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ABSTRACT

Background: Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a mental condition, usually presented from early childhood; 
it is often observed and diagnosed within the first 3 years of the child's life. This study aims to evaluate the 
challenges that families are facing regarding raising a child with Autism in Saudi Arabia. 

Methodology: An observational cross-sectional study was conducted in the eastern region of Saudi Arabia 
from December 2016 to February 2017 to assess the challenges faced by families of ASD children. This study 
involved all the families that have one or more autistic children between the ages of 1 and 12 years. The data 
were collected by using a self-administered questionnaire distributed electronically and in paper form among 
families with an autistic child with the help of autism centers. The data were analyzed by Statistical Package for 
the Social Sciences version 21. 

Results: The questionnaire consisted of 31 questions, a total of 61 families participated in this study. Regarding 
the diagnosis, the majority of the sample was diagnosed with Autism at an early age. The prevalence of ASD 
in males was found higher than females. Public awareness was still very poor. Families were spending a lot of 
money even though the government’s facilities were acceptable. The study found it to be challenging to raise 
an autistic child in the studied population,

Conclusion: The study found families with autistic children were suffering from many challenges, psychologi-
cally, socially, emotionally, and financially in the Saudi population. 

Keywords: Autism, Saudi families, autism spectrum disorder, challenges, child.

Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a biological-based 

neurodevelopmental disorder that is diagnosed in 

childhood and has many symptoms, some being more 

severe than others. ASD characterized by impairment 

in two major domains: Deficit in social communication 

and social interaction and restricted and also repetitive 

movements, behavior, interests, and activities [1]. The 

presence of these symptoms causes children with ASD 

to have a lot of challenges in forming new meaningful 

relationships. A child diagnosed with Autism has his 

way of communication either verbally, nonverbally, or 

a combination of both. There are common experiences 

among autistic children, including obsession, impairment 

of social relationships, cognitive impairment, and 

abnormalities in language [2-4]. Although the potential 

impact of ASD is significant, some autistic children 

attend conventional schools with normal intelligence 

quotient [5]. As a result of this communication style, 

special education services need to be modified in 

accordance. Other children often think that autistic 

children are socially awkward. Over a short period, 

the number of cases diagnosed with ASD has been 

increased. Approximately 11 years ago, it ranged from 

five per 10,000 [6] to 60 per 10,000 [7]. A recent study 

conducted by Meadan [8] concluded that the Autism is 

affecting about 1/110 children and is growing to 17% of 

children per year [8]. In today’s society, the prevalence 
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of ASD is increasing, with males being affected 4.5 

times higher than females [9]. The current prevalence in 

the United States is estimated at 1 in 91 children [10]. 

Recent epidemiological studies conducted in different 

regions of the world have indicated that at least one 

in every 100 people has some form of Autism [11]. In 

Arab Gulf countries, prevalence estimated between 

1.4 and 29/10,000 [12]. Few studies published about 

the prevalence of Autism in the developing countries. 

Autism in Saudi Arabia is slightly higher than reported in 

the developed countries. In Saudi Arabia, the prevalence 

estimated that the number of confirmed cases of ASD was 

42,500, and many remained undiagnosed [13]. Although 

the cause of Autism is unknown, there is growing 

evidence that a variety of disorders can cause Autism, 

However, exact pathophysiology is still unknown, and 

no disease markers for the diagnosis of Autism have 

been validated [14]. Early diagnosis of ASD could help 

the families to develop better-coping strategies for the 

classical behaviors of their child. With that said, we need 

to educate social workers about ASD as this diagnosis 

not only affects the individuals themselves, but also 

affects their families. It is a big challenge to have an 

autistic child. Not only to the family, but also it has an 

impact on society on the country. Autistic children are 

going to need special care because they have a lot of 

difficulties in their life. Also, they have many learning 

difficulties. They can't find the appropriate words to 

communicate with others. Even if they are talking with 

them, people won't be able to understand what they mean. 

These difficulties, in turn, will produce feelings of grief, 

stress, and confusion. Immediately, with no warning or 

preparation, the family has to transform and adapt to a 

new lifestyle [8]. The family will have to go to a lot of 

primary health care centers for ASD to help their child 

to overcome his obstacles, and they may need a lot of 

money for that. The siblings also are affected; they will 

have many difficulties to understand their brother. They 

won’t be able to communicate or take care of him. The 

main aim of this study was to examine ASD and how it 

is impacting families. The study primarily focused on the 

challenges that parents faced in raising an autistic child. 

The goal of the study was to empower families who 

had children with ASD as well as providing educational 

support and further knowledge and understanding for 

social workers and other professionals working in this 

field.

Subject and Methods

This study was conducted from December 2016 to 

February 2017 in the eastern region of the kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia (KSA). The target population included 

all the families that have one or more autistic children 

between the age of 1 and 12 years. 

Case identification

The present study is about the challenges that the 

families of an autistic child are facing, psychologically, 

socially, emotionally, or financially. Autistic child’s 

families were identified by going to the autism centers 

in the eastern region of KSA and asking them for the 

communication data of the families. We reached them 

either by social media or by meeting them in a particular 

place. The questionnaire was consisted of 31 questions, 

and it was distributed as two forms, an electronic form 

and a paper form. An agreement was included to take 

their consent. 

Sampling

The data for this study was collected by a cross-sectional 

design. It can be defined as a type of observation that 

involves the analysis of data collected from a population, 

or a representative subset, at one specific point of time. 

We chose this way to collect the data because it is an 

observational study without any experiments or to use 

any medication or comparing with other groups. Also, 

it is not related to the past or the future; it is about the 

current time only. 

