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This study is a prospective population-based follow-up study of 120 individuals with autism who were followed from childhood to adulthood. Individuals who were diagnosed with autism as children were followed prospectively for a period of 13 to 22 years and re-evaluation at ages 17 to 40 years. The sample consisted of 78 individuals with autism and 42 individuals with atypical autism. The instruments used at follow-up included: the Diagnostic Interview for Social and Communication Disorders (DISCO), the Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale Revised (WAIS-R), Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-III), the Vineland Adaptive Behaviour Scales, psychiatric-medical examination and GAF-scale. Based on the results of this measures, participants were classified as having a good outcome, fair outcome, restricted but acceptable outcome, poor outcome or very poor outcome. In order to meet criteria for a “good outcome”, participants had to be employed or involved in higher education/vocational training and be living independently and have two or more friends. In order to have a “fair outcome”, participants had to either be employed/involved in higher education/vocational training or be living independently and have two or more friends. In order to have “restricted but acceptable outcome”, participants had to have a group of peers. In order to meet criteria for “poor outcome”, participants had to have an obvious severe handicap, no independent social progress, some clear verbal or non-verbal communicative skills. “Very poor outcome” was defined as individuals with very sever handicap, unable to lead any kind of independent existence and no clear verbal or non-verbal communication. Classifications were made by two raters. 

At follow-up, the majority of individuals continued to meet diagnostic criteria for autism. Only one participant no longer met criteria for ASD. Overall outcome was poor. 57% of participants were classified as having fair outcome, 21% were classified as having poor outcome, 13% were classified as having restricted but acceptable outcome and 8% were classified as having fair outcome. Only four individuals were living independently. 34 individuals had received additional diagnoses (8 psychosis, 1 bipolar disorder, 24 tic disorder, 1 Tourettes). In addition, 50% exhibited self-injurious behaviour. In terms of predictive factors, childhood IQ-level was positively correlated with better adult outcome, as was the existence of some communicative phrase speech at age six years. 
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