample, and least by the audiologists and general 
psychiatrists. Regarding the severity of autism 
spectrum disorder, more than half of the children 
were with mild type according to the CARS scale 
and only 22 (7.5%) of them were with severe 
type. And finally, in 127 (43.5%) children                   
the speech problem was the most presenting 
complaint as the parents reported, the behavioral 
problems were reported by parents in 59 (20.2%) 
children, and both speech and behavioral 
problems were reported as the most presenting 
complaints by the parents of 106 (36.3%) 
children. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

327 



 

The Iraqi Postgraduate Medical Journal                                                                                              2024; Vol. 23(3) 

AUTISM SPECTRUM IN BAGHDAD 

 
 

Table 1: Demographical data. 
 

Variables Number Percent 
Age  
Less than 3years 
3 to less than 6 
6 to 12 
More than 12 

83 
139 
65 
5 

28.4% 
47.6% 
22.3% 
1.7% 

Sex 
Male 
Female 

226 
66 

77.4% 
22.6% 

Residence  
Urban 
Rural 

289 
3 

99% 
1% 

Referral  
Pediatrician 
Neurologist 
Psychiatrist 
Audiologist 
Family 

29 
8 
5 
9 

241 

9.9% 
2.7% 
1.7% 
3% 

82.5% 

Severity of ASD 

Mild 
Moderate 
Severe 

166 
104 
22 

56.8% 
35.7% 
7.5% 

 Presenting problem 
Speech problem 
Behavioral problem 
Both 

127 
59 
106 

43.5% 
20.2% 
36.3% 

Total  292 100% 

 

 

Figure.1: The source of referral in percentage to the autism center 
 
DISCUSSION: 
The sample consisted of 292 new participating 
children with a diagnosis of autism spectrum 
disorder. 226 (77.4%) boys and 66 (22.6%) girls 
with a ratio of more than 3.4:1 which is 
consistent with other studies as in Oman  the 
male-to-female ratio was 3:1 (15) and, with  a 4:1 
male to female ratio in gulf states which was 
expected as the prevalence of ASD is more in 
boys than girls (16). The majority of the 
presenting children (76%) were less than 6 years 
of age, those between 6 and 12 years were 65 
(22.3%) children, and only 5 (1.7%) children 
were older than 12 years. In the study  of autism 
spectrum disorder in the Sultanate of Oman, the 
majority of the patients were aged 5–9 years(15). 

This could be due to that speech problems is the 
leading cause of referral in our presenting 
children which can be noticed in earlier ages. 
The majority of the referral was by family 
member advice 241 (82.5%) then by 
pediatricians 29 (9.9%) and less by others (9 
referral by audiologists and 8 by neurologists and 
5 referral was by psychiatrists)  and no referral 
by media effect or from school compared to 
other studies in Egypt (17). this could be due to 
the lake of media rule regarding education 
programs and less education of different health 
providers and school workers in Iraq. All the 
participating families, 289 (99%) came from 
urban areas except 3 (1%) families which are 
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similar to Sultanate of Oman study as                        
the majority of cases were found in the capital  
of Oman (15). 166 (56.8%) children were with 

mild symptoms, 104(35.6%) children were                

with moderate symptoms and 22(7.5%) were 

with a severe one. this could be due to  the 

referral bias as the families of children with more 

severe impairments went to rehabilitation centers 

not outpatient clinics. speech problem was the 

most presenting problem in 127 (43.5%) of the 

presenting children, then in 106 (36.3%) children 

both speech and behavioral problems were the 

presenting causes, and only in 59 (20.2%) 

children the behavioral problem was  the cause. 

In the Omani study, the most common presenting 

symptom was communication impairment.

  
Table 2: gender difference.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There was a significant association between                 
the sex and the most presenting problem 
(P=0.038).).A significant association between 
source of referral and age (P=0.03).there was                   
an association between the severity of ASD and 
age (P=0.00), and also a significant association 
between the presenting problem and the age 
(P=0.00) The limitation in this study was                    
the small sample size and the way of choosing 
the sample (non randomly) which can't be 
generalized. Rapid psycho education to health 
providers and families about autism spectrum 
disorder and childhood mental health in general. 
More researches are needed to study                                
the prevalence, characteristics of families,                   
and different risk factors related to autism 
spectrum disorder are needed.  Although it’s                  
a preliminary study, it will open the road for 
other more specific studies in the field of 
children's mental health in Iraq.  
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