Results

The coding was done in this study, categorizing the 

research into a limited number of categories. This 

analysis allowed the researchers to study the similarities 

and differences between families who are impacted 

by ASD through semi-structured interviews. Content 

analysis also enabled the researchers to identify the 

major themes presented in these families due to their 

personal experience with ASD. The participants of this 

current study were 61 families. We reached them either 

by social media or by meeting them in a particular place. 

The questionnaire was consisted of (31 questions), and 

it was distributed as two forms, an electronic form and 

a paper form. An agreement was included to take their 

consent. All the children with Autism were found to be 

between age 1 and 12 years, and the majority of them 

were diagnosed at an early age, i.e., 1-5 years (Figure 1). 

Regarding the prevalence, Autism was found to be higher 

in male children (73.8%) as compared to female children 

females (24.2%) of a sample population of 61 families 

(Figure 2). Having an autistic child will make the 

lifestyle difficult and facing many challenges within the 

family or society. About public awareness of the needs 

of individuals with Autism that 37.7% of the Children 

are causing an embarrassment to their families, while 

63.9% of the families are suffering from the way that 

the society is dealing with their child (Table 1). Children 

with Autism need special attention and care from centers 

and schools. This study showed 31.1% of the families 

said that there is no autism center near their houses. Also, 

72.1% of the families are living in an area where there is 

no private school for their Child (Table 2). Furthermore, 

91.8% of the families have been spending a lot of 

money to help their Child. While 45.9% of the families 

evaluated the government facilities as acceptable, 29.5% 

evaluated it as bad (Figure 3). Public awareness of ASD 

is very essential for families and society by organizing 
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conferences, workshops, and sources of different 

languages. Regarding this point, the study showed 57.4% 

of the families went to some conferences to teach them 

about Autism, while 72.1% thinking that there aren't 

enough Arabic sources talking about Autism (Table 3).

Discussion

The current study aims to explore the challenges that 

families are facing with their autistic children. We 

observed several key findings. First, parents are facing 

Table 1. Public awareness of ASD causing embarrassment to families with autistic child. 

P-value
Suffering from society

Embarrassment to the family
Yes No sometimes

0.048

20(32.85) 3(4.9%) 15(24.6%) No

19(31.1%) 00 4(6.6%) Yes

39(63.9%) 3(4.9%) 19(31.1%) Total

Figure 2. Number of children affected by Autism.

Figure 1. Age of the child when the family noticed that the child is Autistic.



Autism in Saudi Arabia

1456

difficulties with the dealing of the society with their 

autistic child. Second, there is no near private autism 

center to most of the families, which makes it more 

difficult and challenging. Also, there are many findings, 

but these are the main ones. The result of the current study 

has shown that the overall prevalence of Autism in nursery 

schools and primary schools whose ages ranged from 1 

to 12 years old. Regarding diagnosis, the majority of the 

sample was diagnosed with Autism at an early age of 1-5 

years, which has a similar finding of the previous studies 

[15]. The present study revealed that the prevalence of 

ASD in males is higher than females, which is similar 

to the findings of previous studies [9]. About public 

places, such places can be stressful and challenging for 

parents and individuals with Autism without appropriate 

support and public understanding and awareness of 

their particular needs. Parents of autistic children want 

to be allowed to go first and avoid queuing as it is 

known that waiting is difficult for children with Autism. 

Therefore, they have to be given the appropriate support 

by services in public places, for instance, by providing a 

special pass and hand stamp that allows them to go first 

in accessing any public services. The deep meaning of 

awareness about Autism is not only about understanding 

P-valueSuffering from societyEmbarrassment to the 

family

0.048

YesNosometimes

20(32.85)3(4.9%)15(24.6%)No

19(31.1%)004(6.6%)Yes

39(63.9%)3(4.9%)19(31.1%)Total

Figure 3. Governmental facilities to autistic children.

Table 2. Availability of Autism centers and private schools near the families.

p-value
A private school near the family house

Autism center near the family house
Yes No

0.008

1 (1.6%) 18 (29.5%) No

16 (26.2%) 26 (42.6%) Yes

17 (27.9%) 44 (72.1%) Total

Table 3. Family members going to a conference in relation to their thoughts about if there are enough Arabic sources. 

p-value
Thoughts about if there are enough Arabic sources  

to teach about Autism  A family member went to a conference about Autism
Yes No

0.030

11 (18%) 15 (24.6%) No

6 (9.8%) 29 (47.5%) Yes

17 (27.9%) 44 (72.1%) Total
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its characteristics but also understanding its needs and 

accommodating them accordingly in the environment. 

Also, this study represents that most of the families have 

difficulties in accessing the information and knowledge 

that allow them to have a better understanding of their 

children’s needs because the majority of information and 

sources are provided in English or different languages. 

Therefore, autism associations and universities have to 

perform their role in providing Arabic sources for parents 

and service providers in the community by translating 

guidance and advice for parents, in addition to ensuring 

that their training programs are up to date [16]. Even 

though the facilities of the government are acceptable, 

most of the families still spending a lot of money to 

help their child because the facilities do not fulfill their 

needs. For instance, parents have to teach their children 

in a private school because there are not adequate 

governmental schools. To receive follow-up advice and 

support, after diagnosis is the first right for individuals 

with Autism and their family members. They have to be 

guided to the most appropriate services available for them 

in the community. These services and support include the 

appropriate school for them, social services, support for 

family members, benefits, and support groups.

Conclusion

At the end of this research, we found that families with 

autistic children are suffering from many challenges, 

psychologically, socially, emotionally, and financially. 

They need more attention. 
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