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Understanding autism 

Autism is found in every country and region of the world, and in families of all racial, ethnic, 
religious, and economic backgrounds. Recent studies estimate that as many as 1 in 681 children in 
the United States have been diagnosed with a form of autism.

What is Autism? 
Autism is a group of complex 

disorders of brain development. 

The disorders are associated 

with intellectual disabilities, 

difficulties in motor coordination 

and attention and physical issues. 

How is autism diagnosed?
Parents are typically the first to notice 
unusual behaviors in their child. In 
many cases, their child may seem 
“different” from birth. The first signs 
of autism may also appear in children 
who had previously been developing 
normally. When an affectionate, 
bubbly toddler suddenly becomes 
silent, withdrawn, violent, or self-
abusive, something may be wrong. 

To date, there are no medical tests 
that detect autism and the symptoms 
may vary from child to child. In 
addition, some conditions can 
cause symptoms similar to autism. 
Parents and the child’s doctor need 
to rule out other disorders, including 
hearing loss, speech problems, 
mental retardation, and neurological 
problems. Once these possibilities 
have been eliminated, a visit to a 
professional who specializes in autism 
is necessary. Specialists include child 
psychiatrists, child psychologists, 
developmental pediatricians, or 
pediatric neurologists. 

Autism typically develops in early 
childhood. A person or child with 
autism may display a specific set of 

behaviors. Some signs may appear in 
infants or toddlers. 

Signs and symptoms may 
include:
• Does not respond to affection and 

touching. 

• Does not make eye contact. 

• Difficulty communicating. 

• Struggles to develop two-way 
social relationships with others. 

• Does not show a preference for 
parents over other adults. 

• Does not develop friendships with 
other children. 

• Has poor language skills. 

• Shows unusual, extreme responses 
to objects.

• Continuous interest in moving 
objects. 

• Forms an unusual attachment to 
odd objects such as a paper or 
rubber band. 

• Spins and repeats body 
movements. 
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What causes autism? 
It is still unclear what causes autism. 
Research suggests that autism is 
caused by abnormalities in brain 
structures or functions. Several 
studies suggest that autistic disorder 
might be caused by a combination of 
biological factors, including exposure 
to a virus before birth, a problem with 
the immune system, or genetics.

Autism and medication
Researchers have found that drugs 
developed to treat other disorders 
with similar symptoms are sometimes 
effective in treating the same 
symptoms and behaviors that make 
it hard for people with autism to 
function at home, school, or work. 

Medications used to treat anxiety and 
depression are now being explored as 
a way to relieve certain symptoms of 
autism.  

Long-term effects of drugs on a 
person with autism is unknown. 
Medication should only be used for 
specific symptoms, not merely to keep 
a child docile or quiet the anxiety of 
a parent or doctor. Be sure to discuss 
any possible medication options with 
your doctor.

Other options
In addition to using medication, there 
are other treatment options. Below 
are two treatment approaches that 
have evolved since autism was first 
identified.

• A developmental approach 
which focuses on developing skills 
and replacing behaviors with more 
appropriate ones. These types of 
programs provide consistency and 
structure along with proper levels 
of stimulation. The child has the 
same schedule everyday so that he 
or she can plan and organize his 
or her experiences. Often certain 
areas of a room are used for certain 
things so that the child knows what 
is expected of him or her.

• A behavioral approach is based 
on the theory that when people are 
rewarded for a certain behavior, 
they are more likely to repeat 
that behavior. This approach 
involves time intensive, highly 
structured, repetitive sequences 
in which a child is given a task 
and rewarded each time he or she 
responds correctly. The task could 
be something like looking at the 
therapist which can help the child 
learn to make eye contact on his or 
her own. 
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Contact Us
Your program provides access to  
tools and other resources online or call 
us directly to speak to a professional 
counselor who is available everyday 
and at any time to provide confidential 
assistance at no cost to you. 

Visit MagellanHealth.com/member

Resources
Autism Speaks
www.autismspeaks.org 

The National Autism Resource  
& Information Center
www.autismnow.org 

Centers for Disease and Control 
and Prevention – Autism 
Information
www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/ 
index.html 
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